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"The Paris Game is a sexy noir romance--a
gritty, thrilling peek between dangerous Parisian sheets." -Tiffany
Reisz, Award-Winning and International Bestselling Author of The
Original Sinners series (Mira Books)

 


"Dark, mysterious, sexy. Noir at its best."
-Roxy Boroughs, author of A Stranger’s Touch

 


 


“Sophie’s not interested in you.”

He chuckled. “So you keep saying. Let me
offer you a wager then, ma chère, since you seem so certain.” He
ran a hand down her bare arm and she tried to keep from reacting.
Goose bumps rose on her skin and she hoped he hadn’t noticed. “It’s
been so long since our last one.”

“And that turned out so well for me,” she
said dryly. “Why would I want to?”

“I’d give you the choice of terms,” Marc
offered.

“Anything?” She tried to think of something
appropriately damning and to get him back for having lost their
last wager. She didn’t want to spend 24 hours on her hands and
knees again.

“Whatever you like, ma chère.” He was so
easily confident that he would succeed. She wanted to wipe the
smirk off of his face.
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 Chapter 1

 


 


“Royale wants to see you.”

The maître’d caught Sera at her dressing room
door, blocking her way. She tried to step around him, but he
persisted. “Now. You have time.”

“I should be on stage. Our next set starts in
a minute.”

“I’d love to tell him that you wouldn’t come
when he ordered. Have it your way.” He turned and she caught his
arm.

“I’ll go.”

The back corridor of the jazz club frightened
her, claustrophobic and dark. It seemed to stretch forever, until
she turned the corner and a sliver of light shone from under a
door. She moved towards it, her footsteps in her high heels echoing
off the scuffed parquet. Cigarette smoke, and something more
rancid, like rotting meat, hung in the air.

She knocked.

“Entrez!”

The wet sound of coughing greeted her as she
opened the door. Monsieur Royale, the club’s owner, covered his
mouth with a linen handkerchief. When he saw her, he tucked it away
in his pocket and gave an imperious wave towards the chair in front
of his desk. Sera took a seat, pushing a lock of her dark hair back
behind her ear. Her gaze wandered as she tried to look at anything
but him. She could pretend he wasn’t undressing her with his eyes,
or calculating the money he could make from her.

The office was cramped and untidy, and it
reeked of a combination of smoke and body odor. The rancid smell
she’d noticed out in the corridor seemed to be from a forgotten
plate on a shelf behind him, holding the remains of a meal. Her
eyes followed Royale’s hand as he grasped the packet of Gauloises
on the desk, bringing one to his fleshy lips. A diamond pinky ring
glinted in the light. He dug a gold lighter from the pocket of his
expensively tailored jacket and lit the cigarette.

“Mademoiselle Durand,” he said, clearing his
throat. “You’ve disappointed me.”

Sera dared a glance at him. He glowered at
her from under bushy brows, his eyes dark.

“What have I done?” Her fingers tightened on
the folds of her black dress and she made herself relax. She hadn’t
done anything wrong.

“When I lent you the money, mademoiselle, I
told you quite clearly that it needed to be repaid swiftly. And
you’re such a good girl, I thought you’d obey.” He coughed again
and reached for a snifter of brandy that sat on a pile of old
ledgers. “The €200 payment you left me this week is not what I
would consider swift.”

“It was all I could afford,” Sera retorted,
though she tried to keep her voice even. Work had been slow.

“That’s not my concern, just yours. Perhaps I
didn’t make myself clear when you came begging.” He leaned forward,
filling her field of vision. “If you default on your loan, you’ll
pay up in other ways.”

Sera remembered, her stomach churning. He’d
pinned her to the wall and yanked up her shirt. “A bit small,” he’d
said as he groped her breast, his rancid breath washing over her.
Now, his lewd gaze slid over her cleavage.

“I’ll give you more this week,” she replied,
straightening in the chair. His eyes flicked up to her face,
weighing her words.

“If I have less than €300 in my hand, I’ll
consider you to have defaulted.” He looked at his watch. “And if
I’m not mistaken, you have work to be doing, mademoiselle.”

Sera rose, swallowing against the bile that
threatened. She smoothed her dress, anything to keep her from
showing her fear to Royale. “Good night, monsieur.”

She backed from the room. Turning away from
Royale always made her uneasy. Though his bulk meant he didn’t move
quickly, she didn’t trust him. She pulled the door closed and
hurried down the corridor. She could already hear Benoît warming up
on the piano and the low tones of Patrice’s cello. She turned the
corner and stepped out into the small club, nearly colliding with
the bartender as he shifted a case of liquor.

“Sorry, Edouard!”

He smiled at her, the dimple showing in his
olive-skinned cheek. “You’re late.” He scolded her gently. She
hurried down the three steps and across to the stage, darting
around a table full of carousing men. One tried to pinch her
buttocks, but missed. Serge, the drummer, held out a hand as she
ascended the stage, helping her up.

“It’s our last set,” he said. “Then we can
relax. Are you ready?”

“Of course.”

He gave her a look and she squared her
shoulders and looked back. “It’s Piaf first, then the Billie
Holiday,” she replied. Any doubt in his eyes faded.

“'Le Vagabond',” he replied in a low
tone. “Let’s wow them—make them glad they tore themselves away from
M6’s cop dramas.”

Sera laughed. “Yes, let’s.” She stepped up to
the microphone and looked out into the club, pretending that its
faded crimson walls were instead the bright gloss of a club in
Monte Carlo and the tarnished candelabra were glittering
chandeliers.

A smattering of applause accompanied the
first few bars of the song. She smiled, mostly to herself. One day
it might be Monte Carlo. She wanted to leave this all behind.

 


Her euphoria faded as the set ended; her
fantasies overtaken by the club and its worn appearance. The dim
lights hid the worst of it: chairs that hadn’t been varnished in
years, sags in the floor and the faded burgundy velvet of the
banquettes along the wall. The small crowd had already begun to
dissipate as she made her way to the bar. Edouard set a bottle of
Coca-Cola in front of her as she slid onto a chair. She took a
grateful sip.

“You were fantastic,” he said.

“The Piaf was good,” the maître’d added as he
set down a pair of dirty glasses on the bar. “But the Dietrich you
did earlier needs work.”

Jean hated Dietrich. He’d never be satisfied,
and she refused to make the effort for him. “I’ll talk to Benoît
about it.”

“Do.” The maître’d straightened his tie.
“Edouard, I’ll need you to work the closing shift tomorrow, and
Saturday.”

Edouard’s smile disappeared. “Jean, Raymond
was supposed to take those shifts.”

“And he’s quit. I’ll expect you here at
six.”

Edouard glared at Jean before he turned on
his heel, pulling a mobile phone from his pocket as he walked away,
rapidly dialing a number.

“You couldn’t have gotten anyone else?” Sera
asked.

“I had to get those shifts covered. What do
you care?” Jean left, and she watched him turn on the charm as he
escorted a couple to the door.

“What an asshole.” Edouard returned and began
loading glasses into the dishwasher. “I was supposed to go out with
Paula tomorrow, but now I can’t. She’s pissed.”

“What happened?” She hated that her
matchmaking wasn’t working out.

Edouard grimaced. “She broke things off.
Tomorrow was my last chance to try and get her back.”

“Maybe she’s not the one for you.”

“She is the one,” he replied, suddenly
earnest. “You know that I’ve never met anyone like her.”

Sera found it hard to argue the point, though
she decided to try anyway. “You’ll meet someone better.” Easy for
her to say, when she couldn’t give up the man she loved. She
searched the bar, but Marc wasn’t there. He hadn’t been by in
months and she found she thought of him less and less. But he still
lingered in her mind, the flash of his smile, his dark blue eyes,
the low chuckle he made when amused.

“I doubt it.” Edouard hung the rest of the
wine glasses in the racks over the bar. He turned away to
straighten the bottles and grab a rag.

Sera let her gaze wander. A man with short
blond hair standing at the rail turned and their gazes met. His
intense blue eyes startled her. He smiled at her briefly, lifting a
glass of bourbon to his lips. She returned his smile, but was
interrupted as a man sidled up next to her.

“You were marvelous, mademoiselle,” he said,
leaning against the bar. His dark hair fell over his forehead and
he was unshaven. What had been an elegant dark suit looked slightly
the worse for wear, and his tie had been loosened. “May I buy you a
drink?”

She was about to demur, but stopped. Royale’s
admonition rang in her ears. She glanced back at the man at the
rail, only to find him gone, his glass empty on the nearby table.
She turned back.

“Just a drink?”

The man grinned broadly and slipped an arm
over her shoulders. “Darling, I love the way you think.” He tossed
back the rest of his drink. “Your place or mine?”

Sera forced an amused chuckle, though her
stomach churned. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Anton Morel,” the man volunteered
instantly.

“Let me get my things, Anton, then we’ll go.”
She stood, letting his arm fall from her shoulders. “Meet me at the
door.”

 


Once outside, Anton drew her close,
sidestepping into a dim alleyway. He tried to kiss her, but she
turned her head. Undeterred, he dropped kisses on her cheek and
down the side of her neck. She caught his hand as he tried to delve
past the neckline of her dress.

“Not here.”

“Why not?” He looked like a child denied his
favourite sweet. “I can’t convince you?”

“It’ll take some convincing,” she
replied.

“How much? I want you to suck me here, if you
won’t fuck me.” He waited, his hot breath brushing her cheek.

“Fifty.”

“That much?” He pinned her against the wall
and she shivered at the touch of the cold stone. “Thirty.”

Sera pushed him away. “Good night, monsieur.”
She readjusted her shawl, stepping around him. She’d only gone a
few paces when she heard him call out.

“Thirty-five?”

She spared him a glance over her shoulder.
“Forty or nothing.” He reached for his wallet and she retraced her
steps, taking the bills from his hand. She tucked them into her
purse before she pushed him against the wall.

She brushed her lips over his before she
lowered herself to her knees, dragging her palms down his shirt and
over his dark trousers. His cock bulged against the zipper and she
caressed it before she undid his belt, feeling him strain against
her fingers. She freed him and wrapped her hand around his length.
He was of a good size, but not so large that she’d have trouble
accommodating him.

Sera ran her tongue along the underside of
his cock before taking him in her mouth. He grasped her hair and
rocked his hips forward. She let him slide deeper into her mouth,
pressing her hands against his hips to keep him from thrusting too
far. She listened to his gasping breaths as she sucked him off.
Just as he was about to ejaculate, she pulled away, and he spilled
onto the pavement. She loosed his fingers from her hair and stood.
He sagged back against the wall and looked well satisfied.

“Bonne nuit.” He opened his eyes, but she
turned away, walking back the way she had come.

“Tomorrow?” he called after her.

“Perhaps.” She quickened her pace and reached
the boulevard, walking towards the empty cab rank.

“Bonsoir,” said a voice from behind her. She
started. A man strolled into the light from the street lamp and
Sera recognized him from the club. Standing next to her, he was
taller than she’d thought, towering over her with ease. “I thought
you’d already left with that other man,” he continued, glancing
down at her. She caught a whiff of his cologne, a spicy unfamiliar
fragrance.

“We decided to part ways.”

“That was fast.” His mouth quirked up at the
corner.

Had he seen them?

“He wasn’t the one for me,” she replied,
glancing down the empty street.

“How fortunate. May I buy you a drink?”

A cab pulled up to the curb. She moved
towards it and he opened the door for her.

“It’s a bit late,” she said. “Perhaps
tomorrow?”

“Will you be at Le Chat Rouge? I’ll look for
you.”

This man was far better than Anton Morel. His
suit looked bespoke, the fabric fine, his tie still neat. His gold
watch flashed in the street light. She smiled up at him. “I will. I
perform there almost every night. And you are?”

“Jeremy Gordon.” He took her hand. “A
pleasure to meet you.”

The cab driver muttered to himself and she
made to get in.

“Until tomorrow then.” The man bent to kiss
her cheek, his lips warm on her skin.

“Bonne nuit, Jeremy.”


 Chapter 2

 


 


That same evening, Marc exited a black cab in
London, the collar of his leather jacket drawn up against the rain.
As his contact had told him, the antiques shop was across the road
from the Boar’s Head pub, an establishment that looked as if it had
seen better centuries. He far preferred the environs of London
around his regular haunts near Claridge’s and Bond Street. Here he
felt out of place, his elegant suit a contrast to the rundown
street and its inhabitants.

He ducked out of the rain and into the shop.
Its gilt lettering seemed old-fashioned in comparison to the garish
colors of its neighbors and it faded into obscurity under the
overcast sky. His family’s firm had started out much the same way a
century earlier, but they had managed to leverage themselves from
shopkeepers to sought-after experts. A bell jangled above his head,
announcing his presence. He ran a hand through his dark hair,
shaking off the damp.

The shop appeared empty. He checked his
watch. In a few minutes, his contact Bates would be late. He
wandered through the shop while he waited. The merchandise was of
good quality and he mentally revised his initial assessment of the
shop. Bates could make a fortune if he moved the business somewhere
more conducive to wealthy shoppers. They were the livelihood of a
place like this. Marc’s own great-grandfather had done far better
when he’d moved the family business to its current location in
central Paris. He paused to pick up an urn sitting on the shelf of
an old Victorian-era dining room hutch. He rubbed the dust from its
surface, revealing the delicately etched design underneath.

“Mr. Perron?”

Marc turned. The man stood casually, one hand
in the pocket of his trousers. His suit hung on his thin frame, his
tie loose at the collar. Under the two-day shadow, his skin had a
ruddy flush. He’d probably come from the pub, given the state of
his appearance.

“Yes. Mr. Bates?” He extended his hand.
Bates’ fingers were cold and clammy.

“I appreciate you taking the time from your
busy schedule.” Bates smiled and it made him look rapacious. His
demeanor reminded Marc of the slick salesmen he sometimes ran into
in the auction halls, shepherding around ignorant fools wanting to
invest their wealth in the latest art fad. Already he regretted
agreeing to this meeting.

“I don’t have much time before my next
appointment,” he told Bates smoothly, though in truth this was his
last appointment of the day. Let Bates say his piece, and
quickly.

“Of course. Shall we go back to my
office?”

Marc followed Bates through the shop and into
a back office that smelled faintly of fish and chips. Bates seated
himself behind a cluttered desk and gestured for Marc to take a
seat. He shed his jacket and hung it over the back of the chair. He
took a seat, his ankle crossed over his knee.

“Our mutual friend suggested to me that you
might be able to assist me with a client,” Bates began, lighting a
cigarette. Marc nodded and waited for him to continue. “My client,
a lower member of our illustrious aristocracy—” At that, Marc had
to keep himself from laughing. If Bates was trying to impress him,
he’d have to try harder. “—has been let down in his search for
original works by Degas.”

“As he would.” Marc knew that very little by
Degas had been auctioned in some time. Most collectors were content
to hold onto their acquisitions. “Am I supposed to discover these
pieces for him?”

Bates shifted in his chair, giving a sly
grin. “For a price, my client wishes to obtain two sketches by
Degas that he saw at the d’Orsay on his last trip to Paris.”

“Then he should deal with the museum.” His
uncle’s corrupt legacy had a long reach, and now he knew why his
firm had come recommended.

“You’ll appreciate that my client realizes
such inquiries would be useless,” Bates replied. “He’s willing to
offer a substantial payment to someone who could arrange their
liberation from the museum.”

“How much is he offering?” Enough circling.
If the offer wasn’t sufficient, he wasn’t going to waste his
time.

“Twenty thousand pounds.” Bates looked smug.
Marc rose to his feet, slipping on his jacket.

“Good night, Bates.”

“But—” Bates rose, stretching out a hand to
forestall Marc’s leaving. “That’s double what they’re worth!”

Marc shrugged. “That may be, but it’s not
worth the risk. And the thieves would have to be well paid. You’ll
have to find someone else.” He walked to the door, Bates trailing
him.

“How much would you want?”

“If your client can come up with a better
offer, I may consider it. Otherwise, you’ll have to look
elsewhere.” Marc looked coolly at Bates. “So far you’ve just been
wasting my time. Call me if you can make it worth my while.”

He stepped out onto the street and flagged
down a black cab. The sun was setting and he had the entire evening
free. It would be a waste to not make the fullest use of his suite
at Claridge’s. He leaned forward.

“Charing Cross Road at Manette Street,” he
told the driver. He knew exactly how he was going to enjoy his
evening.

 


“We’ll be closing in half an hour,” the clerk
told him. Marc nodded and continued into the bookshop. He had
Madelaine’s number from several weeks prior, but he far preferred
to surprise her at work. If she wasn’t available, there’d always be
someone else. He turned a corner and made his way towards the back
of the shop, passing military history and philosophy before he
found her. She stood on a small stepladder, methodically dusting
the upper shelves.

“I’m glad to see they’ve replaced the old
stepladder,” he remarked as he came up beside her. She gave him a
brilliant smile, and if they hadn’t been in the middle of the shop,
he knew she would have kissed him. Still, he helped her from the
ladder and bent to kiss her cheek, pulling her into a close
embrace. His hand slid down her back and over the snug fabric of
her dark skirt.

“Marc!” she scolded him. “You didn’t tell me
you were in town.” She leaned into his embrace, her red hair
brushing his chin. Small and delicate, Madelaine was a beautiful
Irish girl he’d met during a quick stop to find a book he’d needed
for a deal he’d been working on. She had found him the book and
hand-delivered it to his room. There had been chemistry between
them in the book shop, but when she had showed up at his door, she
confirmed his hopes. She’d stayed for a drink, which had lengthened
into two, and then the rest of the night.

“Are you free this evening, ma petite amie?”
he asked, pushing aside her hair to taste the skin beneath her ear.
He felt her shiver.

“Of course.” She drew back. “I just have to
finish this and then I’m all yours.”

He chuckled. “Should I wait for you?”

“There’s a bar down the road—the Birchfield.
I’ll meet you there when I’m done.” Madelaine stood on her tiptoes
and he took the opportunity to kiss her. “I’m so glad to see you,”
she said against his lips. He kissed her again, delving into her
mouth. She gave a little moan that made him wish they had more
privacy.

He pulled away, caressing her cheek. “I’ll be
waiting.”

 


Marc found the bar easily enough—a tiny
hole-in-the-wall that reminded him of Paris and some of the places
he used to frequent. The interior held a dozen tables and a few
booths, barely busy at this hour. He found a table for two and gave
his order to the single waiter on duty. While he waited, he checked
his messages. Bates hadn’t called and he doubted he’d hear from the
man again. The receptionist at the firm had called to remind him of
two late afternoon appointments upon his return to Paris tomorrow.
He sighed. He’d have to send her an email later and see if she
could reschedule or give them to Fournier, his associate. After two
weeks of straight travel and auctions, he wanted to spend his
Friday doing something more pleasant.

He slid his phone back into his pocket and
took a long drink of his wine. A small feminine figure at the bar
caught his eye and for a moment he thought she looked familiar. Her
dark hair fell down her back in waves and she moved as gracefully
as a dancer. However, when she turned, he didn’t know her. He felt
a pang of disappointment. Seraphina was back in Paris, beguiling
the crowds as she sang at Le Chat Rouge, not here.

The door opened and Madelaine walked in. She
slid into the chair next to him and kissed him soundly.

“That didn’t take long,” he commented when
they broke apart.

“I rushed the last bit,” she admitted. Her
hand settled possessively on his thigh. “You know, I wasn’t sure
I’d see you again.”

He poured her a glass of wine from the carafe
before replying. “Why is that?”

“I know you said you’d come back, but I
didn’t think you were telling the truth,” she replied. She flushed.
“That sounded awful.”

Marc chuckled. He rarely bothered to see a
woman twice; she’d read him right enough. But she’d been delectable
and he wanted more.

“It’s true enough, but you’re more than just
a one-night-stand.”

“Good.” Her hand slid farther up his thigh
and the corner of his mouth quirked up in amusement.

“Hungry?”

“Very.”

“Then what are we doing here?” He rose,
tossing a bill onto the table. They left the bar and hailed a
taxi.

“Where are we going?” she asked as the black
cab sped along Charing Cross Road.

“My hotel.”

“Claridge’s?”

“Always.” He would call room service, but
first he wanted to see Madelaine sprawled on the gorgeous Art Deco
desk in his suite, her arousal glistening between her parted
thighs. He didn’t think she’d object to a bit of a wait for her
supper.

The taxi ride was short and they hurried
through the lobby, not pausing until they reached the door of
Marc’s suite. Once inside, Madelaine’s giggles turned to a gasp as
he pressed her into the closed door, his hands hiking her skirt
around her waist. She squirmed in his embrace and he paused.

“What is it?”

“I’m wearing the most awful knickers,” she
said in a low voice, her cheeks flushing.

He shrugged. “It’s not your knickers I’m
interested in.” He tugged down her pantyhose and her underwear,
going down on one knee to unhook the fabric from around her feet.
He tossed the garments aside and stood, sliding his arm under her
buttocks. She clasped his shoulders in surprise as he lifted
her.

“Where are we going?”

“I had this vision,” he said, taking her
through into the sitting room. His free hand swept the papers from
the desk and he set her down. He pulled up a chair as she watched
and when he’d settled, she had shifted to the edge of the desk,
letting her knees fall open.

“Parfait.” His tongue penetrated her folds
and he felt her fingers in his hair. Her legs quivered and he held
them apart, his thumbs resting in the soft hollows of her inner
thighs. He teased her clit and listened as her breathing turned to
short gasps. Her hands left him and she slumped back on her elbows.
He glanced up from between her legs and met her gaze. She licked
her lips.

“Don’t stop,” she murmured. He didn’t plan
to. He wanted to hear her cry his name, to have her orgasm on his
tongue. He let his teeth scrape over her clit, provoking her into a
guttural groan. It wouldn’t be long now.

He sated her twice on the desk, curling his
fingers inside her until she begged him for release. Now she lay
prone, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. He felt
his phone buzz in his pocket and he gave her a caress as he stepped
away.

“Give me a moment.”

She nodded, turning her head to watch him
walk into the bedroom.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Perron?” It was Bates.

“You’d better have another offer or you’re
wasting my time,” Marc warned him.

“Of course.” His voice sounded hurt and a bit
resentful. “My client has authorized me to offer you forty thousand
pounds for what we discussed.”

“Much better than your first offer.”

“You’ll receive payment on delivery,” Bates
continued. Marc laughed.

“Who do you think you’re trying to scam?”
Marc asked. “Half up front or no deal.”

He heard Bates mutter to himself. “All
right.”

“I’ll be in touch regarding my account,” Marc
told him. “Until I have the money, I won’t lift a finger.”

Bates agreed and Marc hung up. He dialed
another number, one he hadn’t used in quite some time.

“Girard, I have a job for you.” He filled the
man in on the details. “Soon would be best, even this weekend.
It’ll be busy.”

He returned to the sitting room and found
Madelaine relaxing on the sofa.

“Are you going to call room service?” she
asked. “I’m starving.”

“Soon, ma petite. There’s something I need to
do first.” He drew her onto his lap and her hands reached for his
belt, undoing his trousers so she could slip a hand into his
briefs, around his cock. She leaned over to the side table and
pulled out a condom from the drawer before she brought him out,
stroking her hand over his length, then rolled the condom over his
erection. She settled onto his lap with a delighted shiver. His
hands grasped her hips and he thrust up into her tight heat. Her
gasps in his ear made him tighten his grip and she whimpered.

“Harder,” she pleaded. His fingers tangled in
her hair, drawing her head back so he could taste the hollow
between her clavicles. She arched against him and took him deep. He
held her immobile as he fucked her roughly, dragging hoarse cries
from her as she came. She clenched around him and he spilled into
her, a shudder racking his body. She slumped in his embrace and he
rested his forehead on her shoulder, catching his breath.

“Now we can call room service,” he told her
with a chuckle.

 



 Chapter 3

 


 


Sera left her tiny garret apartment in
Montmartre when the sun was high overhead, illuminating even her
small winding street. A malnourished ginger tabby cat stared at her
from atop a battered cardboard box as she walked by on her way to
the metro station at Abbesses. She emerged into the bustle of the
boulevard St. Germain, crossing the street to her final
destination. The cathedral of St. Germain-des-près had been her
sanctuary since she’d first come to Paris. All the noise from
outside fell away as the door closed behind her.

She made her way to the chapel of the
Virgin, the walk to the furthest point of the church calming her.
She took a couple of euros from her trouser pocket and deposited
them in the donation box before she lit a taper.

Please let me find enough money to pay
Royale, she thought, watching the tiny flame flicker into
existence. She found herself a spot and knelt at the prie-dieu,
taking her rosary from her bag. The jet beads glinted in the low
light. She closed her eyes and made the sign of the cross,
whispering the Apostles Creed and the Our Father before reciting
the first Hail Mary, her fingers marking the spot on the bead. Her
grandmother had tried to teach her the prayers in Latin, but she
still preferred them in French. They felt more substantial in her
mind, more powerful. Not that her grandmother would approve of her
praying to the Virgin after what she’d done, and would have to do
again. She repeated her wish between each of the rote prayers,
slowly counting through the five decades. She let the beads hang
from her fingers for a few moments as she looked up at the statue
in the chapel. Mary’s serene face looked down on her, luminous in
the sun shining through the stained glass windows.

Sera rose to her feet and tucked her rosary
back into her bag, feeling rested and ready to face the rest of her
day. She still had several hours before she had to be at work, and
her time was her own. She squinted into the sunlight as she emerged
from the church and nearly stumbled over a young woman with a
sketchbook across her knees. She laid her hand on the girl’s
shoulder.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t
see you there.”

The young woman glanced up, brushing her
auburn hair away from her face. Her movement left a smudge of
charcoal on her lightly tanned cheek.

“It’s no problem.” She
gave Sera a shy smile. Her French was hesitant and accented. She
hadn’t been in Paris long.

Sera caught a glimpse of her sketchbook and
couldn’t help gawking. The girl had nearly finished a drawing of
the Deux Magots café in careful detail. She bent to look
closer.

“You’re very talented,”
she remarked. The young woman smiled again, seeming less
shy.

“Thank you, Madame. I
really should be working on my thesis, but the day was too nice to
stay inside.”

Sera perched on the step next to her. The
girl’s looks reminded her of Edouard’s Paula, slim and delicate,
but she had a calmer mien. What would Edouard think of her? She
couldn’t help being a matchmaker, especially with Edouard. If she’d
had a brother, she’d have done the same.

“Are you studying
art?”

“Art history,” the girl
replied. “I chose my thesis especially so I could come to Paris.”
She held out a hand. “I’m Sophie, by the way.”

Sera clasped her hand. “Sera.”

“Are you from Paris?”
Sophie asked.

“Not originally. What
about you?”

“Ottawa, though I wish I
could have been born here. There’s just so much to see.”

“It’s a lovely city. Have
you toured around a bit?”

“Not nearly enough. I’ve
been here less than a week,” Sophie confided. “And most of that
week has been work.”

“You should come to the
club tonight, take in some music,” Sera suggested. Edouard would be
working and it would be the perfect opportunity. Already she knew
Edouard would like her; Paula had no interest in art and he’d
complained regularly about missing exhibitions to make her
happy.

“What sort of club is it?”
Sophie looked down at her sketchbook, tapping her pencil against
the edge.

“It’s a jazz club called
Le Chat Rouge,” Sera replied. “Say you’ll come, Sophie. I’d love to
have a new ear for my performance.”

Sophie looked at her with a kind of awe, her
eyes wide. “You’re a singer?”

“I am. Will you
come?”

“I could.” Sophie’s
enthusiasm faltered. “Where is it? I don’t want to get
lost.”

Sera dug in her bag for a pen and a scrap of
paper. She jotted down the address. “It’s not too far from here,
actually.” She wrote out directions from the metro stop. Sophie
looked over the slip of paper.

“I think I can find it,”
she said. “Should I wear something nice?”

“You could wear jeans, but
there’s nothing wrong with something fancier,” Sera replied.
Edouard would love her, even in jeans. He just had to.

“I’ll come up with
something.”

Sera rose. “I’ll look for you tonight. The
band starts around nine. À bientôt, Sophie.”

 

 


Sera could hear the murmur
of the growing crowd. Friday nights were her favourite; she loved
singing for a full house. It made her fantasies of success seem
real, and her cut of the cover charge would give her enough to pay
Royale for another week. €300. She’d just make it without leaving
herself destitute.

A brisk knock at the door announced Benoît’s
presence.

“Are you
ready?”

“Just about.” Sera leaned
forward, picking up her face powder. “I’ll be out in a
minute.”

Benoît’s reflection
grinned. “Two minutes,” he told her. The door shut behind
him.

Sera applied her powder and made the final
touches to her makeup. She rose and smoothed down her dress. It
clung to her curves and dipped to give her more than a hint of
cleavage in front, and left bare an expanse of her pale back.
Perfect to impress the crowd, and Jeremy Gordon, if he decided to
return. She’d spend the evening with him if she could. She gave
herself a once-over in the mirror and put a sultry smile on her
face before she opened the door.

She strode out into the club, scanning the
crowd for familiar faces as she approached the stage. Benoît held
out a hand and helped her up the short stair. Serge and Patrice
were already there, talking in low tones. Patrice cradled his cello
as he talked, gesturing with the bow as he made some point to
Serge. Edouard came to the edge of the stage, holding a glass of
water. She bent to take it from him.

“Look for a slim girl with
dark auburn hair,” she told him.

“Why?”

“Just trust me. You’ll
like her, I’m sure of it.” His aggrieved expression amused her.
“You won’t regret it, Edouard.”

“I’ll watch for her,” he
conceded. “What’s her name?”

“Sophie. She’s Canadian.
And she’s an artist—just like you.” His expression softened and she
thought she saw a hint of a smile. He nodded and headed back to the
bar.

She set the water at the
side of the stage, tucked behind one of the small speakers. As she
stepped up to the microphone, she glanced at the band. Benoît gave
her a nod and she heard the opening bars of 'Le Vagabond'.

The first lines came easily and she saw the
club’s patrons turn their heads to listen. Even Jean paused in his
work, holding a snifter of cognac. Her confidence swelled and she
allowed a small smile to hover on her lips between verses, widening
as she saw Jeremy Gordon moving from the bar to a better vantage
point. Perfect. Near him, Sophie waited her turn for a drink. Sera
met Edouard’s gaze across the bar and knew he’d spotted her as
well. She watched them until the song finished and she had to turn
her attention back to the band.

Benoît had chosen a song by Dietrich for
their next piece, one of her favourites. It seemed appropriate to
sing about falling in love again as she watched Sophie hover by the
bar with her drink, Edouard speaking to her every time he had a
lull in his work. Satisfied, she let her gaze wander.

The flicker of a cigarette lighter in the
gloom caught her eye. It flickered again and held, illuminating the
face of a man she hadn’t seen in weeks. Marc Perron lit his
cigarette and his features faded back into the shadows. Not that
she needed bright sunlight.

He would be elegantly dressed—a suit,
pressed shirts with cufflinks, and depending on his mood, a tie.
For all his apparent fastidiousness, he was never a dandy. Even
now, moving amongst the crowd to stand at the rail, clear to her
gaze, he confidently filled his space. He had a certainty about
him, even when they’d first met in that tiny bar years ago. He’d
beckoned her over, introduced himself, and had her telling him all
her troubles before the night was over. Tonight, he gave her a
hungry look that caused her to catch her breath in the midst of the
phrase she was singing. She saw that half smile of amusement as he
sipped a glass of wine. No one else had noticed her distraction,
but he knew.

She pulled herself away, looking anywhere
but at him. She found Jeremy Gordon at a table to her left, tucked
into a corner, and he looked relaxed, watching her. Sophie had
found a small table for two. She’d see Sophie, and then spend time
with Jeremy. He might be generous enough to buy her a few drinks,
or dinner. That was where she would go at her break, she resolved,
and she would ignore Marc completely.

The music drew to a close after several more
songs and she bowed briefly to the audience to acknowledge their
applause. She glanced at Marc before she could stop herself and he
raised his glass to her. She looked away. A hand loomed from the
darkness beside the stage and she let the man help her down to the
floor. She looked up at him as her eyes adjusted and smiled at
Jeremy.

“Bravo, mademoiselle.” He
bent to kiss her hand.

“Merci. I’m so glad you
came.”

“So am I.” He lowered
their linked hands, but didn’t let go. “May I buy you a
drink?”

“Afterwards? I promised my
friend I’d see her at the break, and there’s not much
time.”

“Later then. I’ll come
find you.” He brushed her cheek with his lips and they parted. Sera
wove through the crowd to Sophie’s table, where she was greeted
with a look of outright hero worship.

“You were incredible!”
Sophie clapped her hands together. “I’m so glad I came.”

“It’s not over yet.
There’s a half hour break and then we’ll do one more set.” Sera
took the free chair and glanced at Sophie’s empty glass. “We should
get you another.”

“I would have gone, but I
thought I’d lose my spot.” Sophie leaned forward. “That bartender
is so sweet. Do you know him well?”

“Edouard’s a great guy,”
Sera agreed. “He went through a rough spell and I know he’d love
your attention.”

“He seemed to.” Sophie
blushed. “I’ll try to get back there during the next set.” She
craned her neck to glance at the bar. “He’s too busy
now.”

“Things will slow down
during the second set.” Sera moistened her dry lips and wished she
had her glass of water with her, but she’d left it
onstage.

“Looking for this?” A
familiar hand set a glass of water in front of her. She would have
known his hand anywhere, even without the silver cufflinks that
glinted against his dark pinstriped jacket. That hand had bruised
her, caressed her, comforted her, and had brought her to screaming
orgasm more times than she could remember.

“Ma chère, you were lovely
as always,” Marc continued, the low tenor of his voice husky with
intimacy. “If I wasn’t away so often, I’d be here every
night.”

Sera lifted her face as Marc bent and kissed
her cheeks, lingering far longer than strictly necessary. She
inhaled the subtle scent of his cologne before he straightened.

“Merci, Marc. Won’t you
join us?”

He appropriated an empty chair from a nearby
table, settling between her and Sophie. “Aren’t you going to
introduce us?” His gaze rested on Sophie, who shifted in her chair
under the unexpected attention.

“Of course.” She felt a
sharp pang of jealousy and gave Marc a terse look. “Sophie, this is
my friend Marc Perron. Marc, Sophie.”

“Enchantée, mademoiselle
Sophie.” Marc held out his hand. Sophie hesitated, but finally
placed her hand in his. Sera watched him lift Sophie’s hand to his
lips. Sophie blushed furiously and as soon as she could, she took
her hand back, clasping it under the table.

“Bonsoir, monsieur,” she
replied politely.

“Where have you been?”
Sera drew his attention away from Sophie, who glanced towards the
bar again.

“Here and there. I was in
Amsterdam last week and Florence the week before. And I had a quick
jaunt to London for a few meetings. One of my clients was desperate
for an altarpiece.”

“Isn’t that illegal?”
Sophie asked, her eyes wide.

Marc smiled at her. “He saw sense and paid
me to go looking for replicas for him, or for an artist who could
paint in the old style.”

“Marc deals in art and
antiques,” Sera remarked to Sophie. “His family’s firm has been
around for a long time.”

“A hundred years or
thereabouts.” Marc lit a cigarette, offering the slim case to
Sophie, and perfunctorily to Sera, giving her a wink as he held it
out. He knew she didn’t smoke, but he had noticed her response to
his attention to Sophie.

“No thank you,” Sophie
replied. Marc slipped the case back into his jacket
pocket.

“Amsterdam wasn’t as
worthwhile,” he remarked. “The items at auction were poor; much
worse than I’d expected.”

“So it was a wasted trip?”
Sera sipped her water.

“Not entirely.” He gave
her a look that left no doubts as to what he was referring. Of
course he’d entertain one or several women during his stay.
Sophie’s attention had drifted again and she was glad Sophie had
missed Marc’s lewd look.

“Have you traveled much,
mademoiselle?” Marc inquired, bringing Sophie’s gaze back to the
table.

“I wish.” She gave him a
rueful smile. “I barely could afford to come here.”

“And what has brought you
to our lovely city?”

Sera watched Marc shift closer to Sophie,
intent on his new conquest. This was not what she had intended when
she’d invited Sophie tonight. She felt a hand on her shoulder and
turned.

“It’s time.” It was
Benoît. Patrice and Serge were already waiting on stage. As she
rose, she knew how to interrupt Marc’s flirtation. It would serve
him right and give Sophie a chance to go see Edouard. And, though
Sera didn’t want to admit it, he would spend more time with her
instead.

“Would you play a song
with me, Marc?” She turned to Benoît. “If Patrice doesn’t mind
lending his cello, of course.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine
with it.” Benoît ambled back to the stage where he had a word with
Patrice.

“You play the cello?”
Sophie asked.

“Not professionally.” Marc
stubbed out his cigarette. “Bien sûr, ma chère; I would love to.
Save my seat, Sophie.”

Patrice gave up his seat for Marc, who
settled the cello between his knees. He played a few experimental
chords and then tightened two strings minutely. “What shall we
play?

Sera already knew. She had thought of it
when she’d first seen him.

“Do you
remember ‘Ma
Chanteuse’?” She saw a reaction in his
eyes, the slight tenseness of his form, but it disappeared before
she could be certain.

“I wrote it for you. How
could I forget, ma chère?”

The first few notes slid into the club and
the crowd quieted. He played through the haunting introduction and
Sera stepped up to the microphone.

You walked in and captured the impossible
smile...

She hadn’t sung the song in years, but she
hadn’t forgotten the words. She glanced back at Marc. His head
lifted and he seemed to see right into her. Her chest felt tight
and tears pricked the back of her eyes. She looked away, trying to
focus on the music. Her voice rose and fell with the melody of the
cello. The audience faded from her awareness and she and the music
were in a world all their own.

As she sang the last line, she turned to
watch Marc draw his bow across the strings for the final bar. The
notes carried in the silent crowd. When he finished, they were
immersed in applause. She barely registered Patrice returning to
his spot, but suddenly Marc was beside her, giving a brief bow to
the audience.

“Beautiful as always, ma
chère,” he told her, giving her an affectionate smile before
stepping down from the stage. She watched him resume his position
next to Sophie, who looked at him with some of the same awe she had
given to Sera. She glanced at Edouard, but he was busy behind the
bar. She’d done what she’d tried to avoid—Marc had Sophie’s full
attention.

 


Benoît’s piano resonated
with the final dramatic chords of 'La Vie
En Rose' and then he and the rest of the
band rose to take their bows. Sera joined them, coming back to
earth from her musical highs. She spotted Jeremy Gordon patiently
nursing a bourbon near the bar, but a glance at Sophie decided her.
Jeremy could wait. Sophie laughed at something Marc had said, and
he leaned closer.

“You didn’t save me any
wine,” Sera remarked as she pulled out her chair and sat across
from Sophie. The carafe on the table was empty and only Sophie’s
glass held any liquor.

“That’s easily remedied,
ma chère.”

Before Marc could gesture for a waiter, Sera
looked directly at Sophie. “Could you go ask Edouard for another
carafe, and a glass?” She gave Sophie a conspiratorial wink and
Sophie grinned.

“Of course.”

Marc watched her go. “Was that really
necessary?”

“I didn’t invite her here
so you could seduce her.”

“That would have been a
fortunate side effect.” He lit a cigarette. “Why does it
matter?”

“She’s already interested
in someone else.” At the bar, Sophie smiled up at Edouard, standing
on her tiptoes to be heard over the crowd.

“Is that all?”

Sera couldn’t say more. Sophie came back to
the table, Edouard in tow, carrying a fresh carafe of wine and a
glass.

“You outdid yourself
tonight, Sera.” Edouard set the glass in front of her and poured
from the carafe. “And you also, Monsieur Perron. Jean told me that
he wished you would play more often.”

Marc chuckled. “I’m sure he does, but he
couldn’t afford my rates.” Sophie laughed, but her attention was
still focused on Edouard.

“Didn’t I tell you she was
fantastic?” Sera wasn’t sure that Edouard’s grin could get any
wider.

“You were right,” Sophie
replied, her cheeks flushed. Not from shyness, Sera thought. The
pair seemed to have forgotten that anyone else was in the room. “I
never doubted you.”

“And now that you know,
you’ll have to come back again,” Edouard replied, gazing down at
her. He finished filling Marc’s glass and set the carafe on the
table, removing the empty one. He seemed reluctant to leave, but
finally stepped away. “I have to get back. See you
later?”

“Of course,” Sophie told
him.

Sera glanced at Marc and found him watching
her instead of Sophie and Edouard. He gave her a wicked grin as
Edouard departed and turned his attention back to Sophie. “Did you
know, mademoiselle, that Picasso and Dora Marr used to drink in
this very club?”

“Really?” Sophie looked
around the club with a new curiosity.

“It’s been an artists’
favourite for decades. Everyone who was anyone has been
here.”

“Even Canadian
artists?”

Marc shrugged. “Very likely. Is that your
area of study?”

“I’m focusing on Canadian
artists that came to Paris to study, especially Paul
Peel.”

“I’m familiar with his
work,” Marc said. “At an auction in Montreal one of his studies for
After the Bath was in a lot up for bid.”

“Did you buy it?” Sophie
leaned forward, resting her arms on the table.

“My clients were looking
for other works. That one went to a museum, if I
recall.”

“You have a good memory,”
Sera remarked. The corner of Marc’s mouth quirked up in a
smile.

“I do.”

Sophie looked dreamy. “I’d love to own The
Venetian Bather. It’s my favourite.”

“I’ve seen it at the
National Gallery.”

Sophie smiled at Marc. “Me too. I went all
the time when I was at home.”

Sera listened to their conversation,
becoming increasingly irritated and bored. Marc took every new
woman as a challenge, and though she liked Sophie, she was jealous.
She made her tone sound amused as she rebuked them. “You two aren’t
being very kind to someone who has no idea what you’re talking
about.”

“The Venetian Bather is a
painting of a young girl standing nude before a mirror. She has a
towel, and it’s done in almost a Pre-Raphaelite style.”

“And there’s a small
kitten chasing the frayed hem of the towel,” Sophie added. “I love
that little detail.”

“You’re fortunate to be
able to see it so often,” Sera said.

“I’d love to own it so I
could see it every day, but that’s impossible.”

“Nothing’s impossible.”
Marc said, his lips curving into an amused smile.

“That is.” She thought for
a moment. “Unless I won the lottery, I guess.”

“If you were really
wealthy you could just pay someone to steal it for you.” Marc lit a
cigarette, taking a long drag. “Money opens a lot of
doors.”

“Only to become a
criminal,” Sera interjected.

“As if that ever happens,”
Sophie said to Marc. “Theft-to-order? Really?”

“I have heard of it. There
are more than a few stories that circulate the auction houses.” He
glanced at Sera. “Another drink?”

Sera shrugged. Sophie looked at her watch.
“Just a cab home for me, I’m afraid.”

“You need to give me your
number before you go,” Sera told her. “Marc, do you have a
pen?”

He pulled a pen from his inner jacket
pocket. Sera took a napkin from the table and wrote her phone
number. Sophie wrote hers, and Sera tore the napkin in half.

“Maybe we could meet for
coffee next week?” Sophie suggested. She rose.

“Of course. Just call.”
Sera gave Sophie a hug. “Bonne nuit.”

“A shame you have to leave
so early.” Marc rose and bent to kiss Sophie’s cheeks. She became
flustered and stepped back. “Bonne nuit, mademoiselle.” Sera raised
a brow. He certainly hadn’t held back.

Sophie walked up the steps, turned to give
them a wave and then disappeared into the crowd. Sera hoped that
Sophie would stop to say goodnight to Edouard on her way out. She
had a feeling she would. It would serve Marc right if Sophie
completely dismissed his advances.

Marc turned to her as they seated themselves
again. “She’s such an innocent,” he said. Sera gave him a sharp
look.

“She’s not your
type.”

“Of course she is. They
all are.” He took one last drag on his cigarette before stubbing it
out. “It wouldn’t take much.”

“Just leave her be, Marc.”
Sera glanced towards the bar and saw Sophie and Edouard talking.
“She’s interested in someone else.”

Marc followed her gaze. “She could do better
than Edouard. Someone with more experience.”

“There’s such a thing as
too much experience. And besides, weren’t you seeing
Jeanne?”

“Not for weeks now. Too
dull.” He leaned closer. “You would have loved the girl I met in
London. She wasn’t as innocent as Sophie, but very close. And so
beautifully willing.” He grinned.

“But only worth a
night?”

“She was worth a second
night, and I’d be tempted to see her on my next trip as
well.”

“That’s quite unlike
you.”

He gave her a knowing look. “I doubt it’ll
be anything serious.”

Sera took a sip of her wine.

“So tell me,” Marc
continued, “Where did you find our Sophie?”

“Our Sophie?” She shook
her head, wanting to kick him for his possessiveness. Sophie wasn’t
his, or hers. “I came out of St.-Germain-des-près and she was
sketching the Deux Magots.”

“What a shame I didn’t
meet her first.” Marc poured them more wine, emptying the
carafe.

“You’d have scared her
away.”

“I didn’t scare you away
when we first met.”

“That was then. She’s
smarter than I was. And I don’t think you’d be able to seduce
her.”

“That sounds like a
challenge, ma chère.”

“It wasn’t meant to be
one.”

She’d seen how Sophie had looked at Edouard,
and she recognized the stirrings of first love. She had felt them
herself once, and as she looked at Marc, lighting another
cigarette, she had never managed to get over them.

He leaned back in his chair, one leg
stretched out, his jacket fallen open. Sera knew he was teasing
her, giving her something to look at. His trousers clung in all the
right spots, highlighting the muscled line of his leg. Her eyes
followed it upward, but he interrupted her perusal.

“How could she resist?”
Marc caught her gaze. “You can’t.”

“No harm in looking,” she
replied. “I’m not interested. And, I have someone else.” He
smirked. “In fact, he’s sitting over there.” She gave a slight nod
towards Jeremy Gordon, though she wondered how long he would
wait.

“Impressive,” Marc said.
“How long have you known him?”

“A little
while.”

“As long as we’ve known
Sophie?”

“Longer.”
Barely.

“And as easy to seduce.
He’s been looking at you all evening.” Marc looked
amused.

“Sophie’s not interested
in you.”

He chuckled. “So you keep saying. Let me
offer you a wager then, ma chère, since you seem so certain.” He
ran a hand down her bare arm and she tried to keep from reacting.
Goose bumps rose on her skin and she hoped he hadn’t noticed. “It’s
been so long since our last one.”

“And that turned out so
well for me,” she said dryly. “Why would I want to?”

“I’d give you the choice
of terms,” Marc offered.

“Anything?” She tried to
think of something appropriately damning and to get him back for
having lost their last wager. She didn’t want to spend 24 hours on
her hands and knees again.

“Whatever you like, ma
chère.” He was so easily confident that he would succeed. She
wanted to wipe the smirk off of his face.

“Your wager is nothing
without a time limit. I’ll give you a week, starting
tomorrow.”

“What am I, a miracle
worker? That’s hardly fair.”

“Who said this was
fair?”

“I’m barely in Paris this
month. Four weeks,” he countered.

“Fine—two
weeks.”

“Not enough.
Three.”

Sera took a sip of her wine and tried not to
smile. She knew what she wanted to wager. “I’ll give you your three
weeks, but...” and she paused to make sure she had Marc’s full
attention, “...if you lose, you’ll pay off my debts and give me
enough to live on for half a year.”

Marc scoffed. “That’s excessive.”

“So is three weeks. It
makes me think that you don’t have much confidence in your
abilities.”

“D’accord. But if you
lose, ma chère, you’re mine for those six months.”

“Yours how?” The wine was
hard to swallow against the sudden tightening of her
throat.

“For whatever I wish.
You’d be bound to do what I required. I might make you clean my
flat every day, or take dictation. I could use someone for when the
receptionist at the firm is ill.” He became serious. “Or you could
be tied to my bed for hours to serve my pleasure.” He gave her a
keen look. “Do you agree?”

She stilled, not daring to take another sip
of her wine. She could imagine it all too easily, but she wanted
something more than just pleasure. “To become your indentured
servant? No.”

“I’d still pay your six
months living expenses,” he said. “I’d just be getting something
for my money. And I might even pay your debts.”

“Six months is too
long.”

“So make it three. With
the appropriate reduction in your living expenses.”

Three months. She thought about how Sophie
and Edouard had looked together, and weighed her chances of
winning. Marc was a nearly unstoppable force when it came to women,
but he’d have a strong rival in Edouard, along with Sophie’s
accompanying reluctance. She took a deep breath.

“Oui, d’accord.” She held
out her hand. He took it, but instead of shaking on their wager, he
pulled her forward until they were inches apart. His hand cupped
her cheek and she had to stop herself from leaning into his
touch.

“We should seal this wager
with something a bit more substantial, don’t you think, ma chère?”
She met his gaze. There was something in his eyes that was more
than just desire. He leaned forward that last inch and kissed her.
She stiffened, but only for a moment. His lips teased hers,
familiar and captivating. What would it hurt? She responded to his
kiss and he took it deeper, conquering her mouth. If she’d been
standing, her knees would have given out. She pressed forward, and
when he broke off the kiss, she felt cheated. “But that’s not all.
It’s been too long since we’ve played. I’ve missed you. On y
va?”

Had he really missed her? She could still
feel the imprint of his lips. She shouldn’t, but if it were only
one night, she could fulfill her desire without getting attached.
“Only tonight.”

“Until I win,” he said,
giving her that amused half smile again. He rose, laying a few
bills on the table to cover their tab. She let him escort her from
the club, ignoring the stares from Jean and Edouard as they left.
Marc kept a hand on the small of her back as they walked towards
the boulevard to the cab rank.

There were a handful of people in front of
them, and Jeremy Gordon stared at her from the front of the line.
Jeremy! She’d forgotten him entirely once Marc had touched her. She
opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. He gave
her a wry smile, and to her surprise, got in a cab without even
attempting to speak to her. She looked away, disappointed, but only
for a moment. Marc slid his hand down her back and up under her
shawl, caressing her bare skin. Only tonight, she repeated to
herself, even as Marc’s touch sent shivers up her spine.

The cab ride was quicker than she
remembered, and soon Sera followed Marc up the stairs to his second
floor apartment. Her high heels echoed on the marble, slightly
concave from the thousands of feet that had climbed the stairs over
the years. The stillness of the late hour amplified the sound and
even the turning of the bolt carried in the quiet.

She had not gone home with Marc in months,
but his apartment was as familiar to her as her own. In earlier
years she had spent many hours working her way through the massive
collection of books that lined the hallway. Each shelf was
organized in its own fashion, but Sera had never been able to
figure out its logic. She suspected that their places moved
according to his whim. Tonight, however, she barely gave the books
a glance.

Marc had gone on ahead of her but she knew
he would soon emerge from the bedroom. The living room was as she’d
remembered it—oddly modern for such an old building. The classical
plaster ceiling moldings were pristine; their pale paint glowed in
the low light from a lamp perched on a slender side table. She
moved across the room to one of the long windows, stepping around a
low leather armchair. The latch on the window gave easily and she
pushed it open. The night air rushed in.

“It’s very tempting to
take you right here.” Marc’s hand slid into her dress, pushing the
strap off one shoulder. If anyone had looked up just then, they
would have seen the barest flash of her breast before he covered it
with his hand, pulling her back against him.

“But what would the
neighbors think?” He laughed at her quip as he turned her around.
He slid the remaining strap of her dress from her shoulder and it
fell in a dark puddle at her feet.

“They don’t matter. It’s
been too long.” His touch on her skin was gentle and she watched
him trace the line of her hips and up over her breasts. It reminded
her of the first time, when he’d learned her body by touch. “You
know what I need.” He lifted her chin and his mouth came down hard
on hers, demanding her surrender. She wanted it all tonight. She
closed her eyes and kissed him back, rising on her toes. She had
missed him, even if she’d pretended otherwise. His fingers tangled
painfully in her hair.

He drew back from her and let her take a
gasping breath before he strode towards the bedroom, dragging her
along with him. He brought her to the foot of his bed, where a set
of handcuffs dangled from the iron rail. He let go of her hair to
fasten the cuffs around her wrists. He pulled the hair away from
her eyes and plaited it into an untidy braid. The gesture seemed
kind, but she knew that he preferred to see her face when he was
fucking her.

“Those stockings are a
nice touch,” he remarked. “I wasn’t expecting them. I hope you
don’t want them to last the evening.”

Sera couldn’t help but smile. “If I’d known
you were coming, I wouldn’t have worn them.”

“Did you miss me while I
was gone?” He caressed her cheek. She looked down at her hands, not
wanting him to see the answer in her eyes. “Did you?” When she
didn’t look up at him, the caress ended in a pinch to her nipple
that made her flinch.

“Yes.” She hated admitting
it. All those weeks she’d had to try and forget him were fading.
All she could think about was him.

“And how long has it been,
ma chère? Remind me.” He lifted her chin so she couldn’t look
away.

To her shame, she knew. “Sixteen weeks.” Her
voice was barely a whisper, but he heard her.

“I’ll have to make up for
neglecting you for so long.” Marc bent her over the rail. He
stripped her of her underwear and stockings. She heard the rustle
of cloth and glanced up to see Marc removing his suit jacket,
hanging it in the wardrobe. She felt like a voyeur, laying there as
he unbuttoned his shirt. While he removed his cufflinks she
imagined tugging off his shirt and running her hands down his
nearly hairless chest. The urge to touch him was so strong her
hands moved involuntarily, rattling the steel against the rail.
Marc looked up.

“Restless?” He shrugged
off his shirt and tossed it aside, coming back to the bed in just
his pinstriped trousers. She nodded. He parted her thighs, pressing
two fingers inside her. She pushed back against his hand, letting
out a satisfied moan. He added a third finger and she wanted to
sob. She had missed this. He had such familiarity with her body and
it was too easy to submit to a man that could bring her to orgasm
in a dozen ways. Marc curled his fingers inside her and rubbed
across her clit with his thumb and she came with an intensity that
surprised even her.

“You have missed me,
Seraphina.” She could hear the satisfaction in his
voice.

His hands spread her open, and she felt his
breath on her back, and then lower. His tongue delved into her. She
squirmed to get closer but he held her fast, pressing her hips into
the rail. She knew she would have bruises in the morning, but it
didn’t matter. His tongue rasped against her clit and he took her
in his mouth. Whenever he took her like this it never took long
before she was on the edge, and he knew that. She tried to think of
something else—anything else—but it didn’t work.

“S’il vous plaît?” He
paused, and she caught her breath. “May I?”

“Oui, Seraphina. You may.”
He resumed his attentions and she spasmed against him, feeling the
wetness soak into the duvet.

Sera sprawled limply against the bed, her
legs dangling over the rail. He moved her onto her side and she
felt the handcuffs slide from her wrists. Gentle, again. She
watched him strip off his trousers. She sat up and reached for him,
but he caught her hand before she could touch him. She looked up at
him beseechingly and finally he pointed to the floor. Sera knew
what he wanted. She let herself slide to the floor at his feet,
ending up on her hands and knees on the cool parquet. She rested
her forehead briefly on the arch of his foot and let her body relax
before her fingers circled his ankles and she began kissing a slow
path up his legs. By the time her cheek brushed his cock, he was
hard, and his hands in her hair indicated his impatience. She took
him into her mouth, remembering just how he liked it—varied—and she
never had to fear that she was being too rough. She let her teeth
graze the underside and his answering groan was her reward.

Marc pulled her back before she would have
finished. He lifted her to her feet and scooped her up in his arms,
where she luxuriated for a short moment with a contented sigh.

“We’re not done yet, ma
chère.”

“Good,” she told him, her
voice faint and dreamy. He chuckled and lowered her to the bed.
Sera leaned back against the pillows and watched as he took a
wrapped condom and lubrication from the drawer of the night stand.
She hadn’t forgotten what that meant. She crawled over to him, her
knees sinking into the duvet. She waited, listening keenly to the
tearing of the wrapper and the soft click of the bottle. His hand
smoothed over her back and down between her legs. The coolness of
the lubrication gave her goose bumps, but his fingers were there,
spreading it over and into her as his other hand toyed at her clit.
She rested her head on her bent arms, arching up towards
him.

Sera felt him press between her buttocks and
he was inside her in a smooth, practised stroke. Her breath caught
in her throat. She trembled as he held her down with one hand and
pressed her clit in small hard circles with the other, timing his
thrusts to his hardest strokes on her clit. She gave a small moan
and suddenly she was pulled upright against him, his hand in her
hair once more. Her scalp ached, but if it meant she was in his
arms, the pain didn’t matter.

Marc’s touch on her clit ceased and she
could hardly bear the loss. He thrust into her deeply, pulling her
back against his hips. His breathing began to quicken.

“Please, Marc,” she
begged. She didn’t care if she sounded pathetic. She needed it. She
needed him.

“No.” His thrusts grew
rougher and her wetness dripped down her thighs. She was desperate.
She leaned her head back against his shoulder and their eyes met.
She put all her wanting into her gaze and heard him say “Oui” just
before he crushed his lips against hers, rolling her clit between
his fingers. He swallowed her cry as she came hard. He thrust into
her one last time and she felt him shudder against her.

He pulled out of her and she collapsed into
a heap on the bed, euphoric and dazed. She barely registered him
shifting her until she was under the covers, tucked up against him
in a cocoon of warmth.

“You can still make it six
months.”

As what he said penetrated the layers of
bliss, she shivered.

“No.”

“Truly?” He sounded
surprised and disappointed. She lifted her head.

“You won’t
win.”

“You underestimate me.”
Marc wasn’t the least bit concerned. It was Sera’s turn to
chuckle.

“You underestimate Sophie.
I would never have made the wager if I thought
otherwise.”

“Why do you need the money
so badly?” She lowered her head back to the pillow. The silence
between them stretched uncomfortably.

“You’ll have to tell me
eventually.” Marc reached over and turned off the lamp. Sera closed
her eyes, but a hand sliding between her legs made her realize that
he wasn’t anywhere near finished with her.

 


Sera woke alone. The apartment was still.
Only a quiet hum of traffic could be heard from the nearby avenue
Wagram. She pushed the hair from her eyes and sat up in bed. The
handcuffs were gone from the rail and Marc’s clothes had been
removed. The wardrobe door hung ajar and she saw her dress on a
hanger. The trousers and shirt that she had worn to the club last
night were neatly folded at the end of the bed. Her bag was on the
floor.

She got out of bed and picked up her bag,
digging through it for her watch. It was after ten. She opened the
wardrobe further and pulled one of Marc’s crisply pressed shirts
from its hanger. He’d be annoyed with her, but she’d always liked
wearing his shirts. It smelled faintly of him as she buttoned it up
the front and rolled up the sleeves that flopped over her
hands.

Marc wasn’t in the living room, but the
drapes had been drawn back and the window left open. Nor was he in
the kitchen, though a faint scent of smoke lingered and an empty
cup of espresso had been left on the counter. A paper bag stamped
with the name of the pastry shop and café a few doors down sat on
the counter, and she opened it, hoping that he had left her some
breakfast.

There was a pain au chocolat—a croissant
filled with chocolate—and she grabbed a plate from the cupboard. As
she nibbled the croissant she snooped through the kitchen and into
the fridge to see what else he had to eat. The cupboards held
little in the way of food and the fridge was nearly empty. Two
bottles of white wine and a bottle of tonic water held court next
to a carton of orange juice.

She decided to browse Marc’s book collection
as she ate, wandering up and down the hallway. A book-shaped parcel
wrapped in paper was laid at an angle and she set her plate
carefully on a stack of literary magazines to pick it up. The
parcel wasn’t taped shut and she was able to unfold the paper
easily. A receipt fell to the floor and curled up at her feet as
she pulled the book from its wrappings. It was an art criticism
text and she flipped it over to read the back. Oxford University
Press. How dull. She stooped to pick up the receipt as she placed
the book back into the paper wrapping. It was for a bookstore in
London and someone had written on the reverse, “Please come again!
Madelaine” in a neat, girlish script. Apparently Marc had gained
another admirer. She laughed to herself and replaced the book.

After taking her plate to the kitchen and
leaving it beside Marc’s cup, she went into the bathroom. She stood
before the mirror as she worked to untangle her hair from its messy
braid. She dropped her arms and unbuttoned the shirt. There were
bruises on her hips, and shadowed marks from where he’d held her,
reminding her of why she had tried to stay away from Marc. It was
too easy for her to lose herself.

Sera stepped into the shower. The last of
her Marc-induced euphoria fell away. She washed her hair quickly
and was relieved to step out onto the tile. She wrapped a towel
around herself after drying her hair and went to the bedroom,
leaving damp footprints on the parquet. She pulled on her trousers
and shirt.

As she waited for her hair to dry, she went
back to the bookshelves. She touched the spines of several
favourite books, greeting them like old friends. She hadn’t noticed
last night that his collection had gotten larger in the past few
months; there were books that had been turned and stacked in
columns, and several places had double-rows. She braced one of the
columns and tugged a paperback out from mid-stack. The bright color
of the spine had caught her eye, but reading the back, it wasn’t as
interesting as she had thought. She went to put it back in its
place, but the stack of books toppled over, sliding to the floor in
a heap.

She bent to pick up the books, holding them
against her chest as she reached up to put them back. Instead of
another stack of books behind, as she had expected, there was a
dark box. If she hadn’t been looking right at it, she might have
missed it altogether. She set the books down on a lower shelf and
pulled the box from its place.

There was nothing very remarkable about it;
it was smooth and cool, slightly heavier than it looked, metal with
a small catch on one side. She pressed the catch and it popped
open.

A folded sheaf of papers protruded from the
open box and she pulled them out. She knelt and set the box on the
floor and unfolded the papers to get a closer look. Museum hours
for d’Orsay. A brochure with the full layout of the exhibits. A
tourist’s map of the area. All the material looked recent, and she
couldn’t figure out why he would have bothered to tuck it away. She
set the papers aside. They hadn’t been weighing down the
container.

Underneath a book about the museum, which
she had to pry out of the box, she found a handgun. It lay over a
box of ammunition and was tucked in next to a switchblade and a
roll of bills. She reached out to touch the gun, but drew back,
sitting on her heels. It wasn’t illegal to own a handgun in France;
her father had owned several in his lifetime. But her father had
never kept them hidden away.

What was going on? She knew that some of
Marc’s dealings weren’t entirely above board, but this seemed
several steps further than that. She didn’t dare ask him. With
careful movements, she put everything back in the box as she found
it and re-stacked the books. She shouldn’t be here. She returned to
the bedroom to collect her things, pulling her damp hair into a
tight ponytail. She took her dress down from the hanger and folded
it, putting it in her bag on top of her high heels. She slipped on
the comfortably old pair of suede lace-up shoes that she’d worn to
work yesterday and then stood. She wouldn’t come back here again.
She should never have come back.

 



 Chapter 4

 


 


Marc lounged on the terrace of a café on the
boulevard St. Germain, enjoying his second espresso of the morning.
He sat with his back to the full length glass windows, observing
the growing weekend crowd of tourists taking advantage of the sunny
day. A newspaper lay neglected on the table in front of him and he
appeared to be just another man out enjoying the morning, dressed
casually in jeans and a slim fitting leather jacket. Completely
unremarkable, as he’d planned to be.

He drained his cup, and at his nod, the
waiter brought him another. A glance at his watch confirmed his
suspicions. Girard was late. He’d left Sera sleeping in his bed and
she should be waking to his touch. Instead, she’d wake alone and he
wouldn’t have the satisfaction he’d had last night, far beyond any
of the other women he’d had in the past few months. If only he
could have her every night. Even Madelaine, delectable as she might
be, was no Sera. Winning their wager would give him three months,
but that wasn’t enough. He should have forced her to accept the
full six.

“Bonjour,
monsieur.”

Claude Girard drew up a chair and sat down,
motioning for the man with him to do the same.

“I didn’t expect you to
bring company,” Marc said, lighting a cigarette. “Also, you’re
late.”

“This is my brother,
Michel. He’s going to help me out. And the traffic was hell trying
to get over here.”

Marc looked him over. Like Claude, Michel
was of average height and build, his brown hair falling over the
collar of his hooded jacket. They looked like any of thousands of
young Parisian men. Unlike Claude, who bore the censure and
inspection with a bored air, Michel fidgeted, picking at his
thumbnail.

“I’m not paying extra,”
Marc warned.

“Of course not,” Claude
replied. “But it’ll be easier for the two of us. In the weekend
crowds, we’ll be less noticeable.”

“Next weekend should be
sufficient,” Marc replied.

“We don’t need to wait
that long.”

“Really? Why is
that?”

Claude leaned his elbows on the table. “We
cased the place last week; we could do the job today.”

Marc frowned. “Do you routinely waste your
time before you know there’s a job?”

Claude shrugged. “We’d heard hints of
something from our mutual acquaintance, so it seemed worth the
effort.”

Marc weighed his options. He didn’t like
that Royale had known so far ahead and had prepared Girard, even
though the action fell in his favour. He was tempted to call off
the whole job, but for the fact that Royale obviously wanted it to
succeed. What had first seemed simple now appeared complex. Did
Royale want to impress Bates? Or was it Bates’ client he was after?
He had the money, and to back out at this stage would mean a
loss.

“Do it today then, if you
must, but if there’s any damage, I’ll be taking it out of your
payment.”

“Understood,” Claude
agreed. “We’re no amateurs, are we, Michel?” Michel nodded in
agreement with his brother, though he didn’t lift his eyes from his
hands.

“Call me tomorrow when
you’re clear.” Marc took his wallet from the inner pocket of his
jacket and pulled out several €500 bills. Claude pocketed the money
and they took their leave.

Marc lingered awhile
longer and then tucked enough for his tab under the saucer. He
strolled along the boulevard, taking his time to enjoy the sunshine
and the crowds. He wondered if Sera had left his apartment yet. She
probably had, which was a shame. He smiled to himself as he thought
of the wager. She hadn’t been truly his for years. He wanted to
convince her to stay even longer and he thought that three months
might be enough to make it permanent.

He turned off to head towards the Place
Saint-Sulpice, where a market was held regularly. Occasionally
there would be a junk dealer selling old furniture and trinkets.
Last time, there had been a gorgeous old sofa table that he’d
purchased on the spot. The junk seller thought he had made money,
but Marc had sold it two weeks later to one of his clients for over
double the price. There were no junk dealers this morning, but he
walked through the stalls anyway.

He emerged facing Saint-Sulpice, the largest
church in Paris, with its Ionic colonnade and double towers. A
familiar figure stood sketching in the middle of the square,
oblivious to the passerby. He took his time approaching her. As he
came up beside her, he leaned in to glance at her half-done sketch
of the church.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle
Sophie,” he said, his voice low. Sophie started, her pencil
slipping from her grasp and clattering on the cobblestones. He
picked it up and handed it back to her. “I’m sorry to have startled
you,” he said, making sure their fingers brushed as she took her
pencil from him. Her cheeks flushed pink and Marc knew that he was
going to enjoy seducing this young woman. Winning the wager would
be the icing on the cake.

“It’s not your fault,”
Sophie replied. “I get caught up so easily.” He smiled and saw her
relax a fraction. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and he
followed the motion of her hand down and over the collar of her
delicate pale blouse, noting where the thin fabric clung to her
curves.

“Could I see your work?”
He held out a hand and she gave him her sketchbook. The piece
wasn’t near to being finished, but he could see in a moment that
she had skill. “Sera was right, you’re very talented.”

Sophie ducked her head shyly. “That’s very
kind of you, monsieur. And Sera.”

“I don’t give compliments
like that out of kindness.” And it was true. For all that he would
lie to a woman about her attractiveness, he saw no reason to coddle
someone with no talent. He’d seen enough middling artists and
appreciated those with real skill.

“I’m not used to it. I was
hardly even the best artist in my classes.”

“How many of your
classmates have come to Paris and have been following in the
footsteps of their favourite artists?”

Sophie gave him a grateful look. This wager
would be easy to win if all he had to do was give her a few
compliments. Sera had misread her.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/325427
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
ALYSSA LINN PALAVER





