Lover Enraptured
Jodi Redford
	Аннотация
	Lover Enraptured. by Jodi Redford. Thieves of Aurion - 2
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen
	Chapter Eighteen
	Chapter Nineteen
	Chapter Twenty
	Chapter Twenty-One
	Chapter Twenty-Two
	Chapter Twenty-Three
	Chapter Twenty-Four
	Chapter Twenty-Five
	Chapter Twenty-Six
	Chapter Twenty-Seven
	Chapter Twenty-Eight
	Chapter Twenty-Nine
	Epilogue


Аннотация
Looks like someone's knees are going to get a workout.
Avily Donahoe has dated way too many losers trying to get over Jerrick Hunter, the man who taught her everything about the life of crime she left behind. Now he has the balls to show up and ask her to pose as his sub, complete with skimpy leather outfit, to get inside a no-faes-allowed sex club?
Oh, hell no. If anyone�s going to be wearing next to nothing, it�s going to be Jerrick�as her bitch.
Five years ago, Jerrick realized the lonely kid he�d taken under his wing had grown into a tempting, desirable woman�and he�d cut her loose. If gaining her help now means hitting his knees with a leash and a collar, so be it.
But soon their front escalates into an all-too-real erotic game where the prize is the one thing that tantalizes him beyond reason. Their hearts aren�t the only thing they�ll lose if they fail. It could mean the end of everything�and everyone�they know and love.
Warning: This book contains male groveling, the occasional blindfold and feather tickler, wicked sex magic, and a fae thief who isn�t afraid to wear ass-less chaps when the job calls for it.


Lover Enraptured 
by Jodi Redford 
Thieves of Aurion - 2

This book is dedicated to all the readers who�ve been patiently waiting for Jerrick and Avi�s story. It�s been a long time coming, baby.
And as always to my fantabulous editor, Sasha. I couldn�t have done this book justice without you.


Chapter One

Every inch of Jerrick�s skin was on fire. Never his favorite sensation to awaken to.
�Welcome back to the living, Mr. Hunter.�
Wooziness blanketing his sluggish brain, Jerrick pried his eyes open and recoiled at the intense light shining in his face. Wincing, he struggled to block the assaulting glare. His arms and legs remained uncooperative, cold metal from the chair beneath him breaching his T-shirt and jeans.
What the bloody hell? He strained against the odd lethargy imprisoning his limbs, and the punishing bite of leather digging into his wrists rewarded his efforts. Disbelief froze him. Why the fuck was he tied to a chair?
Odd fragments of memory skated the edges of his consciousness. Dark parking lot. Metallic jingle of keys hitting pavement. Flash fire of agony igniting his cells. Everything after that remained hazy.
�I apologize for the restraints and the use of the electrolizer gun. Unfortunately, they were my only means of gaining your cooperation.� The same disembodied voice from earlier broke through Jerrick�s puzzle piecing, making him squint against the blinding splash of light.
This man had used a weapon on him? That was the cause of the debilitating pain and his jumbled memory? �You obviously don�t know me worth shit if you think this is going to win my cooperation.� He intended to make that crystal clear in five seconds, once he was free of these bindings.
He tested the strength of the leather restraints and found his captor hadn�t cut corners. Only way out of here would be through his fae magic. Calling up a quick spell to dissolve the bindings, he wrenched his arm. No visible discharge of his magic where there should have been. The restraints remained uncooperative and rigid.
Sonofabitch.
�As you see, the electrolizer has scrambled your conjuring circuits. The effects are completely temporary, I assure you.�
Jerrick slashed a murderous glare in the direction of the light. �Here�s an assurance for you, motherfucker. No weapon in existence will keep me from snapping every bone in your goddamn body.�
�No, Mr. Hunter, I don�t believe you�ll do anything of the sort. Especially since I�m all too willing to make this personal.� Abruptly, the blazing light vanished.
Eyes stinging from the blinding-white pinpricks floating in his vision, Jerrick attempted to track the source of the nearby voice. The shadowy figure moved to the right, and Jerrick�s gaze fell on the individual roped and gagged in the chair adjacent to him. A bare bulb swung on a linked chain, its lazy pirouette illuminating a pale face gaping at Jerrick beneath the sickly trickle of light.
Lex Tarker�Jerrick�s go-between for his most recent heist. Another disjointed memory clicked into place. He�d met Lex earlier at the Twisted Thorn. They were crossing the parking lot moments before the electrolizer sent Jerrick to his knees on the unforgiving pavement.
He grunted. �If it has anything to do with him, you�re shit out of luck. I barely know the guy.�
�No, but I believe you�re well acquainted with Avily Donahoe.�
The calmly sinister statement managed to tear Jerrick�s attention from Lex. He whipped his head around, searching for his captor, but the son of a bitch stood beyond the periphery of his vision.
�She�s a lovely little thing.� The voice echoed ominously, hinting at the vast dimensions of the room. �Shame if an accident befell her.�
Blood iced in Jerrick�s veins. Another fractured memory slipped through the cracks, this time linked to the precise moment before he�d stalked from the restaurant.
Avi. She�d been there. A tempting beacon shining brighter and more off limits than ever. He�d watched her laughing and flirting with her date, the overwhelming desire to stake his impossible claim on her a pounding refrain inside his brain.
Wait, had this son of a bitch been at the restaurant tonight too? Had he hurt Avi? Was she tucked away in another room, scared and defenseless?
Cold rage swept through Jerrick. If anything happened to her, no force on the planet would keep him from tearing his adversary limb from limb.
�Now I�ve got your attention, here�s how this will play out. My associates and I require your assistance with a small matter. Refuse, and the outcome won�t bode well for Ms. Donahoe.�
Every muscle in Jerrick�s body tensed with the desire to rip the bastard apart. �What do you want?�
Hollow footsteps rang directly behind Jerrick. �There�s a man�a scientist�whose work is of extreme interest to us.� Different voice. Male again, but with a lilting accent that marked him of Frittonian descent. Like the other bastard, impossible to tell if he was fae or human.
�Specifically a formula he was in the stages of developing before he met an untimely death,� the other man elaborated. �We need you to steal his formula for us.�
Untimely death, my ass. More than likely this asshole and his colleague had something to do with it. �You want me to break into his lab,� he said flatly.
�Afraid it won�t be that easy.�
When is it ever? Jerrick leaned his head back, but it continued to spin with disturbing images of Avi huddled in some dark, dank place, frightened and alone. Terrifying as that possibility was, there were others he couldn�t even bring himself to consider.
�According to our inside men at Kiantu Laboratories, Casper Winston�s formula never made it to the lab. Which means he worked on it somewhere else. Some place we need you to find.�
�What is this formula?�
�That information is unimportant to your job.�
Jerrick�s patience resembled a brittle twig. One misstep and it�d snap. He hauled in a deep breath, struggling to maintain a modicum of cool. For Avi�s sake, he had to keep his shit together. �How am I supposed to steal something if I don�t know what the fuck I�m looking for?�
�Locate his research files. We�ll take care of the rest.� A whisper of noise sounded to the left. �Do we have your cooperation, Mr. Hunter?�
�Don�t have much choice, do I?� Jerrick stretched his fingers. The strain didn�t ease.
�Glad we understand each other.�
�Understand this. When my part in your dirty little game is done, I�m going to beat your�� Click. Jerrick flinched. The electrolizer�s voltage ripped through him. White-hot needles of electricity stole his strength. Last thing he heard before darkness reclaimed him was his own anguished roar.

Chapter Two

This night was turning into a freakin� disaster.
Grimacing, Avily glanced away from her date who was busy making time with the boobalicious twins parked in one of the rear booths. Damn bastard wasn�t even covert about it. Wearing that neon-orange nightmare of a shirt, it wasn�t like he blended with the woodwork in the first place.
If there was one bright spot in the entire fiasco, at least Jerrick wasn�t around to witness her current humiliation. Gods knew that would have been the turd topping this craptastic evening.
Her traitorous gaze trekked to the bar. Or more to the point, the seat the gorgeous bane of her existence had occupied earlier. Recalling the sizzle and snap that sparked in their brief visual exchange, she shivered. Even that involuntary reaction made her teeth grind. She damn well refused to let Jerrick Hunter affect her. No more. Bastard wouldn�t occupy precious space in her thoughts. And especially not in her fantasies. Went double for the ones involving feather ticklers and blindfolds.
Toasting that resolution, she slammed the remaining dregs of her wine. The mellow glow settling low in her belly did nothing to banish the ghostly pull of Jerrick. Even knowing precisely how little she affected him hadn�t stopped her from melting like an ice cube under his intense stare.
Gods, I�m pathetic. And a danger to her own sanity if she didn�t kill this obsession with Jerrick. Groaning, she snatched her coin purse and fished out enough merca to cover her portion of the bill. She�d let Roger cover the tip. Least he owed her after subjecting her to that shirt all night. Working her way to the exit, she escaped the growing crowd inside the restaurant and joined an infinitely bigger one outside.
All of Tul�dea had been overtaken with the spectacle of Amora Moon, the annual festival of fairy amour. The streets were a madhouse. She jostled between the massive hordes of revelers, and someone stepped on the toe of her boot, grinding hard.
She jerked her foot, wincing. �Yeah, not like I needed my big toe or anything.�
The creep with the heavy tread muttered a half-assed apology and dashed off�swinging her coin purse in his hand.
Reality crashed home two seconds too late. The crowd surged inward, forming an impenetrable wall, and she stared helplessly at the tattoo of an anchor riding the back of the pickpocket�s neck as he plowed a path toward the distant curb.
�Stop him! He has my�� An elbow jabbed her hard between the eyes. She staggered, white dots spinning in her vision. This is so not my night.
�You okay?�
Knuckling her forehead, she lifted her gaze in the direction of the concerned male voice. A face swam into focus, followed by a blurry corona of indistinguishable dark hair that slowly morphed into jet-black waves. Piercing hazel eyes were next on the list. She returned the stranger�s intent stare blankly until she remembered he�d asked a question.
�That lousy creep stole my bag.� Aw hell. She was never going to live this down if it got back to the wrong ears. Galvanized by the realization, she bolted forward.
�You can�t go after him by yourself.� The stranger snagged her arm.
She jerked an impatient glance over her shoulder. �Wanna bet?�
Ignoring the man�s exasperated sigh, she wiggled through the tight gap that emerged between a pair of costumed partiers decked out with matching lighted wings. Across the street, a hulking figure wove manically through the crowd.
�Gotcha, you lowdown bastard.� She jumped from the curb and darted between the idling vehicles congesting the street.
Like a shadow intent on dogging her every step, her stranger loped close behind. �Has anyone told you you�re relentless?�
�A time or two.�
�I hope whatever�s in that bag is worth it.�
�It�s not about the bag, it�s about redeeming my�� She snapped her mouth shut before managing to shove her foot inside.
�Redeeming your what?�
She thought fast. Damn hard to do while trying to sprint at the same time. �My coupon for a free six-pack of Larry the Fairy�s Hardcore Nectar. I left it in the bottom of my coin purse.� At least it wasn�t a total lie.
�We�re running down a thief for a coupon?� Despite his labored breaths, there was no mistaking the incredulous emphasis on the last word.
�What can I say? I like my booze.� They reached the intersection at the same time and stopped for a quick gasp of air.
Her stranger leaned against the lamppost, obviously trying to cover the fact he was two seconds away from passing out. �Where�d he go?�
She scanned the sidewalk. �Up there. By the liquor store.�
�Maybe he�s planning on redeeming your coupon.�
�Har-har.� Readjusting her eyeglasses, she galloped in the direction of the neon-lit shop. Staying on the outer fringe of the crowd made pursuit easier. Now if only she could catch up to that tattoo before it disappeared from view.
A dark blur streaked by�her stranger, barreling down on the fleeing thief. A grunt snuck past her lips. �Guess he got his second wind.�
He leapt through the air, tackling the pickpocket�and a few unsuspecting pedestrians. Bodies went flying like pins struck dead center by a human bowling ball.
�Holy crap.� Regaining her senses, Avily pushed her way through the befuddled crowd of gawkers. By the time she reached ground zero, the thief had regained footing and split. Defeat settled heavy in her chest. Until her stranger struggled to his feet and held up her coin purse.
A lopsided smile crooked one corner of his mouth. �Looks like someone owes me a drink.�

Thirty minutes later, Avily twisted the caps from two bottles of Larry the Fairy and tossed them into the small trash receptacle wedged between the folding chairs she�d dragged from her shop. One of the many benefits to The Fairest Rose being located on the main drag�her store provided prime viewing to the gaudiness of Amora Moon.
She passed the spare bottle to her drinking companion. �You do realize we�ve been sitting here for half an hour, and I still don�t know your name.�
�Hmm, makes two of us.�
�You don�t know your name either? Maybe I should cut you off.�
A rumbling laugh tumbled from his chest. �Thane Pearce, superhero pickpocket tackler at your service.�
�Oh good, you�re not nearly as inebriated as I�d feared.� She clinked bottles with him. �Pleasure to meet you, Thane. I�m Avily Donahoe. Have I thanked you recently for rescuing my coin purse?�
�Well, it�s been at least five minutes.� The huge smile spreading across his face could have lit the entire downtown.
Damn, he was attractive. And his sinful-as-chocolate accent was to die for. If it panned out he had a legal profession and no blindingly orange shirts hanging in his closet, he�d be the most normal, dateable man in existence.
So why didn�t she feel the tiniest spark? She�d been asking herself that very question for the last half hour and kept conjuring the same depressing conclusion.
Because he�s not Jer� She stopped before mentally finishing the statement. No, I will not utter his name or think about him again. �First time seeing Amora Moon in Technicolor detail?�
Thane nodded before wedging the bottle between his knees. �Recently relocated from Frittona. Far cry from anything back home.�
She chuckled. �You picked a heck of a time to initiate yourself into the craziness of this city.�
His gaze moved to her and took it�s time exploring her face. Flirtation sparkled in his eyes. �Couldn�t agree with you more. Apparently I need to thank the sisters of fate for blessing me with perfect timing tonight.�
Praying their shadowy alcove in The Fairest Rose�s doorway helped mask the blush heating her cheeks, she flicked a piece of imaginary fuzz from the knee of her cream-colored pants.
�Imagine all this traffic is good for business,� Thane offered casually.
She returned her attention to him, grateful for the slight change of subject. �It helps. God knows, once Amora Moon�s done with, I�ll be begging to make enough merca to keep me out of debtor�s prison.�
�So things are as difficult here as they are in Frittona.�
She empathized with the weariness in his voice. She could relate to the daily frustration of struggling to make a living in a fae-controlled world. �What trade are you in?�
�I�m an antiquities dealer. My specialty is tribal relics.�
�I should introduce you to Mordak Lucio. He has a shop not far from here that�s jammed to the rafters with tribal pieces. Back when I used to be a th�� The incriminating word vacuumed into her mouth before ratting out her thieving past. Her heart boomed at the close call, nearly drowning out the rowdy partiers milling on the street.
Thane stared at her patiently, obviously waiting for her to finish. When she didn�t immediately comply, he tipped his head. �You were saying?�
�Never mind, not important. Besides, I want to hear more about your antiquities business. Are you planning to open up a shop?�
�Thinking about it. I�ve started scouring the local real estate for a potential spot. Who knows, maybe we�ll end up becoming neighbors.�
The unmistakable flirtation was there again. She plucked at the pleat in her pants. If only she felt the same earth-shifting, palm-sweating, about-to-jump-out-of-her-skin excitement that he-who-shall-not-be-named elicited.
Thane cleared his throat. �My apologies. It just occurred to me I�ve been monopolizing your evening.� His trousers made a soft scritching sound when he shoved from the chair.
�Would you like to have dinner some time?� Where the hell did that come from? She dug her fingernails into her thighs and blinked up at Thane.
A slow smile stretched his mouth. �Absolutely. How does this coming weekend sound?�
�Perfect.� Holy hell, someone stop me before I agree to conceive his children.
�It�s a date then. I�ll stop by later in the week, and we can firm up plans.�
All she could do was nod dumbly as he turned his back and strolled off into the crowd. No, not the only thing she could do. She had a nice solid wall behind her perfect for banging her thick skull against.
She wasn�t romantically interested in Thane. It�d be a thousand degrees of wrong to give him false hope. But she couldn�t very well call him back and retract her offer.
Times like this, she really wished Mara wasn�t off on her honeymoon. Having another female to commiserate with her pathetic plight would go a long way toward easing the tension pounding at her temples.
Plus, she needed someone to lend a hand finishing the remaining bottles of Larry�s.
�Oh, who am I kidding?� If ever she needed to tie one on, it was now. Heaving a sigh, she stretched for the nearest bottle.

Chapter Three

Jerrick snapped to with a groggy start. Only instead of harsh light, he was met with Lex Tarker�s shocked face.
�I swore you were dead.� Lex tripped over his own tongue. �You barely had a heartbeat, for gods� sake.�
It took forever to wade through the murky morass of his memory. Bleary-eyed, Jerrick scanned his surroundings. A massive empty warehouse. Colorful graffiti stenciling the dull gray walls. Why was he�?
Events from earlier ambushed his brain.
Avi. Those motherfuckers had threatened her.
Fear an icy blade in his chest, he lurched to his feet. He took no time to ponder if his captors or Lex were responsible for loosening his bindings, and instead raced to the door at the opposite end of the building. He tried the knob and found it locked. If those assholes thought that�d slow him down, they were in for a rude awakening.
Any other day, it would have been an affront to his skills to rely on his magic. When it came to Avi, he was more than willing to bend his self-imposed rules. The sturdy metal proved no match against the forceful blast of his fury and panic. White-hot sparks ricocheting off the steel, the door sheared from its hinges and flew several feet before careening into a nearby garbage bin. He loped outside, desperately scanning the shadowed lot. There were no buildings beyond the warehouse. No sign of life. And sure as hell no way to get the fuck out of there short of hoofing it or calling for a transit cab.
Impatience and fear staking their hazardous toll, he dashed inside the warehouse. A sliver of relief embedded beneath his skin when he spotted his jacket hugging the base of a steel support beam.
His fearful glances darting every which way, Lex tailed him across the room. �Shouldn�t we, uh, be getting out of here? What if those men come back?�
Ignoring Lex, Jerrick dug inside his jacket�s interior pocket. He pulled out his micro com and a folded sheet of paper that hadn�t been there earlier. He opened it with a rough crackle, his gaze zipping over its contents.
Apologies for the subterfuge, but it was the only way we could be assured your reputation in acquisitions is deserved. Not that the kelluta won�t be enjoyed.
The goddamn tribal statue he�d been hired to lift from the wealthy collector in Gobridier. Sonofabitch. The entire job had been a setup. He crumpled the paper and whipped it to the floor.
�I mean it. I really think we should get out of here.�
Lex�s timid demand cracked through Jerrick�s haze of fury. Transferring every ounce of his rage to the man cowering in front of him, he clamped Lex�s scrawny throat with one hand. �I�m giving you five seconds to tell me what part you�re playing in this shit.�
A strangled gurgle sputtered from Lex. �Y-you�re�ch-choking�me.�
�Kind of the whole idea.� Jerrick squeezed harder. �I can play this game all night, if you want.�
Lex�s face turned a dark shade of red. �R-rather�you didn�t.�
�Then you better start talking.�
�About w-what?�
�Tarker, I�m getting real sick of your bullshit, and having my innards fried has made me an ornerier son of a bitch than usual.� He vised his hand tighter. �And you better believe if they�ve hurt Avi, you�ll be praying for mercy.�
�Avi? Don�t�know� Gaarrg.�
Jerrick loosened his grip, allowing a sliver of air down Lex�s esophagus. Powering on his micro com, he sent a sync link to central transit. After acquiring his coordinates, the dispatcher promised a driver within five minutes. Far as Jerrick was concerned, it was four minutes and fifty-nine seconds he didn�t have. Nerves strung to the breaking point, he cut the link and shoved the com into his pocket before returning his focus to Lex. �Who are your employers? Your five seconds starts now.�
Lex�s eyes grew enormous behind his thick eyeglasses. �Fitzsimons Accounting.�
�Why the fuck would an accounting firm hire a thief?�
�Oh, you mean those employers. I thought you were talking about my nine-to-five job.�
Jerrick could feel his eyeballs throbbing. �Let�s try this again. I want the names of the bastards behind the kelluta job.�
�I don�t know. No names were exchanged.�
�Convenient. We�re at three seconds.�
�Wait!� Lex jerked his head, and his eyeglasses slid down the bridge of his nose. �I have one of their sync-links programmed into my micro.�
Jerrick knew better than to get his hopes up, but his pulse revved anyway. �Where is it?�
�My trouser pocket.�
He used his free hand to fetch the communicator. He clicked it on and shoved it in Lex�s hand before digging his thumb a fraction deeper into the side of the man�s neck. �Pull up the link.�
Lex�s fingers fumbled over the touchpad. �Here, this one.�
Snatching the communicator, Jerrick glanced at the number, committing it to memory before hitting the connector sync. After a few disjointed buzzes from the communicator, a recorded female voice broke through the static and announced the link had been disconnected.
Jerrick hurled the communicator against the wall and glared at Lex.
�I still had a one-year contract on that micro.�
�Tarker, that�s the least of your worries right now.�
�Surely you don�t mean to still choke me.�
�No, I�ve moved on from that plan.� Jerrick curled his mouth with menace. �Too quick and painless.�
�But I had nothing to do with whatever�s going on. I�m a victim here, just like you.�
�Bullshit. You helped set me up.�
Lex tried shaking his head, but it didn�t budge much thanks to the firm grip of Jerrick�s hand. �No. I swear they only hired me to arrange your services in acquiring the ivory kelluta. That was the extent of our dealings. You�ve got to believe me.�
He couldn�t afford to trust anyone at this point. Which was why he saw no choice but to drag Lex along when the transit driver pulled into the lot a few minutes later. Until he was reasonably satisfied that Lex knew nothing, there was no way he was letting him out of his sight.
Giving the man a less-than-gentle nudge into the backseat, Jerrick climbed in after him and gave the driver the address for Avi�s shop. Plowing a hand through his hair, Jerrick visualized squeezing the life from his captors. He wanted to kill them. So badly, he could taste it. No one threatened Avily and got away with it.
The insane bottleneck of the roads doubled the time it should have taken to reach Primus Avenue. Jerrick dug for a couple of bills and tossed them to the driver before grabbing Lex by the collar and hauling him from the vehicle. Quickening his pace, Jerrick maneuvered through the aggravating horde of Amora Moon revelers, his pulse ratcheting. He shoved past a barricade of costumed fairies and slammed to a halt the second he spotted Avily slumped unconscious in the doorway of her shop. The oxygen exploded from his lungs in a sharp, painful cannon blast. �Sweet gods, no.�
Knees threatening to give out, he hunkered next to Avily and brushed aside a lock of her pale hair with trembling fingers. A heavy snore broke past her lips, releasing the awful tension in his gut. The next instant that emotion was replaced with an equal dose of anger when his attention snagged on the discarded liquor bottles nearby. �You little idiot.�
He had half a mind to tan her backside for putting a scare in him and foolishly endangering herself by passing out drunk and leaving herself defenseless. The streets of Tul�dea were overridden with lowlifes who possessed unsavory ideas of what they�d like to do to helpless, unconscious females they were fortunate enough to stumble across.
Then there was the sinister threat of the individuals who�d threatened to harm her if Jerrick didn�t do their bidding.
With that reminder steeling his fury, Jerrick gathered her into his arms and hefted to his feet. The door behind her was unlocked. He cycled between relief and anger over that fact. Nodding to Lex, he motioned for the man to precede him inside the shop.
Lex dutifully obeyed, his curiosity evident as he stared at Avi�s limp body. �Who is she?�
�The death of me,� Jerrick uttered beneath his breath before wedging the door shut with his hip. After shooting the deadbolt home, he directed Lex to an adjacent closet housing cleaning supplies. Once Lex stepped inside the space, Jerrick swung the door shut, attempting not to rattle Avi�s head in the process. Course, not like he bloody had to worry about knocking her unconscious. He clicked the locking gizmo, earning a plaintive whine from the other side of the door.
�It smells weird in here.� Loud snuffles came from Lex. �Like moldy mop.�
Jerrick ground his teeth. �If you don�t shut up, I�m opening this door and shoving that moldy mop up the first available orifice.�
Crickets could be heard over the deafening silence that descended on the closet. Satisfied his threat had subdued Lex�s sulking for the time being, Jerrick hiked Avily tighter to his chest and strode through the dark interior of her shop. Years of skulking around in pitch-black environments made it relatively easy to reach the back stairway leading to her upstairs apartment without running into anything or breaking his neck. Fishing in his pocket, he located a thin metal pick. His magic would be infinitely faster at defeating the lock, but he doubted she�d appreciate him destroying her door. Considering his current mood, no telling the damage he�d inflict.
Less than two seconds later, he sprang the deadbolt and swung the door open. The rickety stairs creaked beneath his boot heels on the journey up. Deciphering his way through the shadowy maze of her apartment, he located her bedroom. Or at least he assumed it was her bedroom. He�d never been inside this section of her apartment. Regardless, there was a bed in the middle of the space. Good enough.
With far less gentleness than he�d employed when picking Avily up earlier, he tossed her on top of the mattress. The springs boinged in protest, and the mountain of pillows near the headboard went tumbling over the side. A groaning murmur spilled from Avily before her eyelashes fluttered.
He leaned over her supine body, boxing her in with his arms. Her glassy gaze took forever to focus on him. Once it did, she graced him with a goofy smile that was likely influenced by the six empty liquor bottles littering her entrance downstairs. God knows there was no way in hell she�d be giving him seductive, come-hither grins if she were sober.
�Imagine seeing you here in my dreams.� She giggled as if she�d uttered the funniest damn thing ever before tiptoeing her fingers along the front of his T-shirt. Muscles tensing beneath her touch, he sucked in a breath. Propping herself up on one elbow, she licked her bottom lip, drawing his attention to its succulent curve. �Are you going to tie me up like you did last time?�
His eyebrows arched the same instant liquid lust surged toward his cock.
What bloody hell kind of dreams was she having about him?
Willing away that intriguing but entirely best left unanswered mystery, he sat on the edge of the mattress and speared her with a stern look. �You probably won�t remember a single damn part of this conversation, but promise me you�ll never pull a fool stunt like this again. If anything happened to you, Avi�� A fierce shudder tripped through him at the horrible possibilities parading through his mind.
�Don�t be angry at me. Please. I couldn�t bear it.� Fingers curling in the cotton of his shirt, she coaxed him closer. Her eyes a dreamy invitation, she slipped one hand around his neck and twined her fingers in his hair.
He stared at the beckoning softness of her lips. Don�t fucking think about it. Even as he hammered that warning into his brain, Avily leaned into him, the sweetness of her breath an appetizer to the lush surrender of her lips upon his.
It wasn�t the first time he�d come up against the potent addiction of Avily�s kisses, but he was still woefully unprepared for the complete enslavement she inflicted on his senses. The sheer intoxication that rode shotgun with kissing her shivered through his bones. Sang inside his blood with heady enticement. Groaning, he cupped her cheek and eased his tongue past her lips.
She yielded with zero resistance, her tongue eagerly encouraging him to deepen the kiss. So he did, glutting himself on her like he was starved for her sweetness. Hell, starved didn�t begin to describe the ravenous hunger she brought out in him. He�d had nothing but time these last five years, and he�d spent every second of it torturing himself with the memory of her. The memory of this.
Sweeping his tongue along hers, he basked in her shaky whimper. He was a goddamn bastard for taking advantage of her in a moment of weakness. Whether that weakness belonged to them both equally didn�t make any difference. It was wrong. Momentously, stupendously idiotic. Even if she tasted like pure ambrosia.
Falling victim to his own desire, he sucked her pillowy bottom lip between his teeth�one last delicious memory to file away for a lonely night when he felt the need to torment himself. The seductive catch of her breath was like velvet dragging on his overheated skin.
Reinforcing himself with every ounce of willpower he possessed, he slid his mouth from hers and settled her onto the mattress. He smoothed his thumb over the delicate rise of her cheekbone, triggering her contented sigh.
�Why do you have this power over me, Jer?�
She had it completely wrong. She was the one holding all of the power. And that, more than anything, scared him to death.
He�d always considered himself relatively intelligent. But when it came to Avily, his brain was on a permanent vacation. He couldn�t afford to let her get under his skin. Hell, she couldn�t afford it either. Just being acquainted with him put her life in danger. Tonight was living proof of that. The men blackmailing him knew enough about his relationship with her to use it to their advantage. If they figured out the real magnitude of his feelings for her�
She�d never be safe.
His pulse unsteady, he watched her drift back into her dreams. The compulsion to crawl in next to her, hold her tight so no one could dare take her away, pounded in his chest.
He did this to her. Dragged her into the middle of gods knew what and made her a target. She needed as much protection from him as she did his blackmailers.
Tension eating at his gut, he left her to sleep off her drunken stupor and retraced his steps to the lower level. He opened the door to the supply closet and offered Lex a narrow look. �How did you end up the go-between for those fuckers?� A red stain crawled along Lex�s face, stirring Jerrick�s suspicions. �Spit it out, Tarker.�
�A woman approached me at a bar. We had a few drinks, and she promised to go out with me if I helped her employers set up the contract with you.�
�How have you survived all these years with zero sense?�
�I honestly don�t know.�
Jerrick grunted. So much for gleaning any relevant clues from Lex. If nothing else, he had to give those blackmailing bastards credit for targeting Lex for this scam. They couldn�t have found a bigger dupe if they�d tried. He stepped away from the door and gestured for Lex to vacate the closet.
When they reached the front entrance, the man gave a nervous cough. �So, uh, what now?�
Jerrick scraped a hand over his jaw. �I figure a way out of this fucking mess.�
�I can help.�
He squinted in Lex�s direction. �By going home? I agree.�
An uncharacteristic stubbornness furrowed Lex�s brow. �You need to track down that scientist, right? I know my way around a computer. I can help you.�
Pinpointing info on a dead science geek wasn�t the toughest task Jerrick had come up against. It�d be child�s play compared to the six months of surveillance he�d labored through during the Senecca diamond heist. �You�re way out of your league, Tarker. Go home.�
Lex�s face fell, and he made a nervous humming noise in the back of his throat.
Jerrick tweaked the bridge of his nose, his patience eroding fast. �What the hell is your problem now?�
�I�m scared of going home by myself. What if those men know where I live and come back for me?�
�They won�t.�
�But what if they do? Could you live with yourself if they smother me in my sleep?�
�Considering I�ve debated the same thing�yes.�
Lex adopted a whimpering expression that increased Jerrick�s headache.
What cosmic joke enlisted me as everyone�s damn protector tonight? Growling under his breath, he grabbed Lex by the elbow and hauled the man along during the five-block walk to Tul�dea�s lower-east quadrant and the cluster of studio units where Jerrick bunked.
The already cramped residence took on an even more claustrophobic quality as Lex�s bothersome presence infiltrated every square inch of Jerrick�s sacred space. Head pounding, Jerrick clamped a hand on Lex�s scrawny shoulder, halting him before he could weasel past the threshold of Jerrick�s office. Capturing Lex�s gaze, Jerrick pointed to the archway above their heads. �See that invisible sign up there? It says �Don�t even think about walking in here.��
Lex screwed his eyes into a squint and stared at the spot Jerrick indicated. Taking advantage of the man�s preoccupation with the nonexistent object, Jerrick clicked the door shut and crossed to his desk. A moment later he booted up his compu-tablet.
For the next several hours he gathered every available piece of data about Casper Winston and Kiantu Laboratories. The pickings were frustratingly slim. The doc had kept a fairly low profile, and the laboratory Casper worked for didn�t cough up much in the way of beneficial clues. Jerrick tracked down their main compu-site and a dozen or so articles covering the various clinical research they were involved in. That was it. He took notes regardless, hoping the various puzzle pieces would eventually click together and shed light on what formula Casper had been working on prior to his death.
And that was another thing. Other than a brief obit written up in the Tul�dea Times, he found no real documentation regarding the scientist�s passing. If it�d indeed been a homicide like he suspected, those involved went to great lengths to cover all evidence of it.
Rubbing his forehead, Jerrick gazed blearily at the small pile of notes until their collected words began swimming into an indistinct blur. His head wobbling, he leaned toward the desk and closed his eyes.
A rattle of his shoulder jogged him awake. Snapping to with a grunt, he glared at Lex. �I told you to stay outside.�
�I think you�ll forgive me once you see the information I dug up on your network mainframe.�
�What the hell were you doing on my mainframe?�
�After I fixed breakfast, I got bored.�
Breakfast? Jerrick slashed his attention to the window. A sliver of intense sunlight beamed over Lex�s shoulder, shooting Jerrick dead center in the eye. Wincing, he turned his head and rubbed a hand down his face. �Shit. How long have I been out of it?�
�It�s okay. You had a rough night and needed the extra sleep.� Lex squeezed Jerrick�s shoulder, earning a slit-eyed stare in return.
�I know there�s no fucking way you�re mothering me right now, correct?�
�You�re not a morning person, are you?�
Ignoring Lex�s astute inquiry, Jerrick shoved up from his seat. �What did you find?�
�This.� Lex dropped a sheaf of papers on the tablet.
Jerrick grabbed the top printout. �What am I looking�?� The remainder of the question stalled on his tongue, the words rear-ending each other like a nasty multi-vehicle pileup. He shifted his index finger away from the image of a naked male being led around on a leash by a butch-looking female garbed in leather hot pants and a halter.
�I downloaded it off the network.�
�You�ve been surfing kinky porn? On my goddamn mainframe?� Motherfucker. No telling what kind of freaky shit he was going to get spammed with now.
�It�s an article from Dark Desires, a compu-zine specializing in the fetish underground.�
�Look, Tarker, I don�t give two shits what you do for kicks behind closed doors, but I�m in the middle of research here. I don�t have time for your weird jollies.� Jerrick reached for his tablet, intending to sweep the remaining papers to the floor.
�Wait, you thought I was�� A nervous laugh twittered from Lex. �Trust me, I�m definitely not interested in that lifestyle. Noooo way.� Lex sounded like he was attempting to dispute the possibility a tad too hard. �But there�s a familiar name quoted in the article you might find interesting. It�s on page three. Along with a photo.�
Motivated by the desire to shut Lex up more than anything else, Jerrick scooped up the papers and thumbed to the third page. The mattress springs squeaked, and he looked over to find Lex flopped on the edge of the bed, twiddling his thumbs. Chuffing an irritated growl, Jerrick returned to the paper and scanned its contents, prepared to find nothing of startling importance. Three quarters of the way down the page, a photo of an impeccably dressed middle-aged man caught his eye, but it was the name printed in bold relief beneath it that provoked his next words. �Holy shit.�
�What did I tell ya?� There was no denying the self-satisfied smirk residing in Lex�s voice.
�Maybe it�s not our scientist.�
�How many Casper Winstons could there possibly be in Tul�dea? Plus look at the title of the article. �The Science of Submission�. That�s a heck of a coincidence.�
Scratching his jaw, Jerrick contemplated the page pinched between his thumb and forefinger. �How did you think to look for this?� Due to the delicate sexual nature of the article, it would have been buried plenty deep in the network archives. Hence the reason it hadn�t surfaced during his earlier search.
A bright red stain stampeded up Lex�s neck and homesteaded his face. �Well, I�uh�was just�� The man�s tongue was going to wind up with more knots than a sailor�s rope.
Jerrick held up his free hand. �Forget it, I don�t want to know.� He shoved from the chair and paced the length of the room while he continued reading the remainder of the article. The end credits mentioned a sex club�Rapture. Jerrick flipped back to the page containing the photo of the good doctor. This time he concentrated on the small details he�d overlooked before in his excitement at seeing Casper�s name. A glass of wine rested near the doctor�s hand. Jerrick squinted, trying to make out the word etched on the glass. He dug in his desk drawer and pulled out a magnifier. Holding it to the paper, he clicked the device until the word filled the viewer. Rapture.
�Gotcha.� His senses tingling with the promise of a blessed lead, he punched the access code for the club into his compu-tab. Their home page popped onto his screen, and he scrolled through their welcome spiel before tabbing over to the How to Become a Member page. Everything looked promising until he came to the fifth line.
Full Membership restricted to humans.
A fist-sized ball of frustration slammed him dead center in the sternum. �Sonofabitch.� He crumpled the article into a tight ball and pitched it to the floor. �Another idea destined for the shitter.�
�What�s going on?�
�Any hope of me getting into that club is fucked, that�s what.�
Lex abandoned his perch on the bed and plopped onto the seat Jerrick had vacated. Jerrick continued grumbling to himself, too focused on developing a Plan B to be properly irritated with Lex monkeying around with the compu-tab.
Lex punched a few keys and hummed loudly, increasing Jerrick�s annoyance. �Wait, there�s a loophole in their policy. You can still get in, but only if accompanied by a human.�
The first stirrings of hope gathered in Jerrick�s chest. He kicked the mangled paper ball out of the way and crossed to Lex�s side. The man glanced up at him, his face aglow with excitement. �See? Told you I could help.�
He clamped a hand on Lex�s shoulder. �I gotta give it to you, Tarker, you came through on this one. Now the only thing left to do is to find an accomplice to get me on the inside.�
�I can do it.�
An image of Lex�naked, leashed and harnessed�rushed across Jerrick�s mental big screen. He gave his head a vicious shake. A fifth of Ginnish and a full lobotomy wouldn�t kill that nightmare. �There is no way in hell you�re gonna be my bitch.� Grimacing, he cycled through his potential candidates.
If Mara wasn�t off enjoying her honeymoon, she�d probably volunteer. Of course, he�d have to contend with getting his nose flattened by his brother. Dash tended to be territorial where Mara was concerned. Regardless, that didn�t leave him many other options. The only females he knew in Tul�dea were business acquaintances, and none he�d trust with this level of�
He halted abruptly, nearly leaving skid marks on the floor�s scarred wooden planks. �Aw shit.�
Lex blinked at him. �What?�
Goddamn it. No. He couldn�t do this. Couldn�t get her involved. Again. It�d be worse than foolhardy.
�Um�hello?�
Tuning out Lex, Jerrick paced a new path on the floor. Then again, she�s already involved. Big time. And gods knew there was no one else he could trust beyond Avi. Plus it�d give him the additional cover of being able to protect her without her knowing it. If they were working together, he wouldn�t have to resort to surveilling her from a distance.
You�d be able to touch her all you wanted, while she�s wearing skimpy bondage outfits. He stopped dead in his tracks, the image implanted in his mind tantalizing as fuck.
�Why are you ignoring me?� Lex groused.
She won�t go for it. No damn way. Not after everything that happened.
A shrill whistle splintered through Jerrick�s mental haze, and he gaped at Lex. Strangely enough, he�d forgotten the man�s presence. Avily tended to have that effect on his brain, whether he�d mentally dressed her in bondage wear or not.
�I might have come up with a possible volunteer.� He grunted at the word choice. Volunteer? When it came to him, the only job she�d likely volunteer for would be knocking him out with a steel pipe.
�Fantastic! Let�s go ask her.� Lex catapulted from the bed and hustled toward the doorway.
�Best if I go talk to her alone.� He definitely didn�t need Lex witnessing the hissy fit Avily was likely to throw�and that�d be before Jerrick even got around to telling her about the bondage gear.
�But what if the bad guys come looking for me?� Lex�s bottom lip quivered.
�Oh for shit�s sake.� Jerrick snatched his jacket from the bedpost. �Come on.�

Chapter Four

Downtown Tul�dea was bursting at the seams with thousands of Amora Moon spectators. Finding a parking spot required skill, dumb luck and an endless supply of patience. Counting himself lucky for possessing two out of three, Jerrick pushed the door of his vintage Air Racer open and glanced at Lex. �You done primping?�
Lex gave a final attempt at combing his thinning hair over his bald spot. Once he�d finished the task and unclipped his seat harness, he moseyed out of the vehicle, dropped his comb and wasted three more minutes trying to fish it from behind the Air Racer�s tire without dirtying the knees of his trousers. He jumped to his feet and held the comb aloft like it was one of the lost scrolls of Saurton. �Got it!�
�Fantastic. Can we go now, before my beard reaches my damn ankles?�
�What do you mean? You don�t have a�� Lex�s frown morphed into a megawatt smile. �Oh, I get it. That�s sarcasm, isn�t it? Calliope, my cousin, she�s a real whiz when it comes to sarcasm and off-color jokes. Why one time she told this real doozey involving a porcupine, a fairy and a hibernating bear. Or was it a porcupine, two fairies and a hibernating bear? Oh drats, did I screw up the punch line?�
Jerrick aimed the security remote at his Air Racer and activated the locks, wishing with everything inside him that he could do the same to Lex�s mouth. His boot heels clomped on the pavement, the sound bouncing off the underground garage�s thick stone walls.
He and Lex crammed into the small lift with half a dozen boisterous schoolchildren and their frazzled chaperones. One particularly rambunctious tot decided to practice his combat moves on Lex�s shin.
The young, curly-haired chaperone with the spastic tic in her eye shot Jerrick and Lex a please-don�t-kill-me-because-of-these-brats smile. �Tim, stop kicking the nice man�s leg. And please get your finger out of your nose, Shannon.�
Jerrick�s breath gusted free in full-scale relief when the lift jolted to a stop at street level and the kids sprang through the sliding doors to wreak havoc on the unsuspecting citizens of Tul�dea. Better them than me.
Barricades blocked the cross streets, making way for the parade progressing down Main Street. A glittery ten-foot fairy on stilts tossed lollipops into the crowd. Ignoring everyone�s mad dive for the candies, Jerrick blazed a path toward The Fairest Rose. If he was lucky, Avily wouldn�t be nursing a killer hangover that�d turned her into a snarling beast.
He stalled outside the shop�s entrance and swung toward Lex. �Keep your trap shut from here on out, understood?�
Lex blinked up at him, his face the living definition of innocence. �Why?�
�Just do it. No mention of last night. Furthermore, if you so much as start to ramble on about your cousin Calipoop or your bloody uncle Periwinkle, I will knock you unconscious.�
�My cousin�s name is Calliope, and I don�t have an uncle Peri�� Lex broke off with a loud gulp as he met Jerrick�s narrow-eyed stare.
The man needed a damn lock on his mouth. �Change of plans. You�re going to wait out here.�
�But�� A lollipop came out of nowhere and beaned the back of Lex�s head. He frowned and pivoted.
Snagging the opportunity, Jerrick ducked inside the shop and strode in the direction of the payment desk. A quick scan showed no sign of Avily, but with the customers milling about she had to be nearby. He took the farthest aisle, absently surveying the various goods for sale. It�d been too dark last night for him to properly satisfy his nosiness.
Beaded heart-shaped picture frames competed for shelf space next to lace-trimmed pillows stuffed with sweet-smelling flowers. Sachets. He was pleased and rather shocked when the word floated into his head with minimal effort. Nice to know he wasn�t a total idiot when it came to girly items.
Grunting and cursing came from the back of the shop. He followed the noise to a small room housing excess inventory. Avily was stooped over a large carton, her butt waving in the air while she lifted a corner of the box.
Swallowing hard, he lingered in the doorway, savoring the sights. She wore a fuzzy purple top and stretchy black pants that accentuated her rear end nicely. Very nicely. When she planted her feet wider apart and gave an enticing wiggle, he groaned. Her head swung in his direction the same instant she dropped the carton. It thudded onto her foot.
�Yeow!� Yanking her foot free, she hopped around. She spun, her glare armed and ready, and fell into the box instead.
He scrubbed a hand across his mouth, concealing his grin, before ambling forward.
Legs flopping over the side of the carton, Avily flicked a lock of hair from her eyes. �You better not be laughing at me, you son of a bitch.�
�Wouldn�t dream of it.� Something his balls were eternally grateful for. Still, he played it safe and gave her flailing foot a wide berth as he hunkered over her.
�What do you think you�re doing?�
�Getting you out of there.�
Avily swatted at his arm. �I don�t need your help.� When he stepped back, she rocked around, trying to squirm her way out of the box. His jaw grew sore trying to contain his chuckle.
She gave up with a frustrated growl. �Damn it, I�m stuck.�
�And it only took you ten minutes of doing the sneaky-snake to figure it out,� he said dryly. Her leg took a swing, and he jumped back with mere inches to spare. �Do you want me to get you out of there or not?�
Cocking her head back, she peered at him. He could practically hear her running the options through her brain. �Fine. But so we�re clear, I gave serious consideration to spending the night in here instead.�
�Nice to know my help ranks slightly better than sleeping in a box.�
�Don�t get a swelled head. It was a real tight margin.�
Crooking one arm beneath her knees and the other behind the small of her back, he pulled her from the carton. He was hit all over again by her daintiness. How soft and feminine she felt tucked against him. And the flowery scent wafting from her taunted him with mental images of burying his face in the tempting expanse of fair skin above the neckline of her sweater. He�d been a damn saint not to give into the urge last night. It would have been too easy to let his mouth wander lower. A little rearranging of her top and he could have had the plump weight of her breasts snuggled in his palm, her nipple hard and peaked under his tongue.
He settled her on her feet and backed away before temptation beckoned brighter.
Avily�s breathing hitched a smidge faster while she straightened her sweater. �Thank you. If you�re ever stuck in a box, I�ll return the favor.�
�Funny you should mention that.� Scratching the side of his neck, he positioned himself in front of the doorway. A strategic move to keep Avily exactly where he wanted her.
She noticed. Chewing her bottom lip, she darted a desperate glance between the doorjamb and his face. �Mind moving? I have customers I shouldn�t be neglecting.�
�I need you.�
Avily�s eyes quadrupled in size behind her glasses, prompting him to groan at his word choice. �For a job. I need you to help me with a job.�
She folded her arms over her chest, the motion only a fraction stiffer than her features. �You know damn well I�m not in the thief trade anymore.�
�I wouldn�t ask if I had any other option.�
�Oh, so I�m your last choice? And that�s supposed to make me run circles at your feet like a hound begging for scraps?�
�Damn it, Avi, there�s no need to make this a personal grudge match. I know you think��
�Oh no.� She shook a fist at him, her expression fierce. �Don�t you dare lecture me or pretend you know what�s inside my head.�
�I was going to say that you probably think I live up to my bastard birthright.�
She blinked. �Okay, you�re dead-on with that guesstimate.�
�I know we have�issues�but I�m begging you to overlook them for the time being.�
�Issues? You laughed in my face when I threw myself at you!� Her hand shot out when he took a wary step forward. �Stay right there. I can�t be responsible for where my knee ends up otherwise.�
Reflexively, he palmed his crotch. �I didn�t mean to laugh back then. Your offer just�stunned me.� That was putting it mildly. He�d been struck mute on that day five years ago when Avily climbed onto his lap, all sexy and far too desirable for someone who�d always been off-limits. But the damnable woman had paid no heed to that fact, and instead kissed the daylights out of him before proceeding to whisper her naughty proposal in his ear.
I want you to be my first lover, Jer. Make love to me.
Shit, if only he�d stayed mute.
�You treated me like I had a contagious disease. If you�d hustled your ass out of there any faster, you would have left burn marks on the floor.�
He rubbed his jaw, knowing he was tiptoeing around a pit of quicksand that happened to be overrun with deadly vipers. �We went over this. It�s not that I didn�t want you.� Talk about an understatement. It�d taken every last ounce of his willpower to keep from tossing her on the floor and burying his cock inside her before she retracted the offer. �But it would have been wrong on countless levels if I�d taken your virginity.� The foremost being his heritage. Simply put, a Maddoc fae couldn�t bed a virgin without mating them for life. The meddlesome goddesses long ago bestowed the curse on his race as a means of keeping a Maddoc fae�s horniness reined and innocent virgins safe from a Maddoc�s sex magic. Bed �em and you�ll damn well wed �em, and all that bullshit.
Given his track record with the fairer sex, there was no way in hell he was slipping down that treacherous slope. He�d made a point to avoid virgins his entire life for precisely that reason. The fact that Avily just so happened to be the little sister of the woman who�d destroyed his heart had only reinforced his resolve.
�Yeah, whatever.� The hurt lurking in Avily�s green irises belied the bored disinterest she aired. �Sorry to tell you this, but you came all the way here for nothing. I�ve got too much going on right now to help you, even if I was willing. Which I�m not.�
He took in the stubborn set of her chin and steeled himself for a major display of groveling. A noise sounded behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted Lex poking his head through the doorway.
�There you are. I was beginning to think I�d lost you.�
If only I could be so lucky. �I told you to wait outside.�
Jerrick�s curt reminder fell on deaf ears. Lex scooted his glasses up the bridge of his nose and grinned. �Wow. Easy to see why you wanted her to be your bitch instead of me.�
He should have killed Lex while he had the chance. �Tarker, I advise making yourself scarce. Now.�
Giving a loud gulp, Lex scurried off. Holding his breath, Jerrick turned and met Avily�s fulminating glare.
�What the hell was he implying?�
�Not what you think.� He gave a low cough. �For the most part.�
She tapped her foot, the small motion carrying enough menace to put any sensible male on high alert. �Care to explain?�
�Only if you promise not to kick me in the balls.�
She rolled her lips in a tight line. �We�ll see.�
Her compromise was better than he�d expected. Flipping open his jacket, he pulled the ad from his pocket. Shooting him a suspicious glance, Avily plucked the paper from his outstretched fingers. She dropped her gaze and choked. �What the�?� Her stare jumped to him, bright and accusing. �This is your idea of an explanation? In what warped universe?�
Tweaking the bridge of his nose, he exhaled wearily. �Maybe I should fill in a few blanks.�
�You think?�
He gestured to the paper waving in her grip. �I need you to get me inside. It�s part of the job I was telling you about.�
�Do I even want to know what this place is?�
�Probably not.� He rubbed his forehead, digging hard into the ridge of his brow. The tension sitting there refused to budge. �It�s a sex club. Heavy into the master-and-slave scene.�
�If you think I�m going to play your slave, you�re out of your damn mind.�
Begging had never been his strong suit. It didn�t sit well on him to depend on others for anything. He�d suffered through too many disappointments and back stabbings to hang his trust or hope on anyone. But if he didn�t gain her cooperation on this, they were both fucked. �You�re my last hope. The only way I can get into that club is if I have a female human with me.�
�Why do you need in there? Granted, you�ve been involved in some bizarre jobs before, but nothing like this.�
�I don�t have the details to provide at this point.�
Suspicion hooded her eyes. �You just don�t want to tell me.�
Sooner or later he�d have to fill her in on the events that�d led to his taking on this heist, but not until he determined how to do it without revealing precisely how big a role she played in all of it. Hell, if there was a way of keeping her from ever finding out he was doing this to protect her, all the better.
Avily continued glaring at him for a long, silent moment before eying the paper in her hand. Deciding to risk any wrath she might unleash on his vulnerable privates, he stepped beside her and caressed her arm. She visibly stiffened and jerked her head up. Their gazes crashed into each other.
A lifetime passed before she took a shaky breath and licked her lips. The slow, enticing drag of her soft pink tongue riveted him. His cock thickened behind his fly, and he smothered a curse. Even now, with his fate�and hers�hanging on a precarious thread, his desire for her was as ill-timed and impossible as ever.
Avily�s attention flicked to the printout. �You said this is a slave-and-master club, right?�
He willed his head back into the game and away from the tempting visual of Avily garbed in a skintight leather corset and on her knees in front of him, his aching cock buried in her mouth. �It�s simply a job. Like any other we�ve done in the past.� Or not. �Don�t let it freak you out.�
�Oh, I�m not freaked out about it. At all.�
He blinked. �You�re not?�
�No. In fact, I�ve decided I�ll do it. But only on two conditions.�
Her unexpected capitulation floored him to the point it took a moment to track down his voice. �Go on.�
�This is the last time you ask for my help. Ever. That life is behind me. Main reason I�m doing this is to clean the slate between us once and for all.�
He nodded. �Done.�
Her expression shifted into the territory of sly and calculating. �The other reason I�m doing this is to settle a few things between us as well.�
Wariness fell over him. �How do you mean?�
She held up the photo. Her eyes twinkled with far too much calculation and wicked retribution. �Let�s put it this way, there�s only one of us here who�s gonna look extra charming in the ass-less chaps and collar. And it sure as hell isn�t me.�

Chapter Five

Witnessing Jerrick�s rattled look almost made up for him waltzing into her life and turning her world topsy-turvy with one tiny crook of his finger. In all the years she�d known him, he�d rarely become flustered by anything. Knowing she�d managed the near impossible? Best feeling ever.
He crossed his arms over his chest. �I understand your need to enact some kind of twisted revenge on me, but we both know there�s no way in hell your version will work.�
�Why? I�m as perfectly capable of bossing you around as you are of me.�
Those insufferably arrogant eyebrows of his winged upward. �Oh really?�
�Sure. How hard can it be?�
�You realize what goes on between a Dominant and a submissive, right?�
�I�m not na�ve. I do have some experience with these things.� Holy hell, why did I say that? Talk about the most ridiculously untrue statement in history. Damn him and his condescending smirk, making her blurt out stupid-ass stuff.
Jerrick�s trademark scowl descended into place. �What, precisely, did you mean by you have experience with these things?�
It was tempting to lie through her teeth again and concoct an insane story involving a stable of adoring slave men who catered to her every whim, but no doubt Jerrick would see through that big, fat, hairy fib. �I meant in general. I�m not completely innocent to the ways of the world.�
A fraction of the fierceness eased from his features. After an aggravating period of silence where he scrutinized her with that hooded expression he so excelled at, he narrowed his eyes and stepped closer. �Fine. Then command me to do something.�
Would telling him to go fuck himself count? Damn. Probably not. �Very well. Get rid of that box for me. Trash receptacle is in the rear alley.� Resisting the urge to cackle in glee, she jutted her chin in the direction of the doorway behind them. This bossing-him-around business might be more enjoyable than she�d anticipated. Maybe when he was done with the box, she�d have him clean out the adjacent supply room.
�No, Avi. Order me to do something to you.�
Her apprehension must have flickered to the surface because his mouth hitched upward at one corner. �You can�t even do it when we�re alone. How do you think you�ll manage when we�re in a room full of people we�re attempting to fool?�
She rubbed her forearms, furious at herself for allowing the small show of weakness. She couldn�t let him know he affected her. Her battered ego would never survive such humiliation. Not again. She sucked in a steadying breath. �Touch me.�
His expression remained bland as a bowl of unseasoned potatoes. �Where?�
Bastard probably expected her to say something lame, like her shoulder. Or maybe�gasp!�her hand. Well she had news for him. If she was going to be faced with torturing herself, he was damn well going down with her. Digging her fingernails into her palms, she steeled her spine. �My breasts.�
An infinitesimal widening of his eyes was Jerrick�s only outward reaction. His gaze immediately strayed to her chest. Her traitorous nipples had the utter audacity to pebble under the encouragement of his stare.
He stood planted in place for an endless moment, leaving her with the certainty he was debating what he�d gotten himself into. Just as she was wavering between disappointment and relief at calling his bluff, he closed the distance between them and splayed his hands over her breasts. She jolted, a shallow breath lodging in her throat.
�React like that in front of the club members and you�ll blow our cover within seconds.�
She didn�t know which infuriated her more, acknowledging he was right, or his need to rub it in her face. �I wasn�t prepared for it. That�s all.�
�I don�t think that�s it.� His fingers flexed before curving beneath the fullness of her breasts, cupping their weight. Despite the thin layers of fabric separating them, his heat seeped into her flesh like a tangible branding. �My touch does something to you. Admit it.�
�Nice to see your ego is as over-bloated as ever.�
�Your smart mouth might say one thing, but the eager way your nipples strain against me tells a different story.�
�I can�t help it they�re sensitive, damn it.� Why did I tell him that? At this rate, she�d be better off sewing her stupid mouth shut.
A glint of awareness flared to life in Jerrick�s pupils. The tension buzzing between them kicked into overdrive. His thumbs brushed oh so temptingly over the rigid nubs of her nipples, and she struggled not to jump out of her skin.
�Better.�
It took a moment to realize the meaning behind that singular gruff word. He�d been testing her.
Well, duh. What other reason would the cold-hearted son of a bitch have for feeling her up? Certainly not for his jollies. He�d made it perfectly clear all those years ago he held zero interest in getting between the sheets with her. Why would he feel any differently now? �See? I�m capable of keeping my shit together.�
His gaze remained skeptical. �We can�t afford slip-ups on this.�
�I told you, I�ll be fine.�
�I�m not merely taking your word for it, Avi. I need to know you can handle the situation�no matter what gets thrown at you.� He glanced at the holographic timepiece suspended on the far wall. �I�ll swing by tonight around seven. We�ll begin training then.�
She frowned. �Training? What the hell does that mean?�
Rather than answer, he dropped his hands and pivoted toward the doorway. �I probably won�t have time to grab something to eat before then, so do me a favor and put in an order for us at the new sandwich shop down the street. I�ll pick the grub up on the way.�
She glared at his retreating back, wishing with every fiber of her being that she�d kneed him in the family jewels when she had the chance. �Did it occur to you I might be busy tonight? Or have a date planned?�
He stalled in the exit, his expression aggravatingly blank. �With who? Orange Shirt from last night? If so, I�m doing you a favor giving you an excuse to break the date with the assclown.�
She bit back a growl, more than a little miffed that he was dead-on with his assessment of Roger. �I hope this training involves whacking you with a paddle.�
�Only if you promise to give it to me hard.� His chuckle infuriatingly smoky enough to stir up provocative scenarios in her head, Jerrick ducked through the doorway and disappeared from sight.

For the next several hours she busied herself shelving the new shipment of handcrafted soaps while attempting to distract herself from the arresting visual of a hard Jerrick. Unfortunately, that line of thinking only led to her mentally dressing him in the tight leather chaps that�d been featured on the flyer from Club Rapture. Without question, he�d look mouthwateringly scrumptious in the outfit. Especially if he was kneeling at her feet.
Or better yet, kissing her feet. Considering the humiliation he put her through, commanding him to do it would be immeasurably satisfying and deserved.
�Hmm, I wonder if sex slaves actually kiss their masters� feet.� Fetching the last fairy rose soap from the nearby box, she stacked the bar with its mates on the shelf. �Screw it, he�s kissing mine regardless.�
�Kissing your what?� an amused female voice inquired.
Jerking her head, Avily blinked at the woman approaching her. She took in the green eyes so like her own, and a dull roar pounded in her ears. �Leena?�
�Hey, baby sis. How�ve you been?�
Nearly fifteen years ago Leena took off after spinning a web of lies and deceit that broke up not only their family, but Jerrick�s family, and the best she could come up with was how�ve you been?
�What are you doing here?� Thank the gods Jerrick had left when he did. Who knew how he would have reacted to seeing his treacherous ex.
�I�ve missed you.�
�Really?� Avily hugged the basket to her chest. �Because I�ve been here all along. Wouldn�t have been too difficult stopping in and saying hello.�
Regret flickered across Leena�s face. Shoulders drooping, she picked at the split ends on her long blonde braid, her fingers restless. The bell sleeve of her olive-green top fell back, revealing a nasty bruise near her wrist.
�How did you get that?� The words blurted from Avily before she could corral them.
�It�s nothing.� Leena stuffed her hand in the pocket of her pants, a misguided attempt to hide the bruise. �I banged into my kitchen cupboard.�
Avily stared hard at her sister. She knew a flaming pile of dragon crap when she smelled it.
�Looks like you�ve done well for yourself, baby sis.� Leena reached for one of the fairy soaps and sniffed it. �I�m glad one of us has made something of ourselves.� Faint bitterness underscored her tone.
Don�t ask. Don�t ask. Don�t� �Everything okay with you?� Ugh, I�ll never learn.
Leena cupped the soap against her chest. �Well, since you asked, I was wondering if you might be able to float me some merca. Just for a month or two. Until I find a job.�
A twinge of pain lanced Avily�s heart. She wasn�t surprised that Leena�s sole reason for returning was based on finances. To say they�d never been close was an understatement. But it didn�t make it hurt any less knowing she was nothing more than a walking bank to Leena. �I don�t have a lot I can give you. Most of my merca is tied up in the shop.�
�Whatever you have is fine by me.�
Of course it is. Avily straddled the fine line between anger and guilt. In the end, guilt won out. Leena was obviously going through tough times, and family was family. �I�ll see what I can do.�
�Thanks.� Leena started to back up. �I�ll stop by again in a couple of days, okay?�
Avily maneuvered to block the aisle�s exit. �Have you seen our mother?�
Leena�s gaze skittered sideways. �Not yet. I was planning to go by the house later in the week.�
Sure. Not bothering to hide her skepticism, Avily stared her sister down. �It�d destroy her if you disappeared again without at least making one token appearance.�
�Sis, I said I�d stop by, all right?� Apparently realizing the shrillness of her voice outed her true colors, Leena tugged on a quick smile. �I don�t want her to see me like this. Not looking my best.�
�Why? She wouldn�t care about that.�
�But I do. I don�t want her to think I�ve become a complete failure. Even if I have.�
�Don�t talk about yourself like that.�
Leena dropped the soap back onto the shelf and sighed. �You don�t have to defend me. Especially to myself. I�ve not always been a good person, Avi. Maybe this is all my penance.�
Before an automatic denial could spring to her lips, Avily�s thoughts shifted to Jerrick and the pain and turmoil her sister had inflicted on him with her lies and cheating. If Leena was paying some penance, it would never equal the level of her betrayal.
Leena returned to fidgeting with the end of her braid. �I have to get going, or I�ll be late for my next job interview. But I�ll be back in a few days.�
�I�ll try to get you some money. I can�t promise anything, though.�
�I know you�ll come through for me, baby sis. You always have.�
Nothing like shoveling the pressure on extra thick. Avily escorted her sister to the front door and watched Leena vanish into the crowds, her chest heavy. Despite how frustrating Leena could be, it didn�t sit well on Avily to see her sister this downtrodden. Leena had always been beautiful and radiant. No small wonder Jerrick had fallen hard for her. What male with functioning vision wouldn�t lose his heart to Leena?
Yeah, but she also stomped on his heart and left it to wither and die. Reminded of that fact, another twinge of guilt shuttled through her for her previous irritable thoughts regarding Jerrick. Until she remembered the cruel way he�d laughed at her virginity offering.
It�d taken almost a full case of Larry the Fairy to screw up enough tipsy courage to invite him over that night. Nerves and queasiness had nearly gotten the better of her, but the instant he�d strode through the door, looking like her every dream brought to life, her resolve had been sealed. There was no other for her. Jerrick was her everything, and no one else stood a chance of measuring up. For gods� sake, she�d inked herself with his fae symbol, essentially branding herself as his.
Squeezing back tears, she pressed trembling fingers to her lips. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend the phantom remembrance of his long-ago kiss still lingered, along with the sweet warmth of his breath and the intoxicating graze of his tongue along hers. She could even fool herself that for one blissful, shining second in time he�d been swept up in the moment too.
The fantasy lasted a millisecond, before she crashed back to reality with a harsh jolt.
He�d pushed her away. Both physically and emotionally. Because she�d been a virgin. The precious gift she�d saved for him, he�d viewed as nothing but a terrible anvil around his neck. She�d stupidly envisioned a happily ever after that he wanted no part of.
The true curse in that picture was her own, for being young, na�ve and foolishly in love with someone who didn�t want her and never would.
She was far from being that girl anymore. She�d learned her lesson the hard way. Once they were done with this job, she�d tell him goodbye. For good.
Jerrick Hunter wouldn�t be the thief of her heart. Never again.�

Chapter Six

Liquid lust competing with the trickle of foreboding crawling along his spine, Jerrick surveyed the provocative garments hanging on the end rack in the back room of Passion�s Pleasures. The outfits left little to the imagination. Considering his imagination was already fully stocked with raw, explicitly raunchy thoughts of Avi, his sanity held no prayer of surviving the sight of her in any of the alluring getups displayed in front of him.
�Gotta admit, I wouldn�t have taken you for a member of the lifestyle. Or is this for business?�
He tore his attention from the garments and glanced at the male beside him. Torrance Passion had assisted Jerrick a time or two with certain jobs requiring a specialized look. Overall, Jerrick trusted the man as much as he did anyone within his close circle of contacts. Given the sinister nature of this particular assignment, keeping with his cover was the only option. �The scene has always intrigued me, and I�ve recently met a woman who�s game for giving it a go.�
�Lucky lady.�
Choosing to ignore the appreciative glint in Torrance�s eyes, Jerrick snatched the closest outfit. It consisted of a series of shiny black leather strips that banded over a female�s breasts and pussy, leaving a whole lot of the rest of her completely bare. He immediately hooked the ensemble back on the rod. No amount of wheedling would coax Avily into the getup. Just as well. It�d save his brain from detonating.
He fished through the rack until he came to a short red leather dress with an eye-popping slit up the thigh. Heavy boning lined the strapless bust, and the low cut ensured maximum plumpage of the wearer�s breasts. He stroked the supple leather, imagining it molded to Avily�s creamy, delicate flesh. Desire fired his blood to the boiling point. Despite knowing the torture he�d be putting himself through, he draped the dress over his arm and searched for his contribution to their cover. He located a pair of breeches fashioned from the same red leather as the dress.
Torrance strode to a nearby bin and began pawing through its contents. A moment later he came up with a black leather crisscrossing harness. �And for the lucky lady�� He held up a matching collar and leash.
Realizing he�d be the one wearing the damn leash, Jerrick smothered a grimace.
He�d known Avily wouldn�t give in to his request without finding a way to make his life miserable in the process, but he�d never expected her to stoop so low. Her diabolical evilness was scarier than shit. Still, a part of him couldn�t help admiring the creative lengths she�d go to in order to make him suffer. Avi�s mind in the wrong hands�hell, talk about a terrifying prospect. He resisted a shudder.
�Interested in adding any toys to your playtime?�
That went without saying. Intrigue getting the better of him, he followed Torrance to the adjacent room where the racier products were kept out of sight of the few customers possessing delicate sensibilities. Sex toys of every type and purpose lined the shelves. There were also edible oils, body paints and candles designed to provide a wicked edge to intimate encounters.
�Does your lady care for a bit of pain with her pleasure?�
Jerrick eyed the crop in Torrance�s hand. No way in hell he�d let that anywhere near Avi. Resisting the urge to rub his ass, Jerrick surveyed the other implements on display. A small flogger with ultrafine leather strips and toggles nabbed his attention. He freed the loop from its hook and tested the whip with a sharp flick against his arm. The resulting sensation was more enticing tingle than sting. Promising. He shifted his focus to the collection of furred mitts nestled in a nearby basket. He picked up the black one and inspected it.
�When she�s been on her best behavior. Or needs to be tormented beyond reason,� Torrance said with a chuckle.
It was too easy to picture Avi tied to his bed, desperate pleas pouring from her while he ran the mitt over her quivering skin. He could practically feel the hard little nubs of her nipples pebbling under his tongue, the muscles of her belly tensing the closer the silky fur drifted toward her weeping center. One stroke over her slippery clit and her back would bow, the desperation in her eyes begging him to take her. Claim her.
Fingers tightening on the mitt, he dragged in a labored breath. Although he suspected it�d be the death of him, he stashed the kinky item with his growing pile of purchases and followed Torrance to the checkout.

For the millionth time in the past hour, Avily peered at the compu-clock on the wall opposite the checkout counter. She was doing a piss-poor job holding firm to her resolve to not dwell on Jerrick and his damnable promise of stopping by tonight.
It was already half past seven. Clearly he�d found something more important to do than begin their training.
Fine by her. No, fantastic, to be precise. He was doing her a huge favor not showing up. Saved her the trouble of having to endure even a second stuck with the one individual who drove her mad with lust and just plain mad, period. Although it would have been nice to yell his ear off for being such a rude ass for stiffing her without a token apology thrown in for good measure.
If she really had been forced to cancel a date because of him, there�d be no place on Aurion he could safely hide from her wrath. Grumping beneath her breath, she trekked to the entrance of the shop and flipped the sign to Closed. A couple paused in front of the window, their eyes only for each other while they held hands. The man cupped the female�s cheek before leaning forward and kissing her sweetly.
A sharp, wistful tug cinched Avily�s heart. Feeling like a loveless loser and a peeping Tom, she tore her attention from the adoring pair and jerked away from the glass pane. Yeah, she�d never felt more alone in her life, but was she going to curl into a pathetic ball and sob over it?
Probably. Though not until she was upstairs later and out of sight of prying eyes. There was also a better-than-decent chance she�d polish off the remaining bottles of Larry�s.
Aw, damn it. She already did that last night. Hence the pounding headache that�d refused to grant her a moment�s peace all day. Another disturbing but not entirely unpleasant side effect from the alcohol was the dream she�d had about Jerrick. Recalling it, she frowned and leaned her hip against the display of handcrafted bath salts.
Odd that she�d dreamed of Jerrick the night before he crashed back into her life. Then again, she had spotted him at the Twisted Thorn. No doubt it�d played a huge part in her spinning nocturnal fantasies about him. Not that she didn�t already do that on an aggravating basis. But this dream had been particularly vivid, though not overtly sexual like the others. Despite that, her lips tingled at the memory of his phantom kiss.
For the second time that day, she pressed shaky fingers to her mouth. A loud tap rattled the door behind her, and she jumped. Pulse revving, she ground her teeth. So the bastard had decided to make an appearance after all. Sucking in a deep, steadying breath, she pivoted.
As predicted, a familiar face waited on the other side of the front door, but it wasn�t the one she�d expected. Blinking, she stared at Thane Pearce. He raised his hand and waggled his fingers in greeting.
Oh crap, was their date for tonight? She racked her brain, trying to remember. Damn Larry the Fairy and his intoxicating wiliness. Biting the bullet, she hurried to the entrance and slid the bolt free. �Uh, hello.�
�I was passing by and noticed your light on. I�m not interrupting your work, I hope?�
Apparently their date wasn�t this evening. She fizzled a silent breath of relief. �No, not at all.� Imagine that, a guy who actually gave a rat�s ass about her plans. How quaint and refreshing. �Come in.�
He stepped past the threshold, and their arms brushed. She waited for the shivers of excitement to leap across her skin the way they always did at Jerrick�s smallest touch.
Nothing.
It was ridiculous and unfair. Thane was an exceptionally handsome man. There should be a spark there, damn it.
His gaze unabashedly curious, Thane surveyed his surroundings. It dawned on her then that she hadn�t invited him in last night. Apparently Jerrick wasn�t the only insufferably rude jerk in the equation. �Would you like a tour?�
�Only if you have time.�
That she had plenty of. Refusing to mope over the pathetic reality, she guided him through the store, attempting to keep her enthusiasm to a minimum when he questioned her on the various stock artfully arranged throughout the shop. If given full rein, she could ramble on obnoxiously about her business, particularly if some poor, unsuspecting soul started her on a roll.
She risked a peek at Thane and noted that his eyes hadn�t turned glassy. Yet. �Any luck with the storefront search?�
�My real estate broker showed me a couple promising leads today. Nothing I�m prone to jump at and make an immediate offer on though.�
�You�re better to take your time. It took four months for this place to land on the market. I�m glad I didn�t settle for less than what I wanted.�
�True. I�m a firm believer in going after what you truly want.�
Did she imagine it, or did his eyes glow a tad more intensely after that statement? Swallowing against the uncomfortable lump lodged in her throat, she broke their locked gazes.
�I�m really happy you invited me to dinner, Avily.�
She rubbed the nape of her neck and resisted the urge to squirm. �Speaking of that��
�I�m looking forward to getting to know you better.�
�There isn�t much more to discover about me. I�m an open book.� I�m a filthy liar.
�I highly doubt that. In fact, I find you extremely intriguing.�
�You don�t get around much, do you?�
He chuckled. �Why do you find it unbelievable that I could be immensely attracted to you?�
�Whoa. You didn�t mention anything about immense attraction.�
�I did.�
She tossed up her arms. �Yeah, a second ago.�
His mouth quirked at one corner. �But I�ve been thinking it since the moment I met you.�
I should be swooning right now. What the hell is wrong with me? If it had been Jerrick telling her this heady, heart-pounding stuff, she�d be putty at his feet.
Furious at that knowledge, she rubbed her arms and restlessly paced in front of the end rack of sachets. The lavender and chamomile bundles were doing a crappy job of soothing her stress.
�Did I say something wrong?�
She glanced in Thane�s direction and took in the worried uncertainty pinching his brow. A heavy blanket of guilt and weariness settled over her. He�d been nothing but charming and attentive in the short span she�d known him. For gods� sake, he�d tackled a thief in order to get her coin purse for her. He was the nicest man on the planet, and he professed to be attracted to her? She was the queen of idiots for not jumping his bones before he regained his senses.
Hell, maybe that�s exactly what she should do. There was always the chance she wasn�t feeling any earthshaking chemistry between them because she was too blinded by her stupid unrequited love for Jerrick. She needed to prove to herself she was putting him behind her. That he no longer held her captive beneath his spell. She would not resign herself to a lifetime of sexy dreams that left her unfulfilled and a tightly held faded memory of a kiss that�d rocked her world.
Why settle for those measly offerings when her days could be filled with real world-rocking kisses�starting right this instant.
Her focus set determinedly on Thane�s full, masculine lips, she advanced on him.
He offered her a wary look. �Should I be worried right now?�
�Not at all.�
�Are you sure? Because your expression is rather fierce�� The remainder of his words broke off with a grunt as she stood on tiptoe and pressed her mouth to his. His eyes remained wide and unblinking for a long moment before drifting shut. A low groan rumbling through his chest, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders, drawing her closer. His lips parted beneath hers, and the sweep of his tongue invited her to open to his gentle coaxing. She met his tongue in a tentative glide.
Okay, this wasn�t horrible. In fact, far as damn good kissers went, Thane deserved a gold star. He stroked a hand through her hair and tilted her head, deepening the kiss in the process.
A gruff clearing of a throat to the right of them broke through the temporary haze of pleasantness. Jerking out of Thane�s hold, she glanced in the direction of the noise.
Her gaze locked with Jerrick�s. His features were set in an emotionless stone mask. Despite that, she swore she detected a glimmer of pissiness in his cold stare.
Good gods, was he jealous? Before her tiny niggle of giddiness could take root, Jerrick opened his mouth and effectively killed her momentary delusion.
�You forgot to order our dinner.�

Chapter Seven

�Excuse me?� Avi�s demand straddled the line of becoming a full-fledged fulminous roar.
Jerrick tried his damnedest to tune out the overwhelming desire to smash his fist into the nose of her kissing partner and instead focused on Avi�s livid expression.
What the devil did she have to be bloody angry about? She wasn�t the one who�d spent the longest three hours in history stuck in gridlocked traffic. She also didn�t waste another forty-five minutes going restaurant to restaurant in an attempt to track down one that hadn�t run out of food for the night, since the deli where he was supposed to pick up their meals insisted they�d never received an order. And to top it all off, she hadn�t been the one to walk in on the slobberfest going on in the middle of her goddamn store.
�You have a lot of nerve preaching to me about forgetting, Jerrick Hunter!�
�Why the hell are you shouting at me? I didn�t forget shit.�
�No? What happened to seven p.m.?�
�The drive back here took longer than I expected.�
She slammed her hands on her hips. �And what? Your fingers fell off, making it impossible for you to pick up a micro com and call me?�
Damn sassy woman. �We�ll discuss this later, Avi.�
�We have nothing to discuss. Period.�
The stranger who�d been groping Avily coughed into his fist. �Perhaps it�s best if I go.�
�You don�t have to do that,� Avily said between clenched teeth.
�Yes, he does,� Jerrick countered in an equally firm voice.
Deciding to heed Jerrick rather than Avily, the man leaned down and bussed her cheek before granting Jerrick a wary eye and walking toward the entrance.
Her steely glare pinned to Jerrick�s face, Avily called after the departing stranger. �I�ll see you this weekend, Thane. We said Saturday for our date, right?�
Thane slid a hesitant look in Jerrick�s direction before nodding. �See you then.�
Jerrick waited for the door to close behind the man and then returned his focus to Avily. �What the fuck kind of name is Thane?�
Steam threatened to erupt from Avily�s ears. �Where do you get off thinking you can mosey in here and boss around me and my dates?�
�First of all, I don�t bloody mosey. Secondly, you damn well knew I was coming tonight.�
�Almost an hour late.�
He growled. For shit�s sake, you�d think they were married with the way she carried on. There was a terrifying thought. His days filled with endless nagging and bickering.
Followed by hot, sweaty sex every night when they made up. Jerrick quickly snipped that intoxicating image from his mind. �Would you like me to grovel at your feet? Or can we move onto something more productive�like focusing our heads on developing our cover for Club Rapture?� His thoughts veered to the garment and goodie bags he�d left on her checkout desk, and a hot wash of desire swamped him.
At least he wouldn�t have to fake horniness where Avi was concerned. If anything, keeping his raging lust for her in check would be the challenging aspect of this job.
Then again, she seemed to have no shortage of males desperate to get in her pants these days. �How many damn men do you have on the string, anyway?�
She blinked, apparently taken off-guard by his swift, surly change of topic. Fast as it�d appeared, her confusion vanished and morphed into a renewed surge of outrage. �That�s none of your damn business.�
He tamped down the primal alpha residing deep within him that wanted to beat his chest right before tugging Avi into his arms and showing her precisely how wrong she was.
Fuck and damnation, where was this possessive bullshit coming from? Certainly not from the part of his brain where reason and intelligence resided. �Everything that impacts you is my business.� That much at least was true. And completely undeniable. He�d undertaken his role as her mentor and guardian too many years ago to count, much less disregard. If there was one thing he didn�t do, it was shirk his responsibilities.
Avi snorted. �I�m not a kid anymore, Jer. You can stop treating me like one.�
If only he did view her as a child. His life would be immensely easier, and he wouldn�t be walking around with a perpetual hard-on. �I swore to your mother I�d watch over you. I�m not going back on my word, no matter how much you�d like me to.�
�You really need to stop taking it as your duty to watch over every damn person on the planet.�
Shit, ain�t that the truth.
A calculating gleam entered Avi�s eyes. �You had no problem disappearing off the face of Aurion for five years. If not for Dash coming back in the picture, I doubt you and I would even be speaking right now.�
�Just because you didn�t see me didn�t mean I wasn�t around.�
She stacked her arms in front of her, framing her mouthwatering cleavage. �You are such a freakin� stalker.�
He smothered a chuckle at her sulky glare. �There�s a world of difference between surveillance and stalking.�
�They both start with an S and reek of BS.� She jabbed a finger in the direction of his chest. �Just like you.�
�Don�t push my buttons, Avi. I�m not in the mood for it.� Witnessing some shmuck kissing the living daylights out of her tended to make him grouchy. �How long have you been seeing Thane?� He made sure to shovel plenty of hostility on the man�s name.
�I told you, my personal life is none of your concern. Besides, I�m sure you probably already know, since you�ve been �surveilling� me all this time.�
Her insistence on tagging finger quotes onto the word surveilling chapped his ass, but he kept the stream of swear words that wanted to escape caged behind his teeth. �I�ve never seen him before tonight. Hence my curiosity.�
�Oh, is that what we�re calling it these days? Curiosity?�
If he was a little more brain dead, he would have given in to the urge to kiss the smirk from her luscious mouth. �I don�t think you should see him anymore.�
Her eyes narrowed a fraction behind her glasses. �Why?�
�There�s something about him I don�t trust.� Like the way he had his tongue rammed down your throat.
�You don�t even know him.�
�Don�t have to. I can read a person in under two seconds flat, and his vibe is fishy.� He also hadn�t failed to notice Thane�s accent. The man was Frittonian. Granted, Tul�dea was a melting pot of cultures. No reason to link him to that blackmailing bastard from the warehouse.
Then again, he didn�t believe in coincidences.
�Oh really? Your amazing people-reading skill is completely infallible?�
Something in Avi�s prodding gaze raised his hackles. �What are you trying to get at?� He had a strong suspicion, but damn if he wasn�t feeling ornery enough to poke it out of her.
A shadow cast over her features, and she lowered her focus to the floor. �Nothing.�
It was all the verification he needed. The tension held inside him constricted before burrowing low in his gut. They hadn�t talked about the fiasco with Leena since the night the ugly truth came spilling out. Sometimes the inevitable confrontation felt like a ticking bomb between them. The rest of the time he pretended it didn�t exist.
He wisely chose to employ that last option. �It�s getting late. Your training isn�t going to run through the paces on its own.�
Judging from her expression, she didn�t appreciate his terse change of subject. Too bad. His disastrous relationship with Leena was a closed topic. There was no way in hell he was rehashing his failures with Avi.

How was it possible to want to hug someone and clobber them at the same time?
Those two constants perpetually wavered within her when it came to Jerrick. She either wanted to kill him. Or love him. Quite often with equal passion.
She�d witnessed the brief flash of dark emotion in his eyes when their conversation edged too close to his painful past. He�d quickly yanked the shutters down, but her heart ached at the tiny glimpse of vulnerability he kept under lock and key.
Kicking off her shoes, she watched him climb the last two stairs and drape the silver plastic bags he�d brought along over one of the tall newel posts. He stepped into her apartment and rolled his broad shoulders, working out the kinks. His massive, larger-than-life personality overwhelmed the small space, sucking up all the oxygen. No doubt that explained the dizziness she experienced looking at him.
Yeah, right. �I can hang your jacket in the closet.�
He shrugged from the garment, his black T-shirt pulling snug against those rippling muscles that invaded her fantasies too frequently. She tempered the desire to perform a chin check for drool and instead relieved him of his jacket. While he unzipped the garment bag, she trekked to the corner cupboard. Giving a discreet peek over her shoulder, she ascertained the coast was clear and buried her nose in the still-warm collar of his jacket. Later she�d kick her ass for being such a creepy, clothes-sniffing loser.
His woodsy spice infiltrated her sinuses, the delicious, stealthy invader making her woozy and her panties uncomfortably damp.
Enough torture inflicted on her for the day, she hooked his jacket next to her wool winter coat and snicked the cupboard door shut. Thankfully Jerrick was too preoccupied with the contents of his mysterious bag to pay her any mind, which meant her embarrassing behavior went blessedly unnoticed by him. While he struggled to free the section of plastic that�d snagged in the zipper�s teeth, she buckled to the hopeless need to drink him in.
He looked good standing in her apartment. Too good. The overhead star-shaped chandelier threw prisms of light dancing along his sun-kissed sable hair. It was cropped shorter than his usual style, but not too severely that the soft, silky strands wouldn�t curl enticingly around a woman�s fingers.
His focus remained intent on his task, his breath-stealing features set in concentration. She was so spellbound by his rugged beauty that she gave a little jolt of surprise when that startling blue gaze of his lifted and latched on to her. It should be downright illegal for a male to have such thick, lush eyelashes, even if he was a damn fairy. �Damn thing is stuck. Happen to have scissors handy?�
She snapped from her trance and rushed into the kitchen. Rather than wait, he trailed after her and plunked the bag onto the center marble-topped island. He accepted the scissors from her and made swift work of shearing open the stubborn plastic. Once he�d revealed the contents, she took a quick step back and shook her head furiously. �Oh hell no.�
Jerrick dug a thumb into his temple. �Surely you didn�t think we�d waltz into that club in our street clothes?�
�Funny, because that�s exactly what I thought.�
�Be thankful I got you this and not the body Band-Aid getup I first considered.�
�I would have chopped off your balls if you�d attempted to foist that on me.�
�Precisely why I left it on the rack,� he said dryly. �Avi, the dress isn�t that bad.� He tugged it from the confines of the plastic and held it aloft. �At least try it on. If you absolutely hate it, we�ll think of something else.�
�Yeah, you better believe we will.� Grumbling, she swiped the dress from his outstretched hand and stalked toward the hallway. She flipped on the bathroom light and secured the door behind her before tossing the garment over the lip of her oversized stone claw-foot tub. The things I do to exact revenge.
Only this time around, revenge seemed intent on biting her in the ass. Was stuffing herself in a miniscule scrap of leather really worth getting to order Jerrick around?
Yes. Yes, it is. Sighing at how easily her inner bloodthirsty wench sold her out, she wiggled from her pants and top and toed them aside. She eyed the strapless bust on the dress. She�d look like a tacky moron if she left her corselette on. Muttering, she unhooked the undergarment and flung that aside too. Her grunts and obscenities rapidly piling up, she jiggled her way into the flimsy excuse for a dress. Halfway through the ordeal, she realized one important factoid she�d overlooked. There was no way she�d be able to lace up the back on her own. Clutching the front to her, she hobbled to the full-length looking glass propped adjacent to the tub.
Her jaw dropped at the vision staring back at her. �Dear gods, I look like a streetwalker.�
An expensive one at least, but nonetheless she�d die a thousand mortified deaths if her mother accidentally saw her in this getup. Tucking her arms tight to her sides, she stuck out her chest. And almost took out an eye with her left boob. �I can�t leave the house in this. No way in hell.�
�Everything okay in there?�
She nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of Jerrick�s rich baritone on the other side of the door. Seeing how skin was pretty much the only thing currently covering her, springing out of it was a dangerous prospect. �Yes,� she croaked.
�I�m coming in.�
�I really wish you wouldn�t.�
�Damn it, Avi. It can�t be that bad.� The knob turned, and the next instant Jerrick pushed inside the cramped space. She caught his reflection in the mirror. His stunned, sucker-punched expression made it worth donning the skimpiest dress known to womankind.
�Gah��
She frowned at him, ninety-nine percent certain that wasn�t so much a word he�d produced as the sound of him swallowing his tongue. �It�s okay, you can spit it out. I look ridiculous.�
He snapped his mouth shut and cleared his throat before attempting to speak again. �Not what I was going to say at all.�
�No? Then how would you phrase it? Stupid? Silly? Skanky? I�m sure I can come up with a few more S words if you give me a moment.�
�Sexy.�
She chuffed a humorless laugh. �Good one.� She would have tossed out another flippant comment, but the heat in his eyes dried it to dust in her mouth.
He continued looking at her, really looking at her, in a way he�d never done before. As if he liked what he saw. No, craved what he saw. To the point that he wanted to sink his teeth straight into her for a leisurely meal.
Her turn to gulp. �Jer?�
The timid, uncertain quake in her voice seemed to jog him from his hypnotic fascination with her scantily clothed body. The mask of cool blandness he�d perfected over the years slipped back into place. �The dress will work out fine.�
�I don�t know. I can�t even tie it up properly.�
�Here, I�ll get it.�
Before she could protest or swat him away, he stepped behind her and gripped the laces. �Tell me if I�m doing it too tight.�
�I want it snug so I don�t fall out of the damn thing.�
�Yeah, that�d be a pity.�
She snapped her gaze to their reflections, but his lowered profile revealed nothing regarding that crack. She opened her mouth to demand an explanation and squeaked like she�d been goosed when he tugged on the laces without adequate warning.
Now I know how a sausage feels. Attempting to retain enough oxygen in her lungs to breathe, she sucked in her tummy. Any air trapped there apparently migrated up into her bosom because it plumped like it�d been inflated with helium. Jerrick�s motions stalled for a second, his scrutiny glued to her cleavage. Catching her suspicious squint in the looking glass, he returned his attention to the ties. His knuckles brushed her skin with each pass of the leather through the metal grommets. As he ventured closer to the top of the dress, the lessening slack of the laces meant more chances for his fingers to linger on her goose-pebbled flesh. By the time he pulled the final lace ends together, her knees were trembling.
Jerrick�s warm hands slid upward and rested on either side of her neck. �You�re shaking.�
�In case you didn�t notice, this dress offers less coverage than a washcloth. I�m cold.�
�No, I definitely noticed.�
She assumed he was referring to the inadequacies of her apparel, until she realized he was staring fixedly at her nipples. The combination of her arousal and the chill in the room had stiffened the little buggers to hard points behind the crimson leather. He met her eyes again, and the sultriness brewing in his irises knocked the remaining air from her diaphragm.
�Tell me to touch you.� Gravel rode roughshod over his voice. �Same as you did before.�
�You�ve been touching me for the past five minutes.� Something the slickened state of her panties was all too happy to remind her of.
�You know that isn�t how you want me to touch you. How I�m dying to touch you.� His fingertips trailed over her collarbone, flirting with the upper curve of her breast.
Her eyes fluttering shut, she gave in to a wispy exhale. �Don�t you dare die before you grope me properly.�
�Good girl.� His whiskered jaw caressed the side of her face just as his hand coasted lower and cupped her breast. �That sounds suspiciously like something a dominatrix would say to her sub. Although I suspect she�d back up the reprimand with a stinging bite from her flogger.�
�Trust me, if I had one handy, I�d gladly crack you across the ass.�
His smoky laugh brought new meaning to the term oral sex. Because gods knew, listening to it could trigger an orgasm. He nibbled her earlobe, each tiny nip provoking a pulsing throb through her clit. �You never know. I might enjoy it.�
His thumb flicked her nipple, circling it slowly until the tormented nub ached in desperate wanting of his bare fingers with no fabric in the way. Or better yet, his mouth. Warm, wet and ravenous.
Mesmerized, she stared at the focused way he fondled her, his concentration a mirror to what he�d displayed in the main room when working the plastic from the zipper. If she wasn�t careful, her willpower would rend exactly like the bag beneath the irresistible strength of his wicked enticement. �What are we doing, Jer?�
He continued tracing the peak of her nipple. �Setting the parameters for our training.�
And just like that, reality whipped into her with the brisk impact of an arctic front. This was business to him, nothing more. While she�d been melting like butter under his touch, he�d been perfecting his role. Gods, she was a fool. This was nothing but an illusion, and she�d fallen for it. Hook, line and sinker.
But wasn�t that the entire point of what they were doing? Crafting a clever charade that�d get them beyond the doors of that kinky sex club? Jerrick obviously hadn�t forgotten the reason for him being here. She�d do well to keep her head firmly planted in the game too, and her heart out of it.
Leaning into his big, oh-so-scrumptious body, she slid her arms downward, running her hands along the steel of his jeans-clad thighs. Redirecting her path, she moved higher, grazing his lean hips before grabbing a handful of his ass in each hand. He tensed, a sharp breath whistling between his teeth. She smothered a grin. Yeah, two can play this game, you dirty bastard. �I believe the parameters are mine to enforce. Or have you forgotten our arrangement?�
The mutinous slant of his chin led her to believe he was on the verge of balking, but then he surprised her by inclining his head slightly in a grudging display of acquiescence. �Fine. Show me what you�ve got.�
For a moment she thought he meant it literally, and equal parts excitement and trepidation sluiced through her at the notion of stripping out of the dress and presenting her naked self to him. Common sense reappeared, saving her the embarrassment of awarding him the full monty when he�d likely only been referring to her issuing another command for him to obey.
�Take off your shirt.�
He arched an eyebrow. �Is that all?�
�For now.�
That reply gave him pause, but he released her and took a step back. Not about to miss the show, she turned to face him. Bunching the hem of his T-shirt, he dragged it upward, granting her ample opportunity to ogle the slow reveal of his torso.
And what a magnificent torso it was. His chest was generously endowed with muscle, and nary a hair in sight to obscure the mouth-watering definition of his pecs. His dusky nipples were pebbled as if he too was affected by the chilliness in the air.
Or perhaps arousal was the culprit. She scanned the territory below his belt and sucked in a breath at the sizable bulge straining his fly. If only he hadn�t moved away from her and instead remained pressed to her backside, all that hot, hard flesh rubbing into her.
A decadent shudder rushed through her.
Jerrick tugged the shirt the rest of the way off and let it drop to the floor before combing his fingers through his rumpled hair. The fine thread of tension radiating from him belied his loose and easy posture.
He�s worried what I�m going to ask him to do next. The knowledge filled her with a devilish glee. She stroked her chin and circled him, deliberately taking her time with the task. The deep groove of his spine fascinated and beckoned. Splaying her hand in the middle of his back, she followed that alluring line, basking in the warm, velvety texture of his skin and the subtle quiver of his muscles beneath her exploring fingers. He was so unfairly beautiful, it hurt to look at him. Not that she was about to deprive herself by glancing away.
She tracked her gaze upward and stalled on the intricate tribal design inked on his deltoid. Unconsciously, she chafed the patch of skin near her tailbone that held the duplicate to his clan symbol. Thank the gods for that extra two inches of fabric on her dress. Cut any lower and her foolish mistake would have been ousted to the last individual she wanted it revealed to. Bad enough she�d thrown herself at him all those years ago. She�d never live down the tattoo.
Get the damn thing removed. It wasn�t the first time the voice of logic had given her a stern lecture on her folly, but the pathetic reality was her stomach revolted whenever she contemplated heeding the advice. The tattoo was the only part of Jerrick she could claim as her own. Letting it go would be the end of a bittersweet dream.
Sad and pitiable didn�t begin to describe the sorry state of her mind.
�Are you done inspecting me like a side of beef?� Jerrick inquired dryly.
She smacked him on the ass and winced at the stinging burn spreading across her palm. He didn�t even flinch. Damn him and his rock-hard butt. Clearly having a flogger would be beneficial and save her a sore hand. �You�ll speak when I allow it.�
He grunted. �What is this? Method Acting 101?�
�You want me to get in character, right? So I don�t blow our cover and muck everything up?� Getting to throw his words in his face was immeasurably satisfying, especially since his tight expression hinted at precisely how difficult he was finding it to bite his tongue. �If there�s anyone who could use some brushing up on their acting skills, it�s you, Jer, since you don�t appear the least bit docile at the moment.�
�You�re deliberately trying to goad me. And I damn well don�t think this evil dominatrix charade is going to fly.�
�Only because you�re a stubborn mule who doesn�t like the notion of a woman holding all the power. Face it, you�re a control freak.�
He chuffed a humorless laugh. �If you honestly think that, then you�re a fool.�
Oh, I am. In more ways than one. But it didn�t change the fact that she was right about this one point. He was all about control. Having it yanked out from under him wouldn�t be pretty, and he certainly wouldn�t give it up without a fight.
Well, she had news for him. She was infinitely more stubborn than him. And she had the added edge of holding all the cards. �We�re not reversing roles. It�s this way or no way.�
A muscle ticced in his jaw. �This is a disaster in the making.�
That, at least, was one thing they agreed on. But damn if she wasn�t going to enjoy wresting all of that hard-fought control from him in the meantime.

Chapter Eight

He was starting to come to the conclusion that the smaller the package, the more potential for testing his patience. Despite being half his size, Avi possessed the ability to drive him to the limits of his sanity.
After their showdown in the bathroom, she�d calmly ordered him into the kitchen�where he was currently making her a salad while she kicked back on the sofa. She was taking this whole getting-into-character to an exasperating extreme. He knew she was doing it to prove a point, and he even understood why.
What she didn�t understand was the dangerous fire she was meddling with.
There was a reason he desperately needed to be the one holding the reins in this charade, and it had nothing to do with some farfetched notion of refusing to kowtow to a woman�s demands. As long as he remained in control of himself, everything would be okay. He could treat this job like any other and stay cool and professional in the process. But with Avi pushing him and stripping his defenses, what hope did he hold of resisting the potent pull of her?
He had to. Giving in was not an option. Popping a cheese cube into his mouth, he squinted at her profile. �It�s bloody cold in here. Can I put my damn shirt back on?�
�The lower temp is good for your metabolism. We wouldn�t want you developing a spare tire around your gut.�
�I appreciate your concern for my health.� Somehow or other, he�d find a way to get her back for this. �What else do you want in your salad?�
�Maybe a few slices of the Nahimi melon.�
He opened her cooler and inspected the contents of the crisper bin. �Looks like you already polished it off.�
�Well shoot.�
He waited for her to demand he drag his ass down to the grocer. Or perhaps produce some magical seeds and till her a garden so she could have her blasted fruit.
�Guess you�ll have to skip adding it. Chop up the rest of the cooked hen on the second shelf and toss it in instead. I need my protein, you know.�
Undoubtedly so she could keep her lungs nice and strong for bossing him around.
A minute later, meal completed to her exacting standards, he carried it to the sofa. She patted the cushion next to her. Before he even sat down he knew what her next request would be.
�You can feed it to me.�
Biting back a growl, he speared a serving of the greens and crispy poultry with the fork and held it to her mouth. Her lips closed around the metal tines with an mmm of pleasure that wrapped around his cock and refused to let go. Yes, she definitely drove him insane. In more ways than one. He battled the potent desire to suck the remaining few speckles of dressing from her berry-vinaigrette-glossed lips.
�Does it meet your approval, my precious?� His voice sounded strained and gruff to his own ears.
Her smile was as sweetly delivered as his endearment. �Color me impressed. Didn�t know you had it in you to cook. You�ve always avoided any domestic activity like it�s a fate worse than death.�
Damn sassy woman. Even if she was right. �It�s a salad. Not much cooking involved.�
She surprised him by snatching the fork from his grip. At bloody last, she was putting this ridiculous dominatrix stuff to bed for the night.
Truthfully, her roleplaying wasn�t the only thing wreaking havoc on his tightly strung patience. Sitting next to her and not running his hands all over her silky skin was killing him. Their brief contact in the bathroom only added kindling to the fire crackling between them. If he wasn�t careful, he stood a good chance of getting burned.
It didn�t help that they were sitting on the same damn sofa that�d witnessed his near downfall five years ago, when she�d offered him her virginity. He swore the piece of furniture was mocking him. An overstuffed, floral, brocaded reminder of his weakness where she was concerned. He needed to remove himself from temptation. Now. Desperately clutching the frayed strands of his willpower, he started to shove up from the cushion.
Avi stalled him with her hand on his thigh. His entire world narrowed to the distracting pressure of her splayed fingers. He didn�t immediately notice the fork waving inches from his face. �Wha�?�
She shoved the greens into his mouth, effectively shutting him up. He chewed the offering, his wary focus never leaving her face. She scooted closer and tucked her legs over his lap. A rush of familiarity swept over him. How many times had she curled into him like this? Too many to count. And just like those other occasions when he�d sweated through her need to cuddle, he questioned his ability to keep his hands safely out of the danger zone.
Popping another savory morsel of poultry into his mouth, she looked him square in the eye, her own twinkling with a devilment that put him on high alert. �Put your hand on my leg.�
He returned her stare for a long moment, attempting to decipher if this was part of her cover or something else. Something that�d ultimately prove a far tougher test to his control.
�Don�t make me punish you for your disobedience, Jer.�
The mock sternness in her tone did funny things to his gut. Or maybe the sudden stiffening of his cock had something to do with the lazy swirl of her fingertip along his abdomen. Hard to tell.
Extra emphasis on hard.
If he was smart, he would have called an end to their training right there and packed it in for the night, but apparently his intelligence had migrated south for the winter. �What punishment are you intending to dish out?�
�Well�� She set aside the forgotten plate of salad and straddled his lap. Her fingers drifted along the delicate swells of her hips, the soft scritch of her nails raking the supple leather providing an erotic soundtrack. �If you won�t touch me, maybe I should make you watch me do it.�
Surely she didn�t mean that the way it sounded. �Avi��
She pressed a fingertip to his mouth. �No, you had your chance. Now you�re going to pay the price.�
Oh, he held no doubt of that. Particularly when her hands ghosted upward, tracing her rib cage and higher still to the fullness of her breasts. She rolled the pads of her fingers over her nipples, mimicking the motions he�d used earlier in the bathroom. His lungs suddenly felt equally as constricted as his damn briefs.
She licked her lips, the sultry haze of desire in her eyes nearly doing him in. �Did you like touching me? Do you wish you could do it right now? Would you caress my breasts, or maybe slide your hand up under my skirt and find out how wet I am?�
Sweet goddess. He hissed a breath between his teeth. �Don�t play this dangerous game with me.�
�Why? Worried I�ll crack through that legendary control of yours?� One palm swept lower and hovered temptingly near her mound.
Sweat broke out on his forehead. He�d never been more grateful for the hindrance of a skirt. Ironic, considering he usually cursed them to hell and back for slowing his seduction progress.
The heated glimmer in her eyes making him infinitely nervous and aroused, Avi lifted onto her knees and tiptoed her fingers along the creamy-smooth expanse of her thighs. Hypnotized, he watched the slow crawl of her hemline ascending toward her hips. The black lace triangle of her panties popped into view, and his shaky exhalation snuck loose before he could rope it into submission. Damn. He was a fucking sucker for sexy underthings.
Then again, he was a fucking sucker when it came to Avi. Period.
�Do you like what you see?� She leaned forward until her lips grazed his earlobe. �Or should I give you something even better to watch?�
His brain screamed one answer while his cock piped in with an entirely different response. Not trusting the words that might jog loose of his mouth, he swallowed hard. This close, he could smell the sweet heat of her. Beneath the luscious floral essence, he easily detected the feminine musk of her arousal. It was driving him out of his mind. He longed to hike her up into his arms and bury his head between her legs, fill his nose with the heady intoxication of her pussy, right before he filled her with his tongue.
She leaned back, awarding him some room to enjoy the show. He knew he was in some serious trouble the instant she hesitantly stroked over the fabric covering her crotch. She was soaked. The slick, succulent sound taunting him verified it. No need for him to see or feel her wet, velvety flesh firsthand.
But he wanted to.
Dear gods, how he wanted to.
She teased him with her naughty, flirty fingers. Sliding them all up and down the drenched lace without actually delving inside. He tensed with the need to tuck that damnable bit of fabric aside and insist she rub herself properly. Or better yet, give in to her command to get her off. Worried he was seconds away from doing precisely that whether she wanted him to or not, he clenched his fists at his sides.
�What�s the matter, Jer? You�re suddenly all awkward and stiff.�
Sonofafairy. Her devilish little grin was gonna be the death of him. Hell, everything about her was an annihilating force to his equilibrium. Devastating as she�d been all those years ago as the innocent virgin who�d lured him with impossible temptation, it was nothing compared to the wicked seductress she�d become. He lifted his hand, but before he could reach his intended destination, she smacked him away from her panties.
�No touching, remember?�
�You�re being a goddamned cocktease.� And he fucking loved it. If that didn�t confirm what a twisted mess he was, nothing would. If he possessed a lick of sense, he�d scoop her out of his lap and hustle his ass from her apartment, pronto. He damn well knew where this was headed. The warning sirens were blasting relentlessly in his brain. But his fierce desire for her outshouted all else.
One look at the sparkle in her eyes verified she was plenty aware that she had him by the short hairs. �Mmm. So hypothetically speaking�say I did let your fingers do the walking, where would you want them? Here?� She caressed herself through the lace. �Or maybe here?� Her fingers slipped down the front of her panties.
He unglued his tongue from the roof of his mouth. �Yeah, definitely there.�
�Would you just keep them here, not doing anything?�
�No, move them around like you were� Fuck yes, exactly like that.� His cock thickened a good inch or two behind his fly while her fingers got busy beneath the tantalizing concealment of the lace. Her soft moan kicked up his internal thermostat by several thousand degrees.
Eyes drifting shut, she snared her bottom lip between her teeth and undulated in tempo with her slow stroking. When she arched her back, pressing into her own questing fingers, the micro-fine filament of his restraint snapped. Gripping her by the wrist, he tugged her hand from between her legs and sucked her fingers into his mouth with a ragged groan. Her musky essence melted on his tongue like the sweetest honey.
A shaky breath lodged in her throat. �Jer.�
The sound of his name on her lips was the final devastating blow to his control. Releasing her wrist, he tangled his fingers in her hair and hauled her in for a hungry, consuming kiss.

Chapter Nine

Head spinning, Avily clutched Jerrick tight, the ferocity of his kisses dissolving her into a boneless puddle of goo in his lap. She�d waited a lifetime to experience this level of abandon with him. In the back of her mind, she�d prayed that bold bit of naughtiness would crack his defenses, but this? It was more than she�d dared dream.
Hooking her legs around his waist, he pushed up from the couch and carried her to the bedroom. Lowering her onto the quilt, he stretched over her, his mouth hot and insatiable upon hers. He dipped lower, his lips nuzzling her neck while his gliding caresses along her upper thighs contributed to the constant shivers of pleasure purling through her. She�d primed herself beyond the point of no return with her little stroke session in the living room. His slightest touch threatened to topple her over the edge.
�Do you have any idea how insane you drove me out there?� His warm breath peppered her skin, a precursor to the erotic rasp of his beard scruff over the hills of her breasts. He kissed his way to the deep V of her cleavage, and she twined her fingers in his hair.
�Hmm, maybe I�m the one who deserves the spanking then.�
�Something tells me you�d enjoy it too much.� His smoky chuckle an additional torment to her quivering nerve endings, Jerrick slipped his hands underneath her and deftly loosened the dress�s upper ties before rucking the top down. He stared at her breasts for a long moment, the heat in his eyes blistering in its intensity. �I was right. Your nipples are the same gorgeous blush as your cheeks.� His groan leaking free, he brushed his lips over the puckered peak before sucking it into the luscious heat of his mouth.
She shivered and moaned, the feel of his tongue working her an indescribable ecstasy. �You�ve wondered about the color of my nipples?�
�Amongst other parts of you.�
Well damn. If she�d known that, she would have set about appeasing his curiosity ages ago.
Each wet whorl of his tongue set off a chain reaction in her body. The sensation tingled through her nipples, zipped through her belly and spread liquid fire down to her core. Her clit ached and throbbed, desperate for friction.
As if he�d read her body like a manual, Jerrick aligned his hips with hers and rocked against her hot, needy center. Every rasp, drag and grind of his hardness into her softer flesh sprang a gasp from her, but her wanton noises only seemed to spur him on, triggering a wild, ravenous side of him that thrilled her.
Here was the Jerrick who invaded her dark and decadent nighttime fantasies. The primal lover capable of conquering her body with the simplest touch.
He reclaimed her mouth, his teeth scraping over her bottom lip. �Avi, gods, what you do to me.� He tunneled his fingers through her hair and sucked on her tongue, his devouring kisses pushing her to the edge of reason. She dangled on the precipice, no safety net in sight.
But did she want to be saved from this encompassing pleasure?
No freakin� way.
Clamping her hands on that firm, gorgeous ass of his, she squeezed and tugged him closer. Rolling her hips, she met him stroke for stroke and reveled in the husky groan that vibrated through his chest. He pinned her beneath his weight and trailed hot kisses along the slope of her neck. Coasting lower, he pushed the dress�s bust completely free of her breasts and worshipped her nipples again, his tongue an unrelenting supplier of toe-curling ecstasy.
She squirmed and panted, earning his devilish grin.
�Sensitive indeed. Shall we explore those other erogenous zones now?�
If he didn�t, she�d damn well clobber him upside the head. She told him as much, and he graced her with another of those low, smoky chuckles that drove her crazy before sliding down her body, taking her dress with him. He tossed the garment aside, his playful nip to her abdomen a sinful prelude to his tongue rimming her bellybutton.
She wiggled, frantic murmurs fighting their way past her lips. �Jer, please.�
His gaze burned with an inner fire. �You beg so prettily. I could grow addicted to it.�
�Could you grow addicted to it after you put your mouth on me?�
He cocked an eyebrow. �But I�ve had my mouth all over you.�
�It hasn�t been everywhere.�
His eyes sparkled. �Did you have a particular destination in mind?�
�You damn well know I do, you son of a bitch.�
�I do adore your flowery endearments for me.�
�Then you should hear the doozies I�m currently assembling.�
His finger flirted with the lace edging on her panties. �Where do you want my mouth next, Avi? Your wish is my command. You only have to give voice to it.�
�B-between my legs.�
�You can do better than that.�
Her chest hitched with an uneven breath. �Good girls don�t resort to coarse terms.�
�But is it coarse? I happen to think it�s a perfectly delightful word for such a beautiful part of your body.�
�Pussy is not a delightful word, Jer!�
The subtle shaking of his shoulders was her first clue to his nefarious deed. She�d played right into his hands, the rotten rat bastard.
�See, was that so terrible?�
�Not nearly as much as you are.� She attempted to knee him in the side of his head, but he grabbed her thigh and held her down. When she tried the maneuver with her other knee, he imprisoned that leg too and nuzzled her lace-covered mound, the unabashed pleasure on his face contributing to her lightheadedness. The sensation intensified a thousandfold when he pulled aside the crotch of her panties and slowly licked her from the base of her slit all the way to the top. Before she could recover from that mind-blowing action, he coaxed the protective hood of her clit back with his thumb and caressed the bundle of nerves with the tip of his tongue. Lap. Swirl. Suck. He kept his gaze pinned to hers the entire time his mouth had its wicked way with her, the smokiness in his irises punching straight through her equilibrium.
A breathless moan snared in her throat, and she strained against his unyielding hold. �Jer.�
�I want you to scream my name when you come this first time.�
�And the second time?� she couldn�t resist egging.
�You bloody well won�t have any oxygen left for that round.�
Undoubtedly right, the braggart. He reinforced his deserved arrogance by latching firmly on to her clit and tormenting it with a series of lazy, sucking pulses that made her hips jerk. His tongue was soft, wet, and oh-so-unbelievably fantastic, she almost couldn�t stand it. Her muscles pulled tight, her limbs trembling. Being completely at his mercy, helpless to move under his strong grip, only added a sinful thrill to everything. Then there was the sight of his head bobbing between her legs, his whiskered jaw tickling the insides of her thighs�
It was all too much.
The orgasm ripped into her, frying through her nerves. She gripped his broad, muscled shoulders, her back bowing off the bed, his name a keening wail as her body shook uncontrollably and her eyes rolled back in her head. He continued lapping at her, his diligent, demanding tongue intensifying everything. Colors and radiant sparkles shimmered in her vision. Not fae sex magic, but the byproduct of his glorious devotion to her pleasure and the love set to burst from her heart.
It was intense. Scary and exhilarating. She never wanted it to end, even while she feared there�d be no pieces of herself left to put back together once it was over.
Jerrick continued to stroke her through the warm glow of aftershocks, and she murmured in contented bliss, her pulse slowly leveling to normal. The pad of his finger ghosted from her clit, trailed along the wetness of her labia before breaching her slick entrance. She instinctively winced at the invasion.
A low hiss escaped Jerrick. �So bloody tight.� He thrust deeper�as far as her hymen would let him�and he froze, every muscle in his body tensing. With excruciating slowness, he lifted his gaze to hers. �For the love of gods, please tell me you�re not still a virgin.�
She looked into his agonized eyes and knew without a shadow of a doubt that history was about to repeat itself. And once again, her damn virginity was to blame.

�When the hell were you planning to tell me? After I divested you of it?� A jackhammer sledging away at his temples, Jerrick jerked to a sitting position and ran a shaky hand down his face. Avi�s intoxicating essence clung to his skin and flavored his tongue, a wicked opponent to his frayed restraint.
Dear gods. He�d come dangerously close to sinking himself inside her. If it�d been his cock instead of his finger, they�d be bound to each other right now. What a fucking nightmare that would have been. Particularly for her.
�It wasn�t like I was deliberately keeping it from you. It just never came up.�
�You had at least a dozen opportunities in the last twenty minutes alone, Avi.�
�Oh yeah. Because screaming I�m a virgin at the top of my lungs while coming my brains out would be such a natural thing to do.�
�Damn it. Don�t make light of this. Do you have any idea the trouble this nearly caused?�
Apparently that was precisely the wrong thing to say.
She scrambled backward, her expression incendiary while she struggled into her dress. �I advise not saying another word to me. Not unless you�re looking forward to my foot up your ass.�
He wasn�t. Still, he couldn�t let her go off halfcocked and angry without explaining himself. �If I�d taken your virginity��
�We�d be stuck with each other for life. Blah blah blah. Yes, I already know the spiel. Save your damn breath.�
�I�m doing you a favor, Avi. Why can�t that get through your stubborn skull? This isn�t a rejection of you.�
�Really? Because that�s exactly what it feels like from where I�m sitting.� Her eyes filled, the tenacious tears clinging to her lashes. �Did it occur to you that I love you despite all the baggage you bring along with you? All I�ve ever wanted is you. And you continuously break my heart.�
An unforgiving vise cinched his chest. She�d never come out and used the word love with him, but deep inside, he�d suspected what she felt went beyond a childhood crush. He ached to give her what she longed for, but his conscience refused to cave to the desire in his heart.
Love was an emotion that inevitably faded. Her life, all of the things she�d struggled to overcome and the new existence she�d ultimately built for herself, those were everlasting. He�d sooner die than see her lose any of it. And if she were with him, he�d only drag her back into the dark, seedy mire of a thief�s world. He had to protect her from that. From him.
He slumped on the edge of the bed, the weight of his actions a crushing force. He�d been the biggest fool to think this would work. There was no way in hell he could pull off this charade and keep his hands off her in the process. �I should never have involved you in any of this.� He dragged a hand through his hair, weary regret an anchor in his chest. �I�ll find another way to get inside the club.� Without Avi�s assistance, it would be damn difficult, but he couldn�t risk blowing this job by bringing her into something that was clearly out of her element.
The mattress springs squeaked, and the next instant she was standing in front of him, her face a dangerous shade of red and her body trembling with anger. �This is a whole new low for you. Throwing away my love and our partnership in this job.�
The hurt in her eyes was well deserved and only added to his conviction that he was the world�s biggest bastard. �We both know this plan won�t work. You�re a virgin, for gods� sake. You know nothing of sex and what goes on inside of clubs like Rapture.� Bloody hell. What had she been thinking, insisting she could pull off the dominatrix act?
She did a damn fine job convincing you. Deliberately tuning out that disturbing reminder, he shoved up from the mattress. He scanned for his T-shirt before remembering it was still in the bathroom. He started for the door, but Avi�s stony expression stalled him short.
�Just because I haven�t technically done the deed doesn�t mean I can�t handle this job.�
The familiar stubbornness in her eyes instigated an ache in his brain. �Don�t make this into a challenge.�
�Then give me a chance to prove you�re wrong.�
�No.� Before she could plead her case further, he edged past her and strode to the bathroom. After yanking his shirt on, he returned to the living room and collected his jacket. Slinging the garment over his shoulder, he slid a glance toward the mouth of the hallway, where Avi stood glaring daggers at him. Despite the ferocious waves of pissy fury radiating from her, she�d never looked more beautiful and desirable. And off-limits.
A virgin. How was that remotely possible? Were all those men she�d dated throughout the years complete limp-dicked pansies? Gods knew if he didn�t have this curse hanging over his head, he�d have Avi beneath him and his cock lodged balls-deep inside her in zero seconds flat. A trickle of foreboding skipped down his spine, and he stared at her. �Why are you still a virgin?�
Her cheeks pinked again, but this time he suspected it had nothing to do with outraged fury. Unlocking her gaze from his, she transferred her focus to the floor. �Because I�d stupidly thought one day you might come to your senses.�
Sonofabitch. She�d been saving herself for him? �I�m not going to bind you to me. You deserve better than that.� Better than me. He left the remainder of his determination unspoken, but he felt the undeniable truth of it to the marrow of his bones.
She eyed him for an endless moment, the emotion in her heart starkly written upon the canvas of her face. �I will prove how wrong you are, Jer.�
She could have been speaking of his disbelief of her pulling off the dominatrix cover, or deserving better than him. Either way, both were challenges she was doomed to lose.

Chapter Ten

After a pitiable night�s sleep, Jerrick was no closer to devising an alternate plan for getting inside Club Rapture. Shelving that drawback for the time being, he focused on the details he did have control over. Namely, ferreting out all the info he could about the club and those who might have had contact with Casper Winston.
Fetching his micro com from his pocket, he punched the sync link for Hammond�his most trusted and reliable source when it came to intel. Scoping the patrons of the busy dining hall, Jerrick took a seat, his position at the rear of the noisy building awarding him relative privacy while also affording him the opportunity to keep an eagle eye on his surroundings. An old habit that died hard. Still, a thief didn�t last long in the trade if he wasn�t observant, as well as constantly within a few feet of a handy exit.
Hammond�s familiar cranky baritone boomed over the line. �Do you have any idea what time it is?�
�You can get your beauty sleep later. Right now, I need you to run intel on Club Rapture. The big players there, who runs the joint, all of it.�
�How fast do you need everything?�
�Deliver by eleven, and I�ll owe you big time.�
A grunt fell from Hammond. �Better believe you will.�
Once he�d secured the man�s surly promise to put a rush on the job, Jerrick disconnected and stuffed the com back in his pocket.
Margarethe, his favorite waitress, approached with a carafe of Jufferi and her ready smile. �Having your usual, handsome?�
He nodded. �And throw in an extra griddlecake.� His mind veered to Avi�s crack about him developing a spare tire. �On second thought, nix that last part. And no whipped cream.�
She raised an eyebrow but dutifully typed his order into her compu-pad. After topping his mug with the steaming Jufferi, she ventured to the neighboring table, leaving him to his solitude. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the vacant one across from him. Most days he reveled in his lone-wolf status. After the fiasco with Leena, it�d been easy to make the conscious decision to stay single. He wasn�t cut out for any life but this one, which meant that aloneness was a necessity. Still, there were days the void of companionship rested like a hollow chamber in his chest.
He knew with everything inside him that he did the right thing keeping his dick away from the temptation of Avi. But he�d be a filthy liar if he didn�t admit to wondering how different his life might be if he�d taken the gift of her virginity. Much as the thought of binding himself to anyone made him queasy, she was the one woman capable of changing him. The only one who made him long to be something better than what he was.
Bottom line, he�d be the worst kind of selfish bastard if he bedded and bonded her. He couldn�t change the fact that associating with him endangered her, but once this current threat was behind them, he�d do right by her and stay gone for good. He�d hold firm to his sworn oath to Avi�s mother to watch over her daughter, but his contact with Avi would be limited to a safe, discreet distance. She wouldn�t even know he was there. Sooner or later, she�d forget about him, and her world would be normal again.
He chugged a swig of his Jufferi, the empty ache in his belly refusing to be satisfied by the weak offering.
Margarethe reappeared, bearing his meal. He wolfed through it, barely tasting anything. Several minutes later, bill paid and his stomach full, he exited the jam-packed building. He hit the Air Racer�s lock release and gripped the door handle just as a familiar face appeared amongst the throng congesting the adjacent sidewalk.
Narrowing his eyes, Jerrick watched as Thane paused outside a shop window. Jerrick reset his locks again and crossed the street, easily merging with the flow of pedestrian traffic. He tailed several paces behind his quarry, his focus glued on the man�s every move.
Out of nowhere, Avi�s scornful voice floated into his head. You are such a freakin� stalker.
Bloody good thing she couldn�t see him right now. No doubt she�d chastise him plenty for running surveillance on Thane, but considering the very real threat against her life, Jerrick viewed everyone as suspect. Went double for any dude who�d had his damn tongue rammed down her throat.
Thane hesitated in front of another shop before disappearing inside. Jerrick debated finding a spot to keep a covert eye on the entrance but quickly decided he couldn�t risk losing the man to the crowds. A horde of giggling schoolgirls piled into the store, and Jerrick followed after them. He scanned the brick-walled interior, his scrutiny skipping over the displays of overpriced compu-gizmos. A robotic hound bounced near Jerrick�s feet, its tail wagging ferociously. Ignoring the device, Jerrick headed toward a tower of tablet screens that offered a prime cover while he spied on Thane. He spotted the man a few aisles over, talking to a shop employee.
Bark! Bark, bark, bark, bark!
Jerrick glared at the robotic hound running circles at his feet. �Scram,� he bit between clenched teeth.
Bark, bark, bark!
�Bloody mongrel.� From the corner of his eye, Jerrick noticed Thane turning his attention toward the tablet tower. Cursing, Jerrick crouched low. The robot dog jumped onto his boot and blasted a high-pitched Bark! right into Jerrick�s face. He winced. �I�m going to neuter you, little fucker.�
That threat seeming to do the trick, the yapping ankle biter whined and scurried off to find another customer to harass. Jerrick cautiously straightened and glanced in Thane�s direction.
�Jerrick!� The sound of Lex Tarker�s boisterous shout cracked through the room, drawing all gazes.
A sense of doom descending on him, Jerrick scanned for a place to hide. Too late�Lex was already trotting toward him. The man�s tongue was wagging a mile a minute, no doubt spouting off god knows what nonsense about one of his family members. In his mind, Jerrick superimposed Lex�s words with the bark, bark, bark! of the compu-dog. Same aggravation, different mouth.
�Fancy seeing you here. I stopped in to check out their selection of micro coms. I originally planned on upgrading to the new XL30911, but since you broke my old one, they probably won�t give me credit. Still, I hear the RN665 is a reliable model. Why my Great Uncle Hoosterwheel��
�Tarker, I�ll buy you a damn pallet of XL30911s if you�ll shut the fuck up.�
�Really? You�d do that? But��
Jerrick pinned Lex with a hard look, effectively muting his trap. He returned his focus to Thane and met the man�s amused regard. After awarding Jerrick a mock wave, Thane said something to the salesperson before heading for the exit.
No point going after Thane now that he knew he was being tailed. Biting back a growl, Jerrick stalked from the store. Circumnavigating the milling pedestrians, he strode toward his vehicle.
Lex fell in step beside him. �What�s on today�s agenda?�
�I�m picking up some paperwork. You�re going back to work.�
�I have the day off.�
Just my bloody luck. �Hit an afternoon matinee then.�
�I�ve seen everything at the Tula Plex.�
�There�s an exhibit on Frittonian wildlife at the Museum of Natural History.� Nothing like pulling at straws.
�The stuffed lizards scare me. All those creepy eyes�� Lex shuddered.
�The lizards are dead, Tarker. They won�t attack you.� Unfortunately. They�d reached the Air Racer and Jerrick released the locks.
�Are you sure? Why my Aunt Jonquil��
�How many damn relatives do you have?�
That was precisely the wrong question to ask. For the next fifteen minutes he was forced to listen to the rundown on Lex�s entire family tree. By the time Jerrick pulled the Air Racer to a stop in front of the museum, he was more than ready to dropkick Lex out the door. Grateful that he had no qualms about being rude, he squealed away from the curb the instant Lex stepped from the vehicle.
Fifteen minutes later he found a parking spot in the underground garage across from Hammond�s office. After depositing enough credits into the meter to keep the ticket cops off his ass, he rode the elevator to street level.
Hammond gave Jerrick a baleful glare the moment he sank into the seat across from the man�s messy, paper-strewn desk. �It�s not eleven.�
�I figured with your talent, you wouldn�t need that much time.�
�Your charming-fairy bullshit doesn�t work on me.� Grumping beneath his breath, Hammond flicked a sheaf of papers in Jerrick�s direction. �This is all I could come up with under short notice. It�s damn paltry, since Francesca Dominitri�the woman who runs the place�guards her client�s privacy like it�s the crown jewels. I did uncover a promising lead that might be worth investigating though.�
Jerrick stopped thumbing through the papers. �Lay it on me.�
�Apparently Francesca first gained status as a highly sought-after dominatrix at a rival club here in town called Lover�s Knot. Word on the street is the proprietress there used to be fairly chummy with Francesca.�
�Any way you can get me a meeting with the woman?�
�Already done. You�re invited for a drink at her bar around seven.�
Grinning, Jerrick thwacked the papers against the edge of Hammond�s desk. �You might be a cranky sonofabitch, but you�re a damn good man to have on my side.�
�Keep the flattery for the ladies. Just make sure you deliver that special-reserve Ginnish you�ve been promising the past two months, asswipe.�
After collecting a few more of Hammond�s endearments, Jerrick stuffed the papers in his rear pocket and headed back to the parking garage. If he was lucky, his meeting tonight would get him behind Rapture�s doors and one step closer to ensuring Avi�s safety.

Chapter Eleven

The way Avily saw it, if she was going to convince Jerrick she could fake being a skilled dominatrix, she needed to do some reconnaissance. Which meant covertly scoping the pros in action. Since she couldn�t very well waltz into Club Rapture without blowing her cover, Plan B was in order.
She gave the rather intimidating bald, tattooed fellow guarding the entrance to Lover�s Knot an uncertain glance and decided to resort to Plan C instead�finding another way in besides sweet-talking her way through the front door. Backtracking to the alley she�d passed earlier, she systematically checked the two side exits and found them aggravatingly inaccessible from the outside. Unlike Jerrick, lock picking had never been her forte. Just as well, considering she didn�t even have a measly compu-card handy to jimmy the locks. She rounded the rear of the building and spied a door propped open with a small wooden crate. Pumping her fist in victory, she ascertained the coast was clear and made a dash for the door.
Judging from the various boxes of packaged foods stacked in the hall, she was on the other side of the kitchen. A quick peek through the doorway confirmed her suspicion. Sneaking by before anyone could spot her, she followed the short corridor, passing several unoccupied rooms that seemed to be nothing more than offices.
The muted, sensual beat of music drifted from the distance, luring her onward. She came to a pair of double doors with large heart cutouts centered in the red, shellacked metal. The cavernous room beyond housed a crowded bar and a dance floor packed with provocatively dressed people writhing together in syncopation to the erotic tune thrumming through the central speakers.
Feeling woefully conspicuous in her frumpy business attire, Avily pushed through the doors and made her way to the bar. Ignoring the few patrons who gave her curious looks, she flagged down the bartender and ordered a Fairy Sex Fizz before snagging a vacant booth in the corner where she could scope the action.
Fifteen minutes into her stakeout, it became all too apparent that the really good stuff was reserved for the non-public rooms. Definitely a hiccup to her plan. Not like it wouldn�t be remotely odd�strolling in on some random stranger getting his ass paddled and asking if she could take notes. Grunting, she took a healthy slug of her cocktail, fortifying herself with liquid courage. Her attention drifted to the bar and locked on a familiar face. She choked, the swallow of Fairy Sex Fizz threatening to reverse course.
Jerrick. What the hell was he doing here? And why now, of all inconvenient times? She watched him engage the bartender in a brief exchange of words, panic welling to the forefront. If he caught her here, guaran-damn-teed he�d send her packing. Then how would she gain the intel she needed? Slouching lower in the booth, she held her breath, willing him to look anywhere but her direction.
Of course her thoughts produced the opposite effect. Leaning his hip against the glossy fiber-optic bar, he shot a hooded look toward the too-brightly lit corner where she huddled. Even from this distance, she detected the subtle shift in his demeanor when his gaze landed on her.
The noisy din in the room drifted into the background, an inconsequential soundtrack to the awareness and tension orbiting through the endless space between them.
Fast as the spell of fascination was woven, it unraveled with one vicious tug when Jerrick straightened with a snap she swore she felt to the marrow of her bones.
Aw shit. He�d moved from surprise and bewilderment over her presence to You�ve got some fucking explaining to do.
She really hated that portion of their encounters.
His posture equal parts rigid and deadly calm, he stalked toward her booth and hauled up short next to her seat, his thick, ink-black lashes nearly obscuring the slit of his gaze. His expression was carved from a substance harder than stone. �Damn it, Avi, what are you doing?�
Feeling like a ninny of epic proportions, she steeled her spine and scooted upright in the booth. �You insisted that I know nothing about sex and places like this. Well, I�m intending to rectify that.�
�Is it your primary goal in life to drive me insane?�
Not purposefully, but she did seem to excel at it.
�How the bloody hell did you even get in here?�
�Kitchen door.�
A growl slipping between his teeth, he slid in next to her, his knee bumping hers. Rather than moving over and granting her a semblance of breathing space, he pressed his thigh into hers. His nearness immediately sent her hormones on buzzing alert. She stared into his eyes, drowning in the mesmerizing azure of his gaze. A fluttery sensation rippled through her tummy. With any other member of the fae�particularly a Maddoc like Jerrick�she might have chalked up her fascination as a byproduct of his fairy sex magic. But oh no, her damnable obsession with him had nothing to do with spells. Though gods knew, that�d be infinitely easier to break than the pathetic reality residing in her heart.
She loved him. And more and more, she feared the impossibility of that status changing.
His gaze trekked around the room, covertly cataloging its occupants. �You�ll have to sneak out the same way you came in. I don�t trust Baldy at the door not to raise a ruckus.�
�I�m not going.�
Another warning growl issued from him that would have intimidated the crap out of a lesser woman.
Okay, she might have been a teensy bit intimidated. But damn if she was budging. She backed up her resolve by taking a slow, deliberate sip of her fruity drink.
His features tightened. �In two minutes I have a meeting with the proprietress, and there is no way in hell I�m leaving you here by yourself, Avi.�
�Hmm, then I guess you�ll have to let me tag along then, won�t you?�
For several nerve-wracking seconds, they engaged in a mute stare down. The ultimate tie-breaker appeared in the guise of a uniformed staff member approaching their table. The man offered a curt nod. �Madam Love will see you now.�
Madam Love? Jeez, that was a bit hokey. Avily automatically scrambled to vacate the booth along with Jerrick when he stood. Judging from his dark glower, he was none too pleased at her shoehorning her way into his meeting. Too bad. That�s what the bastard got for trying to oust her from this gig.
�If you�ll follow me?� Gesturing with his arm, the club employee led them toward the hallway that Avily had recently cased. He ushered her and Jerrick into the largest of the offices.
An eye-popping mural depicting lovers entwined in various erotic embraces took up most of the back wall, but it was the gorgeous blonde woman sitting at an intricately carved borasha wood desk who commanded all attention. She gifted Avily and Jerrick with a dazzling smile and indicated the twin burgundy leather armchairs resting across from her. �Welcome. Please have a seat.�
Jerrick and Avily dutifully obeyed the request, and the woman blatantly appraised them. �Yes, you two are clearly in desperate need of my help.�
Avily blinked. �Pardon?�
The woman steepled her fingers and gave a considering hum. �I�ve seen it before. Too many times. You wouldn�t believe the number of couples who walk through my doors who are in a similar predicament. Constantly taking two steps back while traveling the road to love.�
�I think you have us confused with someone else. Avi and I aren�t a couple. I�m your seven o�clock appointment.� Jerrick cocked his head toward Avily. �Technically she�s not supposed to be here, but Avi has a slight problem listening to direction.�
Somehow she resisted the strong desire to kick him in the shin. �No, I believe you have a major problem trusting that I know what I�m doing.�
Madam Love sighed. �My work is going to be cut out for me with you two.�
�Don�t sweat it. She�s leaving anyway.�
�Not a fat chance.� Ignoring the fierce look Jerrick swung on her, Avily picked an imaginary piece of lint from her blouse.
Jerrick began to say something more, but Madam Love cut him off with a brisk hand wave. The woman abandoned her seat. Smoothing the skirt of her snug purple sheath, she perched on the front edge of her desk and scrutinized them intently before focusing the full weight of her stare on Jerrick. �There is something within you that resists all matters of the heart. A hurt that has scabbed over, though not entirely healed.�
He visibly stiffened but remained silent.
Madam Love transferred her attention to Avily. �You, on the other hand, have a tendency to wear your heart on your sleeve.�
Avily gaped at the woman. Am I that obvious?
�This isn�t necessarily a bad thing,� Madam Love continued. �But it leaves you open for being easily wounded. And when that happens, you�re quick to temper and revenge.�
Jerrick grunted. �Shit, she�s got you pegged.�
Madam Love snapped her fingers, making Avily snigger at the pissy look Jerrick awarded the woman. �So you see how these two stubborn qualities force you to butt heads with each other? But there is also another unavoidable outcome when you produce that much friction�intense fire. It burns brightly within you both. Twin flames building toward inescapable combustion. You can choose to fight it, or let it consume you. Either way, it�s only a matter of time before Amora ignites the final fuse.�
Judging from Jerrick�s tight expression, he was determined to stick with the first option. Not that Avily was the least surprised. He�d made it perfectly clear where he stood on the matter of rocking the sheets fantastic with her.
His gaze turning frosty, he leaned back in his chair and stared Madam Love down. �I may be fae, but I don�t proscribe to any of that bullshit regarding Amora. Far as I�m concerned, she holds less value than the cheap metal trinkets being sold outside in her glory.� There was no mistaking the ripe sarcasm inherent in his tone upon that last word.
Avily winced, certain that Madam Love wouldn�t take kindly to having her namesake belittled so arrogantly. Rather than strike Jerrick dead with a withering glare, the woman granted him a radiant smile. �It is always the ones who protest the loudest who ultimately fall the hardest.�
Jerrick�s eyes narrowed, but he wisely kept his trap shut. Avily knew it killed him to do so. If not for wanting to stay within the Madam�s good graces, he�d probably say something unbearably rude that�d earn him a well-deserved kick in the ass, followed by an escort out the front door.
Madam Love folded her hands in her lap and eyed Avily and Jerrick shrewdly. �I think we should get started on your training immediately. There�s already been too much time wasted.�
Frowning, Jerrick straightened from his indolent slouch, his boot heels performing an ugly screeching noise on the polished wood floor. �I think you�re confused again.� He shook his head, his bemusement swiftly giving way to a scowl. �Goddamn Hammond. He was supposed to explain to you why I�m here.�
�Oh, he did. You�re looking to get inside Rapture, are you not? To locate a petty thief who might be after my dear friend Francesca�s private art collection?�
Biting back her snort of laughter proved one of the toughest feats Avily had yet accomplished. Talk about a brilliant piece of horseshit. If Madam Love only knew the truth�that Jerrick was most likely the petty thief he was chivalrously protecting Francesca from.
Adopting the most ridiculously feigned look of compassion to ever adorn a lying thief�s mug, Jerrick nodded. �It�s imperative this conversation goes no further than these walls. My undercover team of operatives has been on this scumbag�s tail for years. We can�t afford for him to catch on that we�re closing in.�
Undercover team of operatives? Damn, he�d really improved his slick con these last five years. She almost believed his load of malarkey.
�Oh, but of course,� Madam Love enthused, her perfect face flushed with conspiratorial glee. �I won�t breathe a word to anyone. Furthermore, with my vetting, you�re guaranteed access to Rapture.�
Jerrick nodded. �Good. Then I may not even need another female to get me in.�
Twin spikes of hurt and jealousy lanced Avily�s heart. He�d intended to replace her? She sucked in a trembling breath, hoping against hope it�d barricade the pain from exploding in her chest. Rat bastard was too good a name for him.
�Perhaps.� Madam Love�s expression turned calculating. �But I think perhaps two is better than one, in this case.� Eyes shining, she winked at Avily.
I really like her. Avily bit her lip to hide her grin.
Jerrick blinked before swiftly covering his discomposure with a ready and charming smile that displayed a blinding flash of his teeth. Ten to one he was battling the urge to grind them. �I�m afraid that�s out of the question. Avi isn�t prepared to take on a job of this magnitude.�
�Nonsense,� Madam Love decreed with a flick of her wrist. �I can tell she has spunk and fortitude up the wazoo.�
Well damn. That was enough to make her grin like a loony dope.
�Perhaps,� Jerrick conceded between clenched teeth. �But it doesn�t change the fact she�s not equipped for this particular mission, and she knows it.�
She met the unwavering conviction in his gaze, and bitter defeat hollowed her chest. No matter how hard she might try to convince him otherwise, he�d never believe her capable of partnering with him on this.
The pathetic part was she didn�t even know why it was so important to her. She hadn�t wanted to do it in the first place. So why did it feel like everything that meant a damn to her was being ripped away?
Because this job slipping through her fingers was akin to letting him down. Being a failure in his eyes. There, she�d admitted the bleak truth. Even after all these years, his praise and admiration was something she desperately craved to the depths of her soul.
She was a sappy moron. No doubt if he patted her on the head like an obedient pup, she�d smother him with exuberant licks and kisses.
Hell, she�d do that whether he petted her or not. Shame welling inside her like a homely beast deemed too hideous for daylight, she broke stares with Jerrick and studied the rug beneath Madam Love�s desk, pretending fascination with the pattern of colorful hearts when in actuality she was battling to keep her anguished tears in check.
�I�m sorry you see it that way.� A weary sigh fell from Madam Love. �Nevertheless, in order to acquire such a generous boon from me, you�ll do exactly as I say. Which means she will be partnering you.�
Jerrick�s coloring turned several shades beyond choleric red. Any hotter and an egg could have been fried on his forehead. �I told you, that�s out of the question.�
�Nothing is out of the question when you want something badly enough.� Madam Love lifted to her feet and patted Jerrick�s rigid jaw. �Maybe one of these days you�ll accept the truth of that.�

Chapter Twelve

Jerrick knew without a shadow of a doubt that he�d live to regret agreeing to Madam Love�s damnable terms. It became all too apparent when she led them into a dimly lit room hosting decidedly decadent d�cor. Every square inch of the space oozed sexual excess. He eyed the padded spanking bench, his fly suddenly snugger than it�d been a second ago. His already overtaxed imagination easily conjured an image of Avi, naked and cuffed, his hands gripping her hips and tugging her into his thrusts while his cock plowed into her pussy.
Smothering his groan, he tore his attention from the bench, his focus skipping over the nearby rack of dildos before stalling on the swinging mesh recliner suspended on chains. Stirrups and a matching pair of fur-lined cuffs completed the enticing tableau. Another vivid scene invaded his fantasies�Avi spread before him on the suspension chair, her honey the sweetest nectar on his tongue while he feasted on her. He�d take his time, until she was squirming and panting for him. Only then would he slowly feed his cock into her tight little sheath, watching her swallow him inch by inch, glorying in the silky ripple of her hot, wet flesh clasping him in a snug embrace.
He returned his focus to Avily and Madam Love before he completely lost circulation behind his fly. The one benefit to this clusterfuck was he wouldn�t be alone with Avi. With Madam Love presiding over them, it wasn�t bloody likely he�d forget himself and let his hands or cock wander past the safety zone.
�My dear, have you known the pleasure of being under the control of another?� The Madam stepped behind Avily and lovingly ran her fingers through Avi�s golden waves before kissing her cheek.
Despite the innocence of the gesture, his traitorous cock thickened. He�d be a filthy liar if he didn�t admit that his depraved brain was having a merry time assembling provocative scenarios aptly titled The Virgin and the Dirty Dominatrix.
Clearly he needed therapy. Or at least he would after this was all done. Assuming he possessed any sanity worth saving.
�N-no, I haven�t.� Avi licked her lips. Rather than glancing toward Madam Love, her soulful eyes pinned him in place. �But I think I�d like it. A lot.�
A rough breath escaped him. Sweet goddess. Why did she have to go and say that?
His thoughts trekked to her inebriated babbling from the other night. Are you going to tie me up like you did last time?
He�d originally assumed her request was the result of too much drink and a dream-fogged brain. But now he questioned that theory. He shouldn�t be intrigued at her sharing a fascination for doing the same kinky, debauched things he regularly fantasized of enacting with her. It was infinitely dangerous, knowing she�d welcome that dark edge while pushing for more, encouraging him to accept nothing less than her total surrender.
Hell. He�d stupidly assumed he�d be able to keep his wits together if he was the one controlling the situation, but it was all too clear that control was a flimsy charade when it came to Avi. She would always be the master holding dominion over him, regardless of which of them jockeyed to be on top.
He groaned at his choice of words. Now he was going to have yet one more tormenting image implanted in his mind. This time of Avi sitting on his cock, her hips circling in a lusty rhythm as she took him deep.
He really needed to stop torturing himself this way. Dragging a palm over the scratchy bristle on his jaw, he cleared his throat. �Are you saying you want me to take over the role of Dom now?�
Avi�s eyebrows tweaked into a low V. �Not a chance, bub.�
He offered her a wry look. �Nice to see you�ve managed to work past your revenge issues.�
She smiled sweetly. �Bite me, Jer.�
There was a far-too-tantalizing suggestion. Before he could give it dangerous consideration, Madam Love abandoned Avi�s side and strode toward him, her eyes sparkling. �You�re intending to play sub? Most unexpected�and delightful. Or should I say delicious?� She paused and swatted his left ass cheek. �Hmm, yes. I think that�s entirely accurate.�
He sent Avi a desperate look, but the unhelpful little troublemaker only returned it with a grin and raised eyebrows.
Madam Love stepped aside and stroked her chin. �You�re overdressed for this occasion.�
He gritted his teeth. �No way in hell I�m stripping down here.�
The woman made a tsking sound and glanced to Avi. �He�s not the least obedient.�
�You don�t know the half of it.�
He glared at Avi. �Just remember one thing�payback is a bitch.�
She gave an exaggerated shudder that was in direct opposition to the wickedness of her expression. �I can�t wait, big boy.�
Fuck, forget about being the death of him. She was going to inflict nothing less than complete annihilation, and likely love the hell out of every second of his downfall.
Madam Love crooked her finger, and Avi immediately trotted to the woman. �My dear, perhaps he needs to be reminded who�s boss.�
Avi bit her lip, her sultry gaze eating him alive. His body instinctively reacted with a hot flush of desire that steamed him from the inside out. There wasn�t a centimeter of his skin free of sweat. Despite the intent in her eyes, Avi hesitated, her arms lax at her sides.
�Don�t doubt yourself.� The Madam stroked Avi�s cheek reassuringly. �You hold total power over him. Seize the reins, and he will be putty in your hands, all too ready to mold to your bidding.�
A world of longing resided in Avi�s gaze. He could feel himself being drawn into that bewitching epicenter where her heart lured him to infinite, unattainable treasure. Beyond the beckoning doors lay a paradise he couldn�t claim. Her hands finally made their move, sliding reverently along his forearms, her nails discovering every damn nerve ending that reduced him to a quivering mass of sensation. He equally resisted and hungered for her touch.
Heart pounding, he willed himself to break loose of her contact, and instead groaned when her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of his jeans. She caressed the fine line of hair that disappeared into his briefs, and he sucked in a sharp breath, his lower abdomen jumping beneath her roving fingertips. �Avi, don�t.�
�Shh.� Ignoring his weak protest, she rerouted course and eased his T-shirt up along his belly. He automatically raised his arms, aiding her task, before realizing he was contributing to his own destruction. She tossed his shirt aside and hummed in pleasure. �You have the most beautiful body, Jer. I could absolutely eat you up.� Without warning, she licked his nipple, her devilish tongue curling around the stiffening nub.
�Goddamn it, Avi.� He went to push her away but somehow ended up grabbing two handfuls of her luscious ass instead. Even his traitorous hands had a mind of their own.
She wiggled against his hold, granting him a few paltry seconds to bask in the illicit act of squeezing and massaging the soft flesh that occupied his raunchiest fantasies. Before he could properly get his fill of her, she untangled herself from his grip. �You�re being exceptionally naughty, Jer. I�m the one in charge here, remember?�
�This should keep him in his place.�
He and Avi glanced toward Madam Love. Her grin suitably devilish, she held aloft a pair of leather wrist restraints.
Avi chuckled. �Has anyone told you you�re an excellent wingwoman?�
�A time or two.� The woman approached Jerrick.
He gave a fierce shake of his head. �Don�t even try it, blondie.�
Madam Love ruffled his hair affectionately. �Oh, stop your fussing. This is for your own good. Wouldn�t be surprised if you beg me to sell you a set of these to use later at home.�
That�s what he was afraid of. �I mean it. I don�t want to hurt you, but I will if�� He grunted when the woman slapped his arms behind him and clicked the cuffs in place. He was no damn weakling. No way in hell she should have accomplished that feat so effortlessly. Before he could give voice to his bewilderment, a black silk blindfold was whisked in place over his eyes. He instinctively stiffened. In more ways than one. Desperately attempting to tune out the persistent throbbing in his cock, he swallowed past the dryness in his throat. �I don�t like this.� The assertion sounded unconvincing, even to him.
A husky laugh fell from Madam Love. �Oh, but you will, you handsome liar.� Giving his ass another smack, she tugged on the taut band of the restraints, forcing him to take several shuffling steps.
Something nudged the backs of his knees. He had only a moment to decipher the source of the object before firm hands pressed into his shoulders, coaxing him down. His butt hit a cushioned surface. The spanking bench? �This is a fucking bad idea.�
�I think someone protests too much.� Kissing his perspiration-soaked forehead, Madam Love buckled his bound wrists to the padded bar behind him. �I�ll leave you two to continue this adventure alone. Don�t do anything I wouldn�t.�
Her announcement and its accompanying evil chuckle worked double-time at increasing his agitation. Without the buffer of her presence, his defenses held no prayer of withstanding the devastating allure of Avi. �You�re staying right here, you damnable woman.�
�I have a business to run.�
�Goddamn it.� A stream of unflattering epithets fell from him. Judging from Madam Love�s silence, she either didn�t care or had vacated the room.
He got his confirmation a second later when Avi brushed her fingertips over his pecs. �She�s not here, Jer. And I confess to being confused.� She nipped his earlobe, her soft lips and breath making him shiver. �I thought I�m your special, despicable, she-devil tormentress.�
�Trust me, I�m beginning to suspect that the two of you are diabolical twins separated at birth.�
�Then you think I�m capable of pulling off this dominatrix cover?�
He didn�t need to see her face to detect the hope quivering in her voice. �It doesn�t matter what I think. It�s a foolhardy idea.�
�Why? I can make a believer out of them.� Her lips trailed from his ear and kissed a path toward his jaw. He closed his eyes behind the blindfold, his mouth instinctively seeking hers when she ventured past his chin. Rather than comply with his mute request for her lips, she continued her exploration of soft kisses on his opposite cheek. �I can make a believer out of you.�
�Avi��
She stalled the remaining words on his tongue, roping them into submission with her fingers flicking open the top button of his fly. �You�re so big, I can�t even get my hand inside.�
What did she bloody expect? All these sweet kisses and touches were playing havoc with him. Damn miracle he fit in his briefs at all. �Good. Your hand doesn�t need to be anywhere near my cock.�
�I don�t think it agrees with you. In fact, I�m pretty sure it�s dying to come out and say hello.�
Of course it did, blasted thing.
Avi slid her hands to either side of his waist and rucked his jeans past his hips a few inches, easing the pressure against his engorged shaft. The comfort was short-lived. An entirely new brand of tension took its place when she peeled his briefs down and grasped his cock in her hot, eager little hands. The meager amount of oxygen he claimed possession of became trapped in his lungs. She stroked him with fingers that felt far from virginal, leaching his brain of all coherent thought.
�You feel incredible in my hands, Jer. Hard and velvety. Slippery.�
The excitement in her voice provided an additional erotic caress along his nerve endings. He opened his mouth, fully intending to insist she cease this madness, but his shaky groan ghosted free instead. She kissed him then, fully on the mouth, her tongue a sensuous invitation. He greedily gorged on her lips, his teeth desperately scraping their delicate softness as he attempted to swallow her whole. She pulled back, leaving him straining toward her futilely, harsh breaths ripping from him.
Her hands departed in the wake of her kisses, and he waffled between frustration and relief. She was quiet long enough he began to grow wary.
�Damn it, Avi. What are you up to?� He wanted to demand she tuck his cock back in his pants and release him, but admitting his concern at being vulnerable and exposed was less preferable than actually enduring it.
�Just getting something.�
Were there more terrifying words to spill from a woman�s mouth in a moment like this? Recalling the rack of dildos, he instinctively clenched his butt cheeks. He didn�t care if it made him a pussy, he�d damn well scream a bloody fit if she so much as tried to get one of those things near his ass.
The pattern of her uneven breaths marked her return, along with the indisputable proof that whatever she�d fetched had sparked her excitement. And would likely result in him suffering cardiac arrest. He steeled himself for the worst.
A ticklish sensation swirled at the base of his cock, and he reflexively flinched before letting his head fall back with an ungraceful thud as the feathery stroke painted the underside of his dick. �W-what is that?�
�A peacockian feather.� She made a lazy, sweeping gesture over the straining head of his shaft, tormenting him. �Hmm, who knew it�d be this much fun, teasing one cock with another?� Her wicked giggle threatened to do him in. When she tickled his balls, he strained against his bindings, a blue streak of curses tumbling forth. She nibbled his jaw. �I�ve dreamed similar scenarios to this one, but it was always you wielding the feather.�
His overheated flesh sizzled anew at her admission. �I tickled your clit with a feather?�
Her breath grew wispy. �Yes. It makes me wet just thinking about it.�
Even though he knew it would be the death of him, the demand edged past his teeth anyway. �Let me feel.�
�Your hands are bound.�
�Then release me or find another way to show me what that dream feather does to you.�
She fell into a deep silence. For the longest moment he convinced himself she wouldn�t yield to either of his suggestions. Then he detected the distinct rustle of her clothing. His pulse thudded at the captivating possibility that she stood before him naked. More than anything, he despised the encumbrance of the blindfold. He shifted his head, fruitlessly attempting to loosen the knot. �Take this thing off me.�
�No, it�s more thrilling this way.� She settled on his lap and started her torturous swishing of the feather again.
The anguished noise that escaped him sounded foreign to his own ears, as if some wild animal had crept into the room when he wasn�t looking and set up space in his body. �Avi, stop.�
She didn�t comply and instead soothed him with two fingers upon his lips. Her feminine musk filled his sinuses, making him punch drunk. She�d found a way to show him. The feral creature inhabiting him reappeared, and he lustily lapped at her fingers before sucking them into his mouth. She squirmed, her feather strokes on his cock and balls growing restless.
He nipped the pads of her fingers and let them slide free of his mouth. �Paint your nipples with your wetness.�
�But��
�Do it.� He nuzzled her palm. �Please.�
�I should make you beg harder than that.�
He almost wept like a babe when her hand drifted from his face and the slick sound of her fingers slipping along her labia tantalized his ears. �My punishment is not getting to see you stroke yourself.�
�You like to watch me do that?�
There was no point in lying when the ramrod stiffness of his cock clearly ratted him out. �More than you could imagine.�
�Poor, Jer. I feel quite evil depriving you the sight. However will I make it up to you?�
�Your tits in my mouth would be an excellent start.�
�What a positively crude thing to say.�
�You know you love it.�
She sighed. �I do. I love everything about you. But you already know that.�
He tensed.
�It�s okay. I�m not looking to spoil the moment with silly professions of love that you don�t want to hear.�
He swallowed against the remorse congesting his windpipe. �Avi��
�No more talk. I have a better use for your mouth.�
There was no way in hell his sweet girl just said that. It was so dirty. Profane. Fucking fantastic. She made it even better by dragging her nipple in a teasing glide over his lips. Groaning, he captured it between his teeth and flicked it with his tongue. She tasted of sunshine and her own sex. Ravenous for her, he suctioned his mouth over the whole of her nipple and drew on the turgid nub with strong pulls of his tongue. Her fingers raked over his scalp, creating a magnificent sting that he felt all the way to his testicles. The unrelenting feather dance along his cock spurred him to new heights. No way in hell he�d last much longer, but he wouldn�t come without her.
He treated her nipples to the same lush devotion he would her clit. There were some women who could climax this way, and he aimed to discover if Avi was one. He could have cheated and used his sex magic, but that felt as much an affront to his skills as using it to pick a lock. Flattening his tongue, he licked a slow lap around her puckered areola before once again worshipping her nipple with a deep, sensuous suckle. Her breath snared in her throat, and her hand drifted to his nape, fingers trembling. The feather fluttered on his cockhead the same instant she surged against him, shaking uncontrollably. With his mouth full of her soft breast, he pitched into a dazzling free fall of ecstasy with her. Her hand replaced the feather, squeezing jets of slippery come from him. He could only imagine the mess he was making of their bellies.
Grunting over that indisputable truth, he continued licking and kissing her nipples for as long as she�d allow him. He still grumbled in protest when she extracted herself from his mouth. A moment later she ran a cloth along his stomach, gently cleaning him of his sexual excess. The magnitude of what they�d done settled over him like a horsehair blanket, leaving him at a loss for words. And an abundance of uncertainties over what the hell to do next. They�d crossed a hazardous line in their partnership. There was no fooling himself that this had merely been training for their cover. Their lusty sex play was no fucking act. He knew it, and he had a bad feeling Avi did too.
She freed him of the wrist restraints, and he shoved the blindfold from his eyes. He drank in her naked form, unable to tear his gaze from her smooth, pale skin and rosy nipples. Breasts that still bore the visible burn from his beard bristles. At least she�d wiped his seed from her. Witnessing his come marking her likely would have resulted in him bending her over the bench and sealing his claim with a proper fucking.
She offered him a tremulous smile. �So, do I get the job?�
This is going to backfire on you. Despite knowing that with every fiber of his being, he gave a resigned nod. �But no more training.�
He wouldn�t fucking survive it.

Chapter Thirteen

Hammond had done all of the tedious work prior to Jerrick�s arrival, which meant minimal time twiddling his thumbs while Hammond input the phony aliases into Tul�dea�s central mainframe.
A grunt fell from Hammond. �You must be running low on aliases to resort to the name Bill.�
�It�s short for Billiam.�
�Billiam? Shit, that�s even dopier.�
Jerrick stacked his arms over his chest and glared at his contact. �Funny, I don�t remember paying for your opinion.�
�You�re a crankier bastard than usual today. Which makes no sense if you ask me. Anyone who gets to be the boy toy of Mistress Scarlett should be the happiest son of a bitch on the planet.� There was no mistaking the ripe humor underscoring Hammond�s dry pronouncement.
�Trust me, I�m smiling inside.� Until he remembered the erotic interlude he and Avi had shared at Lover�s Knot the night before. A memory that�d refused to grant his mind a moment�s rest the last twelve-plus hours.
�I would be too.� Hammond enlarged Avily�s photo ID and gave an appreciative whistle. �In fact, I�d gladly beg for a good spanking if she was the one delivering it.�
You and me both. And therein lay the problem. This was only a cover. Granted, one he and Avi had to make damn believable. And so far, they were doing a bang-up job of it. Yesterday, touching the woman who owned his every waking thought and desire, coming with her�he�d acknowledged the disturbing truth. He hungered for their relationship to be real. Everything within him desperately clung to the fantasy that she was his, that he could hold her, love her, until the last breath escaped his body.
He was literally handing all control over to Avi. If she stripped him of his defenses, his willpower, then what? He�d have nothing to fight his overwhelming need for her.
�You planning to sit here staring vacantly at me all day?�
Jerrick snapped from his stressful thoughts and blinked at Hammond. �What?�
�I know my looks are hypnotizing, but I�m already spoken for.�
Jerrick grunted. �She must have the patience of a saint.�
�No more so than me, waiting for you to deliver that damn promised Ginnish.�
�It�s in the mail.�
�Yeah, yeah. Get your charming ass outta here.�
Heeding Hammond�s surly demand, Jerrick collected his paperwork and saluted a goodbye before heading for the exit. He checked the time on his com. Less than twenty minutes before he was due to meet Avi for lunch. He�d talked her into the convenient, neutral location of the Twisted Thorn.
Realistically, any place that didn�t come with the tempting accompaniment of a nice soft bed was win-win in his book. He just prayed he�d be able to sit next to her without dwelling on the sinful taste of her pussy-flavored nipples.
Yeah, like that was going to fucking happen.
Miracle of miracles, he found an available parking spot in the restaurant�s lot. As he hit the locks, his gaze automatically drifted to the shady corner where his captors had sent him to his knees with the electrolizer gun. In his quest to gain entrance to Rapture, he�d momentarily put his determination to bring a world of hurt down on those motherfuckers� heads on the backburner. But he would make them pay. Not for what they�d done to him. For threatening Avi.
The danger he�d inadvertently placed her in was a cold reminder of why he had to keep his hands off her. Because he cared for her, he had to protect her. Even from himself.
Especially from himself.
Clutching that determination tight, he crossed the lot and entered the restaurant. He spotted Avi at the same table she�d been parked at the fateful night his world imploded. Unlike then, there was no assclown in an atrocious orange shirt to cramp his style.
He slid in next to her in the booth, using their need for privacy as an excuse to pull her close to his side and brush his lips near her ear. �Did I keep you waiting?�
�Yes. You have a nasty habit of doing that.�
He gave her a mock frown. �What the devil are you talking about? I was always punctual for every single job.�
�Only because I made sure to sync your com with mine and send you a minute-by-minute reminder.�
�Ah yes.� He nodded enthusiastically. �You were a pain in the ass when it came to that.�
She pinched his thigh. Hard. Even that gesture got his cock twitching. �Speaking of jobs, we haven�t talked about this mysterious one I�m helping you with. Don�t you think we should get around to that?�
Shit. Maybe he should have dragged her off to bed. At least it would have distracted her from this sticky topic. �I already told you I don�t have the details to give.�
�Well at least tell me if that line you fed Madam Love was total horseshit.�
�What, you mean my team of secret operatives?�
She cocked an eyebrow. �I thought they were undercover operatives.�
�That too.�
�Gods, you�re so full of BS.�
�It�s what makes me a damn good thief. And you, once upon a time.�
For some reason, his words made her smile. �Is that a compliment, Jer?�
�You know it is. Aside from my brother, you were the best partner I ever had.� Foolish as it was, his heart pinched remembering the closeness they�d shared while working a heist. He was damn glad she�d gotten out of the life, but it didn�t mean he didn�t miss her.
She twitched her nose. �Last time I checked, Dash and I were the only partners you had. Second best doesn�t make me much of anything.�
�I never said you were second best.�
Her smile this go-around threatened to blind him. Her cheeks flushed with some strange happiness, she averted her gaze and took a sip of her water. �Flattering me won�t get you out of the hot seat. I still want to know more about this job. What is it that we�re really supposed to steal?�
�You don�t believe I�m after Francesca�s art collection?�
�No.�
He�d suspected she wouldn�t fall for the story he�d concocted for Madam Love�s benefit, but it would have been damn easier if she had. Left with little recourse than to give her the partial truth, he filled her in on Casper Winston and the man�s missing research. He made sure to make no mention of the events that�d led to him signing on as acquisition engineer.
�What exactly is the research you�re supposed to lift?�
�That�s part of the detail I don�t have.�
Avily�s expressive eyebrows dipped low. �You don�t know what it is, but you�re going to steal it anyway? That�s not like you, Jer.�
Knowing he was walking a tricky tightrope that could topple him any moment, he gauged the answers he could give without making her too suspicious. �They offered me a deal I couldn�t refuse.�
That at least wasn�t a lie. Her safety was worth any asking price.
She fell into a contemplative silence. Worried she�d latch on to more questions he didn�t want to volley, he waved the waitress over and put in an order for a Ginnish with a chaser of Strasser�s Ale.
The second the waitress departed, Avi pinned him with the full weight of her prodding stare, earning his silent groan. He should have known she wouldn�t give up that easily.
�Did you do a background check on Casper to see what he might have been working on?�
Painstaking research was the norm for him. Always had been. Avi had participated in far too many takes with him to fall for a lie in that department. Which meant she was attempting to call his bluff. �Yes.�
�What did you find out?�
�Nothing of interest.�
She rolled her eyes. �Could you be any more vague?�
�The man was some kind of human-genetics whiz. Everything he worked on had something to do with that field.�
Avi leaned back and crossed her legs, momentarily distracting him with the delectable curve of her thigh peeking from her modest pinstriped skirt. He imagined tracing that sexy expanse of skin with his tongue, right up to her hipbone. Then he�d change course and head south, until he reached the Promised Land between her legs. He�d lick her slow and deep, tasting her sweet pussy from the inside out. Visualizing her melting like honey on his tongue, he killed a groan. On the bright side, it was too damn cramped under the table to give in to his fantasy.
�This scientist was a human?�
Her question ripped his thoughts from his imaginary feast. He took a quick swig from her water glass in hopes of restoring some of the moisture to his mouth. �Yes. Why?�
�Jer, why do you suppose these people are interested in something a scientist specializing in human genetics developed?�
He had no answer for her beyond a shrug.
She graced him with an exasperated look. �Aren�t you the slightest bit curious?�
The last thing he needed was her innate nosiness getting activated further. That could only spell trouble for her, and therefore him. �No. It�s a job. Nothing more. Nothing less.�
�How can you be so indifferent? So impersonal about it?�
He wasn�t. He fully intended to kill the assholes who�d threatened her and blackmailed him into taking on this job. That was personal. And he was personally going to enjoy bringing that world of pain on top of their spineless heads.
�I could never distance myself from it the way you do.� She fidgeted with the hem of her skirt, absently smoothing the fabric between her fingers. �It�s why I had to get out of that life.�
�I know.�
�I thought I could be strong enough to stick it out. To not be affected by the seediness.�
�You�re strong for getting out. You�ve built something better for yourself. I might not have said it before, but I�m proud of you.�
She swallowed, her delicate throat working. �That means a lot to me.�
For a moment she looked so lost and uncertain, he longed to take her in his arms. But doing that would lead to other longings. Longings he wasn�t sure he had the strength to resist.
Lifting her head, she gazed at him, her eyes soft and vulnerable. �I also got out because of you.�
The admission wasn�t a surprise to him, but it still sat heavy in his chest. �I know that too.�
If there was any good that came out of his hurting her, it was her leaving her thieving past behind. He�d never wanted that life for her. He wished with everything inside him that he could turn back the clock and steel his heart to the desperate plea she�d waged on him fifteen years ago to mentor her. The thief�s life had been no place for an innocent girl. It was a miracle her softness, her decency, hadn�t been twisted and corrupted.
Then there were the unsavory characters populating his world. Even now, five years after she�d thought herself free of it, the shady, criminal stink that clung to everything he touched like a rotting, foul fungus had reattached itself to Avi.
And it was all his fault. Merely knowing him had endangered her.
He wanted to punch his fist through the closest wall because of it and the knowledge that he couldn�t scrub the taint of him off her. It was the reason he had to stick firm to his resolve not to touch her virginity. Binding herself to him for life was a death sentence neither of them could afford. He�d do well to remember that.
All the same, he found it a tough pill to swallow when she wrapped her arms around him and sniffled. �There were times I missed you so much, my chest felt like it was caving in.�
Giving in to his need to comfort her, he ruffled the hair at her nape and leaning in, pressed his lips to her forehead. His sinuses were instantly filled with the sweetness of her, and he breathed deep, longing and desire fierce warriors destroying his equilibrium.
�I don�t know if I can ever stop loving you. And it terrifies me,� Avi admitted on a heartbreaking whisper.
His heart thundered with a multitude of emotions that scared the living crap out of him just as equally. He opened his mouth, the heaviness constricting his throat making it near impossible to speak. �Avi, I��
�Jerrick Hunter, you fucking son of a bitch!�
The angry retort didn�t spill from Avi, but the voice delivering it bore a familiarity that tore through him like a hot blade. Half convinced he was suspended in a twisted dream, he pulled away from Avi and stared over his shoulder.
The last person he�d expected to set eyes on stood quivering in outrage at the foot of the table.
With a good deal more calmness than he actually felt, he slipped on a cold, detached smile. �I see your endearments for me haven�t improved since our last meeting, Leena.�

Chapter Fourteen

Leena�s narrow stare ping-ponged between him and Avily. �What are you doing with your dirty paws all over my baby sis?�
Before he could reply, Avi snapped out of her spell of shock and valiantly jumped into the tense fray. �Mind your tongue, Leena.�
The elder Donahoe�s features tightened with a harshness that added several hard years to her looks. �Seems I�m not the only one who should be minding the placement of her tongue these days, sister. Is this what you�ve been doing in my absence, making chummy with my fianc�?�
�Ex-fianc�,� Jerrick bit out. �In case it�s slipped your memory, you cheated on me and miscarried another man�s child. Way I see it, you�re entitled to no opinion on my relationship with Avi.�
�Oh my gods, you are fucking her,� Leena screeched.
Avi�s cheeks flamed a scarlet hue. He wasn�t sure if it was triggered by fury or embarrassment at the attention her sister�s crude outburst generated amongst the nearby diners. In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to wrap his hands around Leena�s scrawny neck. �You�ve done your damage here, Leena. I suggest you hike your ass back to your table before I do it for you.�
Glaring, Leena stubbornly stayed planted in place. �You don�t tell me what to do.�
He slowly unfolded his frame from the bench seat, earning a mutinous scowl from Leena. She stacked her arms over her chest, refusing to back down. �Is this what you do now? Intimidate defenseless women?�
�I�m not going to lay a hand on you. But I will have you tossed out if you don�t step away from this table.�
Leena flicked her ratty braid over her shoulder. �I was about to leave anyway. The element in this dive leaves a lot to be desired.� She speared Avily with an incinerating look. �We�ll discuss this further when I stop by in a few days.� Without uttering another word, she pivoted and walked rigidly to the exit.
The moment her sister was out of sight, Avily crumpled against the seat back, her body shaking. His anger with Leena renewed, Jerrick slid next to Avily and took her into his arms. �I�m sorry.�
She peered at him, her eyes tear-logged. �You have nothing to apologize for. She had no right to insinuate what she did.�
He brushed a lock of hair from her face and smoothed it behind her ear. Removing his hand would have been wise, considering how much he loved stroking her. Too bad he didn�t possess the willpower. �Leena�s petty grievances mean nothing to me, Avi. Let her think what she wants. That glass house she�s living in won�t withstand all those rocks she�s throwing.�
A fraction of Avily�s tension ebbed from her body, but her expression remained pensive.
He took her hand and laced their fingers. �What did she mean about seeing you in a few days? I didn�t realize she�d returned to Tul�dea, much less was in contact with you.�
�She only showed up this week. I was as surprised to see her as you were.� Avi bit her bottom lip, her fingers fidgeting beneath his. �She wants money.�
He snuffed a growl. �I hope you�re bloody well not going to give it to her.�
�She�s my family. I can�t turn my back on her.�
Even though Leena turned her back on me? And you? And everyone else she professed to love? Although it about killed him, he kept the words to himself. It wasn�t his place to come between Avi and her sister. Even though deep inside he knew Leena would ruthlessly use Avi and then blithely disappear off the face of Aurion for another fifteen years�or until Leena needed something more from her family.
He gave Avi�s shoulder a final squeeze. �Let�s get out of here.�
She obeyed the request without a fuss. Leaving enough merca to cover the drink he hadn�t had the pleasure of partaking in, he escorted her outside and frowned as she immediately dug in her coin purse. �What are you doing?�
�I have to call a transit cab.�
�Avi, I�ll take you home.�
Rather than her usual arguing maneuver, she peered up at him with gratefulness shining in her eyes. �Thanks. I really don�t want to be alone right now.�
He hadn�t planned on staying. With her in this vulnerable state, he didn�t trust having the necessary control to keep his hands to himself. He wisely refrained from filling her in on that bit of news while he led her to the Air Racer.
The remaining dregs of her melancholy dispersed to the wind the instant she spotted the vehicle. �This can�t be the same ole hunk of junk you used to tool around in.�
�One and only. She�s in considerably better shape than the last time you saw her.� Restoring the vintage cruiser had given him a more productive outlet than getting himself into trouble he didn�t need. He waited for Avi to plop down into the passenger seat before shutting her door and striding to the driver�s side.
While he buckled himself behind the wheel, she stroked the fine leather grain of the dashboard. �I�ve always had a serious crush on this Racer.�
�So I notice.� And truth be told, he was getting a little jealous of the loving pets she was lavishing on his vehicle. Damn lucky hunk of junk.
The engine started with a rumbling purr that vibrated through the interior. Hell yeah. That was how a real vehicle sounded, not those sorry modern monstrosities that made no peep and couldn�t even keep up with a grandma on a racetrack.
Avily remained quiet for the first leg of their journey into downtown Tul�dea. Just when he figured she�d fallen asleep with her eyes open, she peeked at him. �Are there times when you wish things could have been different? That you might have a different life?�
His thoughts immediately traveled to his recent private musings. Leave it to Avi to somehow zone in on the same thread. �How do you mean?� he asked cautiously.
�What if Leena hadn�t turned out to be so self-centered? You could be married to her right now. Maybe even have a rug rat or two.�
No matter how hard he tried to visualize it, the picture wouldn�t take shape. It wasn�t until he superimposed Avi�s face with Leena�s that the image became vibrant and clear. He immediately shook it off. �No, I don�t waste my energy on what-could-have-beens.�
She must have picked up on the flatness in his tone because she darted another look in his direction, her expression sad. �I�m sorry she hurt you.�
�It�s in the past, Avi.�
�Is it?�
He tore his attention from the road and glanced at her. �Why would you ask that? I�m not hung up on Leena, if that�s what you�re trying to get at.�
�Not necessarily. But you�re also not with anyone. Far as I know, there hasn�t been anyone since her.�
�I�m not a damn monk. There�ve been women.�
A pink glow crept across her cheeks. �Sex doesn�t always equate with love.�
�And thank the gods for it. I�ve tried the love angle, and we know how fucking fantastic that turned out for me.�
A tense silence enveloped them again after that surly, albeit brutally honest retort from him. It remained an unbudging presence right up until he parked in the alley behind her shop. Pocketing his keys, he trailed her to The Fairest Rose�s rear doorway. Avi started to reach for the knob, but he stalled her the instant he noticed the door was already slightly ajar. He inspected the lock, adrenaline revving into high gear when he took note of the thin scratches etched into the metal. A sloppy pick job. �Get back in the Racer and lock yourself inside.�
�But��
�Do it and don�t argue. Stay put until I come get you.�
Avily looked like she wanted to balk, but miracle of miracles, she trudged to the vehicle and did as told. Confident she was safe, he cautiously nudged open the shop door and eyed the shadows ringing the small vestibule, on guard for suspicious movement.
Grabbing a pole that he assumed to be a light bulb changer, he prowled past the threshold, his attention riveted to the main hallway leading into the store. His boot heels making no sound on the tile, he inched closer to the wall, ensuring no sneak attack from behind. He reached the end of the hall. Other than the muted street noise and chatter of passing pedestrians, the main artery of the store was shrouded in eerie stillness.
His instincts warning him not to be lulled by the illusion of normalcy, he abandoned the hall and approached the first aisle, the makeshift weapon of the pole ready to bash a skull in if necessary. He cleared that section and rounded the next, working with steady precision until he�d swept the entire room and ascertained no one was skulking in a convenient hiding spot.
That left only Avi�s apartment. He retraced his steps to the doorway leading up to the loft. Unlike the alley entrance, the handle bore no signs of forced entry. Unswayed by that assessment, he picked the lock and crept up the stairs. Employing the same methodical surveillance he�d used downstairs, he listened at the top landing, his ears straining to detect the minute creak of a floorboard or slightest disturbance of air.
Seconds dragged into infinity.
Finally satisfied he wasn�t in imminent danger of being ambushed, he left the landing and checked the central living space and the kitchen before proceeding to the remaining rooms.
Nothing.
The tension didn�t immediately dissipate from him. There were too many unanswered questions lingering to give in to the luxury of relief. Starting with why her place had been broken into.
He jogged down the steps. Avi cracked open her door the moment he slipped past the exit. �Took you long enough.�
�Would you rather I hadn�t performed a proper sweep?�
�No, but I�ve been giving myself a minor stroke the last fifteen minutes, imagining the worst.� She swallowed, her coloring going a shade whiter. �You can tell it to me straight. Did they clear me out?�
�Far as I can tell, they didn�t steal anything.�
She blinked. �Want to run that by me again?�
�You�ll need to go over your inventory to double-check, but nothing�s been ransacked and the shelves are untouched.�
�I don�t believe it.�
Neither did he. Which might explain the buzzing of his senses despite no outward motivation why they should be. He held the steel door aloft, allowing Avily to precede him inside the store. While she investigated the status of her stock, he tailed her like a shadow, alert to any potential threat he might have overlooked.
She stepped back from the last display and gusted a relieved breath. �Everything�s accounted for. Thank gods. The would-be thieves must have gotten cold feet or were scared off. What moron would try knocking off a place in broad daylight anyway?�
One whose aim wasn�t to steal, but something more sinister. Maybe the culprit had hoped to take advantage of the absence of customers loitering around so they could harm Avi. Or there was always the possibility that this was an ominous calling card from the assholes who kidnapped him. A subtle message that they were watching.
And waiting to strike if he didn�t do their damn dirty work.

Chapter Fifteen

Avily had never been happier to close up shop in her life. Usually she loved the opportunity to mingle with customers, but as she�d predicted, she�d spent half the time fielding their wariness over Jerrick�s intimidating presence. The other half of the time she gritted her teeth at the blatant flirtation a handful of the braver ladies showered upon him. Really, it was revolting. Especially when a few of the hussies slipped him their numbers.
She lost no time calling him on the obnoxiousness of it the moment he followed her into the apartment.
He grunted, the bastard. �What did you want me to do, rip it up in their faces?�
You could have told them you were already committed to someone. Yeah, and that would have been a big, fat, hairy lie. Mr. I-don�t-believe-in-love tying himself to a relationship that lasted beyond a convenient roll in the sack? Not happening.
�Are you intending to call any of them?� She tried to convince herself that it didn�t matter if he did, but the awful tightness in her chest told a different story.
�No.�
A fraction of the heaviness lifted from her diaphragm. �Then you�re only giving them false hope.� Rather like her own delusional fantasy of torching through those steel bars caging his heart.
He made a frustrated sound. �I can�t win with you.�
Wrong. He�d won the most prized possession she owned. He just didn�t want it.
She shrugged from her light spring coat and hung it in the cupboard, along with his jacket. No clothes-sniffing this time around. Feeling guilty over her bitchiness, she ventured into the kitchen and cataloged the options in her cooler. �I�ll make Steak Silano for dinner. Least I can do after our botched lunch.�
An unmistakably happy moan floated from Jerrick. The dish had always been his favorite, hence Avily begging her mom all those years ago to teach her the steps in putting together the complex dish. Practice made perfect, and in considerably less time than it used to take her, she popped the succulent cut of meat topped with the creamy glaze and fresh vegetables into the oven. The key was a slow, even cook that gave ample time for the beef and savory ingredients to mingle in a tasty m�lange of flavors.
Jerrick leaned his hip against the counter and took an appreciative whiff of the onion-and-herb-spiked air. �So much for that spare tire you warned me against.�
That bit of ridiculousness had been a deliberate goad on her part. If there was one thing he didn�t need to worry about, it was excess flab. Anywhere. Still, he�d handed her a prime opportunity to get her greedy mitts all over his naked flesh again. She was no dummy who�d let that pass her by. �Speaking of love handles, maybe you better try on your getup so we know it fits.�
The look he leveled on her verified he�d seen through her ruse, but he only awarded her a wry smirk and crossed to the chair where he�d left the leather pants the other day. He nabbed the garment and started to retreat to the bathroom.
She cleared her throat pointedly. �Aren�t you forgetting something?� She tossed the harness and leash, and he caught both items midair, his scowl firmly chiseled in place.
It was probably hideously wrong to be looking forward to this as much as she was.
While he changed, she made herself busy straightening up the space. She plumped the pillows on the sofa and arranged them to her liking. Fingers smoothing over the brocade fabric, she eyed the indentation in the middle cushion.
I want you to be my first lover, Jer. Make love to me.
Would she ever be able to look at this couch and not remember that day? Why the hell didn�t she get rid of this thing?
Probably for the same reason she couldn�t bring herself to part with her tattoo. Why move on from the past when she could continue torturing herself with it?
Grimacing at her utterly pathetic behavior, she slumped onto the cushion. Had Jerrick noticed the sofa was the same one he�d rejected her upon? Doubtful. Males likely weren�t sentimental about such things.
Smart of them.
She plucked at the couch seam, her dejection increasing. More than ever, her unrequited love for him mocked her. She held no prayer of him coming to his senses one day and loving her back. He didn�t have it in him. Love had become the enemy, and he would resist it at any cost.
Since the cost was her heart, it was a hefty price tag, clinging to this fruitless dream of a happily ever after for them.
She repeatedly hammered that resolution into her brain�right up to the moment Jerrick strode back into the room. He stopped a few feet away from her, the corners of his lips twitching. �Is there something you�d care to come clean with me about?�
Her brain went completely blank. �I, uh, don�t think so.�
�Really?� He slowly pivoted, and her gaze landed on the delectable sight of his butt cheeks protruding from the cutouts she�d made in the tight leather. �Pretty damn sure these pants didn�t have built-in air conditioning for my ass two days ago.�
�I might have made some adjustments back when I was pissed at you. Now I�m extra glad I did.�
He grunted and turned around to face her. All moisture drying in her mouth, she stared at the sheer masculine magnificence of him. The red leather molded to his long, powerful thighs like a second skin. The garment was slung low, revealing the deep, mouth-watering V lines where his hip and groin met while also accentuating the eye-popping bulge of his cock.
�On top of having my ass exposed, if these damn things sat any lower, I�d have to shave everything,� he groused.
There was an intriguing prospect. It took all her restraint not to ask if she could apply the shaving foam for him.
He adjusted a strap on the chest harness, drawing her focus to that portion of his costume. On anyone else, she suspected the accoutrement would look ridiculous. But it absolutely suited Jerrick. It was easy to imagine he�d come tumbling out of the womb wearing it. Which was a weird thought that threatened to make her chuckle. Regardless, the leather harness created an ideal framework for the glorious, caramel-skinned perfection of his muscled torso. He looked so damn alpha badass, she wanted to swoon. �Just so you know, you couldn�t resemble a sub named Bill any less if you tried.�
He grunted. �What does everyone have against the name Bill?� Returning his focus to the uncooperative strap, he continued tugging and cursed when it remained unbudging. Taking her cue, she launched off the sofa and batted his hand away from the buckle.
She eased her finger beneath the leather strip, and the velvety expanse of his rib cage rippled under her touch. He radiated heat and delicious, woodsy musk. She longed to bury her nose against his golden skin. Become drunk and woozy on the essence of him.
So she did.
His sharp inhalation drew his muscles rigid, and the rapid drum of his heart pounded beneath her lips.
�Avi, what are you doing?�
�Not Avi, remember? Mistress Scarlett.� She shifted lower and swirled her tongue over his nipple. The flat nub hardened, and she rewarded his response with a gentle nip of her teeth.
The shaky groan that slipped from him filled her with feminine pride. To be able to affect him, crack through his defenses�no headier power existed.
Curling her tongue, she followed the curve of his pectoral and beelined south. His abdominals quivered under her roving kiss, bolstering her confidence. Gripping his hips, she crouched in front of him, her rapid breaths fanning his straining fly. She peered up at him through her lashes and caught the tautness of his features and the wild, exotic glow in his eyes.
Without breaking the intimate connection of their gazes, she inched forward and stroked her tongue over the swell of his erection. Even through the layer of leather, she swore she tasted him and the potency of his desire. She trembled with need, with love and desperate craving.
She reached for the fastener on his pants, but he hauled her up fast, his hands banding fiercely on her upper arms. �Goddamn it, Avi.�
�No, Mistress��
He slammed his mouth over hers, cutting off the remainder of her denial. His tongue thrust past her lips, sweeping deep and igniting her blood. He tangled his hands in her hair, his kisses greedy. �You�ve had your turn at playing master. This time it�s mine.�
Her pussy clenched at his primal growl and the carnal way his gaze drifted over her body, as if he were already fucking her in his mind. He deftly slipped the buttons free on her blouse and eased the garment from her before following suit with her skirt. His hands glided over her butt, instigating a colony of goose bumps. Just as she was melting into his touch, he delivered a firm smack on both ass cheeks.
She jolted, gasping. �What was that for?�
�Desecrating a bloody expensive pair of pants.�
She started to rub her backside, but he held her arms to her sides. Excitement heated her blood, further fired by the persuasive caress of his lips along her tummy. Punishment became bliss as he ran his tongue over her quivering skin. She moaned, and he immediately stopped. He released her hands and offered a warning tap on either wrist, mutely commanding her to stay put. Weak-kneed with anticipation and desire, she breathlessly waited to see what his next demand would be.
It didn�t come until after he pulled his belt from its loops. Instructing her to clasp her hands in front of her, he secured the unyielding strip of leather around her wrists. His palms a gentle coax on her shoulders, he guided her down to the floor. She stretched her arms above her head and looked up into his impossibly blue eyes. There wasn�t an inch of her that didn�t tremble in expectation.
He lifted to his feet and crossed to the silver bag that�d been left with his pants. He removed the strange fur mitt she hadn�t been entirely sure of the purpose of when she�d first discovered it. Witnessing the blazing intensity in his gaze now, she had a good inkling that mitt came with nefarious designs guaranteed to drive her out of her mind.
He sat near her hip and blew a soft breath upon her nipple. She shivered, the tremors quadrupling when he coasted the mitt along the swell of her breast. The fine, ticklish fur proved an inescapable torment as he swirled over the hollow of her belly. Whimpering, she dutifully spread her legs when he directed her to do so. The fur swept lower and found a new target to tantalize and torture. She bit her lip to keep from crying out when he unerringly zeroed in on her clit. Dander-fine fluff teased the agonized bundle of nerves. Fluttering�fluttering�
She tensed, her hips instinctively straining toward that blissful flitter of fur. �Jer.�
The mitt abruptly vanished, and she sobbed in anguish, her tears leaking down her cheeks. Something wet and marvelously soft flickered over her clit. Jerrick�s tongue. A delirious moan rolled from her chest, and she arched her back from the rug. He upped the pace of his feasting, eating her with lusty growls that sent delicious pleasure swimming through her cells. She broke on a keening wail, the orgasm crashing through her system and leaving her a limp wreck. Jerrick climbed over her, his free hand reaching for his zipper.
She scissored her legs wider, desperate mewls tearing from her throat. �Please, take me.�
A look of indescribable agony flashed across his face. He closed his eyes, his hand fumbling with his fly. She offered a contented sigh when he sprang his cock from the confines of his briefs, but rather than guide it where she wanted it most, he stroked himself to a hard, fast orgasm all over her breasts and belly. He shuddered, his pumping fist slowing until he�d squeezed his cock of every drop of his seed. He stared at her breasts before sliding his fingers through the mess he�d made of her.
�I�m sorry, Avi.� The awful regret in his eyes was like a punch to her soul. �This is the only way I can ever take you, and I shouldn�t have stooped to it.�
Stooped to it? �What are you saying?�
�This can�t happen again.� He hung his head. �It�s one thing to playact it for this job, but we can�t make it a reality.�
He was rejecting her. Again. Not just her heart and her virginity this time, but her entire body, apparently. Renewed tears welled in her eyes. �Don�t do this to me.�
His gaze refusing to meet hers, he efficiently released her from his belt and slipped it back through its loops. He pressed the most tender, heartbreaking kiss on her forehead before stretching to his feet and collecting his jacket from the cupboard.
�Tomorrow you�ll be one step closer to being rid of me after our debut at Rapture, but in the meantime I�m camping out in the alley. You�ll be safe tonight.� Without a backward glance, he strode down the stairs.
Her chest a mass of misery, she listened to the lower door click shut. He might be less than twenty yards away, but he�d never been more out of her reach.
She couldn�t remember ever feeling so lonely.

Jerrick heaved a weary breath as he opened his vehicle door and prepared to bed down for the night. Walking out on his favorite meal and the woman who owned his heart and soul. His life couldn�t sink to any lower depths.
The memory of Avi spread beneath him, her body trembling while she came, continued to torment him. He held his fingers to his nose and breathed deeply, arousal twisting his insides while her scent teased his senses. Desire ambushed him with a renewed vengeance, forcing him to pray for the strength he�d need to not throw open his door and rush back to her so he could finish what he�d started.
No. He�d been right to walk away from her. Again. She might hate him now. Possibly would for the remainder of her days. Which would serve them both well. Whatever it took to exorcise him from her heart once and for all. It was for the best.
The assertion did little to bolster his weary spirit. Leaning his elbow on the window, he lifted his gaze to the massive blue moon overhead and silently cursed Amora. It was the epitome of divine trickery�filling the heart of man with the fruitless hope of lasting love.

Chapter Sixteen

What had she been thinking, agreeing to this farce? No amount of making Jerrick grovel was worth pretending she called the shots over him when clearly she didn�t.
Scowling at her reflection in the looking glass, Avily smoothed her hands over her hips, the wicked dominatrix dress of Mistress Scarlett only making her feel like a bigger fraud. Just because she wore the garb of a cool, confidant woman didn�t mean she wielded control with the flick of a whip and the mere power of her command. No matter how much she wished it was the case.
Maybe she should have agreed to act his sub. The role might not be to her liking, but it was closer to reality. He�d always held the reins on their relationship�if you could call it such. Regardless, when he snapped his fingers, she came running like a happy pup seeking the approval of her master.
Bitterness sat sour on her tongue. The unpleasant sensation didn�t dissipate when a motion behind her drew her focus to Jerrick standing in the bathroom doorway. She scowled. �Is it completely impossible for you to enter a room the normal way�invited?�
�I knocked downstairs. You didn�t answer.� He glanced impatiently at his com. �Traffic is going to be a bitch. We need to leave soon.�
�Trust me, I�m as anxious to get this nonsense done with as you are.�
He stepped behind her and secured the laces on her dress. �I see twenty-four hours hasn�t improved your mood.�
�I�m sorry if my bitchiness is cramping your style,� she replied acidly.
�I suspect your bitchiness will only add to our cover. I only hope my delicate derriere can withstand the spankings you relish dishing out.�
Damn him for cracking a smile from her.
His gaze drifted to her mouth, and he traced his thumb over the bow of her bottom lip. It took everything inside her not to sweep her tongue over the passing digit.
He lowered his head until his jaw brushed her ear. �I adore your smile. If only you bestowed it on me more than once a year.�
�I wouldn�t want you becoming addicted to it.� She�d deliberately goaded him with the statement, well aware that he�d be reminded of his own words from the other night when he�d professed to enjoying the way she begged.
There would be no more damn begging from her. Now or ever.
He finished tying off the top lacing, and his fingers lingered for a second before slipping from her skin. She felt the absence of his touch all the way to her empty soul. It was ridiculous to mourn the loss of something�someone�she�d never have.
�We need to discuss tonight, Avi.�
�We�ve already been through it a million times. I know my cover. I�m not going to blow it.�
�Not purposely, but the truth is we have no idea what we might be walking into.� His expression remained pensive. �I�ll do my best to avoid any awkward situations for us, but I can�t promise we won�t be tested. In fact, I�m expecting it. We�ll be a new rarity to them. Likely I�ll be the only male fae submissive who�s walked through their doors. It�ll draw attention to us. We can�t avoid it.�
She hadn�t given much thought to it before, but what he said was bound to be true. A human calling the shots over a fae? Much less an inconsequential woman such as herself?
Oh gods, they were never going to pull this off.
Jerrick must have intuited her panic because he turned her to face him and cupped her cheeks. �Breathe. You can do this.�
�Are you nuts? They�re going to see straight through this crock of shit.�
�No, they won�t. But this is why we need to be prepared for anything.�
She mentally replayed his warning from minutes ago. �What did you mean by a test?�
�They�ll want to feel us out. See how we play, fit into the scene.�
She didn�t like where this was going. �Can�t I just smack you on the ass a few times and be done with it?�
His smile was crooked. �Much as I�m looking forward to that, I suspect it won�t be that easy.� The wariness slipped back over his features. �We might find ourselves in a more sexual position.�
There was no way in hell he was discussing sexual positions with her. Not after last night. �Want to run that by me again?�
�It is a sex club first and foremost, Avi. It would be odd and highly suspicious if their members didn�t actually have sex within the boundary of its walls.�
Was he suggesting what she thought he was?
�We might have to fake having sex.�
Okay, not what she�d thought. A bothersome spear of sorrow lanced through her. Only to be replaced with anger a moment later. Clearly the notion of making love to her, binding their life threads, was so abhorrent to him he would avoid it all costs. Hell, why share their hearts when they could damn well fake it instead?
�Fine,� she bit out flatly. �Not like I can�t fake an orgasm with you.� A spark of pettiness taking root, she tossed him a challenging stare.
He returned it calmly. �You didn�t fake it any of the times I made you come. I know the difference. But nice try.�
Son of a bitch. �Can we just get on with this? Standing here discussing what might happen is doing nothing to relax my nerves.�
He left her for a moment and returned a second later with a fur-trimmed cloak. It had the disturbing power to remind her of the tormenting mitt he�d used on her last night. She shivered at the memory, her pussy growing damp. Desperately willing away the tantalizing recollection, she caressed the silk lining while he draped the luxurious garment over her shoulders. �When did you get this?�
�Earlier today. It suits you.� His irises holding a wicked sparkle, he snapped the jeweled closure resting at her collarbone. �You�re dying to ask if I stole it.�
�Did you?�
�You know I never reveal my secrets.�
Irredeemable tease. After a final inspection in the looking glass, she followed him from the room and down the stairs to the store.
He held open the rear service door. �Tonight we have a meeting with Francesca. If there�s anyone we most need to gain the confidence of, it�s her. Since she vets all members, she�d be the prime source of intel on Casper Winston.�
�Then I shall lay my charm on extra thick in an effort to befriend her.�
He rewarded her with a devastating grin that reduced her knees to jelly. �There�s my girl.�
She would give anything for that statement to be true. To indeed belong to him. Pushing aside that delusional pipe dream, she secured the lock, and after bundling the skirt of her cloak to safeguard dragging the hem through the dirty alleyway, she made her way to the Air Racer.

The imposing gothic-style building housing Club Rapture stood in the teeming epicenter of Tul�dea. Strategically spaced spotlights cast an eerie red glow on sections of the structure�s stone edifice, leaving the rest in shadow. Massive twin Borasha trees bordered the filigreed gate that held sentinel outside the entrance.
There was no signage marking the establishment. If not for Jerrick�s unwavering confidence, Avily wouldn�t have been certain they were in the right spot. He helped her from the Racer and escorted her to the gate before pressing a button located beneath an embedded compu-screen.
The monitor lit up, and a masked face appeared in the middle of the screen. �State your business.�
Jerrick squeezed her elbow, a mute reminder that she was the one in charge from here on out. Steadying her nerves, she approached the device. �I�m Mistress Scarlett, here with my sub. I�ve an appointment with Mistress Dominitri.�
�Hold please.�
Jitteriness threatening to get the best of her, she stared at the blank monitor, her entire body shivering. Jerrick wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to his side. �Deep breaths,� he whispered into her ear.
She managed to suck in a solitary gulp of oxygen before the masked face reappeared and the gate swung open. �Mistress Dominitri bids you welcome. She�ll be with you shortly. In the meantime, you may avail yourself of the downstairs refreshment bar.�
�Thank you.� Squaring her shoulders, Avily started toward the waiting entrance. Jerrick stalled her with a firm squeeze on her arm. She glanced at him, confused.
He discreetly placed the end of his leash into her hand.
Great. Not even through the doors yet, and already she was fucking things up.
Apparently sensing her distress, Jerrick rubbed her nape. �You�ve got this. There�s no one I�d trust more by my side. Remember that.�
As always, his precious praise tore through her doubts, dispersing them to the wind. They gazed at each other for a long moment before she slipped the leash loop around her fingers and led the way to the steel-reinforced doors. With a minimum of fuss, they were ushered inside, and a woman dressed in a sheer black mesh body stocking that revealed more than it concealed took Avily�s cloak. Shifting her focus to Jerrick, Avily raised her eyebrow, fully prepared to bust him ogling the female�s nipples. He barely glanced at the girl as he passed her his jacket, his attention instead drifting around the cherry-paneled vestibule.
�I hope you enjoy your stay, Mistress.� The female dropped her gaze demurely and backed away.
Another club member approached, this time a man garbed in a leather outfit similar to Jerrick�s. �Mistress Dominitri wishes me to show you to the bar in her brief absence.�
Avily peered at Jerrick again and noticed that unlike with the girl, the male had captured his undivided attention. Judging from the glint in his narrowed eyes, he was sizing up the competition.
The instant the male turned his back, she jerked on Jerrick�s collar, earning his scowl. �You�re supposed to be a sub. Somehow I doubt one would visually pummel their competitor the way you�re doing right now,� she whispered in a fierce undertone.
�I wasn�t doing anything of the sort.� Jerrick�s jaw remained rigid. �And he�s nowhere in my league. Let�s make that clear.�
�True. He�s actually civil and obedient.� Ignoring Jerrick�s growl, she followed the man into a large room tucked in a corner of the main level of the club. Despite the vastness of the space, the illusion of cozy intimacy had been created with the judicial use of dark wood wainscoting and lush fabrics in rich jewel tones. Even the lighting was dim, adding to the welcoming ambiance.
The male stopped beside an unoccupied tufted leather chaise. �Will this suit, Mistress?�
Avily opened her mouth, ready to request a seating arrangement for two, but one glance at the neighboring members quickly sealed her lips. All of the subs sat at their master�s feet.
Close call number two. Nodding, Avily lowered onto the proffered seat. She waited for Jerrick to balk or scowl at being relegated to the floor, but he only folded his big frame beside her legs and kept his gaze glued to the arched entry leading into the bar.
�Shall I bring you some refreshments, Mistress? A glass of wine and grapes for your sub to feed you?�
�That would be lovely. Thank you�?� She waited for the male to supply his name, but he only cast his gaze to the floor.
�It is unnecessary to thank me, Mistress. I live only to serve you.�
A rumbling sound rolled from Jerrick, and she tugged on his leash again. Fortunately the other male was too busy rushing off to do her bidding to notice. She leaned down and combed her fingers through Jerrick�s hair, using the gesture to hide her not-so-gentle tweak on his ear. He met her glare, his expression saccharine. �Yes, my Mistress?�
�I�m doing my part. Stop being a complete dunderhead.�
�Of course, Mistress. After all, I live only to serve you.�
Where was that damn flogger when she needed it?
A rustling noise broke through her surliness, and she glanced up as a statuesque redhead in a skintight emerald silk gown approached. Avily knew the woman had to be the club�s proprietress, Francesca Dominitri. No one could glide into a room, the picture of grace and power, without the supreme knowledge that she owned the place and everything within it.
Avily automatically rose to her feet, and Jerrick followed suit. The woman swept them with an assessing look and extended her hand to Avily. �Welcome to my club. I�m Mistress Dominitri.�
Wasting no time, Avily introduced herself and Jerrick. Francesca�s beautiful features adopted an almost hard quality as she inspected Jerrick before holding out her hand again, her gaze challenging. Avily sucked in a breath, unsure how Jerrick would respond to the antagonism wafting from Francesca. His posture dutifully submissive, he lowered his head and pressed his lips to the woman�s pale hand.
The tension eased from Avily. �I appreciate your gracious offer to host me and my sub, Mistress. I was just admiring your club�s beautiful scenery.�
�I take that as a compliment.� Francesca�s focus flicked to Jerrick as he straightened. �Particularly since you already have such extraordinary scenery to regularly enjoy.� Although there was no denying the appreciation in the woman�s eyes, a definitive note of derision laced her words.
She has something against faes. If there was one thing Jerrick had taught Avily well, it was how to read people. And the bristling hostility pouring off Mistress Dominitri was unmistakable.
It wasn�t the first time Avi had encountered a human who held no love for the fae. Given the rotten treatment most of her kind received from the native populace of Aurion, it was rather a miracle that there weren�t more card-carrying members of the fae-hater club out there. Still, how much would Francesca�s prejudices hinder this mission?
Francesca stepped aside as the male servant reappeared bearing a tray of refreshments. After depositing the goodies on the small end table, he bowed deferentially at Francesca�s feet, earning an affectionate stroke on his head before she ushered him off. She returned her scrutiny to Avily. �Would you care for a tour of the club? Your sub is free to follow, or you may leave him here.�
Avily didn�t need to look at Jerrick�s face to know he�d kill her if she ordered him to stay behind. Besides, that certainly wouldn�t meet their purposes. �I�ll have him come.�
They left the bar, but instead of venturing into the main anteroom, Francesca led them down a narrow corridor. �We�ll start on the top floor. It�s a favorite amongst the members, and one I�m sure you�ll be anxious to avail yourself of soon.�
Uncertain what to make of that cryptic remark, Avily trailed Francesca to an ornate brass elevator. Once they were all inside, Francesca punched the button that had the 6 beside it. The conveyance rolled upward with a hydraulic hiss, and Avily anxiously watched the slow tick of numbers flashing on the wall. Before she could give herself a minor stroke fretting over what possible strangeness the sixth floor might claim home to, the heavy brass doors slid open and Francesca waved a hand, indicating Avily should vacate the elevator.
Bolstering herself with a fortifying breath, Avily stepped out onto the marbled entry. A cavernous ballroom surrounded her, draped floor to ceiling with burgundy velvet drapes. Couples in various stages of undress packed the space�some slithering their bodies together in erotic and entirely inappropriate dance moves. Others were blatantly screwing.
A shocked noise threatened to blurt from Avily�s throat but was instantly saved from ratting her out by Jerrick�s thigh nudging hers. She snapped her mouth shut just as Francesca turned to face them.
The woman�s close scrutiny disconcerted Avily, until she recalled Jerrick�s assumption that they would be tested. Undoubtedly that had been the motive behind Francesca insisting they start the tour on this floor. Hit the suspicious newcomers with the kinky orgy room right off the bat and see if they�d go racing for the exit.
Well played, scary dominatrix lady. Well played.
�This is the Lust Ballroom. It takes up the entire floor. Or most of it, anyway. There are two supply closets that aren�t remotely interesting.� A wicked twinkle accompanied the dry humor in Francesca�s tone. She guided them deeper into the pit of depravity, blithely chattering away the whole time as if they weren�t penned in on all sides by a sexual smorgasbord of writhing bodies. �I painstakingly researched the history of the mansion and picked out the fabric and furnishings myself. I believe in keeping the authenticity of the period true to the smallest detail. Take for example the Artur�ak chandelier. Cost me an absolute fortune, but worth any price.�
Sidestepping a couple immersed in the throes of rapture, Avily lifted her gaze to the object in question. �It�s a beauty.�
�You can bloody say that again.� There was no mistaking the unabashed coveting in Jerrick�s voice.
It took everything she had not to smack him upside the head. Leave it to him to be surrounded by debauched sex and only have eyes for the priceless artifact. No doubt he was mentally calculating how to scale up there and unbolt the damn thing. Yeah, good luck with strolling out of here with that tucked under his jacket.
�You�re familiar with antiques?� It was the first time Francesca had spoken directly to Jerrick, much less without the heavy condescension radiating from her every pore. When Jerrick hesitated, Francesca looked to Avily. �Please tell your sub he�s free to speak to me when I address him.�
Avily suspected the real cause for his delay in replying was due to him fumbling for an answer that didn�t involve grand larceny and black market value, but going along with Francesca�s erroneous theory was infinitely safer than fielding the truth. �You may speak, sub.�
�I have a faint knowledge of them,� Jerrick admitted wryly.
�That chandelier holds greater value than anything I own.� Francesca�s smoky eyes glimmered with calculation. �It must displease you, seeing one of such lowly stature�a human�possessing the grandeur so rightly belonging to your people.� And just like that, the underlying hostility was back with a vengeance.
Jerrick calmly returned Francesca�s cold stare. �Not at all. I believe everyone is entitled to the pleasure of fine things. DNA is inconsequential.�
�Then you are one of the few of your kind to think so.�
He volleyed Francesca�s anger with a smile capable of charming the panties off the strongest willed of women. Avily knew its power all too well. �Well, I am one of a kind,� he said, no trace of modesty in his tone.
�Yes, you are.� Francesca�s considering gaze sharpened and panned between Jerrick and Avily. �Both of you.�
Avily expected the woman to say something more, but Francesca motioned for them to follow her back to the elevator. The moment the conveyance�s doors closed on the spectacle of the Lust Ballroom, Avily mentally exhaled a silent sigh of relief. Her reprieve was short-lived. But instead of more sexual extravagance, she was faced with a new wave of Francesca�s suspicion.
�How is it that you two met? Madam Love failed to supply me with that information.�
Avily racked her brain, trying to latch on to the story that went along with hers and Jerrick�s aliases. Damn it, she�d been ready for this. What the hell happened in the last two minutes to make her forget everything?
The damn orgy ballroom, that�s what. Seeing that many naked bodies in one place was bound to rattle anyone�s brain.
�If my Mistress will allow me?� Jerrick asked softly, cutting through her panic.
Resisting the urge to toss her arms around him and smother his face in grateful kisses, she nodded.
�I was originally a Dom myself. Thought I would be until the day I died. Then one night Mistress Scarlett walked into my club and sent my entire world tilting on its axis.� A husky undercurrent lent a rough edge to Jerrick�s voice. Mesmerized, Avily had no option but to return the intimacy of his stare. He brushed his fingertips over her cheek. �My life changed the second she entered it. In her eyes, I see the person I can only wish to be.�
Emotion welled in her throat�made her eyes sting with the tears she dared not give in to. His words were meant to appease Francesca�s mistrust, but there was also a brutal honesty to them that flavored his speech with bittersweetness.
�So you�re a switch. Interesting. Not many can do it, much less a fae.� Francesca transferred her scrutiny to Avily. �It�s a miraculous thing, you collaring him. I admit to being envious of the skill you obviously must possess as a mistress. We will have to compare notes sometime on our methods.� Francesca rubbed her upper lip absently, the enormous diamond banded to her finger nearly blinding Avily with its gaudy dazzle. �Tomorrow night I�m hosting an intimate gathering for a few of the regulars. I would like you both to come.�
It took a moment to realize Francesca had issued them an open invitation for membership to her club. Feeling like she�d passed the toughest exam in existence, Avily blinked at the other woman. �Thank you. We�d be honored.�
�I assure you the pleasure will be all mine.�
The crafty, devilish curve of Francesca�s smile tripped warning bells in Avily�s head.
Oh gods. What kind of crazy sex party had she just agreed to? That worrisome thought remained paramount right up until the elevator lurched to a stop. The image of naked bodies and orgies still tumbling through her brain, Avily shuffled through the doors�and collided with the individual striding down the hall.
A hand steadied her.
�Someone needs to lock me up before I hurt someone.� Struggling to straighten her eyeglasses, she grimaced and shot an apologetic glance upward.
Her gaze crashed into Thane�s.
In slow motion, she watched his eyes widen in recognition and shock�no doubt a mirror duplicate of her own expression. He opened his mouth, but it was her assessment of the looming disaster that beat him to the punch line.
�Oh. Shit.�

Chapter Seventeen

Bloody. Hell. When he�d warned Avi to be prepared for anything that might be thrown at them, he hadn�t anticipated a colossal clusterfuck like this.
Thinking fast, Jerrick sidled next to Avi. Praying Francesca would take his fierce countenance for protective instinct, he grasped Avi�s shoulder and aimed a hard look at Thane. �Mistress Scarlett, is this man disturbing you? Shall I break his kneecaps?� Hell, it was worth a damn shot.
Thane raised an eyebrow, his lips quirking.
Avily shook from such an excess of nervous tension, Jerrick swore she�d chatter her teeth straight out of her mouth. �N-no. Absolutely not, sub Bill. This man shouldn�t pay the price for my clumsiness.�
�Are you okay?� Francesca demanded, concern etched into her porcelain features.
Avily waved a hand dismissively. Another man strode toward them, nabbing Francesca�s attention with a discreet nod. Excusing herself, she crossed the room and spoke in a low tone with the gentleman.
Taking advantage of their few stolen seconds of privacy, Jerrick dropped his voice to a deadly whisper directed at Thane. �You will pretend to have never met us. Is that clear?�
�Seeing how I don�t relish those broken kneecaps�crystal.�
�Good.�
The soft swish of silk and the exotic essence of moonflower marked Francesca�s approach. �Apologies. My manager sometimes forgets it�s his job to take care of trivial operation matters.� She shifted her focus to Avily. �Please allow me to introduce you to Mr. Thane Pearce. He�s appraising my art collection.�
Thane took Avily�s hand in his and lifted it to his lips. �A pleasure to meet you, Mistress.�
Jerrick eyed the mouth glued to Avily�s knuckles, his own knuckles itching to relocate Thane�s nose. The man turned his attention to Jerrick, his eyes sparkling. �Likewise to you, sub Bill.�
He was permanently banning that damn name from his list of aliases.
�I was giving Mistress Scarlett and her sub a tour of the club. Perhaps you would like to join us, Mr. Pearce?�
Damn it. Jerrick struggled to cage his growl.
�I would love that. And please, call me Thane.� The man�s wolfish smile grated on Jerrick.
With Francesca marshaling their odd little entourage, they headed toward the far corridor. The going was slow since every few feet Thane would halt their journey so he could wax poetic over the various rare and valuable antiquities scattered throughout the nooks and crannies of the mansion. Despite his annoyance at the man�s irksome presence, Jerrick couldn�t help his grudging admiration at Thane�s vast knowledge of the Artur�ak period. It almost rivaled Dash�s.
He still longed to break Thane�s kneecaps though. Especially since the asshole had an annoying habit of touching Avi. After the millionth offense, Jerrick took matters into his own hands by insinuating himself between Thane and Avi. Judging from the man�s smirk, he knew he was one grope away from a beat down.
Francesca continued to drone on, clueless of the potential bloodshed endangering her precious Artur�ak runners. �The rooms at the far end are reserved for privacy, so sadly our tour will go no further on this floor. But viewing pleasure is still plentiful and at the ready.� She pressed a button recessed in the wall, and the paneled sections retracted toward the ceiling, revealing a glass-enclosed room. A man in leather breeches sat in a high-backed armchair, the only furniture in the room. His head was tilted against the cushioned neck rest, his strained features awash in ecstasy�probably courtesy of the brunette with the skillful mouth bobbing on his cock.
Jerrick watched the saliva-slickened path of the woman�s tongue, his own cock thickening at the remembrance of Avily�s teasing maneuver last night. Even with the leather of his pants between them, it�d still been one of the most erotic experiences of his life, feeling her tongue lick his rigid length. Which spoke volumes concerning her effect on him. He was no inexperienced youth with only a handful of blow jobs under his belt. But one look at her pink tongue caressing along his zipper and he�d nearly come in his damn pants.
God knows what a cleaning disaster that would have been.
A quickened intake of breath drew his focus to Avi. She too was staring at the amorous couple, her cheeks flushed and her cleavage speckled with sweat. There was no denying her excitement and arousal.
For a Maddoc fae�a species whose very magic was ruled and empowered by sex�her lustful reaction was an enticing incantation from the gods themselves. For Jerrick, she was a maddening torment. He shook with the desire to push her against the glass and bury himself balls-deep inside her, virginity and the curse of the goddesses be damned.
Claim her. The primal demand raged through his blood. Muting it proved to be the fiercest battle he�d waged.
Avi swallowed hard, the fingers of one hand curling tightly to her abdomen. �C-can they see us?�
�No.� Francesca�s mouth tipped upward at one corner. �But that is the thrill for them. Knowing someone could be out here, enjoying the entertainment they�re providing.� She eyed the pair behind the glass dispassionately. �Sex is always about power and stripping it away, is it not? This room delivers the perfect means for fostering that ideal. Its walls give the illusion of security. A buffer from an outside world that would expose them as the sexual beasts they are.�
�Aren�t we all merely illusions of our own making?� Thane drawled, his humor-filled gaze drifting to Jerrick.
The man was in some serious want of an ass kicking. And Jerrick would gladly deliver it if Thane so much as appeared on the verge of blowing their cover. He cracked his knuckles, the sound apparently getting through to Thane because he gave a low chuckle reserved only for Jerrick�s ears.
Francesca pressed the button again, sealing off the view. �We�ll leave him to his grand finale. There are many more sights I�m sure you�re interested in exploring.�
He was far more interested in digging into Casper Winston�s connection with the club and the coldly distant Mistress Dominitri. But short of demanding the information from her, Jerrick saw no immediate solution to his dilemma.
Hoping his biding of time would pay off, he held firm to his patience while Francesca continued to play hostess for the next hour and showed them the remaining floors.
The final room she guided them into bore a striking resemblance to the Lust Ballroom, but on a smaller scale. And minus the wild orgies. In fact, the majority of occupants in this room were engaged in no more scandalous activity than conversation. There was a threesome participating in a heated and rather complicated tangle of a kiss, but for the most part everyone seemed to be ignoring them. The one commonality he noted was each person in the room wore a mask. For mystery, or anonymity?
Jerrick scrutinized the extravagant peacockian-blue plumage adorning the female�s face across from him, and realized he�d been handed the key to broaching the subject of Casper. He began to open his mouth but at the last moment recalled the role he�d been forced to take on. Sonofabitch. Clearly he wasn�t cut out for this submissive shit. Always having to mind his tongue would get old fast.
He cleared his throat gruffly. When Avi didn�t immediately respond, he repeated the noise violently enough he sounded like a damn hacking cat.
Finally she glanced at him. �What�s wrong? Something stuck in your throat?�
�I need to ask Francesca something.�
�And�what? You need a written invitation?� Avi�s expression cleared at his pointed look. �Oh yeah. Guess you do.� She made a dramatic show of gaining Francesca�s attention. �My sub wishes to ask you something.�
Francesca eyed him coolly. �By all means.�
�Mistress, judging from the masks, I take it not all of your members are ready to expose their identities, much less their inner sexual beasts?�
�A valid observation,� Francesca conceded. �There are many who�ve walked through Rapture�s entrance who desire privacy at all measure, and I do my best to ensure that.�
�You have hosted some important people within these walls, I imagine.� Hopefully stroking her ego would get him what he wanted. Because god knows, his charm wasn�t bloody likely going to do the trick with this one.
�I�ve had my fair share. Doctors, professors. Not to mention several powerful business leaders.�
Bingo. Precisely the opening he�d needed. �Ah yes, I remember an article I came across in last quarter�s edition of Dark Desires.� He deliberately scrunched his forehead, pretending deep contemplation. �I believe the title was �The Science of Submission�. A fascinating read.�
Francesca nodded. �A dear friend of mine contributed to that article. He was a brilliant man. Certainly the smartest to grace this establishment.�
He poked Avily in the side, her cue to jump into the conversation. Fortunately she had no problem instantly getting with the program this time around. �My condolences. I didn�t realize your relationship went beyond casual acquaintanceship with Casper Winston.�
A flash of sadness softened Francesca�s features before her expression became shuttered. There was something about the brief pain Jerrick detected in her eyes that clued him in to what her next words would be.
�He was my sub.�
He certainly hadn�t factored in this curveball. Ah hell.

Avily felt like a powder keg of nerves charged to detonate at any second while she stood between Jerrick and Thane at the club�s entrance. How long did it take to get their coats anyway? Maybe the attendant had decided to indulge in a quickie. Damn inconsiderate, considering the quickie she most wanted currently was a swift getaway.
And to think, she�d be faced with this insane sex den all over again tomorrow night. But hopefully she wouldn�t have the added complication of Thane next to her the whole time.
Good gods. How in the world was she going to explain any of this to him? He�d been surprisingly cooperative about the whole thing�no doubt because of Jerrick�s unsubtle threat�but Thane�s head must be buzzing with a million questions.
The girl in the mesh bodysuit finally appeared with their belongings. There was an awkward moment when Thane risked his fingers being broken for attempting to usurp Jerrick�s job of helping Avily into her cloak.
His expression positively territorial, Jerrick snapped the jeweled clasp shut and gently tugged her hair free of the collar. He�d been acting excessively growly and possessive all night. Was their cover strictly responsible for his behavior? Much as she wanted to cling to the delusion of him harboring real jealousy where Thane was concerned, it made little difference. He wasn�t about to give in to his possessiveness, the stubborn bastard.
Their trio bid the club good night and departed the premises together. Conscious of the proximity of prying ears, they chatted about inconsequential things until they safely passed through the gate. The second they reached the Air Racer, she peered up at Thane. �I have some explaining to do.�
�I dare say that�s putting it mildly.� Unperturbed with the murderous glare Jerrick beamed him with, Thane leaned against the Racer.
�I don�t know where to start,� she began weakly.
Jerrick slashed her a warning look, instigating her deep desire to whack him in the head for thinking she�d be foolish enough to reveal too much.
Thane held up a hand. �Please, no need to be embarrassed. I�m not one to judge what others do behind closed doors. If anything, I confess to being more intrigued by you now.�
He thought she was an actual dominatrix? I don�t know whether to be relieved or disturbed by that. �Err��
�I am surprised, however, that you allowed your sub to speak to you so highhandedly the other day,� Thane said, his lips twitching.
It took a moment to recall the scene in her shop, when Jerrick had walked in on her kissing Thane and then groused about not getting his damn dinner. She narrowed her eyes on Jerrick. �Yes, unfortunately sub Bill has a tendency to forget who�s in charge.� Tuning out the grumpy chuffing noise that slipped from Jerrick, she cleared her throat and offered Thane a tentative smile. �Anyway, thank you for not busting our true identities back there. It isn�t that I�m ashamed of my secret lifestyle, but I�d rather not advertise it.�
�Of course. Completely understandable.� Thane glanced at the antique luminar timepiece strapped to his wrist before granting her an apologetic grin. �I�d love to continue our conversation, but I�m afraid I have an appointment I can�t miss.�
�Pity,� Jerrick muttered.
His mouth adopting a humor-filled slant again, Thane straightened from the vehicle. �I look forward to Saturday.� He paused, his attention roving between her and Jerrick. �Assuming we�re still on for it?�
She felt the intensity of Jerrick�s stare heating the side of her face. It wasn�t her problem that he didn�t trust Thane. And he had no right to throw out his opinions on who she dated in the first place. At least Thane wanted to be with her. It was more than she could say for Jerrick. �Absolutely.�
Jerrick remained a mute stone statue while she and Thane exchanged goodbyes. Barely offering the man a rigid nod as he departed, Jerrick scowled at Thane�s departing back. The moment they were alone, he pinned her with a peevish look. �I distinctly remember telling you I don�t trust him.�
She tossed up her arms. �You don�t trust anyone.�
�Yeah, and with good reason.�
�Do you have the slightest notion how frustrating you are?� Indulging in an irritable huff, she clomped to her side of the Air Racer and tried the door. Still locked. �I�m freezing my boobs off out here.�
He strode next to her and freed the locks. Before she could shake off his assistance, he swept her into his arms and practically tossed her into the seat.
Gritting her teeth, she glared up at him. �Thank you.�
�Certainly, my precious.�
The exaggerated sweetness in his tone triggered her chuckle. Damn it. She hated when he made her laugh when what she really longed to do was clobber him. Smiling like a fiend, he buckled her in and tickled her in the rib cage.
�Stop it, you despicable ass,� she gasped in between giggle fits.
�Despicable, hmm?� He nuzzled her neck, the rasp of his beard scruff amping up his devilish onslaught. �Is that why you insisted on exposing it in these damn pants? Because you despise my cute cheeks so much?�
Insufferable braggart. �Are you done fondling me?�
He instantly halted his motions, leaving her with the desire to bite her own tongue off for her stupid quip. He�d been playing and teasing with her, his hands all over her body. And she stopped him? Gods, she was a dunderhead of epic proportions at times.
His face flushed with unmistakable arousal, Jerrick released her and calmly shut the door. He crossed to his side and climbed behind the wheel before sliding her a hooded look. �Francesca�s get-together tomorrow night will be a prime opportunity for you to buddy up to her. I�m hoping the fact Casper was her sub won�t mean a harder time culling information from her though.�
�It�s not like I�ll be asking what kinky stuff they did in bed together.� She slid him a nervous glance. �Will I?�
�I don�t bloody want to know any of that.�
Good. Because that conversation could have been infinitely uncomfortable. �There�s always the chance Casper never spoke about his work to her. She might be as clueless as we are what this mysterious formula is.�
The tension riding his face hinted that the possibility already sat heavy on his mind. �Then we�ll have to jump to Plan B.�
�What is that?�
�I have no damn idea yet.� He started the Air Racer and pulled out of the tree-dotted lot. Within seconds they were swallowed by the traffic on Primus Avenue.
She hunched deeper into her cloak, desperate for the heat circulating from the vehicle�s blowers to begin seeping into her bones. �Don�t you think it�s odd your employers won�t release any information to you about Casper�s research?�
He was quiet for an endless moment, leaving her with the certainty that he�d continue to keep her in the dark. She was all prepared to resign herself to stewing in her suspicions. Of this job. Of him. He surprised her by sharing a tidbit she sure as hell hadn�t expected. �I suspect they don�t want me to know what it is.�
His answer prodded a chill down her spine. �Why? Do you suppose it could be something dangerous?�
His attention remained fused to the road, the closed set of his expression only adding to her suspicions.
�There�s something you�re not telling me.�
�Now isn�t the time to get into this, Avi.�
She made a show of glancing around the confined space of the vehicle. �I�m sorry. Clearly the invisible crowd of people who might overhear must be in the backseat.�
�And you accuse me of being frustrating.� He gripped the steering wheel in a fierce hold, the bones of his knuckles practically bursting through the skin.
For the next several moments he said nothing more. Just as she was about to admit defeat and roll onto her side for some shut-eye, he gusted a resigned breath. �I didn�t come about this job the usual way. Not in the long run, at least.�
She scooted upward in the seat and frowned at him. �What do you mean?�
�They lied to me initially. Made me think they were after a tribal artifact. That was a test.�
�For what?�
�The real job. This one.�
She cocked her head to the side. �That�s odd.�
�Hell, you don�t know the half of it.� The ambient light from the passing motorists defined the weariness etched into his features.
�Then tell me.�
His gaze drifted to her again, and she read the tiredness there.
�They threatened you. It�s the only reason I�m doing this. To protect you. I don�t give a damn what that research is. It�s a means to an end for me. Your life in exchange for some fucking data. Nothing more. Nothing less.�
The barrage of his words beat into her. She had a hard time assimilating them.
�My life?� He was doing this because of her? She rubbed her temples and shook her head ferociously. �Wait. Let�s back the hell up. What do you mean they threatened me? And why didn�t you tell me all of this sooner?�
�I didn�t want to scare you.�
�Jer, I�m not scared. I�m pissed.� Okay, truthfully she was terrified out of her ever-lovin� mind, but she wasn�t about to put additional stress on him by pointing it out. �These people blackmailed you into this by using me as the bait. I hope they damn well rot in hell.�
�Trust me, I�ll make sure they do.�
The deadly promise in his tone gave her comfort, but there was still the matter of the research itself. �If they�re the type to stoop to this kind of level, it makes me doubly worried what they�re after.� It had to be dangerous. Anything that held enough value to provoke a theft of this magnitude could only spell trouble.
�You�re not the only one. But I�m not going to risk your life over it.�
�What difference does it make? If it�s something that will trigger the destruction of the entire planet, my life will be a moot point regardless.�
The tightening of his jaw verified that he didn�t like her assessment of the situation, whether it was on the mark or not. �You�re likely jumping to wildly unfounded conclusions. Regardless, we�ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We don�t even know where to look for this damn research. For now, our primary goal is to track it down.�
The remainder of the drive back to her apartment was a strained one, leaving Avily with the certainty that sometimes ignorance truly was bliss. Bad enough when she�d merely assumed that this was one of his typical jobs, only with an odd, naughty twist with the sex club. Now she knew the entire scary story, and it was impossible to kid herself that everything hadn�t suddenly developed a sinister cast.
Jerrick pulled to a stop in the alleyway. Automatically her thoughts veered to the break-in, and the ramifications of the event walloped her with the dizzying impact of a sledgehammer. �The people blackmailing you had something to do with my break-in, didn�t they?�
Shifting his weight, he rested his arm on his seatback and returned her gaze. �I don�t know for certain, but I suspect so.�
She shivered, and he reached for her, the warm comfort of his arms a safe haven she never wanted to leave. His lips brushed her forehead. �I�m not going to let anything happen to you.�
The unflinching promise in his avowal cocooned her in its comforting embrace for approximately twenty seconds. Reality intruding, she peered up at him. �Don�t take this the wrong way, but I�d really like it if you stayed in the apartment instead of out here tonight.�
Nodding his agreement, he swung open his door. They trooped inside the back entrance of the store and made their way upstairs to the apartment. Desperate to get her mind off the new host of worries plaguing her thoughts, she slipped out of her cloak and headed to the kitchen. �I�ll reheat last night�s dinner.�
�Okay if I use your shower? I didn�t have a chance to take one today.�
Well what do you know? Now she had something else to occupy her mind. The prospect of a wet and naked Jerrick right down the hall. Far more thrilling than Steak Silano, in her estimation of things. �Sure, go ahead.�
He swiped the change of clothes he�d left behind the night before and strode to the bathroom, leaving her to the vivid fantasy of him slick and soapy. A few seconds later, the pipes rattled as the hot water sluiced through the plumbing. Copping a squat on the couch, she aimlessly perused the latest issue of the Tul�dea Times. Other than the main piece on the Amora Moon festivities, every article centered somehow or other on the growing tension between the fae and human communities. �Not exactly headline-making news there.�
Shaking her head, she pitched the periodical onto the catch-all table and flicked on the visio system instead. She attempted to focus on the program, but a few seconds into it she quickly came to the conclusion she�d rather jab Borasha spikes under her fingernails than watch another second of Fairy Hospital. The nurses were all drop-dead gorgeous and their scrubs immaculate. Yeah, that was realistic.
Deciding to ditch her Mistress Scarlett duds before tossing together a salad to go along with the steak, she abandoned the couch and padded toward her room. She passed the bathroom, and the distinct husky murmur of her name floated through the crack between the door and the frame. Pausing, she put her hand to the wood panel, intending to ask Jerrick if he needed anything. The door glided open, revealing him standing buck naked at the sink, his thick cock in his hand.
Wide-eyed, she watched him stroke his length from root to bulbous crown. His other fist gripped the basin, the veins rigid in stark relief while a shiver quavered through him. He whispered her name again, this time with a hint of desperation.
�Jer.� It spilled from her mouth before she could halt it.
His gaze whipped to her, the desire and vulnerability residing there reaching deep inside her. He struggled to collect himself, the shutters zipping in place. He grabbed the nearby towel and fumbled it around his waist. �Shit. Didn�t know you were there.�
Her tongue remained glued to the roof of her mouth. He�d been caressing himself�and thinking about her. Gods. She would chisel this moment into her memory for a lifetime of safekeeping.
Wetting her lips, she scooted into the room. He made an aggrieved sound, but his stare remained fused to the motion of her tongue. Her mind journeyed to the arousing image of the man being orally pleasured in the glass room at the club. A fierce compulsion seized her. She hungered to know the taste of Jerrick�s cock. To feel his delicious hardness easing past her lips and sweeping over her tongue, no frustrating leather in the way this time.
A needy whimper breaking free, she closed the door with her hip and stepped closer.
�Avi, you can�t be in here.� Anxiety strained his voice to the consistency of a rasp.
She grazed her nails over the ridged expanse of his rib cage, reveling in the responding ripple of his muscles. �It�s my mouth you want. Not your hand. Don�t settle for that this time.�
He hissed another agonized breath between his teeth. She slid her palms lower, until her fingers brushed the soft nap of the towel. He stubbornly resisted her effort to free the knot from his grasp. Standing on her tiptoes, she nipped his bottom lip before teasing him with the tip of her tongue.
Moaning, he relinquished his hold on the cloth and tunneled his fingers through her hair. His mouth wonderfully greedy, he took over the kiss, his tongue curling around hers in a way that stirred wicked tingles throughout her body. As always, he made her feel alive. Drunk with pleasure and heavy with need.
His mouth rediscovered the arch of her neck, and she sighed as he effortlessly zeroed in on the sensitive spots that brought such sweet torture.
�Please, just let me do this for you. For me. One time, if that�s all I can have.� She tucked her fingers beneath the towel, loosening it. His eyes were hot, watchful upon her face. Tension rode his features and thrummed through every square inch of him, but he didn�t hinder the progress of her hands and the steady descent of the towel. It puddled around his feet, and she pinned her focus to the shaft jutting so invitingly against her belly.
A wanton noise tearing from her throat, she dropped to her knees and stroked him once�exactly in the same manner he�d employed�before she charted the luscious curve of his cock with her tongue. She reached the plum-shaped cap and slowly glazed it with a lingering lick. The shaky exhalation of her name caressed her ears, a heady appetizer to the groan that followed.
Encouraged by his response, she swirled her tongue along the groove where his cockhead met the shaft. That proved to do the trick for him, if the desperate grip on her hair was any indication. She bobbed down his length, taking him as deep as possible into her throat before her gag reflex set in. Backing off, she licked him in a reverse motion, increasing the suction of her mouth the nearer she came to his crown. By the time her lips encompassed the swollen head of his cock in a vacuum seal, his fingers clamped her skull and harsh breaths ripped from his lungs.
�Avi.� The strangled plea of her name drew her focus upward. Sweat mottled his strained features. He looked on the edge, ready to lose it any second.
A feminine rush consuming her, she slackened her grip on him, just enough to let him slip down her throat. And then she swallowed him. Over and over again, until his eyes rolled back and he jerked, his hands tightening in her hair. He throbbed, hot, slick and pulsing, his seed bursting over her tongue. Shimmers of red sparkled and glistened in the air�a visual manifestation of his magic. The glittery residue dusted her skin, and suddenly an intense wave of ecstasy crashed over her, stealing her breath. She clutched at him, trembling, the pleasure swell spiraling in an unending climax. It wasn�t until she noted the odd synchronicity of their groans that she realized what was happening.
Somehow, she was experiencing his orgasm as if it were her own.
Once the last quake ebbed through them both, she let him pull from her mouth and help her to her feet. Stroking her hair, he kissed her tenderly.
She smiled against his mouth, the warm glow still purling within her. �Well, I�d ask if that was amazing for you, but I already know the answer.�
He chuckled. �Now who�s the one with the big ego?�
�No ego, I felt it inside me.�
Leaning back, he offered a frown. �How do you mean?�
�When your magic touched me, I was a part of you, sharing your climax.�
He blinked. �That�s impossible.�
�Try telling that to the orgasm I just had.�
His stare remained unwavering. �It has to be something else. Maybe you were aroused and came as a result.�
�No, it was like no orgasm I�ve experienced before. It was mine�but not, at the same time, if that makes any sense.�
�It doesn�t.�
She shrugged before grinning. �Whatever caused it, I�m not complaining. I�ll gladly suffer being tied to your orgasms.�
Rather than smile at her quip, a new wash of tension stamped his features. �Don�t joke about that.�
She mentally rewound her words, trying to decipher what she�d said to spook him. �I�m only playing with you. Why are you so upset?�
He snatched the towel and secured it around his waist. �I�m not. It�s nothing.� Avoiding her gaze, he planted a kiss on her forehead that was far too chaste for the intimacy they�d recently shared. �Why don�t you change and I�ll go check on our dinner?�
Perplexed and boasting an awful heaviness anchored in her chest, she watched him exit the room. It wasn�t until she loosened the lacings on her dress that the answer came to her, loud and painfully clear.
She�d used the word tied. That�s what had him as white as a sheet. The prospect that a bond�even a sexual one�might be forged between them terrified him.
Nothing had changed. He still ran from the idea of a forever with her.
She would never have the whole of his heart. Despite the continual evidence she faced regarding that fact, it still felt like a sucker punch to her soul.

Chapter Eighteen

Jerrick glanced at the time readout on his micro com and hauled in a deep breath in an attempt to rein in his impatience. �Avi, we need to hit the road soon if we�re going to make it to the club by seven thirty.�
A shuffling noise floated from the other side of her bedroom door. �I�m almost done.�
�I�ve never understood why it takes you females so bloody blasted long to get ready. Surely it can�t take more than a second or two to drag a comb through your hair.�
�Gods, you�re such a male.�
�Yeah, have been for a while. Even have the equipment to prove it.� He reached down and adjusted himself.
It was at that precise moment Avi swung the door open. Unmindful of the fact he had his damn junk in his hands, he gaped at her.
Rather than her standard modest style, her hair curled around her shoulders in lush, wanton waves. She�d done something different with her eyes too. The lashes were darker than usual, thick and full and rimmed with a smoky purple color that gave her a sultry look. Even with the addition of her glasses, she resembled a naughty minx hell-bent on seduction. Her full, pillowy lips held a hint of pearly gloss that made him think about other sexier white stuff he�d enjoyed seeing on her mouth last night.
Not the least bit ashamed about that thought, he continued visually devouring her. She�d made a dramatic alteration on the hem of the dress. It barely hit mid-thigh. If she bent over, every man lucky enough to be within viewing distance would get the sight of his life. But in the end, her shoes were the most devastating to his sanity. They were high-heeled, with slinky straps that snaked partway up her toned calves. He�d always had a thing for sexy shoes. And right now he couldn�t shake the image of those heels up around his ears while he fucked her slow and deep.
�You�� He stopped and cleared his throat of the gravelly lust log-jamming it before trying again. �You look different.�
�I decided to spice things up a bit. If I�m going to play the part of a dominatrix, the least I can do is properly resemble one.� She twirled. �What do you think?�
I think I�m going to lose my mind before this night is over. Wisely retaining that observation to his private musings, he held out her cloak. �Damn good thing I got this for you. Without it you�d freeze in an instant.�
�Is that your way of telling me the dress is too short?�
�There�s no such thing as a too-short dress.�
Awarding him a droll look, she slipped her arms into the cloak and bundled it up. �I�m ready if you are.�
�I was ready half an hour ago.�
�Really? Only half an hour ago? I was expecting you to say yesterday.�
He fetched the Racer�s keys from his pocket and watched her strut down the hall ahead of him. �You�ve been extra sassy today.�
�And?�
�I�m wondering the reason for it.�
�Why do you always suspect there�s a motive behind everything?�
He grunted. �Because nine times out of ten, there is.�
�Maybe I�m a changed woman, and this is the new me. Extra sassy and consequences be damned.�
He scratched his jaw, unable to puzzle out her strange mood. �Changed woman?�
�Yes, now that I�ve finally accepted reality.�
There was something in her tone that provoked a sliver of foreboding through him. �And what reality is that?�
�No matter how much I might want it, we�re never going to be together.�
The hollow finality in her tone riled queasiness in his gut. There were a million reasons why he should be grateful that she�d come to her senses, but damn if he couldn�t latch on to a single one of them.
She glanced over her shoulder at him. �You�re awfully quiet.�
�I don�t know what to say.�
�I thought you�d be jumping up and down with joy over the news. Now you don�t have to worry about me pining away over you for the rest of my life.�
He swallowed past the misery in his throat. �I never thought you�d do that.�
�I did.� She jogged down the steps, leaving her words arrowed through his heart.

Less than twenty minutes later they strode through the entrance of the club. While the attendant collected their coats, Jerrick eyed Avily�s profile. The ride over she�d been chatty but closed off at the same time�as if she were slowly locking herself away from him piece by piece. The notion constricted his chest, adding a painful pressure behind his sternum. He didn�t want this casual distance from her.
He didn�t want her indifference.
It�d kill him.
�Avi.� The slight crack in his voice made him wince.
�Hmm?� She started to turn toward him the same instant Francesca entered the room from the opposite hall.
The skirt of her filmy, sapphire silk gown rippling in a fluid flow with her steps, the mistress approached them, bearing a smile reserved exclusively for Avily. As if his evening wasn�t shitastic enough, he got to look forward to the next several hours of the woman�s bristling hostility.
It seemed to be a cosmic joke continuously played on him. His own people�the law-abiding ones, anyway�snubbed him for his chosen profession. And the humans despised him for being a member of an asshole race who controlled the planet.
He couldn�t fucking win.
Francesca extended her hand to both of them in regal welcome. �I�m glad you could make it tonight.�
Avily ran nervous fingers through her hair. �I apologize for being late.�
Francesca waved her off with a dismissive flick of the wrist. �There are a few others who�ve yet to arrive. Come, I�ll introduce you to those who are here.�
The second Francesca turned her back, Avily shot him an uncertain glance. That tiny return to her old self might as well have been a benediction from the gods. She needed him. His world was a step closer to being right again.
Leaning down, he brushed his lips to her ear. �You did fantastic last night. You�ll knock this round out of the park.�
The trepidation faded from her eyes, and she nodded. Returning her attention to Francesca, Avily hurried after the mistress. They entered a small parlor that adjoined the miniature ballroom. Roughly a dozen people packed the space. Some stood conversing while others lounged on the various chaises and chairs, partaking in the cocktails and hors d�oeuvres being passed by a muscle-bound server wearing nothing but an animal-print thong. Several of the Doms in the room made a point of caressing the man�s ass while he waited on them.
A subtle shift in the air must have alerted everyone to their presence. Every eye turned in their direction. Feeling like a bug under a compu-scope, Jerrick calmly took their stares in stride. A part of him was thankful to be the one on the receiving end of their speculative gazes. Because gods knew he�d pummel every man in the room to within an inch of their life if they�d treated Avi to the same fondle-fest they�d bestowed upon the half-naked server.
�I would like to introduce you all to our newest members.� Francesca�s voice rang overly loud in the deathly still room. She gestured grandly to Avily. �This is Mistress Scarlett, recently relocated from Helias. Please properly bid her welcome, along with her sub, Bill.�
One by one, the members broke off from their groups to introduce themselves. Most of the pairings were as Jerrick had expected. Male Doms with their female subs. There was one token male couple and a beautiful blonde with her equally stunning raven-haired female submissive who insisted on staring at the floor the entire time her master spoke to Avily.
Once the last introduction was made, Avi escorted him to the far corner of the room where the server was handing Francesca a flute brimming with a frothy pink liquid. Stretching onto her tiptoes, Avi whispered near his ear. �I feel like I just endured the biggest test of my life.�
It was a welcome thought, considering he had a sinking suspicion the real test had yet to come.
Francesca spotted their approach and patted the available space on the chaise she occupied. Dutifully accepting the invitation, Avily sat and carefully crossed her legs while Jerrick kneeled beside her. At least the carpeted floor was a bloody sight more comfortable than the marble in the bar area.
�You must try my house punch. The recipe is an old one handed down from my mother�s side. But I warn you, the kick might be more than you�re used to.�
Avi snorted. �Clearly you�ve never seen me put away a six-pack of Larry the Fairy.�
Francesca�s lips twitched. �I confess to being a fan of Larry�s myself. But I still think you�ll be pleasantly surprised by our punch.�
�Well, I�m the adventurous sort, so count me in.� Avily took a delicate sip from the flute the server handed her and murmured her pleasure. �It�s divine.� She began to hand the glass to him for a taste, but Francesca halted her with two fingers pressed to Avi�s hand.
�Forgive my house rules, but that is not how the subs under Rapture�s roof are permitted to take their drink.�
Avi frowned. �I don�t follow.�
A chuckle came from the ginger-haired Dom to the left of them. �If you will permit a demonstration, Mistress Dominitri?�
Francesca waved graciously, and the man caught his female submissive�s eye with a heated look. She quickly unbuttoned his shirt, and he stretched backward on the chase while she dribbled the fruity aperitif along his torso, her nimble tongue darting to catch the alcohol before it dripped from his skin.
Avi blinked. �You must spend a fortune on your upholstery cleaning bills.�
A laugh skipped from Francesca. �Small price to pay for such a delightful way to partake in drink, wouldn�t you say?� She motioned to the flute clutched between Avi�s fingers. �The choice is yours where you wish him to lap it from.�
Sweet gods. This could get interesting. And likely result in a killer case of blue balls for him.
Avi�s hold on the flute tightened until the fragile glass threatened to splinter beneath her grip. Apparently realizing she was seconds away from demolishing Mistress Dominitri�s stemware, she cautiously settled it on the ground near her foot. �Think I�ll make him wait for a taste.�
He didn�t know whether to sigh in relief or sob in a self-pity fest.
Her eyes sparkling with humor and consideration, Francesca studied Avi. �You�re not at all like any master I�ve known.�
Oh shit. Heart thudding, he silently willed Avi to stay strong and focused. The last thing they needed was her buckling to the squeeze Francesca was placing on their alias.
�I�ve never been a follower of the crowd. I believe in doing things my own way.�
Good girl. He was so damn proud of her in that moment he could have kissed her feet. Of course, not like that�d look weird considering where they were.
�Hmm, that is a wise philosophy to uphold.� Francesca rubbed a finger over her chin. �My Casper was similar in his outlook.�
Adrenaline kicking into gear, he subtly nudged Avi�s leg. Fortunately her head was already in the game. Tucking a loose tendril behind her ear, she leaned closer to Francesca, adopting a conspiratorial air. �It was probably unusual for a man of his station to be a sub, particularly to a woman.�
�Not at all. I�ve often found that the men holding a great deal of power and responsibility are those who most long to retire it at the end of the day, particularly in the bedroom.� Francesca cocked her head to the side. �No, what I was referring to was his overall philosophy on life. It colored all he touched. All he believed in. Not everyone proscribed to his way of thinking. They didn�t understand much less appreciate the scope of his brilliance.� The taint of sadness once again clouded Francesca�s gaze, and she fell into a brooding silence.
�I�m sorry. I know his absence must pain you horribly,� Avi said softly.
�It�s as if the one thread keeping my soul intact has been ripped away from me.� Francesca sucked in a deep breath, her melancholy dissipating as she peered at Avi. �I don�t know why I�m telling you this. You must think me terribly depressing.�
Avi�s eyes were moist. �No, I think you�re sad and lonely, and that makes me ache for you.�
Francesca smiled and petted Avi�s hand as if she were the one who required consoling. �You are a sensitive soul. Casper would have adored you. But come, we are not here to speak of sadness. It would be a blasphemy within a house reserved for only pleasure.� She picked up Avi�s unfinished punch and placed the flute in her hand. �Drink up, because the party has already started without us.� Her laugh husky, Francesca gestured to the room at large.
Jerrick glanced to the nearest couple. The ginger-haired Dom reclined in his seat, his sub bouncing away on his cock, her mouth open in a perpetual O of ecstasy. They weren�t the only ones lost in the throes of rapture. The next lounge over, another Dom had his sub bent over a cushion, his cock plowing into her from behind. In fact, a quick scan showed the entire room to be immersed in some type of frisky sexual activity or another. Even the male sub was greedily gobbling his master�s stout cock.
The wet slap of flesh on flesh burned into Jerrick�s brain. Fired his blood. His magic was reacting to the excess, itching to burst free and absorb the sexual energy charging the air. He groaned and mopped his face.
This place was going to fucking kill him. But no more so than the heady enticement of the woman next to him. He was excruciatingly aware of every inch of Avily. The oxygen she breathed. The luscious arousal she exuded. She was the embodiment of sex, love and lust. Everything he craved to the marrow of his bones.
His hand slid to her thigh, brushing her silky skin. The catch of her breath was an erotic symphony to his ears.
�Your sub is attempting to top you from the bottom.� Francesca�s voice held equal amounts of amusement and reprimand.
�I�� Avi�s tongue peeked out and swept her lips as his fingers grew bolder and stroked over the lace of her panties. Her crotch was soaked.
The knowledge speared a fierce hunger low in his belly. He stared into her eyes, silently demanding her to command him. If she said the word, he�d bury his mouth between her legs and gorge on her until she lost count of how many times she came.
Command me.
Avi took a swift breath, the rise of her cleavage tormenting him. �I think you need to taste this lovely punch.�
�Anything you desire, my mistress.� He knew he likely resembled a predatory lion as he situated himself in front of Avi, but damn if he possessed the fortitude to temper the hunger controlling him. He paid no mind to Francesca when she abandoned her perch and moved instead to an adjacent chair. His solitary focus was Avi.
She took a sip from her flute, and his gaze dipped to the droplets of punch glistening on her lips. Moving in, he captured her mouth with his, greedily suckling and licking. Long after the last trace of drink was gone, he continued consuming the sweetness of her, his thirst for her unquenchable. Her tongue played hide and seek from his, but he would have none of that. He pursued, coaxed and cajoled, wore at her defenses until she surrendered with a wispy moan that wrapped like a velvet fist around his cock.
Sliding his mouth to her ear, he nipped the softness of her lobe. �Command me to go down on you.�
A tremor coursed through her, but her hesitation weighed at him. Desperation made him a caged beast. �I need to taste you.� Sink inside and make you mine. His own thoughts tormented him. �They don�t need to see. I�ll take you somewhere private. Somewhere I can lay you out and spend hours worshipping you with my mouth.�
Her shaky breath feathered his cheek. �But that won�t suit our purposes, will it?�
Damn it, it would his.
He followed her gaze to the intent stares they were collecting from their randy neighbors. Apparently screwing their brains out didn�t deter the club members from expecting a show in return for the one they provided.
There was no way in hell he and Avi would get out of this room without giving them something to appease their debauched little hearts.
Avi�s nervous trembling clued him in that she�d come to the same conclusion.
Ah hell. No matter how much he longed it to be otherwise, she wouldn�t be able to go through with it. Not how he wanted anyway, with his tongue buried inside her pussy and her clit pulsing beneath his stroking finger.
They were going to have to fake this.
He kissed her again. Caressing her temple, he locked her into his gaze. Trust me? he mouthed.
She nodded, her unconditional belief in him ripping him inside out. He reclaimed her lips with a ferocious craving that was far from counterfeit. When it came to his encompassing passion for her, he required no acting.
Getting into her role, Avi unclipped his leash, and hooking her finger through the loop on his collar, urged him up from his knees. She directed him to sit on the chaise. Inching her skirt up slightly, she straddled his lap. Her hands roved his chest, reducing his nerve endings to a quivering mass of sensation in her wake. She played with his nipples, the gentle rake of her nails prodding his groan and an insistent surge of his cock behind his fly. Her eyes devilish, she lightly pinched him between her fingers. �I think we should get these pierced.�
Over my dead body. Shuddering, he leaned in for another kiss. She held him off with a stern look and a finger pressed to his lips. �More topping from the bottom? I trained you better than that.�
Her assertive tone and temptress eyes were playing havoc with his equilibrium. Even while he battled the compulsion to toss her onto her back and show her who was boss, he was swamped with an equally intense impulse to sink into the cushions and let her have her wicked way with him as she�d done at Lover�s Knot. Thank gods she didn�t have a peacockian feather handy. He�d never survive it.
She snared his bottom lip with her teeth. Excitement and lust tripped through his veins. Her hand crawled down his belly and freed the snap on his pants. The leather submitted to her demands, and a moment later he was enveloped by the heat of her questing hand. He was too past the brink of control to give a rat�s ass that the entire room was ogling his cock. The only thing occupying his attention was the brain-frying, exploratory glide of her fingers along his shaft. She teased him with a corkscrewing motion that swirled from his base all the way up to his swollen gland.
Her tongue delving inside his mouth, she gave a whimpery moan. The need to touch her overwhelming all other thought, he grazed his fingers over the smooth skin he encountered just shy of her skirt hem. Venturing upward, he cupped her hips and hiked her closer. She settled on his aching cock with a gasp. The wet heat of her pussy tantalized him through the silk of her panties. A tiny adjustment of the damp garment and he could push deep inside the heaven he most longed for.
He stayed exactly where he was. Breath tight in his lungs, he clenched his fingers on her waist, knuckles cramping. A sliver of warning embedded beneath his skin. He�d pleaded with her to trust him, but here he was, his willpower at her mercy. If there ever was a time she held supreme control over him, it was now. Her virginity was a fragile, beckoning barrier easily sundered if she chose to rid herself of it once and for all. No force in existence would give him the strength to deny her.
Heart pounding, he waited for her next move. She gyrated her hips, her silken glide along his throbbing organ bleeding every thought from his brain. From the corner of his eye, he caught the blurred faces raptly taking in his and Avi�s world-class performance. Not a damn one of them mattered as he matched her swivel for swivel. Tangling his hands in her hair, he pulled her in for a soul-deep kiss.
Somewhere beyond the hypnotic spell Avi had enslaved him with, another sensation intruded. Voluptuous sensuality that held a sweeter edge than the raw, quick, lightning lust he was used to. It was like nothing he could have imagined. A rich complexity that flowed through him like decadent chocolate, dense and oh so intoxicating.
He didn�t know how it was possible�but he was immersed in Avi. Drenched in her pleasure.
His magic, as she�d claimed last night? It made no sense, but there was no other explanation for what he was experiencing. He nuzzled her neck, his senses swimming in her. She was an exquisite decadence he�d savor to the final drop. He sucked the sensitive spot on the side of her neck, and she arched in his arms. The pleasure crested within him like a relentless wave set to crash. He thrust faster against her softness, each satiny caress along his engorged flesh spiking his pleasure to the red-hot zone.
The impact of her orgasm sheared through him, a dizzying blaze of color and light. He rode the insane swell, chasing the tail end with his own mind-obliterating climax. Hit with that double whammy, all he could do was clutch Avi to him, his solitary lifeline in the crazy haze of pure sensation.

Chapter Nineteen

Somewhere during her free fall back to earth, Avily detected the sound of clapping. Struggling to catch her breath, she gasped and shuddered against Jerrick. She blinked, her vision taking forever to focus.
�Bravo!� the dark-haired Dom across from her commended with a grin. �I must confess, if I weren�t set in my ways, I�d gladly wear your collar, Mistress Scarlett.�
A weak growl issued from Jerrick. �If I had an ounce of energy in me, I�d kick his fucking ass,� he grumbled in a low tone meant only for her ears.
Francesca saved the potential bloodshed disaster by rising from her chair and approaching them. �You�ll be the talk of the club for days following that arousing performance.�
The mistress�s humor went a long way in easing a fraction of Avily�s embarrassment, but not all of it. Good gods. She�d had an orgasm in front of a roomful of people. And judging from the stickiness on her thigh, she wasn�t the only one.
So much for us faking it.
The thought threatening to make her giggle hysterically, she squirmed off of Jerrick�s lap. He quickly zipped himself up before stalling her with a look that warmed her to her toes. Clearing his throat, he glanced at Francesca. �Apologies if I�m speaking out of turn, but I�d like someplace private to attend to my mistress.�
�Of course.� Francesca inclined her head, indicating for them to follow.
Bemused, she allowed Jerrick to take her hand. She was relieved to note that the other occupants in the room were once again too busy with their amorous pursuits to pay her any mind.
They crossed the hall, and Francesca showed them to an opulent bathroom tiled in a multitude of tiny mirrored plates. Everywhere Avily looked, she was faced with miniature versions of her and Jerrick. He shut the door and led her to the gold-leafed basin. After wetting a cloth he�d fished from the available stack, he rucked up her skirt and gently swabbed her skin. His gaze held a wealth of concern when it again alighted on her face. �Are you okay?�
�Yes, unless you�ve got some toxic stuff in your junk that I don�t know about.�
He gaped at her, and she grinned.
Tossing the cloth into the bin, he shook his head. �I can�t believe you said that. And you call yourself a good girl.�
�I�m pretty sure that title�s been revoked after what happened in there,� she mused with a grimace.
�We damn well had no choice. They would have been suspicious if we didn�t provide them with something.�
�I know. I just hope that�s the end of the necessary awkward situations.� Her cheeks heated, and she gnawed her lip before giving a delicate cough. �Not that I didn�t enjoy the last few minutes there.�
The glow in his eyes threatened to combust her. �Yeah, no need for me to ask if that was amazing for you, since I already know the answer too.�
It was her turn to gape. �Are you saying what I think you are?�
He grunted. �Are all your orgasms like that? �Cause it�s a bloody wonder you can walk afterwards.�
What in the hell is going on? She�d heard of mutual orgasms, but come on. �Well, at least you no longer think I�m crazy.�
�I never thought you were.�
She gave him a hard look. �No, you just hate the idea of being tied to me.�
�Avi, this isn�t the time or place to discuss this.�
�Don�t worry, we�re not. I already told you I�m done pursuing that fruitless dream.�
A dark emotion flashed in his eyes. She didn�t have the strength to care what it might mean. Didn�t matter. It couldn�t possibly hold a candle to the pain in her heart.
She�d made a valiant effort not to care. To put on a false front for him. It was all strictly for show. No more honest than this ridiculous dominatrix getup and the playacting she�d put on back at the party. Except when it came to her sensual reaction to Jerrick. Her body and heart didn�t need a phony cover when it came to him. But they were in desperate want of a safeguard against the devastation he could wreak upon them.
�Avi.� The impossible blueness of his gaze threatened to reel her in.
A knock rattled the door, a temporary stand-in for that safeguard she so severely required. Hurrying from the sink, she wrenched open the door.
Francesca gave Avily�s no-doubt-frazzled appearance a double blink. �I don�t mean to intrude, but I wondered if you cared to join me for a nightcap before closing.�
Avily brushed her bangs back from her forehead and took a series of grounding breaths. Better. She was here to do a job, not fall apart. She�d do well to remember that. �Sounds lovely.�
Her lingering concerns about having to face the club members dissipated as Francesca led them past the room where the party appeared to still be in full swing.
Francesca offered a contrite smile. �My apologies, but I�m afraid I�m growing too old to tolerate that many people in one place for more than an hour. Even in my own house.�
Avily shook her head vigorously. �Trust me, I�m perfectly okay with it. I confess to not being a huge fan of crowds myself.� Particularly those engaging in wild sex orgies.
She and Jerrick piled into the elevator with Francesca, and after the mistress tapped in a special code, they rode the conveyance up to the penthouse floor. Avily didn�t need to glance in Jerrick�s direction to know he�d committed Francesca�s pass key to memory. The brass doors slid open, awarding unimpeded access straight into the mistress�s private quarters.
The sumptuous space was a decorator�s wet dream, swathed in rich velvets, silks and priceless tapestries. Francesca�s beloved Artur�ak pieces were scattered throughout the central room, the predominant feature an enormous jade screen that took up nearly an entire wall. Avily tossed another look toward Jerrick and noticed him visually molesting the screen. Between that and the chandelier one floor below, his self-restraint was getting a severe kick in the ass.
Francesca waved to the leather sectional. �Please, take a seat.�
Resisting the urge to remind Jerrick that the mistress didn�t mean that literally, Avily settled on the cushion. He resumed his standard place at her feet and covertly scoped the room while Francesca headed to the kitchen.
A second later the mistress reappeared with three bottles of Larry the Fairy. Avily was thrilled to see the familiar label rather than the crazy sex punch from downstairs, but she was also surprised by the extra bottle.
Francesca chuckled. �The house rules stop at this floor. I paid a great deal more merca for these furnishings than those in the public rooms. I don�t relish the cleaning bill I�d be stuck with up here.�
More and more, Francesca Dominitri was proving to not be entirely the cold businesswoman Avily originally pinned her for. Sure, the mistress clearly had money coming out her wazoo and ran her kinky sex club like a tight ship, but she also had a sense of humor and a breakable heart under her glamorous exterior.
Reminded of the mistress�s relationship with Casper, Avily glanced about the space, almost expecting to see whips and chains stashed beside the silver tea server. Would you like one smack across the ass or two with your Jufferi? Fighting back a snicker, she took a sip of her Larry�s and eyed Francesca. �Your home is absolutely beautiful.�
Francesca beamed, her pride readily apparent. �Thank you. Casper and I spent a ridiculous amount of months merely on the decision of which rugs we would use in here.�
An extra beat thrummed through Avily�s pulse. Judging from the way Jerrick suddenly inched forward, he too was experiencing the same jolt of anticipation. Attempting to cool her excitement, she gulped another swig from the bottle and adopted a casual air. �Oh, did Casper live here with you?�
�Yes. It was far more convenient to his laboratory, though in the last few years before his passing, he did most of his work here anyway.�
Holy. Shit. Terrified she was going to reveal her excitement by dancing a jig and splashing Larry the Fairy all over Francesca�s pristine, cost-a-year�s-salary-to-clean furnishings, Avily cautiously planted the bottle on the table across from her. �You don�t say. Here? Really? So he had a lab and everything?� Gods, did that sound too nosy? Too suspicious and prodding?
Francesca nodded. �I used to get quite miffed when he�d spend too much time in there and not enough with me.� Her smile turned crooked. �He really got a good flogging on those occasions.�
Way too much information. Trying not to look disturbed by the image that�d just popped onto her mental big screen, Avily racked her brain, hoping against hope she�d dredge up the memory of a potential lab they�d passed during yesterday�s tour. This was when clearly marked doors would be damn helpful. Finally she admitted defeat and went with another leading question. �I can see how it would have been convenient, but how in the world did he deal with the distraction of all the club members milling constantly about?�
�Easily. His lab is back there.� Francesca gestured to the hall behind them. �No one ever came in here but me.�
It took everything inside Avily not to stare fixedly at the beckoning darkness at the end of that long corridor. Oh. My. Gods.
It was right there.
Right.
Freaking.
There.
Casper Winston�s mysterious research. The object sinister thugs had blackmailed Jerrick into stealing. The end barter for her life. The potentially dangerous commodity that the fate of the planet might rest on.
There was only one proper response when faced with a situation such as this.
Fuck.

Chapter Twenty

�She won�t let you go merrily waltzing in there.�
Jerrick checked the neighboring lane of traffic and gusted a swear word at the parking lot conditions boxing him in on all sides. Bloody hell. He was ready to give the one-finger salute to Amora and her horny, drunk and annoyingly everywhere revelers. �You think I don�t know that? I�m already working on a plan.�
�Care to fill me in?� Avi demanded.
�I will as soon as I�ve figured it all out.�
�Wow, not like I haven�t heard that one a million times before.�
He gripped the wheel tighter. �Want to elaborate on that comment?�
She volleyed his squint with an equally fierce stare down. �You always do this to me.� Shaking her head, she held up a hand. �Correction, did this to me. Hold out until the midnight hour. Do you have any idea how frustrating that is? You can�t expect me to function at full capacity under those conditions.�
�I never deliberately held out on you. Most of the time I didn�t know the final game plan until the last second myself.�
�Most of the time. You said it yourself. Don�t deny it.�
He stifled a growl. �You damn well know shit happens. I have no control over that. Plans get screwed up. Someone drops the ball. The damn alarm company does a routine check on the wrong night. Always something.�
She snorted. �That was nothing compared to the dude who had the Emulla guarding his property.�
He caught the flash of her grin from the corner of his eye. Clearing his throat, he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. �You would have run like the motherfucking wind too if you had an eight-foot bird gunning for your ass.�
A wistful sigh floated from her. �If only I�d had a night visio cam that night.�
He glanced at her full on again. The humor dancing at her lips pulling him in, he surrendered defeat and joined in her laugh.
She wiped the tears from her eyes, her expression growing melancholy. �We had some good times together, Jer.�
�Minus the big-ass birds with a hankering for fairy meat.�
�No, I mean it. In the past I�ve been so focused on the negative, my hurt and pain, that I forgot how much I loved being with you on a stakeout. Digging through research and collecting intel. You taught me the importance of strategizing. Planning.�
�Then pitching it all when everything goes to hell in a rocket-propelled handcart,� he pointed out.
�Yeah, especially that.� She swallowed, her gaze drifting to the dash. �You were the best years of my life.�
His chest constricted. �And the worst.�
She didn�t patronize him by erroneously attempting to correct the truth. �I still wouldn�t change any of it.�
And now? Did she wish he�d never walked back into her life? Probably. Not that he�d blame her for feeling that way. The weight of his emotions making him uneasy, he returned his attention to the congested roadway. He pounded on the Air Racer�s horn, earning a distant echoing response from behind him. �Assclown,� he grumbled.
�They�re probably thinking the same thing about you,� Avi said dryly.
�Why couldn�t all these damn people stay home?� He heaved a breath at the sight of her raised eyebrow. �Yeah, I know. They�re thinking the same thing about me.� It was like old times. Him grousing and her being the voice of reason. �I�ll be glad when this damn holiday is done with.�
�See? That�s your problem. You�re looking at this the wrong way. Amora Moon is the perfect thief holiday.�
Resting his elbow on the windowsill, he swept her with a considering look. �How do you figure?�
�Are you kidding me? All these love-struck moonies blitzed on a weeklong hormonal cocktail? You could lift a ten-carat diamond from their pinkie and they wouldn�t notice until sometime next year.�
�Interesting theory.�
�Puh-lease. You know I�m right.�
He shrugged, only because he knew it would get her goat. �Maybe. Maybe not.�
�Admit it, you rat bastard. I�m right on the money.�
�If it makes you feel better thinking that��
Releasing an outraged squeal, she pinched him on the thigh. Bloody good thing he had the leather pants on instead of his standard denim.
�I demand we test my theory. Immediately.�
�Babe, I�m wearing pants with ass air conditioning. Not exactly suitable for the public.�
�Don�t even pretend that you can�t conjure some underwear.�
Damn, she would have to back him into a corner with logic. Grasping his next argument, he waved to the vehicles surrounding them. �Pity we�re going nowhere. Otherwise I�d take you up on that. And place a wager that you couldn�t pull off your little cockamamie scheme.�
The brake lights ahead of him flashed before the traffic began inching forward. Avi�s smile turned gloating. �Well look at that.�
His ass might be the one exposed, but it was undoubtedly the lovely sisters of fate who must be howling theirs off. Mumbling, he shifted into drive.
And prepared to put his money where his mouth was.

�Why in the bloody blazes did you have to pick this joint?�
Avi offered him an overly sweet smile. �Because I know how fondly you adore the management.�
Right on cue, a gratingly booming voice carried across the packed bar. �Saints be alive! If it isn�t my favorite patron in all of Tul�dea!�
His left eye twitching, Jerrick had no choice but to stand rooted in place while the considerable hulk of Preston Comstock plowed in their direction. The manager graced Jerrick with an equally antagonistic glower. �And you.�
Long ago he and Preston had come to the mutual conclusion that they�d gladly offer the other a one-way ticket off a short pier. Far as Jerrick was concerned, Preston was loud, hideously obnoxious and pretty much a disgrace to every fae on the planet with his insistence on wearing argyle and western boots. Together. He had no idea why Preston didn�t care for him. Likely something to do with Jerrick divesting Preston of the ridiculous oil painting of kittens in bonnets that used to hang over the establishment�s door several years back. Damn idiot should have paid him for the favor of ridding the world of that weird monstrosity.
�I have an available booth over this way.� Preston made a wide gesture with his arm, nearly poleaxing a customer walking for the exit.
Shaking his head, Jerrick trailed Avi and Preston to the opposite end of the dining hall. Soon as the manager vacated to hunt down a server, Jerrick leaned back in his seat and sent Avi a challenging look. �Can�t wait to see how you intend to swipe all those diamonds from way back here.�
�I�ll have you know this is part of my plan. Prime surveillance spots are key. Or have you forgotten your own infinite words of wisdom, oh holy leader of the smarty-pants?�
�I�m the leader now? Damn, seems like only yesterday I was promoted to chief dishwasher.�
�You�re moving up in the world.� Scooting closer to the edge of the booth, she glanced toward the bar. �Only thing left for me to do is settle on my marks. I�m rather partial to the blond businessman and the auburn-haired woman in the pink polka-dot dress.�
He surveyed her choices and grudgingly admitted that both held potential. �Wager?�
�When I win, you buy me dinner and award me lifetime bragging rights.�
He slung his arm on the back of the bench. �Not a problem. Because when I win, you�ll owe me a plaque with the words �Jerrick is always right� stamped in big, bold lettering. I�ll also want your signature at the bottom.�
Her nose twitched. �Clearly I see why you were advanced to leader.�
Grinning, he watched her rise from her seat and stride to the bar. She approached the female first. Fascinated, he observed the ease with which Avi reeled the woman into conversation. It wasn�t the first time he�d seen her in action, but witnessing her amazing skill at distracting her mark with laughter and camaraderie never failed to fill him with a strange pride.
She�s bloody fantastic at this. Yeah, he�d never wanted the thief�s life for her, but there was no denying she had the chops for it.
An instant later, she abandoned her newfound friend and returned to the booth. Holding out her hand, she revealed the square-cut emerald earring resting in her palm.
�Not bad. Gem�s a little on the small side.�
�Thanks for your stingy approval. And size doesn�t always matter, you know.�
He pasted on a cocky smile. �Wouldn�t know, since that�s never been an issue for me.�
Her eyes rolled toward the ceiling. �Regardless, not like I�m keeping it anyway. It�s going right back on Juliette�s ear in a moment.�
�You spoke to her precisely two minutes, and you got her name and her jewelry.�
She flipped her hair with a sassy flick of her hand. �Because I�m that good, baby. Stamp that on my plaque.� Giving him a finger gun, she pivoted and retraced her path to the bar. After pausing beside Juliette and discreetly replacing the earring, Avi ventured to the blond businessman.
Jerrick fully expected her to begin instantly chatting up the guy, but instead she unclipped her cloak and draped it on the neighboring stool. The man�s eyes threatened to bug out of his skull as he gaped at Avi�s sexy getup.
�That little minx.� Jerrick didn�t know whether to applaud her or cry foul over her devious maneuvering. That damn dress and sexier-than-hell shoes gave her an unfair advantage that they hadn�t agreed upon.
He swiftly came to a third possibility as the male mark at the bar continued to eye-fuck Avi�embedding the asshole�s teeth in the wormholed countertop. With no warning, the man snagged Avi by the arm and dragged her onto his lap.
A menacing growl charging from his lungs, Jerrick shoved up from his seat and stalked to the bar. Avi saw him coming, and her eyes widened. With a calmness that belied his murderous thoughts, he plucked her off the creep�s lap and planted her on her feet before he turned back to the guy and crunched a fist into his nose.
Blood spraying from his nostrils, the man howled and clamped a hand over his face. �You goddamn son of a bitch! You broke my nose.�
�Consider yourself lucky that�s all I did.� He tossed Avi�s cloak over his shoulder and hauled her away from the idiot.
A bristling force of hostile energy stepped in his path, blocking him. Slamming short, he accepted Leena�s fulminous glare, weary tension falling over him like a horsehair blanket that refused to be shrugged off. After fifteen years of absence, he�d been treated to a double whammy of his deceitful ex.
Yeah, the sisters of fate were surely laughing their fucking asses off.
�I can�t believe the nerve of you.� Fury sizzled from every one of Leena�s pores.
Her animosity wasn�t unexpected, given her reaction at their reunion the other day, but the last thing he wanted was her creating a scene in front of all these people. He�d done enough damage by clocking the asshole who�d manhandled Avi. Not that he wouldn�t do it again in a heartbeat. �Whatever new grievances you�d care to air with me can be done another time and place.�
�Like hell. You think you can parade my baby sis around looking like a whore while you do your dirty work?�
Bloody fuck. She thought he was using Avi as the shell in a confidence trick?
A sputtering sound came from Avi. Wisely intuiting that potential fireworks were about to erupt, he grabbed Leena by the elbow, and still keeping a firm hold on Avi, steered both sisters toward the rear exit. The three of them stumbled out into the deserted alley, disturbing the feral cats scrounging for scraps near the garbage bins. Ignoring the stench of kitchen grease and various other putrid scents he didn�t care to pinpoint, Jerrick set about putting Leena squarely in her place. �If you dare refer to your sister as a whore in my presence again, so help me gods, I will tan your backside.�
�Lay a hand on me and I�ll kill you.�
The baleful vehemence oozing from Leena took him aback. She was the one who cheated on him behind his back as well as a host of other sins. Why the devil was she acting like the wronged party? Damn woman was out of her mind.
Leena shifted her focus to Avi. �How could you let him reduce you to this? You look like a tramp.�
He growled low in his throat, but Avi held him off with a raised finger and a glare directed at her sister. �First of all, you�re talking out of your ass. You have no idea what�s going on here.�
�I know what he is, so that gives me a better than good inkling, baby sis.�
�Secondly,� Avi continued as if she hadn�t heard Leena�s harsh rebuttal. �My wardrobe choices are of no consequence to you. I�d appreciate it if you�d refrain from the derogatory terms. It�s extremely petty and judgmental of you.�
Surprisingly, Leena�s cheeks flushed pink. �Fine, I�ll reserve my opinion on your fashion statement for now. But I still don�t like any of this.� Her gaze hardened again as it landed on him. �He�ll hurt you, Avi. Pull you down into the seedy squalor of his existence and turn your soul black, just like his. I don�t want to see that happen to you.�
Leena�s pronouncement sat like a bitter pill in the back of his throat. Despite the distaste of them, her words were no different than the ones he�d given to himself time after time. Even she knew the consequences of what a life with him would bring.
Hell, maybe that�s why she�d betrayed him all those years ago. Better that than commit herself to the some wretched fate with him.
The vise increased its pressure on his chest. The darkness of his emotions had nothing to do with Leena. He held no love for her anymore, so no point berating himself over the past where she was concerned. But when he thought of Avi, the weight of his regret threatened to crush him.
Transferring his focus to her, he caught the state of her shivering. Impossible to tell if she was suffering from the chill in the air or the dismal fallout from Leena�s assessment. Tugging the cloak from his shoulder, he wrapped the garment around Avi and tried to pretend that the visual daggers Leena speared him with didn�t bug him. �If you�re finished browbeating your sister, I�d like to put a rest to this unpleasant encounter before the ticket cops squeeze a week�s wages from my wallet for double-parking.�
�What do you care?� Leena�s expression turned several shades meaner. �Not like you know the meaning of an honest week�s wage.�
�Leena, stop it.� There was no missing the distress in Avi�s tone. More concerned for her than any trivial insults Leena hurled at him, he tucked Avi under his right arm and herded her toward the alley exit.
�Mark my words, baby sis. He�ll only bring you down. Get out while you still can.�
The taunting echo of Leena�s shout tailed them like a mocking specter. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn�t tune them out, nor the muffled sob Avi valiantly worked at hiding from him.
The drive back to her apartment was tense and miserable. She didn�t need to look at Jerrick to know how heavily the scene back in the alleyway of Lillyfields weighed on him. Damn Leena for being such a raging bitch at times.
�Jer, I�m sorry.�
�For what?�
She made a vague gesture with her hand. �Everything. But mostly for being related to Leena. She had no right to say those horrible things.�
�Even if they�re true?�
She gaped at him. �How can you suggest such a thing? Your soul is far from being black.�
�Maybe, but it�s also not pure as driven snow.�
�Whose is? No one I know.�
�Would you stop making excuses for me?�
The whip crack of his heated retort startled her. Uncertain where his anger was coming from and how to treat it, she huddled deeper into her cloak. �I�m not.�
�Yes, you are, Avi. I wish to hell you�d open your eyes and see the glaring truth standing right in front of you. I�m the last individual you should have anything to do with. I�ll only bring you down. Leena�s right in that respect.�
She shook her head fiercely. �I don�t know what�s gotten into her. Why she said those things. Perhaps she�s jealous. Who knows? Bottom line, I hold zero stock in her opinion.�
�Maybe you should. After all, she was with me for almost two years. Was engaged to me. She damn well knew me better than most.�
His announcement sat on her sternum like a two-ton brick. �I spent fifteen years with you. Does that account for nothing?�
�There�s a vast difference between my relationship with Leena and you.�
Was he bound and determined to hurt her? Decimate her heart until there was nothing left? �Oh, that�s right. You actually fucked my sister,� she stated, unable to keep the bitterness from creeping in. �Whereas you only fake it with me.�
�Avi��
�Don�t say anything more. My emotions have had enough bruising to last me a lifetime tonight.� Stomach queasy, she turned her back on him and pillowing her cheek in her hand, stared glumly out the Air Racer�s passenger window.
By the time they reached The Fairest Rose�s back alley, she was more than ready to call it a night. Abandoning the vehicle, she made her way inside the building and upstairs to the apartment. She traipsed into her room and listlessly changed into her sleeping gown before going into the bathroom to wash up. Dialing on the faucet, she glanced in the direction of the mirror and caught her reflection. The makeup job she�d labored so painstakingly on now mocked her. She�d wanted to be pretty and desirable for Jerrick. He probably thought she looked as ridiculous as she felt.
She could never compare to the beautiful femme fatale Leena had once been. She didn�t hold a prayer of being the type of woman who would make Jerrick weak in the knees and profess his undying love to. Why oh why had she given in to this stupid urge to be something�someone�that she clearly wasn�t destined to be?
Cupping her hands beneath the streaming cascade pouring from the tap, she splashed her face until her eyes stung from the mixture of hot water and unshed tears. Her motions bordering on painful, she ruthlessly scrubbed her face clean with the lavender soap and watched the residue of her folly swirl down the drain.

Chapter Twenty-One

�There�s no need for you to come to work with me today and scare off all my customers with your glower.� Tugging a brush through her hair, Avily stepped in front of Jerrick, hindering his view of the visio screen. Despite the remaining kernel of anger inside her, she couldn�t help her brief flash of concern at the haggard lines etched around his eyes. He looked like he hadn�t slept a wink last night.
That made two of them.
He ran a hand down his face before peering up at her from the sofa. �We�ve gone over this. Until I get a hold of Casper�s research and pass it over to those bastards, I don�t feel safe leaving you alone for too long.�
�I won�t be alone. I have customers in and out all day.�
He offered her a grudging nod. �Fine. Just make sure your fanny is back up here by six. I want to get an early start over to the club.�
�Sorry, but that won�t work for me.�
His dark eyebrows formed a deep V. �What do you mean it won�t work for you?�
�It�s Saturday.�
�And? You have a hot date tonight?�
Of course he would forget. How very typical. �Yes. With Thane.�
His trademark scowl zipped right in place. �Damn it, Avi. Not tonight. Call and cancel.�
The nugget of anger quadrupled in size. �I don�t freakin� think so.�
He shoved his hands through his hair before stretching forward and thunking his elbows on his knees. �Look, I know you�re pissed about last night. Don�t use this as an opportunity to pay me back for it.�
Gods, she wanted to clobber him. �Believe it or not, every decision and thought I make doesn�t revolve around you. I promised Thane before any of this happened that I�d have dinner with him. I�m not going to break my word.�
�For fuck�s sake, this job is more important than a date.�
�You don�t even have a plan yet for breaking into Casper�s lab.�
�I do now.�
She glared at him. �Oh, you just happened to devise one in the last five seconds? How convenient.�
His thin smile held no trace of humor. �No, I put good use to my insomnia. Whittling out a course of action seemed more productive than tossing and turning all night.�
She refused to let her concern reblossom over his lack of sleep. �And what is this grand scheme you�ve hatched?� She expected him to hold her off as usual, so it came as a welcome surprise when he steepled his fingers in front of him and laid out his strategy to her.
�It�s nothing fancy or elaborate, but time definitely won�t be on our side. Getting into Francesca�s apartment isn�t the obstacle. Getting Casper�s records out of there is. The only way we can successfully sneak everything out is if no one is around.�
�Go in after closing?�
�I thought of that. But we�d still have overnight staff to worry about. Not to mention I don�t know how light a sleeper Francesca is. I could always knock her out�� his crooked grin countered the beginnings of her rebuttal, ��but I have a hunch you�ll shoot that idea dead in the water.�
�Hell yeah. I happen to like Francesca.�
�I didn�t mean I�d do it physically. I�d slip something in her drink. But I think my other option is better.� Easing to his feet, he rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks. It took all the strength she possessed not to crumple into a mindless puddle of drool.
Damn him for being such a destructive force on her heart and body. �What�s Plan B?�
�We trip the fire alarm. It�ll get everyone evacuated from the club and grant us approximately thirty minutes before emergency services arrive. I�m counting on all that goddamn traffic to pad our time to an extent.�
She couldn�t resist giving him a smirk. �Told ya Amora Moon was the perfect thief�s holiday.�
His mouth curved in a reluctant smile. �You�re never going to let me hear the end of this one, are you?�
�Nope.�
�So what do you think of the plan?�
She mulled it over, her foot tapping the floor restlessly. �It is simple. I like that. But the time frame makes me nervous. What if Casper has some heavy-duty security on his lab entrance?�
�I�ve already factored that in. Odds are there isn�t even a lock on the door. Why would he need it if he and Francesca are the only souls who�d have access to that area? But playing devil�s advocate, if there is one, worse comes to worse, I�ll use my magic.�
She gaped at him. �You never use your magic.�
�Yeah, and I�ve never had a job of this magnitude before. I�m flexible.�
Holy shit. That would be one for the record books. She almost wished he would have to use his magic, just so she could hold it over him the rest of his life.
Petty, but oh so worth it.
�In that case, you have my approval. I think it�s a damn good plan.�
He beamed.
�But we�re not doing it tonight.�
His smile dissolved and reconfigured into the mother of all pissy scowls. �You�re breaking that date, Avi.�
�If you�re so damn insistent on it, then you call Thane.�
He held out his hand. It took all the control she had not to whip her hairbrush at him. �I was being sarcastic.�
�I wasn�t.�
�Too bad. I�m not breaking the date, damn it. Your plan will work just as easily tomorrow as tonight.�
�Do you not get the importance of this?� he growled.
�I do. But it�s only one day difference. You�re making an issue out of something that doesn�t have to be.� She tossed aside the brush and planted her hands on her hips. �Or maybe this has nothing to do with the formula and everything to do with me going out with Thane.�
�I already told you I don�t like him.�
�Oh, now it�s that you don�t like him. I thought it was your lack of trust that instigated your problem with Thane.�
He gave a vicious nod. �Damn straight. I don�t trust him either.�
�I don�t really care if you do or don�t. You have no say in my relationship with him. Know why?� She waved a hand wildly between her chest and his. �Because we don�t have a relationship. You made it perfectly clear last night that fifteen years doesn�t amount to jack shit with you. Guess that makes me a free agent, eh?�
�Damn it, Avi. You misread everything I said.�
�Sometimes it�s not so much what you say as what you don�t. But that�s always been the case with us, hasn�t it? Me foolishly waiting for you to give me the words I long to hear, even knowing they�ve disappeared from your vocabulary. Well I�m done waiting. Done hoping. And I refuse to waste another second of my life on this impossible dream of you.�
Every centimeter of her shaking with repressed emotion, she turned and stomped down the stairs.

Halfway through her midday rush, she received her second unpleasant encounter of the day. Grimacing, she scanned for a possible avenue of escape as Leena stepped through the front entrance. Exactly what I don�t need.
Her frantic search for a duck-and-run route evaporated when she spotted the woman following close behind Leena. Avily blinked. �Mom?�
�Hello, dearest.�
The next instant Avi was folded in Tula Donahoe�s plump, cinnamon-scented embrace. It was so precisely what Avi needed at that moment that her eyes welled with tears. She shut out Leena�s presence, the fight with Jerrick, and every other matter that weighed on her shoulders and instead devolved into a ten-year-old girl who desperately required the unconditional love of her mama.
Tula petted Avily�s hair and cuddled her close. �There, there. I�ve missed you too, sweet girl. Now what is this nonsense about you streetwalking?�
Jerking her head away from her mother�s ample bosom, Avily glared at Leena. �Oh my gods! I can�t believe you told her that pile of horseshit.�
Tula made a tsking sound. �Dearest, remember our discussion about your cussing. Much as I adore you, you do have a tendency to resemble a dockworker at times.�
In speech and dress, apparently. �You�re right. I�m sorry. But I promise you I haven�t resorted to streetwalking. I�m not that desperate.� Yet.
Evident relief bloomed across Tula�s rosy, apple cheeks. �Thank goodness. I found it hard to believe, but when your sister showed up on my doorstep, despondent over how you�re ruining your life, I confess to being rightfully worried.�
How nice. Leena couldn�t be bothered to visit their mother for fifteen years, but the moment Avi did something wrong in her sister�s eyes, Leena went running to their mother. And upset her, no less.
The news adding extra fire to Avily�s resentment, she pinned another hard look on Leena. �I don�t know what�s going on with you, but I wish this ridiculousness would stop. Furthermore, those things you said to Jerrick were completely uncalled for. I�d like for you to apologize to him.� Furious as she was at him too, he still deserved the atonement from Leena.
�There is no way in hell I�m apologizing to that piece of shit, baby sis.�
An outraged gasp broke from Tula. �Leena!�
�Yes, Mother, I know. Watch my cursing.�
�Not only that, but to speak that way of Jerrick.�
Leena�s features grew ugly with scorn. �Why do you defend him? You know what he is.�
�Yes, and you did too. That didn�t stop you from being with him once upon a time.� Tula�s gaze drifted into the territory of remonstrative. �I love you, but I also don�t condone the pain you brought upon our house and his. I want you to know that before you continue casting aspersions.�
�I was with him when I was a foolish young girl, Mother. Before I knew the truth.�
�The truth of what?� Avily demanded, well beyond her patience with Leena.
�That his kind are a plague upon the human race.�
His kind? Was this not about Jerrick being a thief then, but fae? She stared at her sister. �Where is this coming from? You�ve never been prejudiced against the fairies.�
�And that was my first mistake. As it is yours and every other moron who continues to let them shit all over us and hold us down in their disgusting filth and tyranny.�
A distressed sound escaped their mother. �Leena, please don�t speak such vileness.�
�Vile?� Leena spat the word. �They�re the foul disease eating away at this planet, Mother. If there�s any vileness found in this equation, it�s them.�
Avily struggled to understand the source of her sister�s vehement hatred. Yes, there certainly had been some cruel injustices inflicted on humans at the hands of the fae, but Leena had never been on the receiving end of it. �They were here long before we showed up. In case you forgot, they once considered us the foul disease.�
�For which they enslaved and beat us.�
Again, nothing that Leena had personally endured. And the oppression of the old guard was a thing of the past, for the most part. Yes, the inequality was still there, and many of the royal faes continued to get away with too much. But the slave bans put in place many moons ago protected the human race from the chains and taskmaster whips of those long-ago dark days. �You�re speaking nonsense. What purpose does it serve holding a grudge for offenses not even affecting you?�
�You think any of them would hesitate at shackling us again?�
Avily tossed up her arms. �Good gods, Leena. Paranoid much?�
�You�re the worst kind of fool if you don�t see the possibility. Made all the more so by the fact you�re sleeping with the enemy.�
�That�s it.� Temper quaking, Avily swung her arm toward the door. �Get out. And don�t you dare come back here looking for merca.�
Leena stalked toward the exit. �I hope you come to your senses before it�s too late.�
�Same here,� Avily bit out.
The moment her sister disappeared in the crowd outside, Avily dragged her hands over her face. �My gods. What was that?�
Her mother shook her head. �You�re as clueless as me. I didn�t raise you girls to be closed-minded in any way. Leena�s prejudices disappoint me. And to speak that way of Jerrick.� Tula�s expression suddenly turned hawklike. �Is there something you would like to tell me?�
She didn�t need to read between the lines to know her mother was referring to Leena�s sleeping-with-the-enemy crack. �No. There�s about as much merit to the accusation of me being romantically involved with him as me streetwalking.�
Tula sucked in a deep breath and released it regretfully. �I have a confession to make. Deep in my heart, I always hoped he�d wake up and see what a treasure he has in you.�
Jeez, like mother like daughter. She nibbled her lip and cast her gaze to her strappy sandals. �I have a confession to make too. I coerced him into teaching me the trade. All those years you thought I was bringing home merca courtesy of an after-school job at the grocer? I wasn�t.�
�Dearest, you think I didn�t know that?�
Her jaw dropped. �What?�
�I suspected it from the start. It wasn�t an easy thing for me at first. As your mother, how could I go along with you committing any kind of crime? Particularly when I knew you were doing it to keep us afloat.� Remorse painted Tula�s expression. �Sweet child, there was a part of me that felt horrible for not stepping in.�
�Then why didn�t you?�
�He needed you.�
Avily blinked. �Want to run that by me again?�
�What Leena did�it eviscerated his soul. I saw it in his eyes. Saw it in the way he closed himself off from the rest of the world shortly after everything happened. Then he went the opposite direction and immersed himself in all known vices. He was on a bender headed straight for self-destruction.�
She hadn�t seen any of that. Just went to show how proficient he�d always been at lowering those shutters with her. �I still don�t understand why you think he needed me.�
�Baby, Jerrick might put up this tough front of being solitary, but I�ve never known anyone who needs someone more than him. Someone to pull him out of himself, give him purpose. Someone who�ll shine a light into all those dark, lonely corners that inhabit his soul.� Tula patted Avi�s cheek. �He needs you. He always has.�
�Trust me, Mama, he doesn�t,� she said flatly. Great, just when she�d finally started to hammer it into her own stubborn brain that she had no future with Jerrick, along came her mother, equally delusional.
Yeah, definitely like daughter like mother.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Sitting like a bump on a log in Avi�s apartment all damn day was doing nothing to improve his shitty mood. Deciding the risk of getting doubly aggravated by some kissy-faced Amora Moon attendees would be worth a breath of air and a much-needed brew, Jerrick slung on his jacket and thumped down the stairway. The sound of chatter drifted into the back hallway. Judging from the volume, Avi was experiencing a nice rush. Which meant she�d skin him alive if he ventured out there.
Grumping under his breath, he detoured into the alleyway. No point taking the Air Racer. By the time he fought traffic and then located a parking spot, he could already be on his tenth ale. Not that he was shooting for that number.
Fifteen sounded better, to his way of thinking. It�d been a damn long time since he�d tied one on. Tonight would be a hell of a good opportunity to rectify that. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he headed toward the alley�s exit.
Out on the street, festival-goers were congregated around a mini chapel that�d been erected on the corner of the intersection. Raucous cheers erupted from the crowd when the newly joined bride and groom honored the spectators with a passionate clinch. Jerrick rolled his eyes. Fucking corny. He had half a mind to walk up on the dais and shake some living sense into the couple.
Why? Because they�re blissfully happy and you�re not, you fucking putz?
Sounded about right.
Awarding the wedding party a wide berth, he elbowed his way through the masses of people and ducked into the first bar he came to�and promptly began to march his ass back through the door when he spotted Lex gobbling a club sandwich at the window booth.
Of course Tarker spotted him. �Jerrick!� Lettuce hanging out of his mouth, Lex flagged him down.
Why did I leave the fucking apartment? Repeatedly pounding that admonishment into his brain, Jerrick did an about-face and reluctantly strode to Lex�s booth. Feeling uncomfortably like a cornered mongrel seconds from gnawing off his own leg to escape the deadly trap he�d landed himself in, Jerrick cautiously slid across from Lex.
�You know��
He winced, steeling himself for whatever family recollection Lex had in store for him.
��this sandwich is tasty,� Lex finished.
Jerrick allowed his shoulders to relax, and he stretched his legs, settling in.
�Not nearly as delicious as the ones my cousin Horacio made that time we all went picnicking in Galdore Swamp. Don�t ask me why we spent an entire day in a dreary swamp with biting insects during the middle of a heat wave with no bathroom facilities anywhere.�
He didn�t ask. Lex filled him in anyway during forty of the longest minutes of Jerrick�s life.
Right around the time Lex got to ruminating on why anyone would settle for one-ply toilet paper when they could have two, and Jerrick officially decided he�d either drink himself to death within the next five seconds or bite the bullet and return to the apartment, the server approached with Jerrick�s second beer.
Option one it is. Biting the bullet, Jerrick snagged the brew and took a lengthy gulp.
�I�ve been meaning to ask how things are progressing at Club Rapture. Any leads on the scientist?�
Grimacing, he glanced away from Lex sputtering bread crumbs everywhere. �Better than expected. Turns out Casper was the sub of the woman running the place.�
Lex�s eyes widened behind his enormous spectacles. �No kidding.�
�If all goes as planned, tomorrow night I�ll be well on my way to wrapping this whole fucking nightmare up.� Then he could focus on his next course of action�bringing down a world of hurt on the assholes who�d threatened Avi.
�I wonder if she led him around on a leash. Like in that flyer.�
�Who?�
Lex gaped at him like he should have been able to instantly follow the man�s whiplash train of thought. �Casper. I wonder if he wore a leash and collar. Do you suppose it would chafe your neck? It would have to. I remember one time my fifth cousin, Previn, got a big boil on his neck.�
Concerned Lex was seconds away from using the word oozing, Jerrick inched toward the end of the booth. �Sorry, Tarker, but I just remembered I forgot to feed the cat.�
�I don�t remember seeing a cat at your place.�
�It�s one of those chameleon felines. Blends with the furniture.� Jerrick booked for the exit before Lex could launch into a diatribe about his Great Aunt Snicklepoop�s geriatric chameleon cat.
The walk back to The Fairest Rose was a trying one. While he�d been holed up in the bar, the entire planet had descended on the sidewalks of Tul�dea. After checking on the status of his Racer, he headed upstairs and passed some time testing his skills on a few of the locks in the apartment. When Avi entered an hour later, he was still attempting to break his record with the hairpin he�d found in the top drawer of the bathroom cabinet.
She arched an eyebrow. �What, you haven�t moved on to a toothpick?�
�Already nailed that one in the first go.�
�You�re a scary fairy, Jer.�
Grunting, he tossed the hairpin aside. �Hope you don�t need that for your date tonight, since I bent it to hell.�
She smiled acidly. �Sorry to disappoint you, but your nefarious attempt at hairdo sabotage was all for naught. I�m going for the loose and flirty look for this evening�s festivities.�
Loose and flirty? That didn�t sound fucking good. �You�re better keeping your hair up. Breeze could blow through and catch a stray spark from a flickering candle. Next thing you know, your whole head is in flames.�
She narrowed her eyes. �You�ve put a lot of thought into that. I commend your ingenuity, but I think I�ll stick with my original hairdo plan.�
�I�m telling you, babe. Candle mishaps are the leading cause of date disasters. Don�t be another casualty.�
Lips twitching, she gave him a middle-finger salute and hustled down the hall.
Groaning, he sprawled on the sofa and stared at the ceiling. He was going to go goddamned crazy, and she hadn�t even left for her date yet. There was no fucking way he�d survive the hour or two she�d be gone.
And if she stayed out later than that?
He�d be destined for the loony bin.
Grumbling, he laced his fingers behind his head and continued playing dot to dot with the cracks in the ceiling until his vision blurred. A rustling noise jerked his gaze to the mouth of the hallway. Avi was spritzing a scent from a crystal atomizer along the pulse points on her neck. Bending, she repeated the maneuver in the crook behind her knee.
Now why the bloody hell would she need perfume there?
A visual of Thane burying his nose in that seductive little curve sprang into Jerrick�s brain, and he nearly chomped off his own tongue when he ground his teeth. She straightened, and he surveyed the skintight red lace dress she was poured into. He was already intimately acquainted with the luscious body packaged in the sinful creation. And damn if that knowledge wasn�t going to torment him all night. Particularly since he knew without a shadow of a doubt that Thane would be mentally calculating how best he could get Avi out of the dress before they parted ways for the evening. To make matters worse, she was wearing the fuck-me shoes that�d featured prominently in his explicit wet dream the night before.
Tucking the atomizer into her coin purse, Avi journeyed to the cupboard and snatched her coat.
He cleared his throat. �When will you be back?�
�I have no idea. Don�t wait up for me.�
Like that was fucking going to happen. �What restaurant did you say he was taking you to?�
Shrugging into her coat, she gave him a wry look. �Nice try.�
Damn it. He disentangled himself from the sofa and strode to her side. The sultry notes of her perfume seducing his sinuses, he reached for the buttons on her coat.
�I appreciate your assistance, but I�ve been dressing myself for some time now. Fairly sure I have it somewhat down pat.�
Ignoring her surliness, he gripped her coat�s collar, praying for strength. �You don�t have to do this, Avi.�
�Do what?�
�Make me jealous by going out with him.�
�Are you?� Despite the bravado of her words, a slight waver fluttered her voice.
�Insanely.�
A soft expulsion of breath stirred the hair clinging to her cheek.
�Stay here with me,� he pleaded. �I�ll make you dinner, and later we can go over tomorrow�s game plan.�
A fraction of the light diminished in her eyes. Looking at him as if he�d done something despicable�like run over her grandmother�she retreated a step. Her expression shifted to coolness. Without uttering a single word to him, she calmly pivoted and trotted down the stairs.
He stood there for an endless moment, staring at the darkness of the lower stairwell, her lingering scent a tormenting ghost haunting him.

Queasy and pitifully miserable inside, Avily secured The Fairest Rose�s front door before venturing toward the curb. The crowd parted, and she noticed Thane working his way against the current of pedestrian traffic gridlocked around the kiosk selling neon tube sparklers. He wore an impeccably cut dark navy business suit and tie. He looked so handsome, any woman in her right mind would have swooned on the spot. But if there was anything she was certain of, it was her failings when it came to being in the right mind.
He spotted her. Smiling, he ratcheted up his efforts of clearing the blockade of people separating them. Hauling up short beside her, he ducked and presented a chaste kiss upon her cheek. �You look absolutely beautiful.�
�Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.�
He grinned. �Me? Beautiful? My manly sensibilities are whimpering.�
�Somehow I think they�ll recover.� Accepting the arm he crooked in offering, she scanned the jam-packed street. �Maybe it wasn�t such a smart idea doing this on one of the busiest nights of Amora Moon. I have no clue how you�re going to manage driving in this madhouse.�
�Hence the reason I�m not. I called the Glasstisserie two nights ago and made our reservations.�
She blinked at him, both surprised and delighted. �That was exceedingly brilliant of you. And the Glasstisserie happens to be my favorite restaurant, so you score double impression points.�
�I shall covet them forever.�
Chuckling at his silliness, she squeezed his elbow. Old habit getting the better of her, she swung her attention upward toward her apartment and caught Jerrick looming on the balcony, his mutinous stare pinned on them. Her bubble of happiness popped.
Breaking their gazes, she dragged her focus back to Thane. �Shall we go then?�
With an incline of his head, he escorted her through the throng. They paused for a moment to watch the ceremony being performed at the mobile wedding chapel at the corner. She clapped and whistled along with everyone else when the happy couple kissed and the waiting doves were released in the air to mark the union. Inside, she felt heavy and envious.
Gods, she was a horrible person. It wasn�t that couple�s fault that her love life sucked balls. Sighing, she waited for the crowd to disperse before she made her way to the newly wedded pair. After delivering her genuine felicitations, she offered up her business card along with a coupon for a free set of Lover�s Bliss bath salts. Feeling slightly better for amending her previous pettiness, she rejoined Thane.
He gifted her an admiring look. �That was a smart business move. You�ve likely just earned yourself a repeat customer.�
Wow, she hadn�t considered that angle. Scratching her chin, she debated the merits of printing up extra coupons that the ceremony officiate could pass out to all of the couples.
�Are you ever going to get around to telling me about the situation with you and sub Bill?�
Thane�s question came out of nowhere, knocking her for a loop. Unprepared, she fumbled to find her tongue. The serious set of his face left her wondering if he�d deliberately sought to catch her off-guard. �I�I�m not sure what you�re after.�
�I have the distinct impression he�d very much like to rip my throat out,� Thane said blandly.
�Don�t take it personally. He�d like to rip everyone�s throat out.�
�Particularly any male who dares look at you.�
She rubbed at her temples. �Our relationship is complicated.�
�So I gather.� Thane�s stride slowed to match hers. He continued to observe the various venders lining the street, but his distraction hinted that his mind was on other things besides T-shirts that proudly proclaimed I survived Amora Moon and all I got was this lousy shirt. �I confess to being bemused over the dynamics of your relationship. To be honest, Bill doesn�t strike me as being domesticated, much less submissive.�
You have no damn idea. �Appearances can be misleading.�
The corner of Thane�s mouth tilted upward. �You have a valid point there.�
Worried he skated too close to digging beneath her cover, she attempted to steer the conversation elsewhere. Despite her efforts, he doggedly persisted in keeping Jerrick the front-and-center topic. Like she didn�t have a difficult enough time ridding her thoughts of him.
�Bill didn�t look the least pleased about you going out with me tonight.�
Damn it. Thane had spotted Jerrick on the balcony? She smothered a groan. Well of course he did. No doubt Thane had detected Jerrick�s death-stare missiles from a martroneter away. �He has a tendency to be pouty when he�s deprived the opportunity to serve me. Saturday is his usual night to give me a pedicure and read me poetry.� Not snorting over that absurdity was damn hard.
�His peevishness is understandable. I almost feel guilty now for ruining his evening plans.�
�No need. I tasked him with rearranging the pantry staples by name. Alphabetizing soothes his savage soul.� And that right there was the reason she was the reigning queen of inventive horseshit. They didn�t pass that crown to just anyone.
They arrived at the hulking edifice of Tul�dea�s premiere hotel, The Crystal Lodge. Inside, they bypassed the establishment�s famous glass fountain and the retail promenade of ritzy shops and headed directly for the lodge�s anchor restaurant.
As expected, the Glasstisserie was filled to capacity. Grateful for Thane�s foresight in booking an advanced reservation, Avily followed the tuxedoed attendant to a table situated in the center of the room. She allowed Thane to help her from her coat.
Gaze sweeping her appreciatively, he held out her chair for her. �No wonder Bill was giving me the evil eye. I would have been reduced to murderous thoughts too if I�d been in his shoes.�
Unrolling her napkin, she stifled a weary exhale. �He�ll get over it.� Everything would be right as rain with Jerrick when they went over his game plan for tomorrow. It was all he freakin� cared about. That and getting his way. She hadn�t snapped to his wishes and heeled like an obedient pup tonight. It chapped his ass, no doubt. Well, he better get used to it. Because she was done with her own nonsense.
The server approached, and Thane slid Avily a considering glance. �What do you say we splurge on a bottle of their finest champagne?�
She nodded. �I think that�s an excellent plan.�
Hell, why not? It�d be the ideal way of toasting the dismissal of Jerrick from her heart once and for all.�

Chapter Twenty-Three

Jerrick clicked on the visio and threw the remote aside before stalking into the kitchen. He rifled through the cooler. Nothing appealed to him, but he yanked out the ingredients for a sandwich anyway. No doubt his measly meal didn�t compare to the lobster and caviar Thane was impressing Avi with. The motherfucking scheming bastard.
He returned to his station on the sofa and attacked his beef sandwich, imaging it was Thane�s jugular he was tearing into.
A busty female on the screen leaned into her companion with a sultry smile, her fingers trailing seductively along his arm. �Does it bother you I�m a virgin?�
He choked on his mouthful of sandwich. Squinting, he eyed the actress. �If you�re a virgin, I�m the fucking King of Helias.� Least this stupid show could have done was find an actress who vaguely resembled innocent and virginal.
And what the hell does that look like, you idiot? You didn�t even know Avi was a virgin. The reminder setting uncomfortably on his chest, he tore another bite from his sandwich and chewed with considerably less vigor than he had a moment ago.
The woman on the screen licked her partner�s ear. �I�m sick of waiting for him to come to his senses. If he won�t take my cherry, you�ll be more than happy to, right?�
A dry, mangled chunk of bread lodged midway down his windpipe along with another choke. What the fuck? Feeling like he�d been dropped into an alternate universe, he reached for the remote and turned up the volume.
�Mavi, he�s a fool to let you slip through his fingers.�
The actress�s lips quivered. �I only wish Alerick possessed half the balls you do, Shane. You�d never let me go out to dinner with another man and sit there like a dope, eating your sandwich while the love of your life gives herself to another.�
Jerrick watched the couple on the visio attack each other�s mouths, his stomach roiling and threatening to refuse its contents. He was watching his world unravel in a badly scripted drama.
And he couldn�t do a fucking thing about it.
He awoke with a jolt, his abrupt, jerking fall back to consciousness prompting a pitch of greasy queasiness in his stomach.
Or maybe the odd, disturbing dream was responsible for the certainty he was seconds away from heaving his guts up. Running the back of his hand over his mouth, he struggled to get a grip on the residual panic refusing to dissipate along with the dream. His conscience was playing tricks on him, that�s all. Avi wasn�t planning to have sex with Thane. No way. His tension began to relinquish its tyrannical rule over his gut.
Like a ghostly tormentor, his dream whispered through his mind with devilish clarity. If he won�t take my cherry, you�ll be more than happy to, right?
The churning in his belly recommenced. Her virginity was a precious gift. She wouldn�t give it to some slicked-up character with a smarmy accent and overpriced shoes.
Would she?
His forehead sweating bullets, he stared at the blank visio screen.
He�d fucked everything up. Big time. She�d wanted sweet words of devotion from him when she�d stood at the top of the stairs, ripping his heart out as she�d prepared to spend the night with another. And he�d given her nothing but hollow words and selfish guilt.
He should have never let her walk away from him, even if it�d required tying her to the damn sofa. Or better yet the bed. Because bottom line, that�s where she belonged�beneath him, not Thane.
The dazzling truth of it clanged through his conscious, stirring the primal alpha residing deep within him.
Avi was his woman. His. No one else�s. The thought of another sinking inside her, stealing that precious gift that rightfully belonged to him, ate at his insides. Yes, it was foolhardy to court these torturous thoughts, but his mind repelled any offering of reason or sense.
He whipped his gaze to the beckoning stairway. Thank the devil he�d overheard Thane spill the location of their dinner plans.
Because he wasn�t waiting one more fucking second to claim his cherished prize.
He hauled his ass down the stairs at a furious clip and dashed out into the insane rush on the sidewalks. Tuning out the barking vendors and moving press of people surrounding him, he barreled down the narrow strip of cement bordering the street. Normally it would have been a suicide mission taking that route, but with traffic at a standstill, his chances of getting flattened into an oil slick were marginally slim.
He hoped.
Various cat calls and shouts of �Crazy motherfucker!� pelting his ears, he kept his focus pinned on the distant purple and blue spotlights scaling the exterior of the Crystal Lodge. By the time he catapulted through the hotel�s lobby doors, his legs shook and there was a good chance he was seconds from expiring from a heart attack.
Lungs bellowing, he loped down the promenade and into the entrance of Glasstisserie. The attendant attempted to halt Jerrick�s progress by asking the name of his party, but he shoved past the man as if he hadn�t heard him.
He entered the main dining hall. A few of the patrons slid him curious glances that he disregarded while he desperately searched for Avi. He spotted her cozied at a candlelit table with Thane. The nauseating intimacy of the scene sucker-punching him in the solar plexus, he lurched toward them. Avi glanced up, her eyes going wide in tandem with the reddening of her face. The hue was a perfect complement to the color of her dress.
The fire in her eyes verified she wasn�t thrilled by his presence, and the odds of him receiving her knee in his groin were ten to one. Despite those worrisome numbers, he closed the distance between them. She glared up at him. �You have a hell of a lot of nerve stalking me here.�
Disregarding her well-placed outrage, he pulled her to her feet. He slid his hands into her damnable loose and flirty hair and jerked her toward him, crushing her lips beneath his. He swallowed her shocked gasp and devoured her greedily. A continuous reel of her name played through his mind. She was his. Now and forever. He�d rip apart anyone who tried to take her from him.
Beneath the shell of her confusion, he sensed the subtle hairline crack of her resistance. He drove home his advance with a coaxing glide of his tongue. She gave in for a fraction of a heartbeat before breaking away from him, her breaths reedy and her gaze suspicious. �What are you doing, Jer?�
�Taking what�s mine.� Leaving her no time to process that bold, arrogant statement, he hoisted her into his arms, and after collecting her coat and coin purse, strode toward the exit.

Fielding the interested stares and occasional rousing handclap from passing pedestrians, Avily squinted at Jerrick. �Now can you tell me what�s going on?�
�I did.�
�That wasn�t an answer, damn it.�
�Well, sweetness, sometimes it�s not so much about saying anything. Doing is a lot more my style, and twice as effective.�
�Am I supposed to know what that means? Because I can�t possibly without a cryptic BS decoder. And I wish like hell you�d put me down. I have two functioning legs, you know.�
Instead of obeying her surly demand, he hitched her higher in his arms. �Thing is, I have better intentions for them than walking.�
Oh for gods� sake. He was really excelling at the cryptic stuff tonight. She frowned when he made a detour to the hotel registration. �Where are you going?�
Rather than answer, he plunked her onto the check-in counter and dug his wallet from his pocket.
The clerk transferred her bemused gaze from Avily�s overheated face to Jerrick�s strangely bland one. �Can I help you, sir?�
�Yes, we need a room for the night.�
Avily gaped at him while the girl typed away on her compu-tab. �Why are you getting a room? My apartment�s right down the street.� What in the bugger was wrong with him tonight? It was like he�d rattled his brain and forgotten how to act the slightest bit normal.
�I just sprinted four goddamn blocks. If I attempt it again, I�ll keel over dead. Then what bloody good will I be deflowering you?�
The clerk�s tapping of keys stalled before she cleared her throat and resumed typing. Too stunned by his statement to be properly embarrassed, Avily stared at Jerrick. �Uh�what?�
�I�m not saying I�d be averse to you being on top, but I�d at least prefer being conscious for the event.�
The clerk preempted Avily�s incredulous response with a delicate cough. �We�re booked solid.�
Jerrick tossed down a thick wad of merca. �Look again.�
The girl�s expression turned speculative. �We do have the bridal suite.�
�I�ll take it.�
�It�s five hundred a night.�
�Bloody hell. And I�m accused of being a thief.�
Nonplussed by his tetchy outburst, the clerk accepted the additional merca Jerrick slapped in front of her. After securing his signature on the reservation slip, she passed him the keycard. With a minimum of grumbles, he scooped Avily into his arms again and trekked to the glass elevator. Returning the conveyance�s chipper welcome with a brusque command for the sixtieth floor, he leaned his hip on the railing.
She observed his profile, trying to make sense of the situation.
Deflower her? What had gotten into him? All these years of throwing herself at him and now he was ready to commit the deed?
She waited for the punch line.
The elevator slid to a smooth stop, and the doors pinged open. He calmly carried her into the corridor and headed in the direction of the east wing. Ten doors down they came to the one marked Bridal Suite, and Jerrick swiped the card. Wedging the door open with his knee, he entered the room and hit the lights.
Head still reeling, Avily surveyed their surroundings. The entire d�cor was done up in lovely shades of lavender and peach. A sitting area comprised of a loveseat and a high-backed armchair waited in front of the balcony entrance. The crown feature though was the canopy bed, king-sized and piled high with lace-trimmed pillows. She couldn�t tear her gaze from it. Jerrick, however, only had eyes for her. He finally settled her on her feet and buried his lips beneath her ear with a fiendish growl. Her coat and coin purse fell from her arms, hitting the carpeting with a dull thud.
He nuzzled and nipped at her, sending lightning bolts of pleasure zinging through her veins. �Your scent belongs to me. No other.�
Her scent? What the hell was he talking about? And why did he insist on bringing it up now, when she was having a hard time not melting into boneless goo in his arms?
He slid his mouth lower, his beard scruff a tormenting rasp along her neck. His tongue swirled in the hollow of her collarbone. �Your taste belongs to me too. I�ll rip his toenails out via his nose if he ever puts his mouth on you again.�
�Who, Thane?�
�Any male who isn�t me.�
Okay then. �Why are you being so growly and possessive?� Getting the words out was damn difficult, considering the delicious things he was doing with his mouth.
�You�re mine, Avi.� His tongue dipped into the valley of her cleavage before he unzipped her dress and eased the sleeves down. �And as such, I�m laying out the terms of our relationship.�
�Oh my gods. You did not just say that.�
�Why is there a problem? I fully intend to listen to your terms too.�
�How generous of you.� Her sarcastic snort gave way to a shiver when he peeled down the cup of her corselette and sucked her nipple into his mouth. Knees wobbling, she gripped his shoulders to keep from falling. He used the opportunity to sweep her up into his arms again.
A moment later he tumbled with her onto the bed. Tugging her to him, he plundered her mouth, his tongue banishing every thought from her head. She struggled to retain some semblance of her mind, to not completely lose herself in the firestorm of his kisses, but he was battering her defenses. He dragged a hot, sliding kiss to her breasts again, and she desperately grappled with her uncooperative vocal cords. Finally she latched on to the necessary words. �I�m not a piece of property. I really wish you�d stop referring to me like I am.�
Rather than be swayed by her avowal, he meandered down her body, taking her dress and undergarments with him. He flung them aside, leaving her only in her heels. �When I take you, I�ll belong to you too. It�s nothing to do with property.� His lips ghosted along the bend of her knee�the inside of her thigh and higher, making her quiver. �No other will be able to breach our ties. I want you to understand the full magnitude of that.� A warm breath feathered her labia. �Once I enter here, no other will.�
�I don�t want any other.�
Something dark and predatory flashed in his eyes. He licked her then, slow and deep and oh-so-mind-blowingly incredible. Grasping her hips, he hauled her closer, practically burying his face in her pussy as his tongue plowed through her wetness until it reached her clitoris. He tormented the bundle of nerves with teasing flickers, making her gasp and squirm. Done taunting her, he settled in for the kill, his mouth suctioning the throbbing nub tight to his tongue. He drew firm, pulsing her clit rhythmically, calling forth the responding beat of her orgasm. She cried out, shaking uncontrollably.
He brought her over that dazzling peak two more times before rolling from her and stretching to his feet. Brain dead and gasping for breath, she watched him undress, entranced by the sheer masculine perfection of him. He disappeared into the bathroom and came out a moment later with two towels. One he tossed aside, the other he placed beneath her.
To protect the bedding if I bleed. It fully hit her then. This was truly happening. He was going to make love to her.
Only he hadn�t used the word love. There was a lot of talk of belonging and unbreachable ties, but no true declaration of his feelings.
If this was all that she could have of him, would it be enough?
He leaned over her, the personification of a lifetime of longing wrapped up in an achingly beautiful package. And she had her answer.
No force on Aurion would give her the strength to walk away from this moment. Away from him. Her heart, her body, they�d always belonged to him. There was no fighting her destiny. She cupped his face, stroking the beloved planes of his cheekbones with reverence.
He sipped at her lips, his thighs coaxing hers wider. �I want to feel you wet and clasping tight around me. I promise I�ll weave the sheath before I come.�
It took a moment to grasp his meaning. �You can make a magical condom?� The notion almost made her giggle.
He grinned. �One of the perks of being a Maddoc.�
His shaft furrowed along her slit, splendidly fat and rigid, and she sighed in pleasure. Well hello there, second big perk of being a Maddoc fae.
�I don�t want to hurt you, sweetness, but I can�t guarantee it won�t this first time.� He swept the hair from her eyes and kissed her softly as he settled in place.
�I won�t break.� Except my heart. Please be gentle with that. Her worried musings fled, replaced with another when he eased past her opening. The stretch was more than she�d expected, and he wasn�t even in more than an inch. There was no way in hell the whole of him would fit.
He pushed with greater determination, and she reflexively grabbed his hips, her knuckles cramping. His mouth turned coaxing upon hers, lulling her into surrender. He rocked against her, and she once again fought the intrusion into her body. His fingers lacing with hers, he nibbled at her lips. �Let me in.�
�There�s not enough room in there.�
His sigh caressed her chin. �Yes, there is. You�re just not used to this. We�ll take it slow.� Giving her fingers a reassuring squeeze, he looked into her eyes. �Ready?�
She nodded. Aligning their hips, he bore down.
�Stop.�
Sweat beading his forehead, he dutifully complied. They went about their awkward advance and retreat for what she swore had to be a dozen more times before Jerrick leaned up on his elbows. �We�re going to have to go about this a different way. Do you trust me?�
�What is it you�re intending to do?�
�Distract you with my magic.�
�How do you mean? Are you going to materialize a herd of mutant lizards? Because that might work.�
His mouth curved. �No, I had something else in mind that�s far less likely to result in us getting eaten by reptiles.�
�I like that plan.� The next instant, an intense wave of pleasure crested over her, and she arched her back from the bed, her fingers curling tightly around Jerrick�s. �Oh gaaaaaaawwwds.� She liked this plan a lot.
He thrust deeper, but this time she didn�t hinder his advance, instead wrapping her legs around him. Her teeth scraped his jaw, his woodsy musk potent on her tongue. �Keep going. Don�t you dare stop.�
He hit her with another pleasure bolt, and she surged against him, shuddering as he lodged to the hilt inside her with one smooth pump of his hips. Retreating slightly, he dragged his cockhead over the sweet spot just past her entrance, lighting a fuse to the wicked rapture he�d suspended her in. She rolled her head, the tendons in her neck straining along with her voice. �Jer.�
�Are you ready to come, baby? Because I�m going to deliver it hard.� His tone was a maddening tease that matched the persuasive rhythm of his cock stroking inside her.
Strung out on the glorious pleasure he was giving her, she squirmed beneath his weight, whimpering. �Please.�
He set his hips in motion, ceaselessly working her G-spot with his cock. Her body pulled tight, shallow panting breaths lodged in her throat. The orgasm shimmered into place, its silken threads wrapping around her nerve endings with dazzling potential.
Close. So magnificently clo�
Jerrick�s magic rocketed into her, turbo boosting her climax into the stratosphere. She screamed as she bucked against him, her cells splitting into a million molecules of pure, blissful nirvana. Shaking and sobbing, she clutched at him, riding out the storm until she thought she�d expire from the ferocity of it.
When the quakes rippled into tiny tremors, she slid her arms around Jerrick�s neck, hugging him close.
He nuzzled her mouth, his breaths ragged. �You were amazing.�
She chuckled. �Isn�t that supposed to be my line?�
Laughing along with her, he rolled onto his back and massaged the globes of her ass. He was still rock hard inside her.
Splaying her hands on the deliciously smooth curve of his pecs, she kneaded his flesh, luxuriating in the tensile strength of his muscles. �Laying down on the job already?�
�I thought I�d let you do some of the work for a while. I got all of the hard stuff out of the way.�
�Not all of it,� she said with a grin, rocking on his shaft.
A sexy growl vibrating through him, he massaged her butt and leaned up to suck on her nipple. She let him get away with that for a few seconds before she pushed him back down and began swiveling her hips. Her concerns of not being exactly coordinated dissolved into the ether as Jerrick�s gaze turned glassy and he groaned, his hands tightening on her waist. He felt so unbelievably good inside her in this position. Rubbing all of the spots precisely right.
Her hand drifted down to where they were joined. She slicked over her clit, the still-tingling nubbin immediately responding to her caress.
Another groan tore from Jerrick, and she glanced down to see him watching her pleasure herself. �Mmm, I decided to be generous and let you observe this time.�
�Goddess bless you.� His cock thickened even more inside her.
Stretching one arm behind her, she gripped his thigh just above the knee, anchoring herself as she rode him, each corkscrewing motion of her hips creating that luscious friction that drew her orgasm nearer. She chased after it, her other hand scrabbling to gain purchase on Jerrick�s opposite knee.
His thumb took over on her clit, urging her on. �That�s it, sweetness. Come all over my cock.�
She broke on a shuddering wail, his name ripped from her lips.
Before she fully came down from the rush, he flipped her onto her back. His palms sliding beneath her rump, he pulled her into the fervor of his thrusts. �Avi, gods.� His eyes fiery, he slammed into her harder. Their bodies slid together in slick harmony. There wasn�t a centimeter of him that didn�t glisten with sweat, and he even dripped on her in places when he leaned over her. She didn�t care. She loved it. Loved every blissful second of it. Of him.
The words couldn�t stay caged in her mouth. She needed to shout them to the world. �I love you.�
He didn�t answer. Didn�t say anything at all. An indecipherable emotion slipping over his strained features, he closed his eyes, an almost tortured groan that seemed to come all the way from his toes shaking from him as his body jerked. A second later he slumped onto his side, his arm tucking her tight to him.
No, it wasn�t a declaration of love by any means.
But it was a start.�

Chapter Twenty-Four

Jerrick awoke to the odd sensation of a warm body snuggling against his front. Lifting his head from the pillow, he stared at the fingers of golden sunlight caressing Avi�s face. The beautiful sight of her, soft and angelic in her sleep, stirred things south of the border. Recalling their sexy escapades last night, his cock went to full mast.
She was a decadent, uninhibited treat he wanted to gobble up in one lusty bite.
Deciding that was a most excellent scenario, he inched back the sheet covering her and licked a slow path along her belly. By the time he made himself at home between her legs, she was awake and rubbing the grogginess from her eyes. �What are you doing down there?�
�If you have to ask, I�m clearly doing it wrong.� He set about rectifying that possibility with a leisurely swirl of his tongue over her clit. She wiggled, and he held her down, laughing evilly as she tried to squirm out of his grasp. Within seconds her attempts at escape morphed into restless pulls of his hair and swivels of her hips while she moaned and rode his tongue.
The way she took her pleasure from him drove him crazy. Out of his damn mind. He wanted to return the favor until she was screaming in ecstasy beneath him.
Lifting onto his knees, he scanned the bed, his gaze landing on the silk panel attached to the nearest post. That will do nicely. Leaving his cozy spot between Avi�s legs, he unbuttoned the top tab of the silk and gathered it in his hands, twisting the fabric to make it taut. He slipped one end around the crook of her left knee and wound the coiled silk several times before securing it with a firm knot.
She stared at him the entire time, her breasts quivering with her rapid breaths. �Somehow I doubt this was the decorator�s intended purpose when fabric shopping.�
�Damn short-sighted of them.� He angled her so her head aligned with the post and pulled the improvised restraint toward the carved column, wrapping the silk behind it. The shortening length of the binding forced Avi�s trapped knee up toward her shoulder. He tied the remaining end of the panel around her right knee, resigning it to the same wicked fate as its mate, and scooted back to admire his handiwork.
A rosy flush painted Avi�s pale skin. Her wide, expressive eyes glued to him, she shivered. He stroked his cock, his attention drifting to the beautiful sight of her glistening pussy open and available to him.
Only him.
Licking his lips, he lowered his head and plowed his tongue through her sweet honey, savoring every drop.
�Jer.�
He glanced up and met the desperate pleading in her eyes. He slowed the advance of his tongue, deliberately teasing her.
�Please.�
Goddamn. He did love her begging. His index finger momentarily taking over for his tongue, he continued tormenting her clit. �You need to come, sweetness?�
A tremor coursed through her body. �Yes.�
�I�m going to give you that orgasm. Then I�m planning to fuck you. So hard and deep, you won�t be able to walk for a week.�
She shuddered. �You damn well better deliver on that promise, cocky bastard.�
That was a challenge he was prepared to deliver. Returning his mouth to her pussy, he sucked on her clit with firm, demanding pulses. She strained upward, a strangled cry ripping from her. The sound spurred him on, and he ate her like he was starved for her taste, her climax. She bucked against his mouth, her trilling wail accompanying the fierce beating of her clit under his tongue. When she went lax upon the sheets, he settled between the cradle of her restrained legs. His cock ached in his fist, anxious to fill the wet heaven it most longed for. He conjured the protective sheath and eased inside her, his breath hissing at the snug velvet fit of her.
Her drenched state aided his first thrust, and she enveloped him completely. He felt nothing but her pussy rippling around him, and it was blissful nirvana. Glancing down, he stared spellbound at the slick advance and retreat of his engorged cock. Her wetness bathed every inch of him and trickled a path to his balls. He could feel his climax building, tingling at the base of his spine. Desperate to prolong the pleasure, he slowed the pumping of his hips to a lazy bobble. His motions came with the added side benefit of allowing his cockhead to ruthlessly torment her G-spot. But soon enough he became victim to his own dirty game when she gasped, her tight little channel milking him like a fist. The pressure on his shaft and balls winning the war on his restraint, he pounded into her, sweat leaking down his spine.
The orgasm blindsided him, the ferocity of it clueing him in that he�d once again merged with the tail end of her climax. Eyes rolling back in his head, he shuddered and groaned, riding out the insane storm before he collapsed on top of her.
His own snore snapped him awake a moment later. Or maybe it was an hour. He was willing to bet on the latter, once he took in Avi�s wry expression. Recalling the state of her bound knees, he moaned an apology and quickly set about freeing her.
She grinned up at him. �Far as good mornings go, I�d say that ranks in the top ten.� Her lips twitched at his cocked eyebrow. �Fine, top two. Number-one spot is reserved for me tying you up next time.�
�Deal.� Stretching over her, he awarded her a proper kiss. Combing his fingers through her hair, he shared her breath, the cadence of her heartbeat�
And wondered what the devil he was going to do now.
He�d tied her to him. In every sense of the word. Like the selfish bastard he was, he�d given his middle finger to the curse of the goddesses because he couldn�t bear the thought of Avi with another.
The hell of it? He�d do it again in an instant. If that didn�t make him a selfish bastard, nothing would.
Avi cuddled into him, her hand resting on his shoulder. The need to protect her, hold her safe and dear, expanded inside his chest until he swore the pressure would burst through his sternum. When she nibbled his earlobe, a whole different pressure built.
She rimmed the shell of his ear. �Do you know what I�m dying to do right now?�
�Fellatio?�
She chuckled. �We just came our brains out. Surely it�s too soon for you to even think about doing it again.�
�Wrong. I�m most definitely thinking about it.� He splayed his palm on her breast, his thumb a coaxing brushstroke on her nipple.
Her breath snaked from her lungs. �I wasn�t considering a blow job.�
�No?� He ducked and kissed her nipple.
She shook her head. �What I have in mind is hot, wet and feels soooo good.�
�Sounds like a blow job to me.�
She pinched him. �I was talking about taking a shower together.�
He nodded enthusiastically. �A blow job in the shower. Distinctly what I said.�
�You�re an impossible fairy.�
Yes, but one who was about to get fellatio in the shower. Sending a silent memo to his cock to hold on to that thought, he kissed her forehead and began to roll her into his arms. He paused when he spied the corner of a tattoo near her tailbone.
�Holy hell. You have an ass tat.�
She stiffened and attempted to flop onto her back.
�No way, baby. I gotta check this out.� Avi with ink? Talk about fucking hot.
�I need to explain something before I show you the tattoo.�
Like that didn�t make him more determined to see it. �Okay, sure.�
She started to relax. Seizing his opportunity, he grinned and flipped her over.
�Jer!�
Chuckling, he dropped his gaze, prepared to witness something scandalous or embarrassing. Instead, he got an eyeful of her gorgeous ass.
And his tribe symbol.
Blinking, he traced his fingers over the intricate design that was a perfect duplicate to his own. She went deathly still beneath him.
�When did you do this?� No matter how hard he tried, he couldn�t mask the thick emotion in his tone.
�Five years ago. The night before I offered you my virginity.�
The pressure built behind his sternum. He opened his mouth, but words refused to budge loose. Fingers stroking her skin, he leaned down and placed a tender kiss in the center of the design. The tension dissolved from her.
Straightening, he carried her into the bathroom. After setting her on her feet, he dialed the jets in the enormous glass-block cubicle, quickly filling the enclosed space with steam.
She slid her arms around him from behind and rubbed her cheek along his spine. The gesture was in no way meant to be erotic, but hell, all she had to do was breathe and he got an instant hard-on. She nipped his shoulder blade. �We should probably go over the plans for tonight.�
Yeah, they should. Right after he made her come another dozen times this morning.
Pivoting, he pressed her into the glass, his mouth capturing hers. His tongue delved deep, mimicking what he longed to do with his cock. He traced the lush flare of her hips, worshipping the flamboyant femininity of her before he hiked her higher on the slick block tiles. Positioning himself, he let her glide down onto his rigid shaft, her pussy enveloping him in velvet heat. Shuddering, he buried his face in her neck.
She chuckled. �What happened to the blow job?�
�This scenario sounded better.� That fact was driven home when she squeezed her inner muscles around him. Groaning, he pumped his hips. �Do that again.�
She did. Over and over until he thought he�d lose his mind courtesy of the wet heaven rippling around him.
�I can�t get enough of you.� He was inside her, but not deep enough. He wanted to crawl beneath her skin, burrow into her heat. Her heart and soul. Until she permanently banished all of the filthy darkness from his.
Tunneling his hands in her hair, he ravaged her mouth. Hammered her with his cock. The sting of her nails digging into his back encouraged him to take her pleasure to the limits. Sinking his teeth into the tender spot beneath her ear, he sent her over the edge, his own white-hot release barreling close behind. She convulsed around him, gasping his name. With a final slam of his hips, he emptied himself inside her, his bones liquefying.
It wasn�t until he pulled out that he realized he hadn�t woven the necessary protection in place. �Bloody fuck.�
�What is it?�
Feeling like the worst kind of bastard, he met Avi�s concerned gaze. �I forgot the condom.�
She blinked. �Oh. Well�� Her dusky lashes lowering, she gnawed her kiss-swollen bottom lip. �I mean, I�m okay with it if you are.�
�Avi, I might have gotten you pregnant.�
She rolled her eyes. �Yes, I know how it works. My mother did explain the birds and the bees to me.�
Shit. She would have to bring up her mother at a time like this.
She patted his cheek. �Relax. I know for a fact that I�m not ovulating. Chances of me getting pregnant are pretty slim.�
A strange twinge of disappointment lanced him. He shook it off with a stern reminder to himself not to be any bigger of a selfish bastard than he already was. �Good. At least we don�t have that to worry about.�
Because gods knew they already had a shitload of worries on their plate.

If not for the nerve-wracking magnitude of the job ahead of them, Avily could have easily counted the day as the most blissful in history. Did it get any better than spending all morning wrapped in Jerrick�s arms, the subject of his deliciously decadent lovemaking? Not freakin� likely. Too bad they couldn�t lounge in bed for the rest of eternity. Sighing in wistful regret, she let him hug her to his side and lead the way to the hotel elevator.
Moments later, they reached the main promenade. A delivery boy from the Glasstisserie rushed past them, wheeling a cart of savory-scented trays of food. An image of Thane�s bemused face the night before flashed through her head, and she let loose a groan. �Oh gods. Thane. I have no idea how I�m going to explain my ditching him, much less make it up to him.�
A warning growl broke from Jerrick. �There will be no making up where he�s concerned.�
�Oh for Pete�s sake, would you get your mind out of the gutter? That isn�t how I meant it at all.�
�Not on your end, but that sneaky son of a bitch would love nothing more than to get in your pants.�
Not about to trigger him into another round of territorial relationship rules, she decided to let the subject drop and instead focused on the task ahead of them. �I still have some concerns about the heist.�
Jerrick�s expression hinted that he�d seen through her distraction maneuver, but amazingly he didn�t call her on it. �Now�s the time to go over them.�
�Well, assuming not all of Casper�s files are hard-wired, what are we going to use to transport them from the club? Because I�m thinking we�d look damn suspicious strolling out of there with a bunch of compu-tronics and file folders.�
�During our tour, I noticed a dolly outside the kitchen. That�ll be your station. Second you hear that alarm and everyone�s evacuated, haul yourself up to the penthouse. Hopefully by that time I�ll already have the lab cleared and ready to go.�
His fingers stroked her nape as they began walking in the direction of her apartment. He�d been touching her a lot in the last sixteen hours. Recalling in vivid detail the sexiness in some of those touches, she shivered. She held no doubt that he desired her. And they�d already gone over the whole growly and possessive part of the equation. But she still had no sense of whether his feelings for her extended beyond lust and responsibility.
Her heart heavy, she pushed her uncertainty aside. Now wasn�t the time to brood over their future. Not when she wasn�t certain what the immediate here and now held. �What�s our exit plan?�
�There�s a side door on the lower west wing that leads directly into the alley. Odds are no one will be evacuating through there, which means it�s our best shot.�
�Okay, I like that strategy.�
He gave her a familiar look she�d seen countless times in the past. Although it�d been at least five years since she�d last been graced with it, it still managed to flare an ember of dread since she knew all too well the speech soon forthcoming.
�Avi, if anything goes wrong, you have to get the hell out of there and hunker down somewhere safe. Don�t make any stupid moves if we get separated.�
�It�s never happened.�
�Just because it hasn�t yet doesn�t mean it can�t. I need to know you�ll take care of yourself first and foremost.�
�Would you do the same?�
He averted his gaze, all the answer she required.
�It�s hypocritical to expect me not to be concerned for you when all you do is watch me like a hawk.�
�It�s my job to protect you. Now more than ever.�
She squinted at him. �Because you slept with me?�
�No, damn it. Because I tied you to me. You damn well know the ramifications that come with that.�
�Hot sex every night and morning?� she suggested in jest and valid hope.
He grunted. �That�s the consolation prize for the other bullshit that isn�t so pretty.�
�Like what?�
His gaze flicked to her, the dark solemness in its depths unmistakable. �My existence is steeped in a criminal stew. You were there. You know the nastiness that I can�t merely wash off at the end of the workday. It was never my intention to bring you back into it, but I�ve been doing a piss-poor job of it, haven�t I?�
�I don�t care about that.�
�You should. You�ve built a respectable life for yourself, and I�m a stain on that.�
She whirled on Jerrick, surprising him and the crush of people walking from behind. �Don�t you dare speak of yourself that way to me. I won�t have it.�
Taking her by the arm, he steered her to a nearby shop window, safely maneuvering them out of the line of traffic. �I might not be honest about everything in my life, but I am this. I make no bones about what I am. What I do. But I�m not a fool to think it�s acceptable in the eyes of society. Your own family condemns you for being associated with me. You think that doesn�t affect me?�
Her thoughts immediately veered to the ugly scenes he�d been a party to with Leena. �I�ve already told you that it�s no consequence to me what my sister thinks. Furthermore, she stopped by my shop yesterday and made it all too clear that her grudge against you has nothing to do with your career and everything to do with your DNA.�
He scrubbed a hand over his jaw. �Bloody fantastic. Another human who despises me for my genes.�
�See? Your job isn�t the issue.�
He offered her a droll look. �No, instead it�s my heritage. Infinitely easier for me to overcome.�
�Why do you have to be so bullheaded about this?�
�Not stubborn. Pragmatic. I won�t wear blinders in this situation.�
She gripped his hand, the depth of her feelings conveyed in the circulation-stealing clench of her fingers. �I�m not being blind either. I know full well the obstacles we face. But I�m willing to endure every single one of them because I love you.�
A fraction of the tension ebbed from him, but the indefinable dark emotion in his eyes didn�t abate. He hugged her to him, his lips a gentle stroke upon her forehead. She slipped her free hand beneath his jacket and covered his heart. Hers squeezed, well aware that the responding words of his devotion failed to fall from his tongue.
�We�ll speak more of this later, Avi. No force will tear me from you, but I need to be smart about this and insure your safety.�
For her wellbeing, maybe. But he could do nothing to protect her heart.
She couldn�t even manage that.

Chapter Twenty-Five

There were a thousand and one ways this job could go to hell in a rocket-powered handcart. Studiously shoving aside those nauseously numerous possibilities, Jerrick secured his chest harness in place. If all went well, it�d be the last time he�d have to wear the contraption.
He fingered the leather strap consideringly. Unless Avi wanted him to wear it on occasion. She seemed to enjoy the look of it. And if he were being completely truthful with himself, the notion of strapping her to him while he fucked her against a wall held massive appeal.
As always, the thought of her stirred a chemical reaction in his blood, raising not just his cock, but the briskness of his heart rate. His emotions were in a constant upheaval where she was concerned. He knew she waited to hear the words from him. Why was it so damn impossible for them to slip past his lips? It wasn�t that he didn�t love her. Gods, did he ever. With an intensity that threatened to crush him.
And there lay the crux of the matter.
He�d denied the dream of her for so long, giving voice to it terrified him. To speak the truth in his heart courted the all-too-real risk of it being ripped away from him. He�d given his devotion to Leena, pledged his undying love, and look at what happened there. His long-ago affection for Leena was a pale shadow of his love for Avi. If the goddesses wished to annihilate his soul once and for all, they had only to take her from him.
The pinch in his chest impossible to ignore, he abandoned the bathroom and joined Avi in the main living quarters. He inclined his head, and she preceded him down the stairway.
The drive to the club was a tense, nerve-wracking one. Between the clusterfuck of the road conditions and the massive scope of the job ahead of him, his blood pressure straddled the danger zone. He had to keep his cool. Hold desperately to his wits. Because there was no greater hazard to a thief than an uncollected mind.
They reached the lot parallel to the club, and he parked well away from the other vehicles. He was relieved to note that there weren�t many. Sunday was apparently a light day for getting their kink on. That, or they were enjoying the final weekend of Amora Moon away from the club. He reached for Avi�s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. �Remember, not until you hear the alarm.�
She nodded, and he slid his free hand behind her head, pulling her in for a searing kiss. He put the depth of his emotions into the act, conveying his love in the only way his mind would allow him.
He slowly relinquished the kiss and brushed her cheek. Before his chest grew any tighter, he opened the door and climbed out. They made their way together to the gate, and the guard let them in. Once their belongings were checked in, he passed Avi a subtle look, her cue to get the ball rolling.
She gifted the attendant with a felicitous smile. �Is Mistress Dominitri about this afternoon? I was hoping to have a word with her.�
�She is, but she�s in attendance with out-of-town guests.�
A brief flash of panic skittered across Avi�s features, threatening to oust her interest. Jerrick pressed two fingers to her shoulder blade and fizzled a silent sigh of relief when she relaxed.
Composure reasserted, she cleared her throat. �Would you mind letting her know I wish to speak to her when she�s done?�
He sent her a mute signal of approval. With any luck, she�d be able to keep Francesca away from her apartment while he rang the alarm. During all of the chaos, it�d be an easy enough matter for Avi to give Francesca the slip and make a run for the dolly.
This would work. It had to. He couldn�t afford any other outcome.
They left the entrance behind and journeyed into the bar. Alcohol was out of the question given the task ahead of them, but the intimate seclusion of the space provided an ideal spot to coordinate the next stage. Lifting Avi�s wrist, he synched their compu-timers. When the displays hit the minus sixty, he�d feign an urgent need for the restroom. That�d begin the next countdown�precisely seventy seconds to get up to the sixth floor and hit the fire alarm. If the sisters of fate were on his side, he�d be able to make it up to the penthouse before the conveyance was called down to any of the other floors. If he were really fortunate, the penthouse would be empty. Gods be damned if Francesca was up there with her guests.
Shoving that worrisome thought to the farthest corner of his mind, he clicked the set button on their timers. �Slight change of plan. Send the dolly up on the elevator, but get your ass out of the building with the others. We�ll meet up in the parking lot once the coast is clear.�
She blinked at him. �Are you crazy? You can�t do all of it on your own.�
�This is a better plan. Trust me.� Knowing she was seconds from balking, he seized her mouth in a fierce kiss. Their timers beeped, and he broke away from her. He detected her angry inhalation as he stood.
�Damn you, Jer. Don�t do this to me.�
Risking her wrath later far preferable to endangering her any more than he already had, he released a breath and strode into the main anteroom. The corridor was blessedly empty, saving him the pretense of hitting the restroom. With no suspicious members to question the motive of a sub venturing too far from his mistress�s side, he ducked into the elevator and punched the button for the sixth floor.
Well under the seventy seconds he needed, the elevator slid to a smooth stop, and he stepped out into the Lust Ballroom. The sisters of fate smiling on him again, he noted the vacancy of his opulent surroundings. Not only would his actions go unnoticed, he wouldn�t have to worry about immediate competition for the elevator.
He strode to the fire alarm boxed in the far corner of the room. A twinkle overhead caught his attention. Sighing in regret, he gifted the Artur�ak chandelier a wistful eye. He hesitated, cocked his head, considering, before admitting defeat. �Alas, our beautiful dream must part here.� Feeling a tad weepy inside, he pulled the alarm cord.
A shrill, obnoxious noise instantly filled the air. He was relieved to note that none of the sprinklers activated. Thinking of all the priceless oil paintings in the downstairs hall getting soaked was enough to give him an ulcer.
He booked it back across the room and leapt into the elevator. His fingers flying faster than he could type, he keyed in Francesca�s pass code. The conveyance ascended and a few seconds later deposited him at the penthouse. Wincing at the musical ping that preceded the docking of the conveyance, he tensed, his gaze peeled to the brass doors. They slid open, and he steeled himself for the possible setback awaiting him on the other side.
Scantily lit only by the spotlights centered on the jade screen, the front room hosted no visitor other than himself. Hushed silence added another layer of paint to the picture of stillness. Still, he knew better than most that looks could be deceiving. He systematically swept the entire apartment. Once he was satisfied it was clear of any intruder beyond himself, he halted in front of the lone steel door at the end of the hall. The solitary lock was almost an affront to his skills. Within seconds the tumblers gave way beneath the persuasion of his pick, and he tugged the door open. Judging from the whine of its hinges, he�d be the first to enter since Casper�s passing.
He flicked on the overhead tubes, casting the small lab in a stark glow of white light. A long table contained beakers and various other paraphernalia he couldn�t begin to recognize much less name. Bypassing that, he strode to the workstation centered in the room. The desk was a disaster area with papers and folders scattered everywhere. Casper might have been a scientist, but he sure as hell hadn�t believed in neat order.
�Bloody fantastic.� Shaking his head, Jerrick re-synced his timer, setting it for fifteen minutes. If he couldn�t narrow down his search within that time frame, he�d just take everything and figure it out later.
He began with the folders first. Assuming the research he was after was the only thing Casper had been working on prior to his death, the color-coded files would be the logical starting point. There were countless papers, all handwritten. Even if he�d known what he was looking at, Casper�s illegible scrawl made deciphering them an impossible task. Shuffling everything back in place, he made a pile near the door. Next he started on the desk drawers. In the upper one he located a book-sized black case. Springing the tabs, he eyed the syringes inside. Probably shouldn�t leave them behind.
His original plan of taking everything looking likelier than ever, he stashed the case with the folders and set about disconnecting the hard drives from the compu-mainframe. The portable tabs he could take with him. Checking the status of his timer, he quickened his pace.
Deciding enough time had passed for Avi to send up the dolly, he vacated the lab and strode into the main room. No dolly or elevator.
He glanced at his timer again. Shit. Something was wrong. She should have been able to send it up by now. Maybe she�d been waylaid by someone. Or she�d been spotted and forced to evacuate with the others before she could make it to the kitchen.
Pulse thudding, he punched the call button for the conveyance. A damn eternity passed before the chime announced its arrival. The doors pinged open. He started forward, only to slam to a stop when he noticed Avi with the dolly.
A growl slipped from his throat. �Goddamn it, I told you�� The remaining angry words dried on his tongue when he spotted Lex behind Avi. He frowned. �Tarker, what in the bloody fuck are you doing here?�
Lex pushed Avi out of the way. �Collecting my property.� Raising the electrolizer gun in his hand, he volleyed off a single, excruciating shot.

Chapter Twenty-Six

Avi jerked from the murky morass of unconsciousness with a painful jolt. Vision swimming, she scanned her surroundings, trying to make sense of the weird whomp whomp whomp noise humming in the distance. Maybe it was her brain slowly melting. It�d explain her horrible headache.
A nearby blur slowly morphed into a face. It took a moment to recognize it as belonging to the man who�d abducted her outside Club Rapture�s kitchen. She would have thought it a kind, completely harmless face, only she knew better now. Too bad she�d fallen for the illusion the first time around when he�d stopped her with a nervous profession of being lost and unable to find the emergency exit. Gods, what an idiot she�d been to fall for that one.
�Apologies. I�m afraid you bore some of the electrolizer�s scattershot. Its effects should wear off shortly.�
She glared at him weakly. �You shot Jerrick.� Her heart wept at the words. Was he dead? No, he couldn�t be. He�d promised to watch over her for a lifetime. He couldn�t do that from the grave.
Misery welled in her throat, threatening to cut off her air supply.
�It was a necessary evil. I couldn�t have him fouling up my plans any more than they�ve already been.�
Her memory was gradually coming back in fits and bursts. After this man grabbed her and the dolly outside the kitchen, he�d shaken that scary weapon in her face and demanded she take him to Jerrick. She�d held him off as long as possible, but then the elevator had the disastrous misfortune of showing up and wresting the upper hand from her.
Head still throbbing, she stared at the man a little harder, a niggle of d�j� vu taking shape. There was something familiar about his face, but also something missing. She squinted, trying to name it. Her fingers closed on her lens frame and slid it along the bridge of her nose. That�s when it fell in place with a resounding click. Eyeglasses.
Once she had that figured out, the recollection spun into her brain. This was the same man she�d seen with Jerrick that first day in her store. The one who�d said something about her being Jerrick�s bitch.
Oh gods. He�d known about the club, and now he was suddenly here, a part of all this. The coincidence was too heavy to be discounted. �Who are you? And don�t tell me a friend of Jerrick�s, because friends don�t shoot each other.�
The man gave her a despicable smile. �Something tells me that the friends in your boyfriend�s world think nothing of pulling guns on each other.�
Before she could question him further, another fierce rattle joggled her bones. Startled out of her wits, she jerked her focus to her surroundings. Her wooziness had worn off enough that she had no problem identifying the fact that she and her captor were strapped into matching white leather bucket seats. A bank of portholes across from them revealed the fluffy tops of dense cloud cover.
They were in a hover jet? Okay, that explained the odd shaking. Turbulence.
Her captor keyed a button embedded in his armrest. �Damn it, you imbecile. I pay you good money not to wreck my personal aircraft. Live up to your fucking paygrade.�
An amused snort wafted through the central speaker. �Yes, Mr. Kiantu.�
Moments later, the craft touched down with a shuddery wobble. Confused fear getting the better of her, she whipped her gaze toward her captor. �Where are we?�
�You�ll discover soon enough.�
Not the least comforted by that cryptic statement, she returned her stare to the door across from her. Just as she was debating the wisdom of making a dash for it, the fiberglass slider whooshed open. A brisk rush of air assaulted her seconds before big burly arms entered her line of vision, unstrapping her and hauling her from her seat. She was too weak to do anything beyond cuss the offender�s ear off as he tossed her over his shoulder and hustled from the jet. She had enough time to make out the words Kiantu Industries in bold lettering on the side of the sleek craft before she was whisked inside a steel-sided structure.
The man carrying her dumped her unceremoniously on the floor. She winced at the sharp pain that ripped into her knee when it connected with the unforgiving cement.
Kiantu strode into the room and nearly stumbled over her. His features tight, he transferred his scrutiny from her prone form to the man who�d tossed her around like a sack of potatoes. �That�s my insurance ticket, you moron. Watch what you�re doing.�
�You won�t need her. Hunter won�t be going anywhere for a while, much less after us.�
A spark of hope ignited in Avily�s heart. Jerrick! There was a chance he wasn�t dead. She would cling to that tiny filament of light no matter what.
Her captor glanced about, his distaste of his surroundings apparent. �The sooner we get this deal over with the better. Is that crackpot Rodale here yet?�
A snicker came from Kiantu�s man. �I spotted his bitch outside, which means he�s gotta be on base. Probably just got done blowing him. Shit, if a little brainwashing is all it takes to get the chicks all over my Johnson, I�d consider signing up with these loony-tune rangers.�
�You�re more than free to stay behind,� Kiantu responded smoothly. �Don�t let me stop you.�
�Nah, you pay me better. Plus I don�t relish getting my ass blown off in their holy war. Assuming they�re whacked enough to attempt staging their coup after injecting themselves with Casper�s wonder juice.�
Casper�s wonder juice? Coup? What the hell were they talking about?
A look of warning snapped across Kiantu�s face. �You�ll keep that thought to yourself. I don�t need you fucking up this transaction with your goddamn loud mouth.�
�But surely you don�t think the formula actually works?�
�I don�t have to think it does, they do. It could be unicorn piss for all I care. I siphoned too much damn money into Casper�s research to let it all shit down the toilet. I will recoup it, whatever means necessary.�
Oh my gods. This vile, backstabbing man had been Casper�s boss. Avily lay perfectly still, hoping her silence would be taken for indifference to their conversation. Her next thought brought ice to her veins. The fact that they spoke so freely in front of her in the first place hinted at the precarious nature of her future. Maybe they already assumed her a marked dead woman, therefore they were unconcerned with what she discovered. A sobering thought.
Someone knocked on the door, putting an end to the men�s conversation and any prayer of Avily overhearing further relevant tidbits.
The burly man strode to the window and pinched the blinds open. A lecherous grin stretched his fleshy lips. �Well if it isn�t Rodale�s bitch herself.�
�Let her in. And remember, keep your fucking trap shut.�
�Yes, boss.� He swung the door open and stepped aside, making room for the short blonde woman who entered.
Avily stared at the female�s profile, her heart sinking. �Leena.�
Her sister turned toward her, a dazzling smile lighting her face. �Hey, baby sis. Glad you�ve decided to join us.�

Chapter Twenty-Seven

A bright light shone in Jerrick�s face, snapping him to with a groggy start. For a moment he was transported to that hellish night he�d been kidnapped. The next instant that hell shifted into the worst of nightmares when he recalled the sickening sight of Avi getting struck by a volt of electricity and toppling into an unconscious heap.
He splayed his hand in front of his face, ineffectually attempting to block out the light. �I�ll fucking kill you if you�ve hurt her.�
�That�s a fine thing to say to me.� The light snapped off, revealing the image of Francesca standing above it. �Especially since it�s my floor you�re lying on. Quite uninvited, I might add.�
She stepped around him. Jerrick�s attention darted to the man leaning against the elevator door. Smug amusement playing at his mouth, Thane nodded in greeting. �Looks like you�re a little lost, sub Bill.�
An irate noise came from deeper in the penthouse, promptly followed by the reappearance of Francesca. She stormed to Jerrick�s side and pinned him with a glacial glare. �What have you done with Casper�s things?�
�I didn�t do anything.� He decided it wise not to mention he�d been the one to originally break into the lab. �Lex Tarker took off with everything, right after he shot me and Avi.� Gods, Avi. Queasiness pitching in his gut, he struggled to push himself from the carpet. His head and stomach rebelled, but he ignored both as he staggered to his feet.
�Avi?� Francesca frowned.
He steadied himself with a hand braced upon the wall. �Mistress Scarlett. I think Lex grabbed her. I�ve got to go after him.� He had no fucking idea where to even begin looking for her. But if there was one thing he knew, he wouldn�t stop searching until he had her safe in his arms.
Concern ripe in her gaze, Francesca wrung her hands. �What is all this talk of being shot? And who is this Lex? I have no members under that name.�
Jerrick gave her an in-depth description of Tarker. By the time he was finished, something must have resonated with Francesca because her eyes widened and she drew a deep breath. �Except for the eyeglasses, that could be Stephan Kiantu.�
�Kiantu?� Jerrick lurched away from the wall.
�Yes, Casper�s employer. He stopped by earlier to extend his condolences and�� Francesca swallowed, her face going white as a sheet. �Dear gods. He stole the formula.�
Jerrick�s gaze sharpened on her. �You know what his research is?�
�Yes.� She blinked. �How in the world do you know what it is?�
�I don�t, technically. But I was blackmailed into stealing it.� His murderous thoughts trekked to the night in question. Lex�no, Stephan�had been playing him all along. What a laugh riot that must have been for the man. Acting the victim when he was in on the scheme the entire time. Jerrick longed to break every bone in the fucker�s body just for making him endure those countless rambles about his phony relatives. Then he�d break them all over again for injuring Avi.
Francesca still looked bemused. �Then you�re not really a sub? And Mistress Scarlett�?�
He shook his head. �Please don�t hold it against Avi. She genuinely likes you, and I gave her little choice with helping me on this job.� The miserable mass in his stomach doubled. He�d given in to the blackmail to protect her, and she�d ended up hurt anyway, and in possibly more danger than ever. He had to find her, whatever it took. �Tell me everything you know about Stephan Kiantu. Where I might find him.�
�I�m afraid I don�t know much. According to Casper, the man rarely was in the office. I don�t even know where he lives.�
Bloody fuck. Desperation clawing at him like a wounded beast, Jerrick hit the call button on the elevator. He�d drive to the ends of Aurion and search every hellhole until he smoked out his quarry if that�s what it took to tuck Avi safely in his arms.
Thane stepped in front of the elevator, blocking the doors. Well beyond his patience and temper, Jerrick pulled back his lips in a warning snarl. �I advise getting out of my way.�
�I�ve a good idea where Kiantu is.�
Jerrick gave Thane a dubious stare. �What? Did you appraise the man�s antiques?�
The corner of Thane�s mouth curved upward. �No, I was hired to steal his company�s formula.�

Jerrick tried to corral his patience while he and Thane rode the elevator down to Rapture�s main level. He had a million questions to ask the man, but he was thwarted by Thane�s one-sided conversation with whoever was on the other end of his com�s sync link. The second Thane disconnected, Jerrick speared him with a fierce look. �What the fuck is going on?�
Rather than immediately answer, Thane dashed through the entrance of the club. Left with little recourse but to follow, Jerrick tailed the man like a shadow. He pulled up short when he spotted a hover jet waiting on the other side of the gate, blocking the vehicles on Primus. He gaped at Thane. �Our ride?�
�Beats fighting traffic.�
He�d get no argument there. Jerrick sprinted past the gate and barreled up the aircraft�s ramp. A moment later he and Thane were buckled into the passenger pit, and the jet took off with a roar. The rumbling engines provided a noisy soundtrack to the pilot�s communication with transit control. Tuning it out, Jerrick squinted at Thane. �What kind of thief gets picked up in a hover jet?�
�One with good connections.� Thane pulled out his com again and punched something onto the screen. �Most of my work involves corporate espionage. My employers pay me well, and the perks are plentiful.�
�Corporate espionage? How the hell did you get tangled up in this theft then?�
�A rival of Kiantu Laboratories hired me.�
�They wanted you to steal the formula out from under Kiantu, or essentially me,� Jerrick proposed with a shake of his head.
�More or less. Only my�and my employers�purpose is on a slightly different tangent than Kiantu�s. They�re not looking to duplicate the formula, but instead develop a vaccine to it.�
Fingers of ice skipped down Jerrick�s spine. �What is this formula?�
�A potential weapon. Casper was doing research into a rare abnormality found in a tiny segment of humans. Basically they have a gene that allows them to produce hybrid magical offspring if they mate with a fae. While digging into that, he uncovered the genetic code in those hybrids and found a way to synthesize it. That�s what the formula is.�
�Hybrid humans?�
�With superhuman strength that reaches beyond anything we�ve seen. Before Casper�s death, he created a trial batch that Kiantu forced him to inject into a test patient. The results were startling, but also unfortunate for the patient. The gene eventually attacked the person�s internal system, shutting everything down. Casper saw the inherent danger in the formula and refused to supply it to Kiantu.�
�Which got him killed,� Jerrick filled in flatly.
�Precisely.�
�Why would Winston create something so destructive in the first place?� It didn�t click with the man Francesca had loved and adored. A gentle submissive creating a ticking time bomb? No, the pieces definitely didn�t add up.
�He didn�t know what he was developing until it was too late.� Thane sat back in his seat. Crossing one knee over the other, he studied Jerrick. �He did it for Francesca. She was one of his original case studies.�
Jerrick�s eyebrows winged upward. �A hybrid?�
�One who felt like a freak because of her mixed blood and mutated genes. Apparently her father was a ne�er do well who impregnated her mother and left her to raise Francesca on her own.�
Shit. No wonder the woman wasn�t fond of faes. Talk about baggage. Mixed-breed magic and a deadbeat dad. �I still don�t understand how a synthetic gene would benefit her.�
�He originally planned to inject himself.�
To make himself like her, so she wouldn�t feel like a freak. Romantic and incredibly insane. Casper, you were one crazy lovesick bastard. �Your intel is remarkable.� He tried to conceal the grudging envy in his tone but failed miserably.
�Casper had a confidant in the club. Another submissive. My employers were able to glean a good deal of their information from him, including the fact that Kiantu had been putting the squeeze on Winston because Stephan had a buyer for the formula�a militia leader with too much excess cash and a band of followers willing to stage his holy war.�
�Kiantu planned to sell off the formula even though he knew it wouldn�t work?�
�The man�s a greedy bastard.�
Agreed. �You mentioned your employers are looking to devise a vaccine. To what purpose? If these militia people want to inject themselves and kill their own moronic selves off, let �em.�
�If they were only planning to infect themselves, absolutely. But the massive amount of formula Rodale is after suggests he has a bigger picture in mind.�
Jerrick returned Thane�s steady gaze. �He plans to infect the entire human population. Bloody fuck.� The chilling possibility churned his stomach.
�If not all, a great deal of it. There are men working from the inside to safeguard that from happening, but the vaccine is a backup plan.�
�To hell with that. Take the fucking asshole out. Or better yet, both of them. Rodale and Kiantu.�
�Trust me, it�s going to come down to that. We needed to locate the formula first and ascertain it wouldn�t fall into the wrong hands. Problem is, you can squash a cockroach like Rodale and Kiantu, but before you wipe their carcasses from your shoe, a thousand more of their ilk show up to take their place.�
Living the seedy life of a thief, Jerrick was all too familiar with that reality. Looking at Thane, he found it difficult to believe they existed in the same universe though. Thane was too glossy. Too polished and clean. He said as much to the man, earning Thane�s chuckle.
�It�s amazing what a good suit will disguise,� Thane said with a wink.
Certainly fooled me. �While I was running surveillance on you, you were tailing me. Through Avi.� Damn, the man was good.
�I arranged to have her purse stolen after news traveled through the grapevine that you might be the thief Kiantu intended to target.�
He gaped at Thane. �She never mentioned that.� And here she gave him a hard time for omitting information.
�Not surprised. What ex-thief would want to admit to having their own property lifted?�
None he knew. �What I don�t understand is why you didn�t nab the formula if you already had an in with Francesca.�
�For a woman who runs a sex club, she�s obnoxiously decorous. I didn�t nail an invitation up into the penthouse until today.�
�I�m surprised your smarmy accent didn�t win her over.�
Thane�s smile turned cocky. �Usually it has ladies falling at my feet.�
Jerrick narrowed his eyes, his thoughts pinned on one particular lady Thane had tried to work his magic on. �You kissed Avi. Don�t tell me that was part of your bloody cover.�
Thane�s grin was rueful. �I profess to having a weakness for pretty blondes.�
�I owe you a debt for helping me find Avi. But don�t think for one moment I�ll hesitate at breaking your kneecaps if your mouth gets anywhere near her again.�
Thane�s lips twitched. �Duly noted.�

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Avily slid a nervous glance toward the burly man and Mr. Kiantu. She didn�t like the men�s speculative gazes as they watched her and Leena. Their conversation had made it all too apparent that they were conniving and underhanded. She wouldn�t be surprised if they were currently spinning a plan that would somehow land her and Leena neck-deep in even more trouble than they already were.
�Baby sis, I knew you�d eventually come around and see the error of your ways. We�re the chosen ones. Not them.�
A snigger came from the burly man. �Loony tunes. Every last one of them.�
Avily recalled his previous statement where he�d said the same thing. He�d also referenced a camp, brainwashing and words of a holy war.
Oh gods. What had Leena gotten herself involved in? Avily gripped her sister�s hands, squeezing them as she leaned close. �We�ve got to get out of here,� she whispered.
�I don�t want to leave. This is my family.�
�No, Leena. I�m your family. Mother too. These people have brainwashed you. Turned you into something abhorrent to suit their vile purposes.�
�The only vileness is the blood that runs through every fae on this planet. But soon that very blood will stain the ground they walk when we smite them out.�
The vehemence of Leena�s declaration chilled Avily to the bone. It sickened her to ask, but if she held any prayer of getting them out of here, she needed to know the enemy she was up against. �How do you plan to do that?�
�We�re the chosen ones.�
Frustrated by the continued cryptic ramblings, she shook her sister�s arms. �What does that mean?�
�You�ll soon see.�
�I don�t want to see, Leena. I want you to tell me.�
Before she could get anything more out of her sister, the door opened and a tall man dressed completely in sinister black strode into the room. Leena jumped up from the floor and rushed to his side. Flinging her arms around him, she kissed him with an intensity that made Avily�s eyebrows arch and her stomach lurch. The disgusting son of a bitch had brainwashed her sister and was using her sexually to boot.
The man broke away from Leena and glanced at Kiantu. �Do you have the formula?�
�The more important question is do you have my money?�
�It�s ready to be transferred into the account of your choosing as we speak.�
Greed sparkled in Kiantu�s eyes. �Excellent.� He snapped his fingers to his partner. �Grab the box out of the hover jet, Elrick.�
Giving a nod, the burly man�Elrick�exited the room. Kiantu and the man Avily assumed to be Rodale stood facing off against each other. Adversaries, except when it came to corruption and avarice, apparently.
The door banged open, and Elrick entered, carrying a cardboard box overflowing with file folders. Kiantu sneered at the man. �I meant the black box. Not the entire thing.�
Looking not the least contrite, Elrick shrugged. �Sorry, boss. Guess that�s why it pays to be specific.�
�No, my problem is paying you at all when clearly my money is better spent elsewhere.� His expression snippy, Kiantu snatched a small case resting on top of the pile. He unhooked the hinged lid and showed it to Rodale. �Your formula.�
�You expect me to pay five million merca for four vials?�
�Consider it down payment. Once my new lab is operational, you�ll get your full supply. Enough to support an army and upwards.�
Rodale�s features were rigid. �This isn�t what we agreed to.�
Sighing, Kiantu snapped the lid shut. �Then I�ll take my product elsewhere.�
�I didn�t say I don�t want it.� His face awash with unmistakable coveting, Rodale stroked his chin. �But I�ll want a demonstration.�
Kiantu�s snake-charmer smile faltered before reappearing with slightly less enthusiasm. �Of course.�
Rodale seized one of the syringes and studied it closely. The zealous light in his eyes provoked a shiver from Avily. Palming the substance, he snatched an additional syringe and handed it to Kiantu.
Her captor stared at the offering. His smile losing one more layer of its phoniness, he held up a hand. �Honored as I am to be invited into your ranks, I�m afraid I must refuse. My stockholders wouldn�t think kindly of me partaking in bribes and political pandering.�
Rodale grunted before swinging the vial to Elrick. �I�m assuming your stockholders won�t have a problem with him taking it.�
�Not in the least.�
Elrick glared at Kiantu. After a fierce stare down, he grudgingly accepted the syringe.
Avi�s heart knocked, her tensions a mirror of the leery atmosphere of the room. The two men injected themselves with the substance, and everyone went deathly still waiting to see what would happen next.
�I don�t feel anything,� Elrick said, breaking the silence.
�Goddamn it, Kiantu,� Rodale growled. �If you�ve swindled me��
Avily�s captor held up his hands again. �You�ve only just injected it. Give it a damn moment.�
�You�re wasting my time.� With a thunderous shove, Rodale propelled Kiantu into the wall with a force that was eye-popping. Literally. Kiantu�s eyes threatening to bug from their sockets, he struggled to pick himself off the floor.
All occupants in the room once again froze in anticipation. Excitement lighting his face, Elrick slammed his fist down on the table, effortlessly splintering the edge in two. Blinking, he held up his uninjured hand and grinned. �Whaddya know, boss, it does work.�
She�d been dropped into a pit of insanity. Rodale and Elrick, equally hopped-up on their strange excitement rush and newfound superhuman strength, were competing against each other to see who could create the most damage in the room. Wincing when Rodale smashed his fist through a steel cabinet across the way, she inched closer to the doorway.
Looking bored, Kiantu checked his timepiece. �If you gentlemen wouldn�t mind wrapping this up, I have other business to attend.� He glanced at Rodale. �My money transfer, if you will.�
Rodale pulled his hand from the cabinet and fished his micro com from his pants pocket. He clicked a few keys and returned the device to his trousers. �Done.�
�Excellent.�
With a calm flick of his wrist, Kiantu extracted the electrolizer gun from the interior of his suit jacket and fired it at Rodale. The man staggered for a moment before righting himself and knocking the gun from Kiantu as if it were an ineffectual toy. Picking up the smaller man, Rodale flung Kiantu at the wall again with a hysterical laugh.
We�re never going to get out of here alive. The instant the thought popped into her mind, Avily shoved it aside. She needed to keep her wits. Falling victim to panic and fear wouldn�t help her or her sister out of this situation.
As if she�d plugged into Avily�s brainwaves, Leena dashed to her side, her cheeks flushed. �Isn�t it something, baby sis? Told you we�re the chosen ones. The oppression and tyranny. It all stops here with us.�
She grasped Leena�s arm. �We need to get out of here. Now.� Before they ended up the next test of strength. Shoving aside a trickle of fear, she pulled at Leena. Her sister stubbornly refused to budge.
�Damn it, Leena. This isn�t the time to go cuckoo for crazy puffs. Let�s go.�
A hand snagged her by the hair, and she bit back a scream as she was whirled around. Tear ducts stinging, she stared into Kiantu�s eyes. Her relief at not being the new punching bag for Rodale or Elrick fizzled an instant death when her captor dragged her away from the door.
�You�re going nowhere.�
�I�m not the only one.� Shaking, she slid her gaze in Rodale�s direction. �You honestly think he�s going to let any of us out of here? Whatever that was you gave him has disintegrated what little sanity he barely possessed in the first place.�
�Oh no, sweets. I definitely intend to get out of here. I put too much time, energy and money into this to let it go to shit around me.� Dragging her in front of him, he started toward the door. Panic slammed her dead center. He was going to use her as a living body shield.
Rodale turned toward them, and she stiffened in her captor�s arms. Eyes wide, she stared helplessly while Rodale stalked toward them. He raised his arm, and she flinched, a whimper cocked and ready in her mouth.
Something hit the door with a thunderous bang, and she jolted. Rodale�s fist dropped to his side, and he crossed to the window. With a fierce yank, he pulled the entire blinds�anchor and all�from the wall.
The scene outside revealed another hover jet parked next to Kiantu�s, along with a cavalcade of military-grade vehicles. At first she assumed they must be a part of Rodale�s insane militia, until she noticed that the men stationed in front of the vehicles had high-tech weapons aimed at the building.
A stream of curses pelted from Kiantu. �Goddamn Howertech. What is that bastard doing here?� He flung a barbed glare at Rodale. �You double-crossing shit. Were you planning to cut me out of this deal? Sell my formula to him and share the profits?�
Rodale gripped the windowsill in a seal-cracking hold. �That�s military out there. I�ve gotta have me some of those toys they�re packing.� His lips peeled back with terrifying, maniacal glee. Moving to the door, he ripped it from the hinges and flung it aside before lurching outside. He got no farther than two steps before snipers opened fire on him. Blood spraying everywhere, he thunked to the ground, face down. An agonized wail sprang from Leena, and she started toward the door.
�Leena, no!� Avi jumped on her sister, tackling her to the floor. Ignoring the flailing limbs trying to knock her free, Avily held her sister down.
�No, we�re the chosen ones, baby sis. Our time is now. Don�t you see that?� Leena screamed, tears trickling down her cheeks. Her eyes wild, she twisted her wrist, revealing the syringe tucked in her hand. Before Avily could grasp at her sister�s intentions, Leena gave another desperate cry and plunged the needle into Avily�s arm, releasing the air dart.
Avily stumbled off her sister, gasping. She could feel the toxin spreading through her veins like a living parasite. Shaking, she dropped to her knees.
Leena made a dash for the door again, but Avily held barely enough strength to call out to her in anguish. She steeled herself for the rapid report of gunfire.
Voices carried from outside. Strident shouts and demands for weapons to be laid down. Several endless moments later, footsteps pounded the earth, drawing ever closer. A shadow crossed the floor planks, and she raised her head, her vision swimming.
Backlit by the diminishing sun, Jerrick stood in the doorway, his expression frantic and his chest heaving. He spotted her and rushed forward. Skidding to his knees, he scooped her up, crushing her to him.
�Jer. I knew y-you�d come for me.� Her eyes rolling back, she slipped into the endless void of darkness.

Clutching Avi tight, Jerrick pushed the hair back from her face. She was lifeless in his arms. That realization freezing his blood, he searched for a pulse. It was there, but thready. His gaze fell on the empty syringe close by, and his stomach bottomed out, right before its contents threatened to reverse course. A dull roar rushed in his head, its pounding refrain a ceaseless loop of Ohfuckgodsno.
�This is a touching scene, but I�m afraid I�ll have to miss the final credits.�
Snapping his head sideways, Jerrick locked stares with Lex. Or rather Stephan Kiantu. The terrified beast within Jerrick that demanded retribution for Avi surged against its bindings, longing to rip Kiantu limb from limb. Somehow he kept his rage contained. Stephan would get what was coming to him. �You�re not getting out of here, fuck wipe. The entire place is surrounded.�
�Precisely why I intend to use you and the girl as hostages.�
�I�m not going anywhere with you, Kiantu. And neither is she.� Gently settling Avi down, Jerrick straightened and stalked forward.
Kiantu cringed against the wall. His gaze flickered toward the left. �Elrick, why the fuck aren�t you helping me, you worthless piece of shit?�
Jerrick risked a glance in the direction Kiantu was staring and noticed a man slouched in one of the chairs. Judging by the vacancy in his eyes, he was deader than a doornail. �Looks like your man took a permanent leave of absence, minus the severance pay.�
Kiantu held up his hands. �Look, we can come to a gentleman�s deal. I�ll set you up so you�ll never have to worry about money again. Just help me get out of here.�
�That�s a mighty generous offer.� He stopped in front of Kiantu, the cold fury currently eating his insides making it all too easy for him to enjoy seeing the man squirm. �Only thing is, I�m no gentleman.� Pulling his fist back, he leveled a bone-crunching punch dead square in Kiantu�s face. The man slid to the ground, blubbering. Tempting as it was to make good on his desire to kill the motherfucker, Jerrick had more pressing matters to attend. Like ensuring Avi wouldn�t succumb to the same fate as Kiantu�s man.
Grabbing Stephan by the lapel of his suit coat, he dragged the cretin to the doorway and tossed him out onto the dirt before rushing back inside to Avi. He gathered her into his arms just as Thane sprinted through the door. �I see you got Kiantu. The others are�� He broke off as his attention dropped to Avi. �What the hell happened?�
�She was injected with the formula.�
His expression matching the awful emotion residing in Jerrick�s chest, Thane sprinted to his side. �We need to get her to Howertech�s lab. Now.�
Heart in his throat, Jerrick secured Avi tight to him and raced to the waiting hover jet. He spared the briefest glance to the activity commencing around him, barely registering the militia members being rounded up. He spied Leena in one of the groups, crying her eyes out. The hover jet�s doors hissed shut, sealing her from view.
His ex was the last thing on his mind right now. She was the past. His future lay unconscious and frighteningly vulnerable in his arms.
If Avi died, he�d have no place to go but with her.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

He�d never been happier to see white lab coats in his life.
Staring helplessly at the commotion around him, Jerrick held tight to Avi�s hand�the one lifeline in his nightmarish world.
She hadn�t roused at all during the twenty-minute flight to Howertech Laboratories� corporate headquarters. The additional two minutes it�d taken them to ready a makeshift emergency room for her amped his desperation to the breaking point. He needed to do something, damn it. Not sit here, watching the life force slowly drain from the only good thing he�d ever known.
A shuffling noise sounded. Jerking his head up, he met Thane�s worried gaze. �How long will it take them to create the vaccine?�
�I don�t know.�
That wasn�t fucking good enough. They needed to be in here now, doing everything in their power to make Avi better. To bring her back to him.
His mind insisted on torturing him with constant flashes of the vacant eyes of Kiantu�s man. The greasy ball of nausea churned relentlessly in his gut. �The case-study patient. What was the time frame�?� He couldn�t bring himself to choke out the words.
Thane gave him a sorrowful look. �An hour, tops.�
�Then they better have that goddamned vaccine ready soon.�
�I�ll go check on its progress.� Thane slipped away from the doorway, his footsteps diminishing into a distant echo in the cold, sterile hallways of the laboratory.
Lifting her hand to his face, Jerrick rubbed his cheek into her palm, the faint moisture from his eyes glistening on her pale flesh. The pain and misery residing within him crushed him under a relentless wave. He could feel the light fading from her as distinctly as the slow extinguishment in his own soul.
An agonized sound tore from him, and he tucked her fingers to his lips, shaking from the brunt of his emotions. �Avi, please don�t leave me. I need you. I�ve always needed you. Baby, come back to me.�
Another faint swish of fabric announced the arrival of a lab tech. Not bothering to hide his anguish, Jerrick watched the woman prep Avi. When the female chambered a vial of clear liquid into a syringe gun, he lowered Avi�s hand from his mouth. �Is that the vaccine?�
�No, this is a blocker that will hopefully slow down the advancement of the toxin.�
�Will it make her better?�
�It isn�t a cure, if that�s what you�re asking.� Her gaze softened. �The scientists are working hard on the vaccine.�
He didn�t want to hear that. He wanted it ready now.
The woman repositioned Avi�s arm and aligned the syringe gun with the inside of Avi�s elbow. With a small blast of air, the tech delivered the shot and then gently swabbed the area and bandaged it. After that she left Jerrick alone with Avi and the company of his grief.�
Seconds felt like they stretched into hours while he waited for news on the vaccine. Thane reappeared several more times and fruitlessly tried to offer Jerrick comfort before wisely concluding that was a fool�s mission.
Just about when Jerrick had given up hope of seeing another technician enter the room, a group of scientists arrived. They spouted off numbers and ratios and a whole host of things he didn�t understand while they prepped Avi yet again. He didn�t give a rat�s ass about their scientific jargon. Could they fix Avi? That was the only thing that mattered.
Monitoring their every move like a hawk, Jerrick continued holding her hand, his eyes stinging. She was so frail like this. Her fire and spark missing. He needed her sarcastic quips. Her teasing. Her laughter and joy. The innate goodness in everything she touched.
The needle punctured her skin, the slow disappearance of the vial�s contents lighting a match to Jerrick�s dwindling flame of hope. �Now what?�
The nearest scientist peered at Jerrick over the frame of his spectacles. �We wait and see.�
�The wait stretched into infinity. When shadows gathered outside the tall windows of the laboratory and Avi still hadn�t awakened, Jerrick�s torment shifted to rage. He cursed at anyone who dared enter the room with no answers for him. He cursed the sisters of fate for taking Avi from him. But most of all he cursed himself. For not protecting her as he�d sworn to do. For bringing her pain all of those years, and even more recently for foolishly believing that not speaking the truth in his heart would somehow trick the fates.
Thane appeared in the doorway. �You need to eat. Starving yourself to exhaustion won�t help her.�
�You think I don�t fucking know that?�
The man abandoned his station and halted beside Jerrick. �You blame yourself for her being here.�
Anguish shredding his insides, he gazed blearily at Thane. �I am to blame.�
�No, Kiantu and Rodale are the monsters responsible for this.� Thane gestured to Avi�s frighteningly lifeless form. �Don�t deprive them their rightful place in hell by shouldering their crimes.�
His eyes sore and his heart miserably heavy, Jerrick stroked Avi�s dear face. �I just want her to wake up. Grace me with one of her grins and call me some properly despicable name.�
Thane grunted. �You two have the strangest relationship I�ve yet to come across.�
�She completes me in a way that didn�t exist before her.� It was all too true. Prior to Avi joining him as his partner fifteen years ago, he�d been an empty shell, missing the vital part that made him whole. Leena had destroyed him, but Avi had been the one to put him back together piece by piece.
�Then you�re indeed the luckiest individual on the planet.�
He returned Thane�s solemn expression. �I will be, once she�s healthy again.�
A strange noise filtered from Avi. His gaze shot to her, painful hope filling his chest. Until he noticed her eyes had opened and were rolled back in her head. She began convulsing, her body twisting with horrific shudders. His heart splintering in two, he leapt to his feet and shouted for the technicians. A team of them raced into the room, their lab coats frantically swinging about their bustling bodies.
�She�s seizing,� one of them shouted. Another grabbed a nearby tray of vials and chambered one into the available gun. He administered the shot into Avi�s neck, and she immediately ceased her thrashing.
Jerrick swallowed thickly, certain he was seconds away from heaving up his guts. �Your goddamn vaccine is doing nothing.�
The man offered a commiserating look. �We�re trying our best to cure her, Mr. Hunter.�
Jerrick clamped the tech�s throat in a vise grip and bared his teeth. �Your best isn�t fucking good enough.�
Thane approached and pried Jerrick�s fingers free before the tech�s face turned a darker shade of purple. �I understand your strong desire to kill someone, but these are the men most equipped to help Avi. I advise leaving them in one piece.�
Jerrick watched the tech rub his abused neck and rush to join his wary colleagues. After some low whispers, they shot leery glances in Jerrick�s direction and piled out the door. He didn�t possess the energy to care that they were likely diagnosing him for a padded cell. Rubbing a shaky hand down his face, he returned to Avi�s bedside. She looked frailer than ever. The black morass of his agonized thoughts welled within him like a slick, oily beast determined to smother him beneath its oppressive weight.
He didn�t know how long Thane lent his quiet vigil. Sometime around midnight he finally glanced up and noticed the room was empty. The quiet hush in the room only added to his strained nerves.
He longed to hear the sunshine of Avi�s laughter, so much so it was a physical ache in his soul. Reaching for her listless hand again, he squeezed her fingers tight, his lips reverently tracing each pad, his tears leaking into her skin. He raised his eyes to the window, a long-forgotten prayer forming in his mind.
It�d been many moons since he�d sought the council of his divine ancestors. The words were hard coming. �This woman is my light. My soul. I�ve pledged my heart to her and no other. Our bond is unbreakable. Forged upon your command and desire. I would give my life for her if you�d only bring her back.�
A shimmering funnel of sparkles appeared and spiraled down before him. They slowly took shape, transforming into the form of a woman with flowing silvery locks. A simple white sheath accentuated her lush frame, a startling contrast to the sexy business attire he�d last seen adorning those curves. He gaped at the goddess for an endless moment, his tongue refusing to cooperate. Finally he managed to spit out two words. �Madam Love.�
She cocked one of her imperious eyebrows. �Just one of my many favorite guises.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Yes, I�ve noticed that you�re not very quick getting with the program. Much to my everlasting frustration all these years.� She sighed heavily. �Do you have any notion how many times I�ve longed to deliver a swift kick to your ass? Particularly when you ignore my guidance and continually summon me with your surly rants?�
He frowned.
�Do you not see it? Every time you look upon the moon and curse those who carry the same emotion you�ve stubbornly kept locked in your heart�emotion I�ve provided, mind you�your words carry to my ear. And let me tell you, there�s been plenty an occasion I�ve tempered the urge to smack you upside the head.� She plunked her hands on her hips and glared at him.
If not for the glittery corona sparkling about her and the whole divinity thing, he would have sworn she was the spitting image of Avi. Likely it was the smacking-him-upside-the-head comment that drew the comparison.
The goddess looked upon Avi and nodded. �Now you know why I picked her for you. I wholly approve of any woman wise enough to put you in your place.�
�Amora��
�Ah, so you do know how to speak my name without stringing a damn you in front of it.�
He was too miserable to take the slightest pleasure in her sparring. �Don�t take her from me. Please.�
�Why is it you ask this of me?�
�Because I need her. She�s my everything. My reason for living.�
�Do you love her?�
�Beyond reason.�
�Then say the words. To her. Your bonds started long before you sealed your union yesterday. You knew this in your heart, but your head resisted. Saying the words will set you free�and her. She�s always held the power to save you. But you also hold the key in saving her.� Amora crossed to him and placed a hand on his and Avi�s hearts. �It rests here.�
With those final words, Amora drifted into the ether.
Returning his focus to Avi, he stroked her cheek. The emotions welled to impossible limits inside him. Instead of being afraid of giving them voice, he kissed her lips and whispered the words he�d kept caged far too long. �I love you, Avi. I always have. Always will.�
A radiant glow surrounded her, billowing out to envelope him. It cocooned him in the most powerful, glorious essence of bliss he�d known. There was peace here. Joy and laughter. An aching sweetness that made him tremble and brought renewed dampness to his eyes.
He was touching her soul.
Nothing could compare to the rapture of it.
That assessment changed slightly when in the next instant her eyelashes fluttered and a single word escaped her lips. �Jer.�
There. That was the true rapture. He crushed her lips beneath his, the emotion bursting from his heart and scattering the darkness. Sliding his hands through her hair, he looked into the eyes he�d feared forever closed to the light.
A tear slipped down her cheek. �I heard you calling me. You said you loved me.�
�I do. With everything I am.� He repeated the devotion singing through his veins. �I love you, Avi.�
�I waited fifteen years to hear you say that.� She lifted a shaky hand and caressed his jaw. �So worth it.�
�I�m going to make it up to you by saying it every day, every minute, for the next fifteen years. And the next fifteen years after that. Into infinity.� His future beckoned, bright and shining with the dazzling promise of forever.
Madam Love�s�Amora�s�wise words blossomed in his mind. Nothing is out of the question when you want something badly enough.
At last he accepted the blessed truth of it. Even an undeserving, stubborn thief could hold love in his hands when the woman who�d healed his heart and soul stood beside him.

Epilogue

The streets of Tul�dea were bustling, as they should be during such a hallowed celebration. Love was in the air. But nowhere more vivid and radiant than at the corner chapel down the street from The Fairest Rose.
The bride wore a beautiful white creation featuring silk rosettes festooning the train. No one had the slightest inkling of the crotchless panties underneath.
Well, not entirely true. The groom was well aware. Hence his difficulty with keeping his mind off the upcoming wedding night.
Speaking of the groom, he�d donned an impeccably cut tuxedo that he swore was rented, not stolen. Even had the receipt to prove it. He, however, did not have on crotchless panties. But a certain chest harness that drove the bride-to-be crazy was tucked under his shirt. A wise fairy, that one. It�d taken him a while to see the error of his ways, but now that he�d snapped to his senses, he was proving himself worthy of his lady love.
Wiping the gathering moisture from her eyes, Amora gave a happy sigh. There was nothing more rewarding than seeing one of her couples fall in love. And these two�well, it was about damn time. She�d put a lot of energy into sealing their bond and their happy ever after. Seeing them honor her with this union put her in a positively generous mood. Maybe she�d send those wrist restraints as a wedding gift.
The officiant�s voice boomed with a joyous ring. �And with the power invested by the goddess Amora, I now pronounce you husband and wife.�
Their eyes shining with a deep, abiding love that made Amora�s heart sing, Avi and Jerrick exchanged a hot kiss that threatened to make the nearby ice sculptures melt. A rousing cheer went up.
Sitting on the balcony railing above the chapel, Amora fanned herself and blew a kiss to the newly wedded pair and the crowd below.
A fitting end to her birthday, indeed.
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