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Prologue
Rena MacAllister watched as the snow continued to softly fall. Curled up in the picture window of the apartment she shared with her sister, she stared out over Lake Michigan. In the glass she could see her own reflection, and she’d seen better days. Her long braids were in messy array, she had huge bags under her dark eyes, and even her normally mocha hued skin seemed lackluster. She hadn’t been the same since she’d come back from Alabama. While down there she’d come to a decision. She couldn’t stay.
Staring out at lights reflecting off Navy Pier, she sighed. Wondering what tomorrow would bring, she wished she’d dared to join her co-workers and friends just north of the city. Across town everyone was attending the collaring ceremony of Jude Larson and Micah Beaumont. If anyone deserved to be happy it was Olivia Metjka. The owner and top Domme of Olivia’s had been through hell and back to claim her men and Rena wished them no ill will, but found she couldn’t handle being in the same room with Jackson Levough.
As not only Jude’s best friend but his partner at their security firm, there was no way the playboy Cajun wouldn’t be there to witness his friend commit his life, love and submission. Which is why I’m not there. She idly twined several of the small braids next to her ear between her fingers as she contemplated her next move. After following her sister to Chicago from New York, she wasn’t prepared to move again but didn’t see much of choice.
A knock on the door drew her out of her morbid thoughts. “Sis?” The sound of her sister’s voice wasn’t a surprise.
“Hey, girl. I’m surprised Eddie let you out of his sight.” She barely glanced over her shoulder.
Waddling up towards her, Keisha crowded close. “You mean the big teddy bear who claims to be my husband? He fell asleep watching the game.” Moving her legs, Rena made room for her to sit. At seven months pregnant, it took several moments for her to settle in. Once she did, Rena shared her blanket. A pair of long sighs filled the space.
“So you want to tell me about it, Sissy?”
“Not particularly.” Rena gazed out the window. “I was foolish and I don’t think I can do this any longer.”
Keisha cocked her head. “Do what? Sit here with me and watch the stars? Or regret the fact you didn’t have the courage to take what you want?” Her voice softened. “You should’ve gone, Rena. Don’t let him drive you away – they’re your friends too.”
Rena pressed her cheek against the cool glass, uncertain how to address her sister’s concerns or if she even should. While Keisha had always been supportive of her big sister’s lifestyle, she’d never quite understood Rena’s need to submit, to serve. “It doesn’t matter, Keisha.”
“What do you mean it doesn’t matter? You’ve made very few friends since you’ve come to Chicago and you were just coming out of your shell after what that asshole…” Her sister’s sass had a chuckle escaping Rena, but she didn’t want to go over for the millionth time what had happened between her and Louis Andre Vayarti III. Or try to place the blame on anyone else but me. I was too outspoken for him in public and too needy in the bedroom. Oh and let us not forget I wouldn’t share…
“Enough…” Rena held up a hand. “It doesn’t matter, because I’ve already handed in my resignation.”
“You what?” Keisha swung her legs around to stand and Rena winced. This was it – her sister was going to come unglued.
“Calm down, Keisha. This is my decision and probably one of my better ones.” Rena picked at the nonexistent lint on the cushion beneath her. “I should’ve quit the first time that damned Cajun playboy got out of line.”
Crossing her arms over her swollen belly, her sister glared at her. “You’ve never been one to back down from a challenge. What the hell happened?”
Sighing, Rena slowly unfolded her body from the window seat. “What happened? I finally faced the reality of working for Larson Securities and decided it wasn’t worth the price I’d pay.” Folding the blanket up, she walked out of the room, ignoring her sister’s protests. Her resignation was non-negotiable.
* * * *
Jude Larson yawned as he shook the mouse on his desk, waking up his computer. Last night had been phenomenal. Their mistress had worked both him and Micah over thoroughly – pleasuring, hell even torturing them until they had screamed for mercy, all the while assuring them of her love for them. If he lived to be a hundred, he’d never forget a single moment of the collaring ceremony he had shared with Micah and Olivia. In fact, if it hadn’t been for paperwork which had been neglected since his return from New Orleans, Jude would’ve stayed curled up in their bed. So instead of snuggling close to his lovers, he was sitting in his office across town, trying to wake up with a strong double latte, cursing his partner for leaving him so much paperwork – not that it could be helped. Jackson was still recovering from a nasty bout of influenza.
Logging on to his computer, he methodically began organizing it; deleting the ads for discount drugs, filing away the requests for new bids on security services in their corresponding folders, while automated bills went into yet another. Then he ran across it. His hand paused on the mouse, dread filling him. Even without opening it he knew an email from Rena MacAllister with the words “TERMINATION REQUESTED” in the subject line was not good news. Jackson was going to go through the roof. And just when I hoped my life would settle down.
Chapter One
Two months later
“Rena!”
Ignoring the commanding call behind her, Rena slipped in between two vendor stands setup in the center of the Atrium Mall. Located in the heart of the Loop, she’d been lucky to find this job so quickly after she’d left her last job with no job reference. It wasn’t like Jude wouldn’t have given her a stellar review – no, she knew he would - it was the idea of his partner knowing where she worked which scared her. She wouldn’t put it past Jackson to do exactly what he was doing right now; chasing her across the mall, making a huge scene, and all because he couldn’t accept the fact she just wasn’t meant to be his submissive despite the red hot chemistry they shared. Whether she truly believed her own B.S. or not was beside the point, she needed this job to pay for her new unlisted apartment.
Too busy looking over her shoulder, she grunted when she suddenly slammed into the tall muscular body she’d been trying to avoid. Jackson must've ducked through the narrow aisles between the vendors to cut her off in front of the phone kiosk. A muffled gasp escaped her as he pulled her up tight against his body, before spinning her around.
“Gotcha.” His blue eyes narrowed.
“I don’t think so, White Boy. Let me go. I’m trying to work here.” She was going to kill Keisha if her sister spilled the beans about where she worked. At least she knew her sister wouldn’t be able to tell anyone where she lived. She’d kept it a secret even from her family. She needed breathing room – from everything, everyone, loving family included. She had to get her head on straight before she did something stupid, like offering this particular man not only her body but her heart.
He sighed, holding her more firmly. She fought to ignore the familiar sparks of attraction flaring up between them. She couldn’t give into him, even if her body longed for it. There were simply too many unresolved issues between them. Ones which were caused by her past, but he’d have to torture them out of her before she’d admit how vulnerable he made her feel.
“Do you know what I’ve gone through to find you, Rena?” His voice was muffled against the crown of her head.
She gritted her teeth. “I can only imagine. I was very careful not to leave a paper trail. If Keisha hadn’t spilled the beans, you still wouldn’t know where I went.”
His finger lifted her chin. Gazing up into his face, she noticed for the first time the bags under his eyes, the haggard look on his face, even the appearance of a five o’clock shadow. For one as fair as he was, he had to have gone several days without shaving for his facial hair to even show. In short, he looked like hell warmed over. More than anything she wanted to take him home, tuck him into bed, and make him some of her momma’s homemade chicken soup. It was obvious he hadn’t quite recovered from the RSV, which had laid him low nearly a month ago. But instead of acting on her urge to take care of him, she lashed out - anything to drive him away from her.
“What happened to you? Partying too hard or has your latest submissive been keeping you up all night trying to satisfy her?”
A low growl escaped Jackson. “That was completely uncalled for and beneath you, Rena. If I look rundown, it’s because I’ve been tracking your sexy black ass all over Chicago, instead of getting my full eight hours of sleep at night.” Releasing her from his embrace, he wrapped a firm hand around her upper arm. “But I have the solution. I’m gonna chain your submissive little body to my bed and maybe then I’ll get more than four hours of sleep a night.”
Her traitorous body leapt at the idea of him binding her. It had been so long since she’d felt the familiar feel of leather sliding against not only her wrists and ankles, but her back, ass and thighs. She loved nothing more than a good Dom who knew how to wield a flogger or better yet a paddle.
He continued to chew her ass, as he led her back the way they’d come. “Do you know how worried I was – no, how pissed off I was when Jude told me you e-mailed your resignation? You couldn’t even have the common courtesy to come into the office and quit like a normal person? Or take into consideration no one, not even your pregnant sister knew where to find you?”
Digging her heels in, she pulled back against his hold nearly breaking free. “Wait a damned minute. I don’t know who the hell died and made you boss, but I’m a grown woman – one who’s nearly fifteen years older than you, Mr. Levough. I don’t need your permission to quit my job, nor do I need my sister’s approval to find a place of my own.” Around them, the people stopped and stared. Inwardly, she groaned at the spectacle she was making of herself, but was too pissed to care. “And for your information, I moved because my room is now the nursery. A two bedroom walk-up is fine for three adults with two of them married, but not so fine for three adults and an infant.”
The muscle in his jaw clenched, but she paid little attention to it. “Now get your mother fuckin’ hands off me.” She wrenched the thumb on his hand in the opposite direction of his palm, nearly bending it completely back, while stomping down on the arch of his foot with her high-top tennies. He gave a muffled grunt when she followed through with an elbow to his midsection. Each move was second nature, so within mere seconds she was free. Not just because she’d hurt him, but also because several uniform-suited mall security guards appeared out of nowhere to help her. As an undercover security consultant, it was her job to pick up shoplifters and basically, under normal circumstances, be invisible. She was dressed in street attire and carrying a shopping bag for Christ’s sake. Jackson had no idea he’d just manhandled her while on duty. Not that I’m sure it would’ve stopped him. Just look at all the times he manhandled me on the job – even though we both know I wanted it, which is why I quit. I couldn’t work with him anymore.
The sound of a confused scuffle brought her head up. Before she could explain the situation to her fellow co-workers, they had Jackson handcuffed with his hands behind his back. She winced as she heard the click of the cuffs tightening. He looked ready to explode.
“Son of a…” She rubbed the bridge her nose. This was not good. If Jackson didn’t kill her for this, he’d definitely spank her for it. Perhaps she could hide out in Olivia’s spare room - the older Domme would understand, since she knew how difficult the idiot could be…but hell with Micah and Jude both staying with their mistress, the woman had a full house.
“Rena?” One of the older security guards – was it Henry or Hank – she couldn’t remember off the top of her head, touched her arm. “Are you okay? We can call the police.”
“Don’t do it.” Jackson’s voice was sharp. She was half-tempted to let the law contain him until she made a quick getaway, but honestly he’d done nothing to warrant spending the night in jail.
“Fuck.”
Jackson’s nostrils flared in anger. “Believe me, MacAllister, fucking you is the last thing on my mind right now. You better run, and run hard because once I get free, your ass is mine. I’m going to blister it.”
Hank, Henry or whatever you wanted to call him, pulled back hard on the cuffs, jerking Jackson back away from her. “Threatening an undercover officer is not a good thing, Sir. I think you and I need to have a chat.” He gave her a pointed look - giving her the option to make a clean getaway.
Being no fool – she took it. “Tell the boss I’m 10-10 for the day.”
Moving quickly, she blended back into the crowd, feeling the weight of his eyes on her the entire time. Jackson Levough wouldn’t let this rest. Her new associates had just decidedly made this situation worse. Jackson would demand retribution and she was afraid of exactly what he would require of her.
* * * *
With hands trembling, Rena guided her key into the lock of her front door. Even after a good half hour of traveling the Green Line to her home in Oak Park, she was still shook up from her run in with Jackson Levough. Honestly it was her own faulty reasoning which had her in this mess. After a month of zero contact, her assumption of him giving up the search was the start of her downfall. Not even during her conversations about finding another suitable club with Olivia, had the older Domme said anything about Jackson. She’d foolishly believed the man had moved on and let her guard down.
“You can be a damned idiot at times, MacAllister.” With a quick jiggle and twist of the key, the lock unlatched. Entering her dimly lit apartment, she closed and locked the door behind her – an old habit which she couldn’t seem to break. “Not only do you get the man arrested but you ran from him. You know how he’s going to react.” The memories of what had happened during their trip to Ireland last year should’ve faded but hadn’t. Out of her depth with her emotions when it came to her younger boss, she’d pushed hard during the trip before freaking out when he’d pushed back. She’d tried to run then, but unlike this time, he’d caught her, only to bend her over his lap and deliver a paddling she’d never forget.
The remembered sting of a suede-covered paddle against her ass still had the ability to send tingles through her whole body. She’d almost come from the feel of it alone. She’d been a goner when he’d begun to speak – his thick Louisiana accent had sent her over the edge with ease. Tears of relief had streaked down her cheeks as she’d cried for the first time in almost two years since Louis had abandoned her for a much younger and prettier sub. Her replacement had been a petite artist from California who he’d met at his mother’s gallery – young and impressionable enough for her master to mold into the perfect submissive, in and out of the bedroom.
When her punishment was over, Jackson had held her in his arms until she’d calmed. He hadn’t pressed hard but seemed to understand she was raw. Instead he’d kept it light hearted as he’d teased her about her light touch, and how he’d never had a submissive come so fast from a paddling – how it made her special. She’d drifted off to sleep in his arms, only to awake a short while later at the sound of the handle of their hotel suite being turned. She’d reacted without thinking, reaching for the heavy vase sitting on the stand next to the beduch where they’d fallen asleep. Her instincts had her pitching the vase at the familiar outline of a gun in the man’s hand. When the vase struck the man’s hand, the pistol harmlessly discharged just as Jackson dumped her on the floor. Later the Irish Police Inspector, who arrested the man, had told them if it hadn’t been for her quick thinking, they’d have both been dead - considering the bullets the idiot had used were hollow-point tipped.
Sighing roughly, she grumbled. “I should’ve just let the ass shoot him. Would’ve too, if it hadn’t been for the fact the bullet would’ve had to go through me first.” Moving away from the door, she sank onto her new sofa – a blonde suede leather monstrosity which reminded her so much of the paddle Jackson had promised to use on her again – well until she’d emasculated him by saving his hide.
Tipping her head back against the plush cushion, she shoved away the memory of his horror filled expression as he’d helped her up, only to leave her alone in the room as he dealt with the aftermath of a near shooting. Freeing the loose bun she’d twisted her braids into, she let them spill over her shoulders as she wondered what the hell she was going to do now. While Jackson didn’t have her address yet, she knew it was only a matter of time before he tracked her down – especially now that all of the utilities were in her name. It had taken Comm. Edison nearly two months before they straightened out the billing mess the last tenant had made.
For a brief moment she thought of moving again, knowing with his and Jude’s connections it wouldn’t take Jackson long to locate her home address. But she immediately discarded the idea. She loved her new apartment. Quant and cozy with over-stuffed furniture, vibrant paintings her sister had made, and plenty of hardwood floors covered with bright colorful rag throw rugs her grandma and she had braided, it might be a hodgepodge of tastes and decors but it was every inch hers. And I’m not going to let Jackson Levough run me out of it. I’ll just have to keep my need to submit under wraps while rebuffing him the next time I see him. Perhaps if I tell him no enough times he’ll begin to believe it.
Chapter Two
“Will you stop? You’re starting to give me a headache.”
Without even bothering to pause in his pacing or look up at his partner, Jackson shook his head, continuing to wear a hole in the lush carpet in front of Jude’s desk. It’d been two days since he’d run into Rena at the Atrium Mall, and as usual the little minx had been elusive. “No. I’m pissed. It’s either this or I go down to the club and…”
“And do nothing.” Jude sighed, leaning back in his chair, the wood creaking ominously under his large frame. “Something has to give, Jackson. You haven’t played with a submissive since you got back from Ireland last year.” When Jackson opened his mouth to protest, Jude held up a hand. “Instructed yes, but played no. I’ve never seen you go this long without a woman. You flog them, paddle them, but you go home alone. Not even when you were engaged to Suzette, did you refrain from slaking your physical needs with your playmates.”
Jackson flushed. It was true, when he’d been with Suzette, he hadn’t managed to remain faithful when things had become difficult, which is why he’d decided monogamy wasn’t for him. He didn’t want to see the hurt look on another woman’s face when he strayed because she wasn’t enough to satisfy his darker needs. But it’ll be different with Rena. She’s in the lifestyle and I won’t have to roam. She won’t freak out when I want to tie her to our bed and paddle her bottom.
“You can’t keep chasing the woman all over Chicago, man. Rena’s a grown woman, not a three year old.” Jude’s warning jerked him back to the conversation at hand.
Jackson scowled at him. “Tell me something I don’t know.” He stopped, his shoulders dropping. “I don’t want any other woman, Jude. That little black witch has crawled under my skin like an itch I just can’t reach.”
Jude slumped into his chair. “Damn. I wish I could say I understand, but I’m not wired the same way as you. It’s all I can do to give Mistress her one night a month off.” Steepling his fingers on his flat stomach, Jude grew silent.
Jackson wanted to groan as he saw an oh-so familiar look settle over his friend’s face. He recognized that look – the wheels inside the man’s head were turning. Jude was contemplating something dastardly evil, which boded ill for him. His friend had dragged him into more than one shit-fire storm wearing that expression. “Whatever you’re thinking…don’t. I’m not letting you drag me into some cockamamie scheme.”
The corners of Jude’s eyes crinkled as a wide grin crossed his handsome face. “I’ve got it.”
Jackson backed away. “Got what? Rabies?”
Jude slowly stood, drawing to his full height. “How you’re going to get Rena to come around to your way of thinking.”
“It’s not thinking! I’m way, way beyond thought. I’m so fuckin’ horny, I’d screw a snake if you held the head. I want her in my bed, like yesterday.”
A dark blond brow rose before Jude shook his head. “You know for a Dom, you’re surprisingly lacking in patience.”
“See how you’d feel after chasing your woman all over the place for the past eight months, then tell me how I’m lacking patience.” Jackson dropped onto the leather couch sitting in the corner of the office, covering his eyes with his forearm. “Imagine you know your Mistress needs release, but refuses to let you take care of her – ignoring her needs because she’s scared you’ll think she’s weak. Instead she walks away.”
The resulting growl from Jude didn’t surprise Jackson. He knew the other man lived to please, pleasure and take care of his Mistress, a chore he shared with Olivia’s other sub, Micah. Even as submissive as the man was to her, he’d go through the roof if she neglected her needs. “Like hell. Micah and I wouldn’t stand for it. We’d gang up on her until she let us…”
Moving his arm, Jackson smirked. “See what I mean? It’s not as easy as it sounds is it? God I wish you could’ve seen the way she submitted to me in Ireland. Maybe you’d understand my frustration.”
“Whoa!” Jude drew up short. “You never said anything about her submitting to you.”
Jackson felt the familiar tightening of his body at the memory. “Oh yes. Our dear prickly Rena gave me her submission while we were over in Ireland. Or at least, a taste of it.” He shifted against the leather of the couch.
Jude looked surprised. “And when exactly was that? You were only over there for three days to wrap up the necessities of your cousin’s arrest as the mastermind behind the attack on Mistress last year.”
Jackson chuckled. “I work fast. I hadn’t planned on it. In fact, I would’ve rather had her here at home or at Olivia’s, but the little minx wouldn’t quit pushing. The whole time we were there, she treated me like I was an immature boy who thought only with his dick. I finally snapped, bent her over my knee and spanked her –”
“I hate to interrupt this, Dickens, but the silent alarm at your residence just went off.” Rapping on the frame of the door, Ethan WhiteHawk, an old Army ranger buddy back from their days in the Rangers, entered the room. As usual, he was dressed casually in jeans and a company polo shirt, his dark hair flowing over his shoulders, other than the thin braids on either side of his face. It wasn’t often you saw a Native American in Chicago, but there was no denying his heritage. Jackson still couldn’t believe the man had abandoned Louisiana for Illinois, but evidently Jude had been more than persuasive in his job offer. And now he’s brought news of a breach.
“Fuck!” Jumping up from the couch, his current issues with Rena went to the wayside in the face of a break in. He slipped into protector mode with ease. This is what he’d been born to do. “Details, WhiteHawk. Which alarm? The interior door or the balcony?”
“Balcony.”
“Shit! That’s like a five story climb. How the hell did they get up there?”
In the background, he could hear Jude on the phone with Olivia, checking on his Mistress. Jackson just thanked the stars above Olivia was already at the club dealing with vendors, or his friend would’ve torn out of the office like his ass was on fire, which only left Micah unaccounted for. Where was the third in Jude’s relationship? After the man had crossed paths with the wrong Domme in New Orleans three months ago, everyone was still on edge.
“Any idea if it could’ve been Micah who set it off?”
Jude joined them, his phone still pressed to his ear. “Okay, Mistress. Keep him there. Don’t let him leave. I don’t care if he has a meeting in an hour or not. Tie his ass to the cross if need be. I need to know you’re both safe while I’m checking our home.” Jude paused, his face heating. Jackson could only imagine what Olivia was telling her sub, but judging by the look on his friend’s face it was something which Jude was looking forward to. “Of course, Mistress. I remember our deal, but I promise this is a valid issue. I realigned the sensor on the balcony after the last false alarm.”
Jackson sighed, remembering the numerous false alarms over the past several weeks. They’d thought it had been birds bumping into the glass balcony doors while pecking at the breadcrumbs Olivia was known to throw out, but perhaps it wasn’t. They’d moved the sensor higher up, so the birds wouldn’t be able to set it off but it still had gone off.
After telling his Mistress to behave, Jude snapped the phone shut at they exited the office. “Wish I was in Micah’s shoes.” The longing in his friend’s voice didn’t surprise Jackson. “Lucky bastard.”
Jackson burst out laughing as the three of them headed out to the bank of elevators. “I just pray for your ass it isn’t a false alarm.” He pressed the down button, waiting for the doors to open. “It’s not that I want someone trying to break in, but I remember how testy Olivia got the last time we called a lockdown at the club.”
A loud ding signaling the car had arrived. “I’d take the punishment if it meant some crazy ass bird set it off again, but I don’t think so. I moved the sensor to the top of the door. I came too close to losing Olivia in New Orleans. I about died when I heard the shot go off before she fell in the water.”
“You and me both.” Ethan said as they entered the elevator.
* * * *
Waiting behind Jude as he cautiously unlocked the condo door, all of Jackson’s senses were on high alert. He and Ethan had Jude’s back. If there was any chance of the mess from New Orleans revisiting the trio in Chicago, he personally wanted to nip it in the bud before it became an issue. Following his friend into the surprisingly warm condo, he wanted to curse when the overwhelming stench of urine hit his nostrils. It was still early in the summer, but an unusually warm spell had settled over the greater Chicago-land area and it seemed to magnify the smell. In front of him, Jude began cursing loudly. Ducking around Jude, he too wanted to curse. The balcony sliders were still intact but one door had a huge hole in the middle of it. The twinkle of light off the shards scattered on the kitchen floor mocked them. No bird would be able to do this.
“Son of bitch! Let’s spread out and do a perimeter check,” Jude ordered as he knelt to free his knife from its ankle sheath. Rising with it in hand, the sun glinted off the blade, leaving no doubt about how serious he was taking the break in.
Jackson nodded, freeing his gun from his underarm holster. Unlike Jude, who no longer carried a firearm because of Olivia’s unease, he had no problems carrying one. His need to protect wouldn’t be limited by the whims of a woman. Although honestly, Jude was more than deadly with his razor sharp blade. They split off into separate directions, Jude slipping down the hall towards the master suite, while Ethan ducked into the guest room. Taking the dining room, Jackson was just rounding the large oak curio holding Olivia’s china when he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye.
Spinning back towards the kitchen, Jackson saw the long shadow of a man move across the hardwood floor in the hall before the crunch of glass hit his ears. Silently stalking the sound with his finger poised on the gun’s trigger, he approached the kitchen door just in time to see a man in dark clothing disappear over the railing.
“Son of a bitch. Jude! He’s escaping!” He rushed into the kitchen and through the broken balcony door, only to find an abandoned rope swaying in the breeze. Smacking the wrought iron rail it was attached to, he let loose a long string of expletives at their stupidity. Obviously, they weren’t quite as sharp as they had been considering they’d missed the rope when they’d first come in. Unless, the perp tied it off before he went over the rail. But damn, is it even possible? He only had seconds to clear the railing before I got in here.
He felt Jude come up next to him, even as he heard the apartment door open. “The damned perp just scaled down the building using this.” He tugged on the rope. “But I can’t see him now. Damn trees.” Frustration built in him as he glared at the dense brush and foliage surrounding the building. Even if he’d wanted to spot the man, the summer foliage prevented it.
Joining him at the railing, Jude growled. “Ethan headed downstairs. Maybe he’ll have some luck.” Despite the hopeful tone, Jackson knew Jude was expecting miracles. The intruder had been a ghost. Slipping past not just one but three highly trained ex-Rangers was damned difficult, if not impossible. It took some serious training – more than likely of the government kind.
Looking back into the kitchen, Jude rubbed the back of his neck. “Mistress is going to be pissed. Not only did the perp break the balcony door, he tore up our room. Shredded our bedding, pissed on it by the smell of it, and slashed all of her work clothes. There was not one corset, one pair of leggings or leather garment left untouched. I think he was attacking her Domme persona because he didn’t touch any of her street clothes.”
Placing his hand on Jude’s shoulder, he gave it a squeeze. “We’ll find him, I promise. Olivia won’t be hurt again. Besides, it may not have been aimed just at her. Did he shred any of your clothes? Or Micah’s?”
Jude shrugged, looking a bit lost. “I have no idea. I only got as far as her closet when you yelled.”
He heard the door open as Ethan re-entered. The Indian had his familiar shit-eating grin on his face as he joined them.
“Either you caught him or found something, but considering, you’re empty handed it has to be the latter. So spill it, before Jude here has a nervous breakdown.” Jackson returned his gun to its holster.
“A partial license plate number.” Flipping open his notebook Ethan handed it to Jude. “It’s a start.”
Chapter Three
Exiting the CTA station located on the ground level of the State of Illinois Building, Rena entered the Atrium Mall. Around her, masses of people were either heading to work like her, or were shoppers already seeking refuge from the near record high temperatures outside. Hard to believe it’s already kissing ninety and it isn’t even nine o’clock yet. The mall was bustling with activity and even as crowded as it was, she had to fight the urge to check over her shoulder.
It had been nearly a week since the incident with Jackson, but instead of tracking her down again as she’d expected, he hadn’t shown up. Whether it meant he’d finally given up or was just biding his time, she didn’t know. Either way, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. Pushing his lack of presence from her head, she skirted a woman pushing a stroller. Maneuvering through the crowd, she headed for the escalators to check in for her shift when a voice from her left stopped her.
“Rena MacAllister – is that you?”
She wanted to groan as she recognized her ex’s mother. With every silver hair professionally coiffed, and wearing an ivory short-sleeved cardigan with a tan pencil skirt, Elizebetta Vayarti was the epitome of a New York socialite out enjoying a warm summer morning.
Stepping out of the stream of traffic, she motioned the woman to join her – just wanting to get the confrontation over with as quickly as possible. “Mrs. Vayarti, what a surprise. Are you in town to do some shopping?” She quickly scanned the crowd, hoping she wouldn’t spot Louis. It wasn’t uncommon for him to escort his mother on one of her art shopping trips. While she doubted her former Dom would care one way or the other at crossing paths with her, she personally didn’t want to see him or whichever sub he’d brought with him. Instead the only person she recognized was Dieter, Elizebetta’s right hand man and assistant.
She smiled. “You could say that, but I’m not shopping for art this time.” She glanced at the slender, expensive Swiss watch gracing one wrist. “I know it’s not near, teatime but I was wondering if you’d join me for a coffee or tea over at the Bonjour Club.”
Shock rolled through Rena. The last place she’d expected to see a high-class society matron like Elizebetta Vayarti was in a casual food court restaurant specializing in breakfast and brunch items. For Christ’s Sakes, they don’t even take reservations nor have a dress code.
“Ah, I wish I could, but I have to get to work.” Plastering a smile on her face, Rena turned to leave when Elizebetta caught her arm. Glancing down at the slender hand on her arm, she was flabbergasted. The woman never touched anyone other than her son.
“Please, Rena.” A look of desperation crossed the other woman’s face. “I need to talk to you. Louis won’t…”
Fury washed over Rena. How dare the woman come to Chicago to dump her problems with Louis on her? She was no longer his sub, so she didn’t have to deal with this shit anymore. “If it’s about your son, I don’t want to hear it. If you’re having issues, talk to Sabella or whichever woman he’s with right now. They’ll have more sway over him than I will.” Pulling free, she made it only ten feet when Dieter appeared in front of her. She sighed.
“Listen, I don’t have time for this. I’m already running late because some idiot on the L decided mugging a sweet little old woman in my car was a great idea.”
“I’m assuming you disabused him of the notion?” Rena nodded. Still willow thin, Dieter was nothing like what his name implied. Instead of being a huge German beefcake, the man was so skinny it bordered on obscene. While she’d been with Louis, she’d wanted to fix his mother’s assistant some of her Gram’s chicken and dumplings to fatten him up, but at the moment all she wanted to do was shove him out of her way when he opened his mouth. If she’d expected another plea, she was mistaken. The first thing the man did was inquire about the mugging victim. “Is she okay? Did you report the person to the police?”
Rena nodded. “Just a bit roughed up and the asshole is being escorted by two of Chicago’s finest down to the local precinct.” She winced as she caught sight of one of the clocks on the wall. “Shit, I’d love to stay and talk, but I really have to go. I’m already late.”
“I understand. Just meet us after you get done with your shift, Rena.” His plea wasn’t lost on her. The damned man always did know how to talk me into anything. “We’ll make it worth your while.”
She shook her head. “Now, Dieter, when have you ever known me to be swayed by money? What’s Louis done that’s so damn bad his mother flew half way across the country to find me?”
Dieter pushed up his silver framed glasses, reinforcing his bookworm appearance. “It’s what he hasn’t done. Mrs. Vayarti has a business proposition which has nothing to do with him - other than the fact he’s forbidden her to open another art gallery.”
“So you’re telling me this is business? Not some ploy to have me talk some sense into the bastard?”
His eyes softened. “If it was, I wouldn’t have come. The way Mr. Vayarti handled the situation between you two leaves a bitter taste in my mouth….”
She held up a hand. “All right – I can’t believe I’m doing this, but meet me at the Tokyo Lunch Boxes at one o’clock sharp. It’s when I take my lunch.” She gestured across the way to the brightly lit restaurant. “Don’t be late because I only get thirty minutes to eat.”
Without waiting for his agreement, she brushed past him, ignoring his thank you. She couldn’t believe she’d actually agreed to meet them but she’d never had a beef with Dieter or Elizebetta – just the cheating asshole his employer had birthed.
* * * *
Rena was surprised how fast her shift flew by, but really shouldn’t have been. The hot weather had driven more than a fair share of the teenagers inside – particularly the ones who lived to make mall security’s job more entertaining. I swear if we confiscate one more skateboard, we’ll have enough to open up our own shop. Christ, I don’t know which is worse - them or the idiots on rollerblades.
“Rena, we’ve got a black male teenager. Possibly gang affiliated, approximately six three, two hundred pounds on blades heading your way. Suspect is wearing a red polo, black jean shorts and a White Sox hat. Suspected of theft and is probably thinking to escape apprehension via CTA station on the concourse level. Copy?” Hank’s voice advised through her earpiece.
Hiding the movement of activating her earpiece by pressing a button on her mp3 player, she replied softly, “Copy that.” Tossing her empty paper cup into a nearby receptacle, she casually made her way towards the CTA station, keeping her eyes peeled. Less than thirty seconds later, she caught a flash of fast moving red with a White Sox baseball cap. “Spotted suspect and moving to intercept.” Shifting the heavy tote off her shoulder, she let it slide down her arm and stepped directly into the path of the fleeing assailant. As he swerved to miss her, she swung the bag, hitting the young man directly in the chest.
“Ump!” The huge teenager teetered precariously as he bounced off her before crashing into the seating area for Dunkin’ Donuts. A shrill scream came from a mother balancing not only her coffee but a tray full of goodies for her kids as she went down under the man. The cups and the treats went flying. The kids, a small boy of eight stood there with wide eyes and his mouth agape, while an older boy began smacking the teenager with a GNC bag he was carrying. If it wouldn’t have blown her cover, she’d have laughed outright. Well at least until the son of a bitch knocked the older boy down. Her blood froze when he balled up a fist to hit the child.
“Little fuckin brat!” The teen swung, his blow connecting and the young boy started crying.
Fury had her pushing through the crowd, uncaring she was blowing her cover. Then a familiar blond grabbed the teen and gave him a rough shake. Her heart stopped as the warm molasses drawl with the slightest hint of spice reached her ears.
“Feet pue tan!” Jackson cursed as the teenager swung at him, his wild swing glancing off Jackson’s shoulder. Her eyes widened when Jackson retaliated, backhanding the punk. Rena’s ears began to burn as Jackson explained the difference between trying to beat on him and a scared ten year old. She hadn’t heard such eloquent Cajun since the last time she’d royally pissed Jackson off – and he certainly hadn’t ever called her a cold son of a bitch, but he had used those words about the man who’d shot at them in Ireland.
The security guards swarmed the area as Jackson continued to berate the poor fool, smacking him each time the young man tried to lash out at him. As her fellow guards surrounded them, he finally gave the boy one last shake before shoving the youth into the hands of the waiting security guards, but not without one final warning. “Real men dôn hit shas. Little ones are innocent – remember dat – or I guarantee I’ll be back to kick your tchew.”
Rena froze as his eyes caught hers, promising something. But before she could figure out what, he turned to help the mother stand. His gentleness now was at odds with the violence she’d just witnessed. It was just another intriguing layer to the Dom who wanted to claim her as his. The soft beeping of her alarm sounding in her ear jerked her back, reminding her of an appointment she had to keep. Merging back into the crowd, she needed to disappear before Jackson could reach her.
Walking casually by where Dieter and Elizebetta were sitting, watching the commotion as more security guards and cops swarmed the eating area, she paused by their table. Placing her hand on Elizebetta’s arm, she caught the woman’s attention.
“Rena…did you see that man? He actually hit that child!” The woman seemed aghast at the situation.
“Indeed he did.” Rena kept her voice low. “Meet me upstairs at Ronnie’s Steak House.”
Without waiting for her agreement, Rena was on the move, blending into the crowd of people exiting the CTA station. She was paid to hide in plain sight, and now more than ever she was glad she was good at her job. There was no way she’d be having lunch today at the Tokyo Lunch Box as planned. It was too close to Jackson Levough and even as curious as she was about what Dieter or Elizebetta might possibly want, it wasn’t worth the risk of another encounter with the blue-eyed devil. She refused to think how cowardly her actions were – rather telling herself she was being prudent by avoiding him.
* * * *
Clenching his jaw, Jackson fought the urge to follow Rena as she vanished into the crowd. Dabbing at the corner of his mouth with a napkin where the punk had managed to get a lucky blow in, he was helpless to follow her. He had to deal with the police first. But he’d known once she realized he’d been shadowing her, she would disappear like a wisp of smoke in a thunderstorm. And losing her again pissed him off.
“Mr. Levough, I see you’ve returned, despite how many times I’ve told you to stay away?” The exasperated tone from behind him wasn’t a surprise.
Pivoting, he gave the man a rueful smile. Behind him, Hank Mancini, the guard who’d detained him long enough for Rena to escape, didn’t look amused. Everything from his furrowed brow to his crossed arms and spread legs made Jackson think of an older, pissed off Sylvester Stallone. “Hank! How have you been?”
With his arms over his wide chest, Hank raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m getting tired of you lurking behind garbage cans and spying on a certain undercover security guard.”
Tossing his arm over the shorter man’s shoulder, he gave him a one-armed hug. “Come on, don’t be that way, mon ami. If I hadn’t been here, your suspect would’ve either possibly hurt someone or said guard would’ve blown her cover in the process.”
“While I can’t deny the fact you were able to help out in this situation, was it really necessary to smack the man around? According to his ID he’s only seventeen.”
He dropped his arm from Hank’s shoulder and his voice went cold. “If he’s old enough to steal, flee from security and strike a child, then he’s man enough to accept the consequences.”
Hank held up his hands. “I agree whole-heartedly but somehow I don’t think the Chicago P.D. is going to agree with you, nor do the members of his gang.” Running a hand through his salt-n-peppered hair, he nodded to the group of black gang-bangers watching the proceedings from across the food court. “I’ll bet anything this stunt was some kinda of initiation, and those guys don’t look none too happy about your interference.”
He shrugged. It mattered not to him. If they thought they could take on a former Ranger and win – all the more power to them. He’d be prepared. “Better they be pissed at me than set their sights on Rena.” For that he’d kill them – no questions asked. She was his – even if she didn’t realize it yet.
Hank sighed. “You have a death wish, Levough?”
Jackson chuckled. “No, why do you ask?”
Hank shook his head. “First you piss off a damn fine woman until she’s ready to murder you in your sleep, and then you stalk her at work. Now to top it all off, during said stalking, you interfere with her job by beating the piss out of a possible gang member.”
Before he could answer, a young uniformed cop with a massive chip on his shoulder joined them. Jackson could tell by the way the cop’s hand rested on the butt of his gun as he gave him the once over before deciding he wasn’t a threat then addressing Hank. “I’ll take the witness off your hands, now, so you can get back to your rounds.”
When Hank opened his mouth to protest, the guy glared at him. “After all, I’m a trained police officer and I’m sure you have other things to do – like catch shoplifters.” He reached out to grab Jackson’s arm. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.”
With a smooth move he evaded the man’s grasp and gave Hank a rueful smile, totally ignoring the cop simply because he knew it would piss the guy off. If there was anything he hated more than bullies, it was bullies with a badge. “Do you reckon they’ll let me go with a warning? After all, I didn’t hurt him too much.” Walking a few feet over to the nearest trash receptacle, he tossed the bloodied napkin into it.
The cop followed him, this time lunging at Jackson then managing to snag his arm. “I don’t find this the least bit funny, Sir. Now unless you want me to take you down right here, you need to come with me.” The forceful tone did little to impress Jackson. He’d heard sharper barks from his daddy than this young punk.
He glanced down at his arm, donning his Ranger persona to stare down the other man. “You have less than three seconds to release me, Son, before I show you how bad you actually aren’t.”
“Are you threatening an officer?”
Keeping his tone even, he shook his head. “No. Just making a statement of fact.”
“Kalinski, what the hell are you doing?” Another cop, this one wearing a suit and a crew cut joined him.
This cop Jackson recognized and respected, unlike junior here. He’d worked with Sean Anderson several times over the past two years in the training courses for urban war tactics which he and Jude had provided for the city. He was a good man and a more than competent cop without being overbearing.
Kalinski looked over his shoulder. “The witness is being difficult, Detective Anderson. I was just giving him a helping hand…”
“Boy, you’re lucky he isn’t giving you a broken one. Jackson Levough is one of the guys who wrote our urban tactics course material. Now do yourself a favor and release him before you end up with fewer working fingers than you started out with.”
The kid dropped Jackson’s arm, but glared at him as he stormed off.
“Sorry about that, Jackson. Fresh from the academy and he’s already got a chip on his shoulder a mile wide. I wonder where they find them.”
“No problem. I was just being ornery and didn’t want to give Super Cop my statement. You know me…”
The other cop laughed. “Yep, I do. So how about you give it to me instead, so I can get you on your way?”
Jackson slapped his shoulder. “Sure why not? But can we grab a cup of joe? I had to drop mine to deal with that asshole over there. My treat.” Jackson turned to Hank, who seemed stunned by what had just happened. “You’re welcome to join us too.”
Hank’s mouth opened twice before he could speak. “You let me manhandle you the day we met…but why?”
Jackson understood what the other man was asking. “You were protecting her. And she needs someone watching her back, particularly when she’s at work. I can’t be around all the time. Now let’s go get that cup of coffee.”
Chapter Four
“So, let me get this right.” Rena played with the straw in her sweet tea while making eye contact with Elizebetta. Around them the normal lunch crowd was enjoying steak and the casual atmosphere Ronnie’s provided. And she was happy they’d gotten a table at the back, which wasn’t visible from the entryway of the mall. Even with Ronnie’s one floor up and located on the other side of the mall, she wasn’t taking a chance Jackson might catch her again. She shouldn’t be so worried about it. She was a trained security expert, and he’d have a hell of a battle taking her by surprise. But it was more her own response she feared. It would be all too easy to forget why she shouldn’t give into him. But now wasn’t the time to worry about Jackson Levough, because she was here because of a position Elizebetta wanted her to fill. “You want me to not only set up, but also run the security for your new art gallery here in Chicago? One which your son is adamant you not start?”
Elizebetta nodded. “Whether my son likes it or not, I’m going to open this gallery, Rena. Since his father passed away last year, I’ve been surrounded by nothing, but memories. I need a change of pace…something new that doesn’t remind me of what I’ve lost. A place to start a new life for myself.”
Her heart softened because she knew exactly how the other woman felt. She too had come to Chicago looking for a new start. “I was sorry to hear about your husband, Elizebetta. I saw his obituary in the paper before I left New York, but with things the way they were I didn’t feel comfortable enough after the break-up to stop by and offer my condolences….” That’s an understatement of the century.
Just before his father had died, Louis had kicked her out with nothing more than the clothing on her back. Thankfully she’d refused to have her checks deposited into Louis’s account or she’d have been truly destitute. She’d been lucky enough to have a small nest egg built up because after she’d told him where he could go with his idea that she would share him with another sub, Louis had pulled his business’s account from the security company she’d worked for. She could’ve weathered that; however, his constant bad-mouthing had convinced other clients to pull their accounts and eventually forced Star Security into Chapter Eleven bankruptcy. But not before it cost me my job.
“Nonsense, this deal with my son…well, needless to say, he didn’t treat you very well and a lot of people suffered in the end.” Elizebetta motioned to her assistant. “I, on the other hand, recognize what a talented woman you are and will treat you well. I’ve had Dieter prepare a very generous employment package if you agree to my offer.” Dieter withdrew a manila folder from his briefcase and handed it to Elizebetta. She glanced over it before setting it on the table in front of Rena.
“I’m sure you’ll find this offer quite beneficial for all concerned. Considering what you’re making here, you’d be a fool not to take this job. Not only are we willing to nearly triple what you’re currently being paid, this opportunity could be your entry back into the high end security work you enjoyed so much in New York.”
Rena forced herself to calmly pick up the file. Opening it, she scanned the top page of the document. It seemed straight-forward enough, but as with anything in life, if it looked too good to be true…it probably was. “I need to have a lawyer go over this before I decide anything, Elizebetta. I hope you can understand. I need to make sure I can provide all aspects of what you’re wanting before I can agree to anything.”
When the woman opened her mouth to protest, Dieter placed his hand on Elizebetta’s, obviously comforting the woman. “She’s not doubting you, but merely doing what any person with her training would do, Lizzy. I’d have thought it more suspicious if she’d just signed it outright without consulting counsel.”
Rena’s eyes widened as she picked up vibes she hadn’t before. Was Dieter actually in a relationship with the formidable Elizebetta Vayarti? Even though Dieter was several years younger than Elizebetta, it wouldn’t be the first time a younger man had lost his heart to a more mature woman.
A trembling smile graced Elizebetta’s lips. “Are you sure, Diet?”
The man smiled down at his employer. “Yes, of course.” He turned back to Rena. “Please take all the time you need. We’re not heading back to New York until at least the end of the month and that will be to supervise the transfer of select pieces from Lizzy’s New York gallery.”
Picking up the file, Rena shoved it into her bag. “How do I get ahold of you?”
Dieter pulled a card out of his briefcase and scribbled a number on the backside of the card. “Here’s the hotel and room number where we’re staying until the closing on our new home is finalized.”
Tapping her fingers on the table, she cocked her head. “Your home? Then I’m not mistaken that you and Mrs. Vayarti are…shall we say…romantically involved?”
Elizebetta blushed, licking her lips before her eyes darted to Dieter. “It wasn’t planned, but yes and it’s one of the main reasons I’ve decided to move out here. Louis is definitely not happy about it.”
She arched an eyebrow at the couple. “Fuck Louis! If you’re happy that’s what counts.” She could’ve laughed as Elizebetta’s eyes widened, then she giggled.
“I couldn’t have said it better, Rena.” Dieter took a sip of his water as the waiter approached with their food. “Now, why don’t we enjoy our lunch before you have to go back to work?”
* * * *
Sitting at his desk, Jude scowled down at the report his head investigator had just turned into him. The work wasn’t mediocre, but neither was it stellar. Across from him, dressed in neatly pressed slacks and a white dress shirt, Levi Rogers shifted in his seat. He glanced up from the report. While Levi wasn’t a bad investigator, he wasn’t Rena MacAllister. Now more than ever he wanted to kick his partner’s ass for running off one of the best investigators they had ever employed. Damn horn-toad.
“Is there anything else, Mr. Larson?” The voice was an unwelcome reminder of what the company had lost.
“No, but if you let something like this happen again, you can start looking for another job. It’s unacceptable.”
“It won’t happen again,” the man said nervously, fidgeting and pushing up the wire-framed glasses resting on his nose.
Jude tossed the file down. “See that it doesn’t. You’re dismissed, Levi.” He waited for the man to leave before turning his chair to face the glass windows. Outside he could see the heat rising off the pavement. It was another hot day in Chicago but not as hot as his ass. Olivia was not happy about the lack of results surrounding the break-in at their home. It had been nearly a week since it had happened, and right now he knew even less than he had the day it occurred. He was damn sick of sleeping at the club, but until he felt it was safe to take his Mistress home, he wasn’t going to allow her to step one foot inside of their condo even if she was taking her displeasure out on his backside. He didn’t even want to think about the torment Micah was suffering because of him.
Turning back around, he picked up the file one more time. Perhaps there was something he was missing. Skimming over the bare bone facts and the non-descript police report, he wanted to hit something. He’d taken Jackson’s advice to let another investigator handle the case since he was too close to be rational and this mess is what he’d gotten, a half assed report with very vague details.
The ring of his cell startled him out of his dark thoughts. He thought of ignoring it but answered it just in case it was his contact at Comm. Edison.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Jude, still looking for me?” Rena’s sassy voice filled his ear as she reminded him of the cat and mouse game they’d been playing since she’d quit.
“I’d have found you if I’d been looking for you.” It had become a running joke between them after he’d finally broken down and called her private cell. He hadn’t wanted to betray her confidence…and Lord help him if his partner ever found out he had Rena’s new personal cell number. But when Jackson had taken a turn for the worse and ended up in the hospital because of the RSV, then pneumonia had settled in his lungs, he hadn’t had a choice. He’d known if something happened to Jackson and he hadn’t called her, she’d have shot him with his own gun. While he’d never seen Rena in all the time he’d been in the hospital at his friend’s side, the nurses had assured him that Jackson’s little black guardian angel had been checking in on him. And giving them hell if she thought they weren’t delivering the care she thought he deserved.
“Keep dreaming. If I don’t want to be found, I won’t be.”
He rubbed the bridge of his nose and chuckled half-heartedly. “As pissed off as I am right now, I wouldn’t tempt me, girl. This idiot you recommended isn’t working out and I’m seriously thinking about tracking your ass down and bringing you back here – Jackson be damned.”
A long sigh filled his ear. “Levi’s a good investigator, Jude. I trained him myself…”
“But he’s not you. Do you know I’m sitting here looking at a half-assed report about the break-in at my condo that doesn’t even have a detailed police report?” He picked up the file. “And I quote… ‘it’s believed that the suspect may have come in via the balcony…’ Nowhere does it mention which side of the condo the suspect came in on – what if there had been two balconies at my place? If you’d handled the case – you wouldn’t have let the Chicago P.D. do such a shitty job and then walk all over you like Levi obviously did.” He tipped back in his chair, staring up at the ceiling with his phone pressed against his ear. “Fuck, what am I gonna tell Olivia, Rena? I promised her I’d know something tonight.”
“Damn I don’t want to be in your shoes. If there was something I could do…”
“Yeah there is. Come back to work for me.”
“We’ve been over this, Jude. I can’t.”
“What if I promise to keep ‘you know who’ off your ass?”
Rena snorted. “Right. The minute he sees my W-2s he’ll be all over me like stink on shit. The only way I’d ever come back is if there was a way to make me invisible.”
Her words sent the wheels turning in his head. He sat up straight. “What if I pay you under the table?”
She groaned. “I can’t believe you’d even suggest such a thing, Boy Scout. That’s illegal as hell and there’s no way you’d be able to pull it off without Jackson knowing because for the amount I’d charge you, you’d have to get his signature.”
Standing up, he paced over to the filing cabinet. “What? No friendly discount for your old boss?”
“Nope. A girl has to eat.” He could hear clacking in the background as if she were typing something on the computer. From his desk, he heard a ding. “But I wouldn’t be against a good old fashioned trade.” He opened his mouth to reply when the hair on the back of his neck stood up on end as the familiar scent of Euphoria drifted past his nose. Mistress. In his pants, his cock hardened even as his heart leapt. He fought the need to turn, to cast his eyes on Olivia. He knew he’d be on his knees without a worry in his head, despite the fact they were at his place of business, if he saw her in one of her leather corsets, dark leggings with her dark hair pulled back in a braid and her ever present crop riding at her hip.
“So are you interested?” He heard Rena’s voice as if from a distance
“In what?”
“A trade.” She sounded exasperated. “I just sent you a file. I’ve been offered a job – freelance. You go over the file. Tell me if you think it’s a feasible job for one person. If it is, you’ll help me set it up and…”
“What will I get out of it?” he asked, cutting to the chase as a slender hand touched his shoulder and a slightly accented voice, a blend of her Croatian birth land and her long imprisonment at the hands of the Russian Cartel, caressed his every nerve.
“Ignoring me isn’t acceptable, pet.”
He swallowed…hard. “I…” The sharp tap of her crop on his already tender backside had him ready for his Mistress’s pleasure. Kneeling, he handed Olivia the phone without another word.
Her hand left his shoulder as she walked away to stand in front of the window. With her back to him, he couldn’t make out the words as she spoke with Rena. A few minutes later, she snapped the phone shut. “Come here, Jude.”
His heart thumped frantically as he scrambled to his feet. Very rarely did Olivia call him by his given name unless he’d royally screwed up. When he approached her, she gestured for him to sit at his desk. Sinking down into his executive chair, he wondered what she would do next.
“I never would presume to tell you what to do in your business, pet. But as your lover, I’d like to request you consider taking Rena up on her offer.”
He swallowed, trying to pull his mind out of submissive mode. “And what would that be?”
Her hand settled on his shoulder. “She’s offered to look into our break-in. I’m assuming the report Rogers prepared was lacking?”
He nodded. “I’m sorry, Mistress. I was truly expecting him to…
“To be Rena. And he’s not.” She slipped behind him to rub both shoulders. “I understand. She said she sent you a file?”
“Yes, Mistress.”
“Well, open it up and see what it is. If you think you can adhere to her terms, I’d say we take her up on her offer.” She pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “I miss not only our home, Jude, but sleeping between you and Micah. The bed at the club is too damned small.”
“I know, Mistress.” It was a fact he was immensely aware of. He and Micah had been taking turns for the past week, holding their Mistress while the other slept on the couch in Olivia’s office. Clicking open the email Rena had sent he quickly skimmed over it. It seemed like a straight forward enough job, one which would be perfect for Larson Securities, but could easily be done with right amount of finagling by Rena.
“All she wants is your silence about her involvement in our break-in and some advice on how to proceed on this job.” Her hands slipped under his t-shirt. His breathing grew ragged.
“In other words, she doesn’t want Jackson to know she’s helping me, or that I’m helping her with this freelance job.” He tried to focus as her nails scraped over his nipples.
“Exactly.” When she stepped back, her fingers slipping free, he groaned. He wanted them back. “But as I said before, I won’t order you to accept her offer. After all, it’d require lying to your partner. But I can tell you I think Rena will have better luck producing results than the other guy you have on it. That girl could teach stubbornness to a donkey.”
“That she could.” Making his decision, he quickly typed the reply to Rena, agreeing to her terms along with promising to send her scanned copies of the reports in the morning. Even if he didn’t mention Rena to Jackson, his partner would soon know anyway. The other message he noticed in his Inbox had been addressed to both them. Their contact at Comm. Edison had information for them about Rena’s location. Pushing his guilty conscience to the side, he hit the Send button. Then, he scrambled out of his chair, sinking back to his knees. “Please, Mistress.”
“Please what, Jude?”
He looked up into her gray eyes. “I need you.”
She gave him an indulgent smile. “Then you shall have me…eventually.”
Chapter Five
Studying over the sheaf of papers in her hand, Rena sank onto her couch. She wanted to strangle her replacement. The idea of Jude using Levi Rogers to investigate the break-in at his home was baffling. He was a great guard but he was more along the lines of a grunt than a section leader. He had no real investigative skills, but he could follow orders without a problem. No wonder Jude’s pulling out his hair with this mess. She thoughtfully tapped her chin before jotting down a list on her ever-present tablet, a habit she’d had since her days in the military. It was her way of organizing her thoughts. First of all, I need to get inside Jude’s condo to see the actual crime scene. Then I need to talk to the investigating officer, and possibly get any additional info from WhiteHawk. Maybe he’ll work with me…?
She’d just finished scribbling on her tablet when her cell rang. Glancing at the caller ID, she recognized it as one of the cell numbers for Larson Securities. Pressing the call button, she answered it. “Yeah, I already got the stuff you sent over, Jude. I’m going over it as we speak…”
“And what exactly did my partner send to you, ma peekôn?” Jackson’s voice purred in her ear.
She nearly dropped the phone in reaction. It had been nearly a year since she’d heard the whispered endearment. His little thorn. Steeling herself against a curious melting in her heart and the sudden dampness between her thighs, she forced a calmness she didn’t even remotely feel into her tone. “Now why am I not surprised to hear from you, White Boy?” Inwardly she fumed and wondered if Jude had gone running to Jackson the moment he’d agreed to her trade, or if Jackson had merely lucked out.
A very amused male chuckle filled her ear. “Now you knew I wouldn’t let your little stunt at the mall go unanswered, right?”
Squeezing the bridge of her nose, she prayed for patience. She wasn’t going to engage him – she wasn’t. Perhaps if she refused to banter with him, he’d leave her alone. “I wasn’t expecting anything from you, nor will I. Is there a reason you called on my private number?”
She could almost hear the smile in his voice. “Of course there is.” In the background she could hear the sound of a bell as if he’d just stepped off an elevator, which was confusing to her considering there were none at Larson Securities. He must be out and about checking on accounts as usual. “To find out what kind of paddle you prefer. One like the suede covered paddle I used on you in Ireland or one with latigo leather? I’ll admit I have a favored latigo one which will sting your bottom in ways you’ve never experienced.”
Straightening, she dropped the papers onto her coffee table while fighting the urge to moan. She loved latigo leather, but she forced herself to remember their age difference- that she wasn’t looking for another Dom/sub relationship. She had to be firm. “So we’re back to that again? I’ll tell you the same thing I told you last time, Jackson. There isn’t a prayer in hell I’ll submit to you…”
“But you already have, and the taste of it was delicious…” he broke in, the purr in his tone grating on her nerves.
She gritted her teeth. “…never again, you Cajun Playboy. You caught me at a single moment of weakness brought on by jetlag and stress. Besides you’d have to find me first and we both know that’s not happening…”
The sound of footsteps stopping outside her door made her pause. “You’re so certain of that?” There was a rustle of paper before he rattled off her address. She nearly dropped the phone when a brisk knock sounded. Her mouth opened soundlessly. Her flight response warred with righteous anger. Her eyes darted towards the window and fire escape. Could she make it before he either picked the lock or broke the door down? Striving for a confidence she suddenly didn’t feel, she hid behind her brash New York sarcasm.
“Damn, I expected better from you, White Boy. Blowing the element of surprise by calling before pouncing smacks of inexperience.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“You expect me to believe it’s not you rapping on my door as we speak? Like there’s a prayer in hell I’m gonna let you in. And how did you get past the security downstairs anyway?”
Jackson chuckled. “I don’t know if I should be insulted or flattered that you think I couldn’t slip past the rinky-dink security Star Security has posted in your building. One guard and a handful of monitors – it’d be like taking candy from a child.” A trickle of another feminine voice teased her ears. “Well, I’m here, ma peekôn, and business waits for no one. But I’ll be with you soon. Perhaps you’ll have an answer for me by then.”
The click of the phone in her ear told her he evidently hadn’t expected a response. Another knock followed by a familiar voice had her head throbbing. Moving to the door, she groaned inwardly. This day couldn’t get much worse. She hadn’t had her first pot of coffee yet and right now she had to deal with a hormone-ridden sister. Opening the door, she planted one hand on her hip before staring down her sister.
“You honestly have a death wish. How the hell did you find me?”
Keisha smirked, unfazed by Rena’s bristling. “Not enough coffee yet? Well too bad. Karma’s a bitch, isn’t she?” She pushed past her, waddling into the apartment.
Closing the door behind Keisha, Rena watched as she trailed her fingers over every surface as she passed. Always a tactile person, her sister’s need to touch everything had driven Rena nuts as a child. And as an adult it hasn’t changed.
“So did you just come over to touch all my shit, or prove your husband could find me?” She knew more than likely Eddie had given into Keisha’s pleas when Rena had refused to tell her where she lived the last time they’d spoken on the phone.
Keisha smiled. “Both?” She wandered into the kitchen. “You have coffee? Eddie took mine away and I need it.”
Rena followed her. “You know he took it away from you because you’ve become a stark raving bitch on caffeine since you’ve got pregnant.”
Rummaging around in the cupboards, Keisha found a coffee cup. “Well it’s a good thing you drink decaf, huh?”
Sighing, Rena leaned against the door as her sister poured a cup of her coffee, added sugar and a splash of half and half out of Rena’s fridge.
“See, you love me. You even have my creamer.” Stirring her coffee, Keisha waddled to the table.
“Ever think, Sis, that I may use half and half for cooking? I just made the most delicious broccoli cheese soup.”
Keisha wrinkled her nose. “Ew…that’s wrong on soo many levels, Rena. Green veggies and cheesy goop. That’s not food, it’s torture.”
Shaking her head at her sister’s antics, Rena retrieved her coffee mug from the living room. After refilling it, she sat down at the table across from Keisha, who’d raided her fridge again if the baklava in front of her was any indication.
“Mmmmm.” Taking a big bite, Keisha moaned before following it with a huge sip of coffee. “The best ever, Sissy. I’ve been craving one of these since you moved out. I don’t know how you do it. They always come out so light and airy. When I try, mine could double as a hockey puck. Who’d have ever thought a black woman could make a true Greek pastry?”
Sighing, Rena reached for one on the plate in the center of the table. “You know you could save yourself some trouble and just drive over to Greektown. In fact it’s closer to you than coming over to Oak Park. You had to take, what, two trains? There has to be another reason for your visit.”
Keisha cocked her head. “Now why would I go to Greektown when I have a perfectly good sister who loves me and bakes the most delicious baklavas? Besides, Eddie dropped me off on his way to the office. He wouldn’t let me ride the “L” in my condition.”
Rena felt like thumping her sister for her evasiveness. Although it didn’t surprise her Eddie had dropped off Keisha, it was her sister’s reasoning that bothered her. Keisha had been incredibly clingy since she’d found out she was pregnant. Maybe something was going on at home. “That’s not the point, and somehow I don’t think my baklavas are the reason why you came over.”
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