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I realize you probably know all this already, but let’s set the stage first. Because, hey, I might sound a little crazy soon if you don’t know where I’m coming from.

Number one: I’d had my heart broken the night before.

The man I’d fallen in love with had basically let me know we weren’t on the same page as far as what we wanted, relationship-wise. After he’d offered me money to continue sleeping with him for another week.

Ew.

Yeah, yeah, he was a billionaire… and yeah, yeah, I’d only known him three days… and yeah, yeah, the ‘relationship’ (or whatever you want to call it) had essentially started with crazy-hot sex on the boardroom floor of the company where I worked.

Still – ew.

I said ‘no,’ and he walked out, more or less.

It hurt worse than anything in my life ever has before.

Number two: because of my heart being broken, I hadn’t slept all night. I was the emotional equivalent of a zombie on The Walking Dead. But not a mean zombie that wants to eat your brains, just a weepy zombie that stumbles around on the verge of tears and needs a hug.

Yes, I’m a nerd.

Number three: I had been dreading losing my job for twelve hours. Actually, I had feared that possibility since last Friday night, but the crazy-hot sex and falling-in-love part had distracted me for most of the weekend.

Which made me a zombie on the verge of tears, who needs a hug, and is deathly afraid of the scary human chasing me with a shotgun. (The ‘scary human’ in question being my jerk of a boss.)

Number four: the shotgun went off. 

I had just lost my job.

Actually, that’s kind of soft-peddling the situation. Makes me sound like I was the victim of a corporate layoff or The Great Recession.

To be technical about it… I’d been fired. Partially for insubordination, but mostly because my boss was a raging asshole.

Immediately after that, I informed Asshole Boss he couldn’t fire me, because I quit.

Number five: with my car towed by Asshole Boss, and my life in ruins around me, Man Of My Dreams came driving up like Prince Charming in a Cinderella coach. Except, in this case, it was a Lamborghini. And then he proceeded to give me a breathtakingly romantic speech about how he knew he’d messed up big-time, and that he was sorry, and I could walk away and never look back, but to please give him one more chance – and that I was what he wanted more than anything else in his entire life.

So, with my heart still broken – but temporarily back on life-support – I got in the car.

I’m still not entirely sure if that was a mistake or not.

But some mistakes are worth making.
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The Lamborghini roared through the parking deck outside my former workplace.

I’d never been in a Lamborghini before. I might have enjoyed the experience more if it didn’t feel like somebody had put my brain in a blender and hit frappé.

I settled back wearily into the leather seat and lolled my head towards the driver.

Connor Templeton.

Gorgeous Adonis. 

Billionaire businessman. 

Scion of one of the wealthiest families in America.

“You’re a real asshole sometimes,” I murmured.

He gave a tight little smile. Not one of his usual cocky grins; more like grim agreement.

“Yeah, I know,” he said in a low voice.

He reached one arm across the center console of the car and took my hand in his.

The warmth of his skin on mine melted the tension in my body.

The sweetness of the gesture melted my heart.

I couldn’t help myself: I broke down in tears.

Funny… after the last few hours, I didn’t think I had any left.

He slammed on the brakes, pulled off his sunglasses, and stared at me with those gorgeous blue eyes. “What? What’s wrong?”

I fought back the sobs. “I – I thought I was n-never going to see you again.”

He leaned across the seat, took my tear-streaked face in both his hands, and kissed me.

Softly.

Sweetly.

Romantically.

Then he pulled back just a few inches and wiped my tears away with his thumbs as he gazed into my eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

I nodded silently. Smiled sadly.

He leaned forward and kissed me again.

Behind us, a car beeped its horn.

I pulled away. “We should go.”

“He can wait – I’m busy right now,” Connor whispered, and pulled me back to him.

I think the car drove around us, honking angrily. 

I’m not sure; I was lost in the kiss, and the rest of the world just faded away.
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After three or four cars honked and passed us, though, the world started to come back into focus.

I finally broke things off with a laugh. “Come on… let’s go.”

“Alright,” he grinned, then put back on his sunglasses and started down the ramp again.

I can’t begin to tell you how overjoyed and relieved I was. 

Or how much I still ached. My soul felt bruised from all I had been through.

But I could deal with that, as long as I got to stay there with him.

I lay there in the leather seat, almost half-asleep, watching him. He was absolutely gorgeous. Dark, wavy hair… bronzed skin… strong jaw… masculine nose… sinfully kissable lips…

“You look different,” I mumbled.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah… but I can’t put my finger on it…”

“Maybe it’s ‘cause I’m worn out.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“‘Why’?!” he repeated with an incredulous chuckle. “Well, for starters, I slept maybe two hours last night.”

I perked up slightly. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“…why?”

It was a stupid question.

But I wanted to hear his answer.

I needed to hear his answer.

He looked at me like I was insane. “‘Why’? Because last night sucked, that’s why. You were there, you should know.”

I wanted to cry… but this time it was from happiness.

I know that sounds crazy – but I’d thought he’d been okay after breaking up with me. A little sad, maybe. But unable to sleep? That possibility hadn’t crossed my mind.

I DID mean a lot to him, I thought.

I know that sounds crazy, too. I mean, the guy had just given me a huge speech about how much he wanted me, how badly he’d screwed up, and please please PLEASE get in the car. You’d think I would have realized that, hey, maybe he kinda sorta liked me.

But remember who we’re talking about here: weepy, sleep-deprived, need-a-hug zombie.

I settled back into my seat, but I reached out and put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry you didn’t sleep…”

He slowed down and looked over at me. “Thank you.”

“…but you kind of deserved it.”

I gave him the look my best friend Anh reserves for when I complain about gaining weight after finishing a pint of Haagen Dazs. It’s what a basset hound might look like if it could say, I feel sorry for you, even though we both know you’re a complete idiot.

He stared at me for a second, then burst out laughing.

“I guess I did,” he grinned as he turned back to driving down the ramp.

“But it’s not that you’re tired,” I said. “It’s something else…”

“Hold on,” he said, and rolled down his window so he could hand a ticket and a $20 bill to the toll booth attendant.

I looked at his immaculate pinstripe suit, followed the length of his arm down to the strong, powerful hand gripping the steering wheel – 

“That’s it,” I realized.

“Thank you,” Connor said to the attendant, then turned back to me as he drove the car under the rising tollbooth arm. “What’s it?”

“I’ve never seen you drive anything before.”

“Oh – yeah, I suppose that’s – ”

“OH MY GOD!” I shrieked.

“What?!” Connor shouted as he slammed on the brakes.

“Where’s Johnny?!”

Connor leaned his head back in his seat, both relief and exasperation on his face. “Don’t do that – ”

“Where’s Johnny?” I repeated.

“You almost gave me a heart attack – ”

“Where’s Johnny?” I insisted.

“Why are you so worked up about Johnny?”

“Because he’s your bodyguard! It’s not safe for you to be wandering around without him!”

Connor sighed and edged out into the downtown Los Angeles traffic. “You’re as bad as he is, you know that?”

“Maybe
because we’re worried about your safety. Even if you aren’t.”

“Well, you should be happy I ditched him.”

“You DITCHED him?!”

“Calm down – ”

“I’m not going to calm down!” I shouted. “That guy at the hotel threatened you – ”

“It wasn’t much of a threat,” Connor pooh-poohed me.

“You weren’t there! And now you go and ditch
Johnny, like – like an idiot!”

“I had to.”

“Oh, you had to – and why was that, exactly?”

Connor shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I didn’t want him to be there if you said ‘no.’”

That stopped me dead in my tracks.

Connor always acted like everything was a game, and one he would win no matter what – by fair means, by bluffing, or by cheating. Whatever it took.

I had assumed that speech back there in the parking deck was just another ‘winning moment’ for him. That he’d figured out how to get me back. Just say the right things – beautifully, passionately, movingly – and boom, Lily comes running!

But in that one sentence… I didn’t want him to be there if you said ‘no’… he let me see that, no, actually, he hadn’t known he was going to win me back.

And it had scared him.

Enough that he didn’t want to risk having his friend see him get hurt.

I suppose I could be cynical and say it was just him protecting his ego… but Connor had the healthiest ego of any human being I’d ever met. I don’t think he would have cared if Johnny saw him get burned by a dozen supermodels in a row (though I doubt that scenario was even remotely possible).

I think he was actually scared.

And my heart broke a little for him because of it.

I was silent for a few seconds, and then I brushed the back of my hand softly against his cheek.

He smiled, took my fingers, and kissed the palm of my hand.

I stayed silent a few seconds more, just savoring the realization of how much he cared… and that he hadn’t taken winning me back for granted.

Then, of course, I got back to business.

“You have to call Johnny.”

He sighed. “I’m planning on it.”

“Is he going to drive us to Vegas?”

“No, I am.”

“You’ve only had a couple hours of sleep!”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine – ”

“I’ve been up 72 hours before during a touch-and-go acquisition, closed it successfully, and finished with an off-the-cuff investment presentation in front of 300 of the wealthiest people in the world. I thrive on stressful situations.”

“Well, whoop-de-doo for you, but I’m here now and the buyout thing’s off, so there’s no more stress. So I doubt you’re thriving anymore.”

“No, right now I’m deliriously happy and hopped up on adrenaline.”

I gave him a wry smile. “You always know exactly what to say, don’t you?”

He grinned. “It’s what I’m good at.”

“But promise me… when you come down off your ‘deliriously happy’ cloud of hopped-up adrenaline, we’ll stop and you’ll get in the limo and let Johnny drive us to Vegas.”

“I promise.” He took my hand and kissed it again. “I got you back… I’m not going to do anything to endanger that again.”

“Awwwww… but I don’t want you endangering yourself, either, so call Johnny.”

Connor sighed and slipped his cell phone out of his suit jacket pocket. “Yes, dear.”
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Johnny was piiiiiissed.

I couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying, but whatever it was, he said it loudly enough for Connor to make a face and hold the cell phone away from his ear.

It sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher’s wah-wah-wah-WAAAH crossed with a fire-and-brimstone preacher.

Connor let him vent for a few seconds, then said, “I’m getting on 10 East… you can find me, I’ll be the maroon Lamborghini Aventador.”

More wah-wah-wah-WAAAAH.

“Yes, fine, okay, I’ll drive under the speed limit so you can get to me… jeez, man, I don’t know who’s worse, you or Lily.”

Things quieted down on the other end as Johnny asked something in a lower tone of voice.

Connor smiled. “Because she’s with me.”

Silence. Then Johnny said something else, and Connor pulled the cell away from his ear and hit a button for speakerphone.

“Lily?”

I smiled. “Hi, Johnny.”

“You made him call me, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. At least SOMEBODY’S brain is working right.”

“Hey,” Connor warned.

“Where’d you get the car?”

“I called Frank D’Agostanzo.”

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Owns an exotic car dealership in Beverly Hills,” Connor explained. “He gave me a loaner.”

I looked around, stupefied. “This is a loaner?”

“With an option to buy.”

“Wait…” I said as I struggled to do the calculations. “You would’ve had to have called him at, like, six in the morning or something.”

“I’m a regular client.”

“Oh, well, that explains it,” I muttered sarcastically.

“Why can’t you be like normal rich people and just FLY to Vegas in a private jet, huh?” Johnny asked.

If I hadn’t been virtually brain-dead from sleep deprivation – and if I actually had the kind of lifestyle where ‘private jet’ and ‘Vegas’ could appear in the same sentence while referring to me – I might have thought of that earlier.

“Yeah!” I agreed.

“I want to drive,” Connor said. “I need to clear my mind.”

“You’re going to clear your mind completely when you nod off, flip the car, and shear off the top of your skull.”

“Ew,” I winced.

“Little much, don’t you think?” Connor asked.

“No. Lily, don’t let him be stupid, okay?”

“Too late,” I teased.

“True.”

“Et tu, Brute?” Connor scowled at me.

“But if he gets tired, you make him stop and let me take over, you hear me?”

“He already promised me.”

“Alright.” There was a pause. “Lily?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s good to talk to you again.”

I smiled. “You too, Johnny.”

“I’ll see you guys soon. And Connor, I SWEAR TO GOD, if you go one MILE over the speed limit, or start feeling sleepy and don’t pull over – ”

“I know, Mom, you’ll take away the keys,” Connor said in a deadpan voice. “Love you too.”

Johnny grunted in exasperation, then hung up the phone.
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Connor took the on-ramp to the 10 East. (By the way, just as a little aside, LA folks call their highways ‘the’ blah-blah. Like, ‘the 10,’ ‘the
101,’ ‘the 405.’ Like their freeways are one of a kind or something. I know, I thought it was stupid too, but then six months after I got here, I was doing the same damn thing. When Connor told Johnny he was getting on ‘10 East,’ I almost pointed it out… then decided to keep quiet.)

As promised, he kept the car in the far right lane and did a few miles under the speed limit.

“Look, there goes an 80-year-old woman,” Connor lamented as an Oldsmobile sped past us.

“It’s the little old lady from Pasadena,” I murmured sleepily. 

“More like the little old lady from the Encino Retirement Home,” Connor said bitterly. “I can’t believe I said I would – ”

I cut him off. “Well you did, so keep your promise.”

He sighed.

As the road (and miles of cars) stretched out before us, I asked, “Why Vegas?”

“Why not Vegas?”

I shrugged. “No reason, I guess. I just didn’t see you as a Vegas kind of a guy, that’s all.”

“What, not a gambler?”

“Oh, you’re that, alright. No, I mean… leisure suits, sleazy gangsters, showgirls with pineapples on their heads…”

“I think your idea of Vegas is a bit dated.”

“Yeah?”

“Like, from a bad 1970’s movie.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered.

“It’s more like Disneyland now, all cleaned up for family consumption.”

“Really?”

“Mm-hm.”

“So are you a Disneyland kind of guy, then?”

He smiled. “Not really, no.”

“‘Cause we could just go down to Anaheim. It’s only thirty minutes away.”

“Only if we can have sex on Space Mountain.”

I laughed. “Somehow, I don’t think the House of Mouse would approve.”

“Come on, just think of it… us going at it as we sped through the dark…”

“With little kids on the ride? NO.”

“Ugh, that’s sick,” he scowled. “No, we’d be the only ones on there.”

“And how would that happen, exactly?”

“I know a guy.”

“Who runs the Space Mountain ride,” I mocked him.

“Who runs the company.”

Touché.

I sighed. “I’ll bet you do. Although maybe we ought to make it Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride.”

Connor laughed out loud, then shook his head. “Nope. Space Mountain.”

“Okay, you obviously have a Space Mountain fetish, so I take it you’ve been to Disneyland.”

“One of my companies rented it out for their employees.”

“Why aren’t I surprised…” I muttered. “So why are we going to Vegas, when you obviously want to go hump on Space Mountain?”

He grinned. “I have some urgent business that cropped up there.”

My half-lidded eyes suddenly opened wide. “Oh my God, I almost forgot – what happened at the meeting?”

Connor looked grim. “A whole bunch of unpleasantness.”

“Like what?”

“Shouting, recriminations, accusations of bad faith, threats of lawsuits, you name it.”

“What kind of lawsuits?”

“Oh, Westerholtz believes I never had any intention of buying out Exerton, and that I used the buyout to do corporate espionage by looking at his files.”

My stomach turned as I imagined my role in all this. “Does he… does he have a case?”

“I pointed out that corporate espionage doesn’t usually include asking the CEO of a company for confidential files and getting full cooperation. When he said he’d only agreed because he’d assumed it was a done deal, I said that was a very bad assumption. Our conversation ended with him screaming, and me suggesting that the Board of Directors might want to rethink his position as CEO.”

“You didn’t,” I gasped.

“Oh, don’t worry about Westerholtz, he’s as thick as thieves with Exerton’s Board. We researched that one thoroughly. No, all the shit’s going to roll downhill to his favorite whipping boy – and your favorite boss, Herr Klaus. Not that he doesn’t deserve it.” Connor glanced back at the cardboard box I’d crammed in the little shelf behind the Lamborghini’s seats. “I’m guessing it didn’t go so well between the two of you.”

“Ha!” I said, not laughing at all, just shouting ‘ha’ like you might say wait’ll you get a load of THIS! Then I told him, blow by blow, what had happened from the moment Klaus returned from the meeting.

Connor’s eyes got angrier and darker the more I told him – until I reached the line about You’re a shitty boss, Klaus – but you’re a shittier human being.

Now it was his turn to look at me in shock. “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

He broke into a huge grin as he turned back at the road. “Well done. I’m proud of you, Lily.”

“I guess all your advice finally sunk in.”

“Took awhile,” he teased.

I smacked his arm playfully. “It was the first morning I’d seen him since I met you, jackass!”

“Hey, I’m drivin’ here!” he shouted playfully. Then he added, in a normal tone of voice, “Tell me what happened after that.”

I finished the rest of the story, including You can’t fire me, you asshole, because I quit.

Connor howled with laughter.

“Yeah, well, then he towed my car, so I guess he got the last laugh,” I said glumly.

“I’ll have my people take care of your car. Plus, you’re now in a Lamborghini headed to Vegas with me, and Klaus – if he doesn’t lose his job – is going to be demoted and/or continually harassed for several years by everyone at Exerton. He’s a walking punchline now. Even if he moves to another company, I can guarantee you the story will follow him around like a bad odor. So, tell me again who got the last laugh?”

“Huh… okay,” I conceded. Then I added, “Plus I got a $50,000 bonus.”

I said it coolly – not happy or giddy. It was kind of like an opening move where I was inviting him to respond.

“And there’s that,” he agreed in a neutral tone of voice.

I laid my head against the headrest and gazed at him in silence for a few seconds.

“I don’t want your money, you know,” I finally said.

“I know,” he answered quietly.

“I want you to take it back.”

“I told you, it’s a gift. If you don’t want it, donate it.”

“How’d you even get it into my account?”

“I saw the checks on your desk in your apartment. Memorized the routing number and the account number.”

My mouth dropped open. “Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

“Not really, just a talent for remembering numbers. You’ve seen it before.”

It was true – the first night we’d met, he’d memorized a phone number off my cell with a single glance.

“And my bank just took the money, just like that? No questions asked?”

His mouth quirked up a little at the corner. “I know a guy.”

I sighed in annoyance. “I’m sure you do. But – ”

“Can we please not talk about the money?” he asked, a little irritation in his voice.

I assumed Connor never asked for anything, and it bothered him to do it now. I got a little defensive. “Why not?”

“Because talking about money was how I fucked up in the first place,” he said darkly, “and I don’t want to do it again. So please – let’s not talk about it, okay? Just donate it, or do whatever you want with it… but from here on out, let’s just not talk about it.” He paused. “Please.”

I sat there watching him.

I fucked up in the first place, and I don’t want to do it again.

My heart swelled. I felt like I might cry.

“…okay.”

“Thank you.”

He said it, not like he was exasperated, but like he was thankful.

Then he reached for my hand, held it to his lips, and kissed it softly, over and over.

Maybe it was how much of his emotions he’d shared – even subtly – with me over the last 15 minutes. Maybe it was the way he’d opened up. Maybe it was that all my sadness had finally washed away and been replaced with joy.

Or maybe it was because the hottest man I’d ever seen was kissing my hand.

Whatever the reason, despite how exhausted I was, I was getting a little turned on.

“You keep doing that,” I murmured, “and we’re going to have to turn around and go to Space Mountain.”

He laughed. “I didn’t realize you had the stamina to do that in your current state.”

“I don’t think I do. I’m about to fall asleep right now.”

He placed my hand back on my lap. “You should. Tilt the seat back. Take a nap.”

I made a little disappointed sound, like Awwwww…

“I tell you what we’re going to do when we get to Vegas,” he said in a low, seductive voice.

“Yes?” I yawned.

“We’re going to check into the fanciest hotel and get the most beautiful penthouse available.”

“It doesn’t have to be fancy,” I murmured. “Or a penthouse.”

“Quiet, just listen,” he said in a commanding tone of voice. “This is as much my fantasy as yours.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

“And it’s going to have the biggest, most beautiful bed you’ve ever seen.”

“…uh-huh…”

“And we’re going to go up there, and I’m going to slowly undress you.”

Oh.

“…uh-huh?” I whispered, a little more awake now.

“I’m going to slip off your dress, then your bra, then your panties, very slowly, until you’re standing naked in front of me.”

Heat fluttered in my belly.

“Uh-huh…?”

“And then I’m going to take off my jacket and shirt, then my shoes and pants, then my underwear, until I’m standing there naked in front of you.”

In my mind’s eye, I could see his sculpted muscles… his bronze, perfect skin… and his limp shaft, dangling thick and huge between his perfect thighs…

…and then I imagined it growing, lengthening, hardening.

“Uh-huh?” I asked, almost fully awake now.

“And then I’m going to put you in the bed, and I’m going to get in beside you, with my body pressed against yours…”

“Uh-huh?”

“…and then we’re going to indulge in a long… deep… incredible… nap.”

I laughed. “You know exactly how to seduce a girl.”

“It’s true, my napping skills are irresistible.”

“How’d you know my biggest fantasy right now?”

“Oh, I had a hint.”

Then he did a fake yawn. Of course, yawns being contagious, I broke out into a huge one on my own.

“Stop!” I said, and swatted him lightly on the shoulder. 

He grinned, then said softly, “Go to sleep. We’ll be there before you know it.”

“…you promise if you get tired… you’ll stop… and let Johnny drive…?”

“I promise.”

“…okay…”

I think I was out about 30 seconds later.
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I experienced vague flashes of the trip as I dozed. Whispered phone calls… the purr of the engine… patterns of sunlight and shadow…

Once or twice I woke long enough to take swigs from a bottle of water, but then I lapsed back into semi-consciousness.

Until I felt someone’s arms circling around me and lifting me out of my seat.

I looked over blearily. “…wha… where…”

I tried to force myself awake, but I was still so tired, it was like I was drugged.

“We’re here,” Connor said as he held me against his massive chest. Even through his suit, I could feel his hard muscles pressed against my body.

The sun was beating down with scorching heat against my skin. I saw the blurry outline of a gigantic white and glass building, much taller than the Dubai Hotel.

I winced against the bright light. 

“…what are you doing…?”

“I’m carrying you,” he said, and then we were moving. The bright light ended and shadow enveloped me. There was the sound of an automatic door, and cold air swept over me. The light dropped from shadow to near-darkness. Far away there was the digital ching ching ching of slot machines, and the sounds of coins clanking against metal.

We’re in Vegas, I realized.

“…what… oh my God… I can walk,” I protested, struggling against him sleepily.

No use. His arms were too powerful.

“I can carry you even easier.”

I looked around. My eyes, which had been dazzled by the bright sun just a moment before, could barely focus in the gloom, but I could make out well-dressed people staring at us as we went by.

Tall, handsome man carrying tiny chick.

Well… not so tiny, to be honest. Just short.

“…what are people going to think…?” I asked anxiously, struggling to keep my head up.

“Why would I care what other people think?”

That was true. Connor didn’t care what anybody thought.

Except you, a little voice whispered in my mind, and I smiled sleepily.

There was a musical chime, then the sound of doors sliding open. Connor stepped inside a mirrored elevator, and suddenly I could see myself in his arms, reflected hundreds of times, getting smaller and smaller, inwards to infinity.

Johnny stepped through the doors just before they closed.

“…oh… hi, Johnny…”

He grinned. “Hi, Lily.”

The elevator was so smooth, I barely noticed the transition from stillness to movement. But I could hear a hum, which rapidly increased in intensity. We were moving fast.

“…oh my God, this is embarrassing… put me down…” I told Connor.

“Mmmm…” he said, looking into the air as though pondering the question. Then he shook his head, as though he’d thought it over and decided otherwise. “Naaaah.”

“…Johnny… tell him to put me down…”

“Yeah, like that would do any good. In case you haven’t noticed, he doesn’t listen to me at all,” Johnny said with a reproachful look at his boss.

The elevator began to slow. Within seconds, the hum died away to nothing, and the doors opened again. Johnny walked out first, followed by Connor with me in his arms. I saw a corridor painted light yellow. A dozen beautiful paintings covered the walls. Some of them looked vaguely familiar.

“…seriously, this is…” I said, then let my head loll against his shoulder. It was too difficult to finish the sentence.

“We’re almost there,” Connor whispered. 

I heard an electronic beep and the click of a lock.

Connor stepped through a doorway into a darkened chamber, and moved through the shadows.

“I’ll take the room at the other end,” Johnny said.

“Sounds good,” Connor agreed. “Order up whatever you want – just keep things quiet.”

“You got it.”

Then we were past Johnny and inside a pitch-black room.

“Okay, now I put you down,” Connor whispered.

I felt his right arm slowly descend so that my feet lowered to the ground. But his left arm gripped my upper body so strongly that I never once felt in danger of falling.

My feet touched the floor, and I wobbled unsteadily.

“Hold on, hold on,” Connor said. He knelt down in front of me and removed my shoes, one by one. Then he stood back up and unzipped my skirt.

“…whoa… you move fast…” I murmured as it fell to the floor.

He laughed, then lifted my blouse up over my head. “Don’t you remember our conversation in the car? The one about me undressing you?”

“Oh yeah… and the nap…” I yawned.

“And the nap,” he agreed.

I felt my bra tighten, then release. The straps slipped off my arms.

“…where’s the bed…?”

“Right behind you,” Connor said as he hooked his fingers through my panties, bent into a crouch, and pulled them down my thighs to the floor.

I moaned a little, and ran my hands through his hair before he stood back up.

“Not now,” he smiled. “Later. After we sleep.”

I stood there as he took off his clothes twelve inches away from me – his jacket, his shirt, his shoes, his pants. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness now, and I realized that the room wasn’t pitch black – though it was close. I watched his arms and shoulders as they moved in the gloom, his outline little more than a muscular silhouette.

The light from under the door let me see a little of his lower body, though. Which was very nice. He stood before me clad only in boxers made of black material.

“…hey… if I’m naked, you gotta be naked, too,” I whispered.

“Do it, then,” he challenged me.

I could hear the smile in his voice even if I couldn’t see it with my eyes.

I hooked my fingers over the edge of his waistband and felt some sort of soft material under my skin. I pulled down slowly and watched the fabric move past his sculpted hipbones and the muscular curve of his lower abdomen, until I saw the thatch of dark curls and the base of his long, thick, limp manhood.

My mouth watering, I bent down in front of him, my knees touching soft carpet, and kept pulling until the boxers moved past his cock. Unrestricted, it bounced slightly, then slowly settled into a heavy, pendulous swing.

I leaned over and kissed it.

I felt the heat of his body on my face, the soft silkiness of the skin against my lips.

His shaft immediately began to grow with every pulse of his heartbeat.

But before I could do anything, I felt his hands grasp my arms and pull me gently to my feet.

“…hey,” I protested sleepily.

“Later,” he purred in my ear. “After our nap.”

Without the glorious sight of his manhood in front of me, I was easily distracted.

“…okay…” I yawned.

There came the sounds of fabric moving, and then Connor swept me up again like a doll and laid me in bed. The softest sheets I’d ever felt caressed my skin. They were cool to the touch, and a shiver ran through me.

Then the mattress dipped as Connor climbed in next to me and nuzzled against my body. He radiated warmth. I turned towards him like a plant does toward the sun, and nestled my head against his powerful chest.

He stroked my hair and whispered into my ear, “Sleep.”

And as his strong arms enveloped me… I did.
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I awoke with no idea of where I was or what time it was.

I opened my eyes halfway. I was on the edge of the bed, facing outwards. Dim shapes of furniture lined the room, but I couldn’t see a clock or a window or anything that might tell me whether it was day or night.

As I lay there in a muddled haze of brain fog, I replayed the last events I could remember, though they were like images from a fading dream: 

Connor carrying me into the room…

…slowly undressing me…

…me pulling off his underwear…

At that particular memory, something inside me woke up a little bit more.

I turned over in the bed.

There he was a few feet away, lying on his back, one arm sprawled above his head, eyes closed and lips slightly parted.

Perfection.

I began to remember everything: the screaming match with Klaus… finding out my car had been towed… bursting into tears in the parking deck… Connor driving up… his impassioned speech… me crying in the car… his kissing my hand… the conversation with Johnny over the phone… the feeling of Connor’s strong arms encircling me… the spectacle we must have made as he carried me inside the hotel…

None of that mattered.

I listened to the slow, steady rhythm of his breathing, and was happy just to be lying there beside him.

I was at peace.

And then my eyes wandered.

At first down to his pecs. Bronzed, massive, powerful.

Then to his washboard abs, which slowly moved up and down in time with his breathing.

And finally to the silken bed sheet, which lay draped across his lower abdomen, as though someone had positioned it there out of modesty…

…but had failed to completely cover everything.

I could see the curve of one hip, and the muscles at the top of his thigh.

I so wanted to see more.

I glanced at his face. He looked so calm and peaceful… I didn’t want to disturb him.

…but I did want a peek.

I probably lay there for a full minute debating it in my head. Leave him alone and let him sleep, or peek under the sheet and potentially wake him up?

If it had been any of my previous boyfriends, I absolutely would have let them sleep.

Not that I wasn’t concerned about Connor getting enough rest. I was.

It’s just that, if it had been any of my exes lying there next to me, I wouldn’t have been that interested in what was under the sheet.

I wouldn’t have had the same hunger that gnawed at me now.

I reached out my hand.

I probably shouldn’t have. I suppose it was selfish… just because I was hot and bothered as I lay there looking at him…

…but I rationalized it by thinking that most guys would love getting woken up to have sex, even if they were dead tired.

And I made an agreement with my libido that if I did wake him up, I’d do something extra nice for him.

What that would be – more ‘nice’ than what I’d done over the last couple of days – I didn’t know.

But I figured we could hash it out.

My heart was hammering as my hand lightly grasped the sheet above his hips. I kept glancing at his face, worried that my slightest movements would wake him.

It felt so naughty.

Spying on him when he wasn’t able to say ‘no’…

…about to uncover him…

I mean, you’d think it wouldn’t be that big a deal. I’d seen ‘it’ before. 

Ha! BOY had I seen it before.

But I soooo wanted to see it again.

And I kind of wanted to do it especially because he couldn’t say no…

…and because he was asleep…          

…and because it was naughty.

I know, I know. I’m vanilla. Simple pleasures for simple minds.

But that didn’t change the thrill that I felt, or the fact that my heart was hammering in my chest.

I gently lifted the sheet away from his body, watching his face to see if he stirred.

He didn’t.

I pulled the sheet back and immediately my mouth began to water.

His manhood lay thick and long, draped over his muscular thigh. Even limp, it was huge. And beautiful, like no other I had ever seen before. Pink and wonderfully proportioned, like the most lovely sculpture you’ve ever seen of one.

(I’m sure most guys would looooove hearing their units called ‘lovely.’ Makes me think I should be saying it with a British accent. ‘My, but your thing is lovely.’)

I’ve said before that I normally don’t find them attractive. I usually think they’re just funny-looking, and occasionally downright repulsive. I never cared that much for my exes’ (other than, you know, during sex), and I certainly didn’t enjoy the ones I’d seen in the few porno clips my college boyfriend had cajoled me into watching (usually with my fingers in front of my eyes).

But Connor’s… I could have lain there all day just looking at it.

If I didn’t want to touch it so badly.

See? That’s how it all starts. First you want a peek. Then you want to touch…

And oh my GOD I wanted to touch.

I watched his face again for any indication he was going to wake up, but he seemed to still be lost in deep sleep, so I gently lowered the sheet, letting it settle in folds on his thighs.

Then it took me another minute to work up the courage to reach out and touch it.

I felt doubly naughty.

I kept looking at his face, seeing if his eyes would open and he would frown at me.

I was SLEEPING, I kept imagining him say.

I know he probably wouldn’t do that… but I was still afraid.

And my heart was still hammering in my chest.

But I wanted to stroke it so bad.

I reached out with a few faltering stops and starts, and then finally touched it.

So warm and soft…

I traced my fingertip along its considerable length, glancing at his face every few seconds to see if he would wake.

He didn’t.

But something else did.

His shaft began to slowly thicken and grow, expanding, getting larger by the second. I was touching him so lightly… but that was enough. I brushed my fingers over the little ridge of skin beneath the head, and his cock began to harden even faster. I lightly stroked his balls, watching as the skin reacted and shifted beneath my touch.

And every few seconds, I cast a glance up at his face.

His lips had opened the tiniest bit more, and I could hear his breathing quicken. His head moved a bit to the side.

Something was going on.

Pleasant dreams of me, hopefully.

I crept forward the tiniest bit, my face drawing close to his cock, but not touching it, as I stared up at him.

His lips moved once, but he never opened his eyes.

I was so close to his shaft, I could feel my breath bouncing off his skin and gently tickling under my nose. His warmth radiated out to me.

Watching his face the entire time, I kissed his cock.

It moved at my touch, and his shaft pressed against my lips.

His mouth dropped open even more, and the muscles of his face twitched.

Watching him continuously, careful not to disturb the mattress any more than necessary, I stuck out my tongue the tiniest bit and traced from his balls, all the way up his shaft, to the tight and swollen head.

A low, guttural moan escaped his throat.

He was rock-hard, his erection straining away from his body.

God I was so wet.

I wanted him so badly.

I kept softly licking and kissing, watching his face for a sign… but other than frowns of frustrated pleasure, he wasn’t waking up.

I couldn’t stand it anymore.

Damn it, I had to have him inside me.

This time I fully rationalized it away: what guy wouldn’t want to wake up – not just to sex, but to a woman already pleasuring him?

Like she couldn’t wait?

Hey – had to be good for his ego, right?

But I didn’t just want to pleasure him.

I wanted to pleasure me.

Using him.

Still, my heart was thudding in my chest as I slowly shifted my weight and knelt beside him. I tried to be as slow and still as I could, but the bed moved slightly.

Yet he continued to lay there, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow and fast.

His arms were either above his head or level with his shoulders, so that at least helped with what I was planning to do.

I lifted one leg up in the air, slowly, sloooowly – wished I had followed through on last year’s New Year’s Resolution and actually gotten a gym membership – and then somewhat gracefully got it over his body. Then I settled down to my knees.

My legs were straddling him now. Though I was trying to keep as much weight off him as possible, it was only half-working. 

But he still hadn’t woken up yet.

Damn he’s a sound sleeper…

I could feel the scorching heat of his cock against my upper thigh, both hard (his erection) and soft (his skin) at the same time.

I put my hands on the bed next to his ribs, shifted my weight to all fours, and then slowly… slowly… lowered my pelvis, trying to angle him inside me without having to take his shaft in my hand.

There.

The tip of his cock.

It rubbed against my wet lips.

Ohhhhhhh my GOD.

My own breath was ragged now, strained with anticipation.

Should I ease down on him, and see how long it took to wake him?

Or should I plunge down on him all at once, and wake him with a shock?

(Considering how large he was, I might be in for the bigger shock, actually.)

And then my conscience piped up for a last minute legal disclaimer.

This isn’t… BAD, is it? Like… non-consensual… right? I mean… he’d LIKE this, right?

I mean… I’D like it, if the positions were reversed…

(oh hell YES I would)

But… would I like it in all situations?

I bit my lip, trying to figure out exactly what I should do. I just kind of rocked there, feeling his swollen head almost enter me, but not quite, in a kind of delicious torture…

I wanted it so bad… but now that I was here at the final stretch, I wasn’t sure I should go all the way…

And then one of his eyebrows raised, the eye beneath it opened halfway, and he looked right at me.

“Lily, you’re killing me. Just DO it.”

I gasped. “You big FAKER!”

He burst out laughing. “Well, if you didn’t take so damn long – ”

“Oh yeah?!” I cried out. “Well, this is what I do to fakers!”

And I plunged down on him in one gorgeous, golden stroke.

Well… halfway down, anyway.

I was already drenched from the constant anticipation over the last ten minutes. Thank God for all that lubrication, or it wouldn’t have worked otherwise. Or would have been rather painful.

As it was, it was just glorious instead.

Now it was his turn to be surprised.

His mouth formed an ‘O,’ and both eyes opened wide.

“Oh fuck,” he groaned.

I think that pretty much mirrored my sentiments, although I wasn’t thinking too clearly. 

I was vaguely aware of an animal-like moan coming from deep inside me.

Every time Connor had entered me before, he’d eased inside me slowly.

Now, with my body at the nervous peak of anticipation, him slipping inside me – and so deep inside me – so fast – 

Whoa.

I didn’t come, but I was getting there quick.

He raised his head and brought his hands down to my waist, as though to grab me – 

“Hold it,” I commanded, and grabbed both his wrists before he could touch me.

If he’d wanted to put his hands on my waist, there was nothing on God’s green earth I could have done to stop him… but he yielded and just stared up at me.

“Fakers don’t get to run the show,” I said as I held onto his wrists.

He swallowed hard. “Fine – just, for God’s sake,” he whispered urgently, “do something.”

“Fine,” I snapped, and held onto his arms for leverage.

And then I raised up slowly, an inch or two… and slowly lowered myself down, taking an extra inch of him inside me.

Then I raised myself up, feeling his wet skin slide inside me…

And then I slowly rocked back down, taking another inch or more.

Much thicker.

Filling me up.

I slid back up along his length – which was already fairly deep inside me – and plunged down hard and fast.

Another inch.

He just kept getting bigger the further I went.

The entire time he kept his neck strained so that his head was upright, and he stared right between my thighs, attention rapt, watching as my lips enveloped his shaft.

I realized we hadn’t done this position yet. He’d never seen me… um… quite this way.

I got a little self-conscious.

A little embarrassed.

A little worried.

Then my interior You go, girl! voice spoke up.

Fuck THAT noise, it said.

After all, Connor had seen me a lot closer up.

He’d, ahem, put his tongue in an even more unusual place.

And his expression right now was akin to Indiana Jones’s the first time he saw the Ark of the Covenant.

(Yes, I’m a nerd.)

“You like what you see?” I whispered as I rocked up and paused.

“Yes,” he answered with a strangled voice.

I paused… for a second… two seconds…

“Good,” I said, as I plunged all the way down on his cock.

“Oh God,” he groaned.

I gave a little cry as my ass smacked his pelvis and he touched me deep inside.

Still using his upheld arms as leverage – which he was keeping straight and strong as bedposts – I raised my body up, up, up, until I was almost sure he was going to slide out of me… paused at the top…

“Lily, please,” he begged.

And then I plunged back down.

Smack.

We both cried out at the same time.

Again I went up, up, up, all the way to the tip… paused… then plunged down – but only three or four inches. I bobbed up and down, alternating, up to the top, sliding five inches down his cock, up to the top, two inches down, back up again, then plunged down, taking his entire length inside me with a smack of our flesh together.

He was panting and groaning the entire time, never quite sure if I was going to just tease him a little, or take him fully inside me.

Then I decided I wanted to do a little something specifically for me.

With his cock all the way inside me, I began to grind my hips around, using his amazing girth, pressing his thickness against every spot that felt good, gyrating my hips, feeling every inch of him fill me up.

“Let me touch you,” he begged in a strangled voice.

I kept hold of his wrists, but I didn’t put up any resistance as his hands moved in and grabbed my breasts – softly at first, then firmer, until he was groping me, rubbing me, his fingers rolling and pinching my nipples between his fingertips.

It just added gasoline to the fire.

I leaned forward, putting more pressure exactly where I wanted it, feeling the rigidness of his shaft stroking me inside, in just the right spot.

Sweet heat and pleasure built faster and faster between my legs.

I closed my eyes and began to grind harder, feeling him touching every part of me, pressing against me, against my lips, against the spot inside me that was growing hotter and hotter with every second.

My body bucked against his hips, and I couldn’t contain it anymore – the pleasure was too sweet, and like a flood it spread out through my stomach and up through my spine and I cried out, over and over, as I came, squeezing him tight, feeling him thick and hard and massive inside me with every jolt of pleasure, over and over and over.

I was panting and my skin was glistening with a light sheen of sweat when the waves of bliss subsided and I finally opened my eyes.

He was staring up at me.

“Wow,” he grinned.

“You like that?” I smiled back, then closed my eyes as one more aftershock rippled through my body.

“That was quite a show.”

I started moving up and down the length of his shaft again, softly, slowly. “And what can I do for you?”

“Come down here, for starters,” he said in a low, dangerous voice.

Then he reached up, grabbed me by the shoulders, and forced my body down against his.

I gave a little gasp, but that was quickly stifled as he put his hands in my hair, pulled my head down to his, and kissed me passionately.

Ahhhhhh.

His tongue played with mine, his lips rubbing wetly against mine in a steamy kiss – but all the while he stayed still from the waist down.

Until his hands crept down my back and cupped each of my cheeks, one in each hand.

Then he lifted my ass a little as we continued to kiss – and then plunged me back down on him.

Oh.

He began to move me – not against my will, but with no real effort on my part – up and down, my breasts rubbing against his firm chest, the sweat of our bodies easing the friction. And as he moved me down, he began to thrust his hips up, so that my body began to plunge down on him more vigorously, and his massive girth filled me up totally and completely with a jolt as our hips smacked against each other.

I sighed and moaned as his fingers massaged my ass, gripping me tight. I stopped kissing him – I just couldn’t do it anymore, he was taking my breath away as he thrust into me over and over, long and hard and thick. I rolled my head slightly to the side of his and felt his hot breath in my ear, his voice a whisper as he breathed, “God, I love fucking you, Lily… Jesus, you feel so good…”

All I could do was moan in reply.

He began to move more insistently. One hand switched from my ass to my waist, and he began physically pushing me down as he thrust deep inside me.

I began to moan in ecstasy as his thrusts became harder, faster, slamming into me, filling me up to the very edge of what I could take – doubling his speed, tripling it.

My orgasm was building again, getting closer, as he slammed into me harder and more urgently – and then his voice was ragged and hot in my ear:

“I’m going to come inside you, Lily – ”

“Come inside me,” I begged, “come inside me – ”

He cried out, and I felt his cock suddenly pulse between my legs, and the sound of his voice and the knowledge that he was coming inside me pushed me over the edge again. My fingers clutched at his shoulders and my nails dug into his skin as my whole body burst with heat and light.

Wetness filled me. His cries were loud as a shout in my ear. My own were muffled as I bit his skin, unable to control myself.

The thrusts slowed, and the spasms of his cock slowly ebbed, though they continued for a while longer – one every three or four seconds, then every seven or eight. Every time there was a contraction, he would move inside me, as though trying to extend his pleasure in my body for every second he could.

There was one more contraction between my legs, and then nothing more – except the sweet, full, thick presence of him inside me.

We lay like that, him inside me, me sprawled on top of him, my hair damp and in both our faces. I felt his chest move beneath me as he breathed – hell, it physically moved me up and down – and I counted the thuds of his heart as they pounded just inches away from my own.

Then he pulled the damp hair away from my face, found my lips, and kissed me again. Softly, sensuously.

Thirty seconds later when he pulled away, he smiled and peered into my eyes.

“Damn I’m glad you got in the car.”

I laughed, laid my head down on his chest, and whispered, “So am I.”
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We eventually got up and made our way to the bathroom, where we took a long, sensuous shower together, rubbing soap (and our hands) all over each other’s bodies.

Once we got out, I saw a tiny digital clock on the bathroom counter.

It was seven o’clock in the evening.

“Oh my God, I have to call Anh,” I said in a panic.

The last my roommate had heard, I was heading home after being fired. She had probably gotten back to the apartment, found it empty, and wondered if I’d nodded off on the freeway and gotten in a car wreck.

For the second time in four days, I was worrying my best friend sick.

“You have your phone, or do you need mine?” Connor asked as he toweled his hair dry.

I watched below his waist as the movement made his manhood swing back and forth. “Um… yeah…”

He saw what I was looking at. “Focus,” he teased.

“On this?” I asked as I reached out and caressed his limp shaft – after which it wasn’t quite so limp anymore.

“Ah,” he groaned, and leaned down and kissed me. Then he pulled away. “And don’t do that, or you won’t be able to call her for another half an hour.”

“That long, huh?”

“Well… two minutes, at least.”

I grinned and headed out to the bedroom with a towel wrapped around me.

Anh answered on the first ring. 

“Lily?!”

“I’m sorry, I should have called, I’m sorry – ”

“Are you alright?!”

“I’m fine.”

“Where are you?!”

“Uh… Vegas?” I said with a wince.

A pause on the other end. 

Then my roommate’s inner ‘mom’ kicked in.

“You thought it was a good idea to go to Las Vegas after everything that happened this morning?! And on, like, two hours of sleep?! And you didn’t let me KNOW?!”

“Well… Connor was driving, so…”

Another pause.

Then my roommate’s inner fan girl busted out.

“OH MY GOD, LILY!” she squealed happily. “DID HE – DID YOU – ”

“He showed up in the parking garage and said he was sorry, and asked me to get in the car with him.”

“And you got in?”

“Well… yeah,” I said, like, Duh.

She paused.

“Did… uh… you change your mind about his offer from last night?”

“What off– oh, no, GOD no – NO. He was just so sweet and amazing, and… and I couldn’t help myself…”

“Okay, good – so he’s not paying you, that’s good.”

I winced again.

Tell her later, or tell her now?

Might as well rip the band-aid off fast.

“Um… actually… he’d already deposited $50,000 in my account,” I admitted.

“WHAT?!”

“He said it was a gift, no strings attached, if I didn’t get in the car I could keep it anyway, and I didn’t want it, but he said to donate it if I didn’t want it,” I said hurriedly.

“…uhhh… okay…”


I could hear the doubt in her voice.

“I got in because I wanted to get in, Anh,” I said forcefully.

“…and the fact that you had just gotten fired had nothing to do with it?”

“No. I mean, no, it didn’t have anything to do with it.”

I was starting to get annoyed. Half because she was harshing my buzz – and half because she was picking at some half-buried doubts of my own.

“…okay,” she relented. “Just as long as you’re happy. You ARE happy, right?”

I thought back to my conversation with Connor in the car. 

And the last 45 minutes.

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, then,” Anh said, as though that settled it. 

Then she paused again. 

“…50,000 dollars? Are you serious?”

“Yeah…” I said nervously, chewing at my lip.

“Jeez, Lily, you must be something ELSE in bed.”

“Anh!” I laughed, shocked that my roommate would even think such a thing.

“I wish some gorgeous guy would pay ME fifty grand for my poonanny.”

“OH MY GOD, you did NOT just say that!” I howled, caught between shocked laughter and righteous indignation.

“Oh, and way to go on negotiating for a higher – ”

“IT WAS A GIFT!”

“Uh huh… yeah, you’ll notice he’s not giving ME $50,000, though…”

“Anh – ”

“I’m just kidding. You know that.”

“I know,” I said, though I was a little nervous.

As Dr. Sheldon Cooper, my favorite TV nerd of all time, said once on The Big Bang Theory: ‘It’s funny because it’s true.’

But I pushed that out of my mind. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do with it yet…”

“Yeah, well, don’t put it all on black.”

“Oh hell no. And I think I can cover rent this month,” I teased.

“You think?”

“Maybe take you out for a deluxe spa day, my treat.”

“Ohhhh – NOW you’re talking.”


There was a pause, and her voice suddenly became serious. 

“Lily?”

“Yeah?”

“…be careful, okay?”

“I will,” I promised.

“When are you coming back?”

“I don’t know. It could be a couple of days, or… longer, maybe.”

“Wow… well, just take care of yourself.”

“I will. You too.”

“I’m not the one in Sin City with a guy who thinks I bonk so good he’s putting fifty G’s in my bank account.”

“Anh!” I half-laughed, half-shouted.

“Have fun,” she said sweetly. “Make sure you give him his money’s worth.”

I shouted at her in playful outrage for a couple more seconds, and then we said our final goodbyes.
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Dinner was amazing.

Hell, the whole evening was amazing.

It all started off as Connor got dressed and I was putting on my makeup. 

“Where do you want to eat?” he asked as he buttoned up an expensive blue shirt. “I’m starving.”

“I don’t know anywhere in Vegas.”

“You’ve never been here before?”

“Oh, I’ve been… once. I just don’t think you want to eat at the $8.99 prime rib buffet.”

“So let’s splurge and go for the $12.99 one down the street.”

“What’s funny is, to you, that’s a joke. To me just a week ago, that was extravagant.”

“We’ll save it for another night. I’ve got something in mind, but we’ll need to go shopping beforehand.”

“For what?”

“For you.”

I suddenly felt incredibly self-conscious as I stood there in my bra and panties in front of the mirror. I looked over at my rumpled clothes still lying on the bedroom floor. “I… do I have to get new clothes to go out to eat?”

“No, but it’ll be fun.”

“Maybe we should just order in…”

“Oh no. We’re going out.”

“But if you’re starving – ”

“Room service is sending up a small snack. I’ll be fine.”

“But – ”

“Get dressed,” he commanded. “We’re going out. That’s final.”
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The small snack turned out to be a bottle of white wine, some amazing cheese and fruit, and a bunch of light-as-air crackers.

Connor made a phone call as Johnny and I had a bite to eat. The wine was amazing – a light chardonnay with hints of pear and vanilla. But Johnny wouldn’t take a sip, no matter how much I tempted him.

“I’m on duty, Lily.”

“It’s just a glass.”

“No.”

“Half a glass? A fourth of a glass?”

“You’re a bad influence, you know that?”

I pulled back, suddenly feeling that I was being cruel. “Just on you, or on Connor, too?”

Johnny laughed. “No, I’d say you’re actually a good influence on him.”

I felt a little bit better after that.

Connor came back into the room groaning. 

“Did you call Steven?” Johnny asked.

Steven was supposedly Connor’s other assistant... or the assistant to Sebastian, I forget which. I’d only heard him mentioned briefly before, when Sebastian was going off on a mini-tirade about how wonderful he was.

Just to be clear, that was Sebastian going off on a mini-tirade about how wonderful Sebastian was. Not Steven. Steven was third-class all the way in comparison to Sebastian.

According to Sebastian, anyway.

“He couldn’t get me the reservation I wanted,” Connor said.

I drew my head back in mock horror. “Oh no! Whatever shall we do?!”

Connor gave me a dirty look, but I refused to be cowed.

“I guess it’s the $12.99 buffet,” I shrugged with an Oh well! smile.

Connor kept the dirty look going. “I don’t think so.”

Johnny frowned. “Didn’t Steven just drop your name?”

“Yeah, isn’t that the magic word?” I asked saucily.

“Apparently not. Although ‘Connor Brooks’ seems to work pretty well on some people,” he smirked.

“Agh – you! – ” I yelled and threw a cracker at him.

He dodged it and laughed, then looked at Johnny. “Dare I…?”

“Dare you what?” I asked, a little fearful of retaliation for the cracker. 

Like tickling, say.

Although some tickling might be nice…

“Just appeal to his need to be important to you. You do that, he’s putty in your hands,” Johnny advised.

Sebastian.

They were going to call Connor’s regular assistant.

“Oh, come onnnn!” I protested. “The poor guy’s on vacation 24 hours, and already you’re bugging him? Jeez, let’s just go eat somewhere else.”

Johnny grinned, then looked at Connor. “When I go on vacation and you want to call me, do me a favor and listen to her.”

“That’ll never happen, since you’re never going on vacation,” Connor said, then seemed to reconsider. “Maybe I shouldn’t call him.”

I folded my arms. “Finally, some common decency.”

Johnny looked over at me. “Lily, trust me when I say this: the only thing Sebastian likes more than reminding people they can’t get along without him… is hearing them say that they can’t get along without him.”

Connor pointed at Johnny like You win and dialed the phone.

“You’re both jerks, you know that?” I huffed.

“But you’re about to benefit,” Connor said, “and without having to sacrifice your righteous indignation.”

“I’ll take the $12.99 buffet instead.”

“We can drop you off on our way, if you want…”

I flipped Connor off, which he found hilarious.

Then Sebastian’s over-the-top voice erupted from the speakerphone.

“Oh my God, I knew it – has everything fallen apart ALREADY?”

Johnny looked over at me like See?

“I go away for one day, and – what is it? Are you stranded somewhere? Did someone have the audacity to cancel a meeting? Did that little floozy run out on you?”

“HELLO!” I shouted at the phone. “I’m standing right here!”

“Ohhhh, of course you didn’t run out. Silly me, the gravy train’s still running…”

“Sebastian,” Connor warned.

I snorted in mock outrage. “And to think, I tried to get them not to disturb your vacation!”

I wasn’t really angry. Sebastian was outrageous, but he said things in such a ridiculous voice that it was hard to get worked up over them.

But I was determined to get in my digs.

“When the whole world’s gone to hell, you don’t NOT call the President of the United States just because he’s on vacation.”

“Oh, you’re the President now?” Johnny asked, amused.

“I thought you were more like the butler,” I said.

Johnny and Connor both went “OHHHHHH!” at that one.

“At least I’m not the call girl.”

Connor’s face twisted in anger. He was about to throw a fit, but I beat him to the punch.

“You bitch,” I laughed.

“And don’t you forget it, honey,” Sebastian said, followed by three loud, sharp noises over the speakerphone:

Click! Click! Click!

I sighed. “That was in a Z formation, wasn’t it.”

“YES   IT   WAS. So, now that the butler and the call girl have finished their repartee, what can I do for you gentlemen?”

“First, you can be nice to Lily,” Connor snapped.

“That WAS me being nice to Lily.”

“That’s the sad thing, unfortunately,” Connor grumbled, but I just grinned.

“How’s your vacation so far?” Johnny asked.

“Lovely, until you interrupted it, thank you for asking. Javier’s a dream.”

Javier was the hairdresser in Los Angeles Sebastian had flown out to see. On very short notice. Without much warning.

I guess it hadn’t been a problem.

“But you didn’t call to ask about that, so what disaster shall I fix for you?”

“I can’t get a table at Robuchon’s,” Connor said.

“Yes, and the world is about to end,” I added.

Connor glared at me.

Then Sebastian spoke – with unbridled glee, I might add. 

“Whaaat?!…  STEVEN couldn’t get one for you?”

Johnny elbowed me lightly in the ribs and arched his eyebrows like, See? See?!

Connor sighed. “No, he couldn’t. I like him, but Steven is… insufficiently forceful, I’m afraid.”

“Or insufficiently bitchy,” Johnny muttered.

“I heard that, Kato.”

“Was that racist?” Johnny asked good-naturedly.

“Depends – does it make me the Green Hornet?” Connor asked.

“If you mean the clueless white boy who gets all the credit while Bruce Lee does all the work, then yes, that would be you.”

I looked at Connor with my mouth open like Ohhh SNAP!

He grinned and winked at me.

“Bruce Lee… I like that,” Johnny said, straightening the lapels of his suit.

“Mmm, me likey that, too.”

“Ewww, Sebastian!” Johnny shouted.

“I meant the original, not the knockoff, Mr. Homophobe.”

“You better watch it, I’ll tell Javier you said that about Bruce Lee,” Johnny warned.

“Now who’s being bitchy?”

“Focus,” Connor called out.

“I’ll call you back in five minutes with the reservation. I KNOW people over there… unlike Steven.”

“Thank you, Sebastian.”

“The things I do for you, Connor… and on my vacation… tearing me away from a Latin heartthrob just to run your little errands…”

“I could call Steven again if you’re too busy,” Connor offered. “Maybe he could try again.”

“DON’T    YOU    DARE.”

Connor and Johnny looked at me like, SEE?!

I rolled my eyes and bobbed my head slightly from side to side, like, Alright, you called it.

“Thank you, Sebastian,” Connor said. “I’d be lost without you.”

“I know,” Sebastian said happily, then hung up the phone. 
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Sebastian came through with the reservation – which meant the start of the next round of negotiations.

“Will you at least put on the bulletproof vest?” Johnny asked.

“No,” Connor said as he popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and took a sip of the white wine that room service had brought.

“Fine – I just won’t drive you, then.”

“Fine. I’ll just take the Lamborghini, then.”

As they quarreled, I wandered the main room of the penthouse. It wasn’t the Dubai, but it was pretty damn nice. The ceiling towered thirty feet overhead, and a curving staircase made of pounded bronze connected the first floor with the second. Luxurious couches were scattered throughout the room. The marble flooring – dark green swirled and speckled with white – reflected back the dim lighting from far overhead, with the occasional rug thrown in here and there. There was a flat-screen TV on the wall that was as big as a car, a full bar made of the same speckled marble, and a kitchen and dining area down a hallway to the left. Twenty-foot-high glass windows overlooked the lights of the city and the mountains beyond. The sun had just set, and the sky was a gorgeous burnt orange that faded to deep indigo.

“When’s the reservation?” Johnny grumbled.

“In 45 minutes.”

“It only takes 15 minutes to get there, so… are you hanging out here till then?” Johnny asked hopefully.

“No, we’re going somewhere else first.”

Johnny groaned. “Great.”

“It’s not for me, it’s for Lily.”

I turned around at the sound of my name. “For me? Where?”

Connor grinned. “It’s a surprise.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Johnny muttered under his breath.
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Turned out our destination was the Via Bellagio in the Bellagio hotel.

Johnny drove us in the Bentley, then dropped it off with valets and accompanied us into the hallway of marble and glass and wrought-iron ceilings. My eyes goggled as we walked past stores for Chanel, Giorgio Armani, Tiffany & Co., Dior, Prada.

“See anything you like?” Connor asked as we mingled through the crowd.

“Yeah, of course – it’s all gorgeous. Well, most of it.” Some of the purses I’d seen were truly hideous. 

“Well, pick something out so we can go to dinner, I’m starving.”

I stared up at him. “What?”

“Pick out an outfit, we need to get going.”

I froze to the spot and looked around me. “H… here?”

He frowned. “Yes, here.”

I shook my head. “I… I can’t go in there…”

“Sure you can. Come on.”

He took my hand and dragged me into the Prada store. Johnny followed along ten steps behind, quite amused.

Inside it was nearly deserted, with only a couple of salespeople in the store. A forty-something woman in a stylish business suit came over. “How may I help you?” she asked politely.

“We’re just looking,” I said, stark terror rising up inside me.

“No we’re not,” Connor informed her. “We need ready-to-wear for her.”

“Right this way,” the woman smiled, then walked off ahead of us.

“I don’t want to do this,” I whispered frantically.

“Why not? Just get something for dinner.”

“Connor – these dresses cost a lot of money!”

“No they don’t,” he said as he towed me along behind him.

“Connor, they cost thousands of dollars apiece!”

“That’s not a lot of money.”

“What?! Yes it is – ”

“This is nice – you like this?” Connor asked, pointing to a gorgeous red dress that looked like it belonged on Angelina Jolie.

“Yes, but – ”

Connor turned to the saleswoman. “Let her try this on in – what’s your size?” he asked me.

I blushed a shade close to the color of the dress, walked over, and whispered in the saleswoman’s ear. She nodded and headed for the racks.

I turned back to Connor. “I can’t afford this!”

“Well, technically, now you can.”

He was talking about his $50,000 gift.

“I don’t want to waste money on a dress I can’t wear anywhere – ”

“You’re wearing it to dinner.”

“But – ”

“And besides, I’m buying it, not you.”

“No.”

He frowned. “Yes.”

I set my jaw. “You said that you hated it when women always wanted to go shopping with your money.”

“A, I meant they wanted to go shopping without me. B, technically I’m going shopping with you, which other women didn’t really care about so long as I pulled out my card at the end. And C, I can tell you really don’t want to be doing this, so you’re in the clear.”

I glared at him unhappily.

He looked at me like he couldn’t understand what was going on in my head. “Why is this bothering you so much?”

I wrapped my arms around me and held on to my body like I was cold. “I don’t know… I just… I’m not used to any of this. Buying a two thousand dollar dress just for dinner – how much is dinner going to be?!”

“12.99. Prime rib buffet.”

I stamped my foot and stared at him like, Can’t you be serious?


He broke out into a rueful smile and shook his head. “Just enjoy it, Lily. Enjoy the moment, and don’t worry about the price tag.”

“I can’t do that. This is a lot of money to somebody like me, even if it isn’t to you.”

“I have a dress in the lady’s size,” the saleswoman said as she walked over.

Connor raised his index finger in the air without looking at her. His eyes were locked on me instead. “Can you give us a moment?”

“Of course,” she said, and melted away into the background.

“Okay, the way I see it, there’s several options here,” Connor said in a low, neutral voice as he stared into my eyes. “One is that you’re trying desperately not to be like other women I’ve been with. If that’s the case – ”

“I just don’t want to – ” I tried to break in.

“Let me talk,” he continued, gently but firmly. “If that’s the case, then mission accomplished. Believe me, I don’t think you’re after my money. And I know it’s not a show. You’re worried that I’ll think you’re using me. I don’t.

“I think, even more than that, you’re worried that you actually are using me for my money. Subconsciously, maybe. If that’s the case, then know this: it’s not a crime to enjoy nice things, Lily. I’m lucky, I have a lot of nice things in my life – but they’re not worth a damn unless I can share them with somebody I care about. I want you to enjoy what I can give you, because I enjoy giving it to you. Partly because you’re the first person I’ve ever met who has tried so desperately to convince me that you want me for me, and not what I can give you. I already know that. So quit worrying about it.”

I relaxed a little. “That’s not the whole – ”

“I’m not finished yet. I also think that you’re uncomfortable with wealth, and nice things in general. For one, you haven’t been around it much. It’s new to you. It’s like being dropped in a foreign country where everything’s different, and you haven’t quite acclimated to it yet.”

I tilted my head slightly to the side. “…kind of.”

“But more than that, you think you shouldn’t enjoy it, because you’re acutely aware of less fortunate people. You were struggling just a few days ago, and you know there are people struggling even worse than you were, and you feel like paying two thousand dollars for a dress is wasteful and wrong, because it could be used to help people a whole lot less fortunate than either of us.”

I sighed. “…yeah, kind of.”

“Okay. I haven’t gone into it much, because I don’t like to brag – ”

“Reeeaaally.”

He grinned. 

“About some things, maybe.” Then he got serious again. “But not about this, although I’m going to do it now to prove a point. Of the companies I own, they rank among the highest in charitable giving on the Fortune 500. By a long shot. And I’m not talking about symphony halls, or art museums, or whatever other welfare programs for rich people you want to name. I’m talking clean water in developing countries, school programs in Africa, scholarships for the poorest kids in America. And that’s just my companies. I have a charitable foundation that gives away twenty percent of everything I make, every year – to the same causes I just mentioned, not to mention medical research, Doctors Without Borders, natural disasters around the world. They’re excellent causes, all of them, and I’m proud to support them. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to put on a sackcloth and sit around and eat beans and rice the rest of my life. I have money, and I’m going to enjoy it. I’m going to use it for good, yes, but I’m also going to indulge myself when I want. I may not be a saint, but I can tell you this: I do a lot more good for a lot more people than all the self-appointed scolds who lecture me about my lifestyle, and I’m going to enjoy what I’ve got while I’ve got it. When they donate a hundred million dollars a year, every year, then they can take it up with me.”

I felt bad that I’d come across that way. “I wasn’t lecturing you about – ” 

“Which brings us to the final issue: I think, deep down, you’re freaking out about this because you don’t feel like you deserve it. That you, Lily Ross, don’t deserve to wear an expensive dress. That somehow, you’re not worth it.”

I jerked slightly, like I’d touched a live electrical wire.

What he’d said cut deep. Deeper than I wanted to admit.

“Which is bullshit,” he continued. “I came across you doing an incredible job, for a boss that abused you, for a company that didn’t support you or recognize you for what you did for them. But you stayed in that position for some reason, which I think is a particularly toxic combination of low self-esteem, a desire to please others at your own expense, and the mindset that you shouldn’t question or rebel against authority. All of which you’ve got to get rid of.”

Ouch. Ouch, ouch, OUCH.

“I told Klaus off,” I said defensively – though a bit morosely, too, because I knew what he was going to say next.

“Which was great – but you did it because you had nothing to lose.”

“Except my self-respect,” I pointed out.

“And I applaud what you did – but next time, do it on the first day of the job instead of the last. In fact, do it in the interview and set some boundaries going in.”

I glowered at him. “I didn’t give you what you wanted last night.”

He burst out into a grin, and for a second I thought he was going to throw the $50,000 in my face and say Nyah-nyah, yes you did.

But he didn’t.

“Yes, I’ve noticed that I seem to be the main exception to your rule,” he said drily. “You challenge me all the time, you definitely don’t seek to please me at your own expense, and you constantly put me in my place. Which leads me to believe there’s hope for you yet.”

I dropped my eyes and then looked up coyly. “I please you some ways without worrying about me,” I whispered.

He laughed, then stepped forward and kissed me – wrapped me up in his arms right there in the Prada store, in front of God and everybody, and laid one on me.

And took my breath away.

When he finally broke off the kiss, he was grinning. “Yes, you do,” he whispered in my ear, sending a shiver through me. “Yes, you do.”

I sighed. “I didn’t think I was going to get psychoanalyzed when I walked in here.”

“And I didn’t think I was going to have to play therapist just to take you shopping.”

I glanced over at the saleslady, who was standing about thirty feet away, pretending to look at a display instead of us. The dress shone like a ruby spun into shimmering cloth as it dangled from her arm.

“Connor, it’s beautiful, but I – ”

“Lily,” he said insistently, put a finger under my chin, and raised me up to look in his eyes. The next words he said might sound harsh in black and white, but he said them with impish good humor and a sparkle in his eyes:

“Pretty please. For me. Wear the fuckin’ dress.”

So I wore the fuckin’ dress.

And it was absolutely amazing.
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Not only did I get the dress, I got a black wrap that offset the dress beautifully. Los Angeles is basically a desert, and the temperature can swing between extremes from day to night – so imagine what it’s like with Las Vegas, which is all desert. At this time of year, once the heat from the day radiated off and the night really took hold, it was going to get really chilly.

That was how I rationalized the wrap, anyway.

There wasn’t much of a way to rationalize the shoes, though. (They were absolutely jaw-dropping, though.)

Or the seductive bra and panties. (Although I guess you could say Connor was going to really enjoy them later. Or enjoy taking them off, anyway.)

At any rate, I left the store a completely new woman – sashaying around in luxury, feeling like the clothes were kissing my skin with every step, and looking like a million bucks.

At least it didn’t cost that much. 

A million bucks, I mean. 

Because I’m sure it cost plenty.

Although I have no idea what the final price tag was. Connor refused to let me see the bill when he signed it.

I’ll do charity work, I bargained with the universe. I’ll donate to widows and orphans.

Then I remembered what he’d said about feeling like I didn’t deserve nice things, and I tried to shut out the guilty voices and enjoy the moment.

And oh my God, what a moment it was.

We got back in the Bentley and drove to the MGM Grand – not far away at all, though with the heavy traffic on the Strip, it took a while. It gave me a chance to watch the fountains outside the Bellagio. If you’ve never seen them, they’re almost worth a trip to Vegas just by themselves. They were gorgeous as they pulsed in time to an opera song, twining around each other and exploding like aquatic fireworks.

A few minutes later we drove up outside the MGM Grand – but not the main building, with its emerald glass exterior. Instead, it was a circular drive in front of a building that looked like some kind of Italian mansion – which made sense once I saw the lettering ‘The Mansion at MGM Grand.’ Johnny left the Bentley with the valets and accompanied us inside. After a short passageway, we entered a tiny jewel-box of a restaurant lobby with black-and-white tiled floors, crystal chandeliers, and antique furniture lining the walls. A maître-d’ whisked us away to a room that looked like it was out of a picture book of decadent French salons in the 1800’s. The whole place was done in purple – though if you’re having visions of an adolescent girl on an out-of-control decorating spree, I can assure you, this wasn’t it. It was much pricier. Purple velvet curtains framed windows that looked out over a lush green courtyard of trees. The purple wallpaper had the faintest of raised textures, barely visible except at the edge of shadows. The carpet was black with long, elegant loops of white throughout, and crystal chandeliers cast everything in a subdued glow.

In retrospect, I guess it was a tad gaudy, but this was Vegas. And somehow the lighting and the luxury of the place made it seem otherwordly.

There was a line I read once that said, A little too much is way too much, but WAY too much is just right. I had never fully understood until I saw that room.

The maître-d’ sat us down at a tiny table along the wall. The room was relatively small, with room for perhaps 20 people total. I looked around at the other diners, all in expensive suits and fancy dresses – and all sitting at long, black tables. 

We were the only ones next to the wall. In fact, our table was conspicuously out of place – both its placement and the way it disrupted the flow of the room. As though it wasn’t ordinarily there. 

I could just picture a couple of waiters hastily arranging everything moments before we arrived.

“How many strings do you think Sebastian pulled to get us in here?” I whispered across the table to Connor.

“Don’t worry, he enjoyed pulling every one of them.”

“There must be a months-long waiting list to eat in a place like this,” I marveled.

“It’s a Monday.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure that has nothing to do with it.”

“What can I say? Sebastian’s the best.”

“We should record that and send it to him so he can fall asleep listening to it.”

Connor grinned and settled back in his chair.

I looked around. “Where are the menus?”

“Sebastian already ordered for us.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I would have liked to have seen the choices.”

Connor smiled. “Setting boundaries, are you?”

“Glad you noticed.”

“Like I said, you’ve never had a problem doing that with me. But this time is different. The chef here is an artist. I mean that sincerely – he’s world-class. And there’s a sixteen-course meal that changes every – ”

“Sixteen courses?”

“Don’t worry, they’re fairly small. But the menu he selects is only around for a couple of weeks or so, and then it changes and never repeats. A fleeting moment that’s here, then gone. You might not like some of it, but the overall effect is pretty incredible. It’s kind of like participating in some kind of theater performance… you just have to give yourself over to it and experience it.”

Give yourself over to it.

That was a pretty apt description of some other things, too.

 “You’re getting a glassy-eyed look,” Connor commented.

“Just thinking about some other things I’ve ‘experienced’ this past weekend.”

“Ah, yes. Now that was a hell of a performance.”

“By you or me?” I asked coquettishly.

“Now you’re just fishing for compliments.”

“Or you were congratulating yourself.”

He grinned. “I prefer to think of it as a dance, and you need two highly skilled performers for it to be the best it can be.”

“And how was it for you?”

He leaned over and took my hands on the table. “The best. The very, very best.”

My heart fluttered to hear him say it.
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The dinner eased by in a sumptuous parade of dishes, things I’d never tasted – or even seen – before. I’m more of an onion rings kind of a girl than an haute cuisine chick, but I was so dazzled by the sights, sounds, smells, and tastes that I completely surrendered.

If that sounds naughty… it kind of was. In a culinary way, anyhow. 

There was a strawberry soup to start, both spicy and sweet. Foie gras, which is definitely not my favorite food in the world – but the shavings of truffle scattered across the top quickly became my favorite (at least for the next fifteen minutes). A carpaccio of a delicate fish, followed by scallops served on half a scallop shell. A truffle tart with smoked bacon. A cheese soufflé. Abalone and leeks in a ginger broth. Roasted lobster with lemongrass. Grilled seabass with spinach. A tiny veal chop flavored with pesto. Three or four desserts, including a chocolate mousse with a Fuji apple compote. (I was in heaven with the chocolate.) 

Not only was the food astoundingly good, but the presentation was… how should I put this?… whimsical. There were tiny bits of gold foil over some of the food, like on a dish of wild grains prepared like risotto. (Now I know what money tastes like. And it’s not Goldschlager.) One course came with a little bale of hay, about an inch square and tied with strands of cloth, on the edge of the plate. Because, hey, what should you put next to a fancy plate of food topped with gold foil? Why, a miniature bale of hay, of course.

I stopped trying to wrap my head around it after awhile, and just experienced it, like Connor suggested.

Oh – don’t forget the wine. My God, the wine. There were different glasses, just an ounce or two, paired with each dish. I’m no connoisseur, but wow. My tongue was having orgasms.

And yet, despite the culinary fireworks, what I’ll remember most about that evening was the conversation.

“So, tell me…” I began somewhere around the third course.

“What?”

“What’s this mysterious business you’re here for?”

Connor sighed. “Let’s not talk business right now.”

“What do you want to talk about, then?”

He took a sip of his wine and considered. “Something personal.”

“We talked about personal stuff last time we ate out.”

“I’m pretty sure we haven’t exhausted the subject.”

“Okay, smart guy… but we talked about me last time. I think it’s about time we talk about you.”

“Hm,” he said, noncommittal.

I thought about his ex-fiancée – the woman who had broken his heart – but decided against bringing that up. The topic had gotten a slightly chilly reception last time.

Instead, I went with a variation on something he’d said to me.

“So… what did five-year-old Connor want to be when he grew up?”

“A futures trader,” he said, entirely seriously, as he took a bite of scallops.

I laughed and almost snorted wine up my nose. “What five-year-old wants to be a futures trader?!”

“I did.”

“Um… what’s a futures trader?”

“It’s somebody who buys and sells commodities, like gold or soybeans or cotton, and tries to anticipate future changes in prices, either up or down, to maximize profit.”

“You wanted to buy soybeans?” I asked, confused.

“Not really – I wanted to bet on whether the price of soybeans would go up or down. It’s kind of like day-trading stocks, where you’re trying to buy low and sell high in a relatively short period of time.”

“Oh. Well. Every five-year-old wants to do that.”

Connor smiled. “My father had an employee who was especially good at it. Rajesh Sengupta. He was really nice to me. I think that’s why I wanted to trade futures – I wanted to be like him.”

“Oh, that’s cute.”

“Yeah. Mr. Raj… I haven’t thought about him in years…”

“What about your dad?”

“What about him?”

“Wasn’t he nice to you?”

“Haha,” Connor laughed. “Not particularly, no.”

I stared at him. “Not at all?”

“He didn’t have much use for children. Or for anybody who couldn’t make him money.”

“But you saved his life in Mexico!”

I was referring to a few years ago, when Connor had walked into a den of kidnappers and paid his father’s ransom, at great personal risk of being captured and killed himself.

“I wasn’t five years old at the time,” Connor pointed out.

“But… what did you do as a family?”

“You mean, when I wasn’t in boarding school? Went to Fiji a couple of times. And France and Italy. Skied in Switzerland every Christmas break.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“Well, it was, but not for the reasons you’re thinking. My parents usually left us with a nanny and took off for the black diamond runs. By the time I got good enough to go with them, I was a teenager, and there was no way I was going to hang out with them then.”

“But… you spent time with them after skiing, right?”

“No, they usually went out dining and drinking with friends. I’d see them in the mornings before we left for the ski lifts, and that was about it.”

“What about on Christmas?”

“Eh… I guess I saw them a little longer on Christmas morning, but then it was off to the slopes.”

I sat there openmouthed. I knew that situations like this existed – where parents did little more than make guest appearances in the movies of their children’s lives – but I’d never actually met anybody like that. 

I had tons of friends whose parents had divorced, and a couple of them had rarely seen their fathers growing up. But that was different; they usually lived in different states. I’d never met anybody who had grown up like Connor, with married parents they never saw.

I tried again.

“But… what about as a kid?”

“What about it?”

“Didn’t you ever… I don’t know… play games?”

Connor thought for a second. “My father and I played Monopoly a few times.”

Finally.

“That’s nice,” I smiled.

“He would make deals with me and then renege.”

“…he’d what?”

“I sold him Park Place once to get money to buy hotels for another property, but with the promise that I could land on Park Place or Boardwalk twice and not have to pay. He agreed, then when I landed on Boardwalk the first time, he demanded payment. I told him he’d promised, and he asked if I had it in writing. 

“‘But I trusted you,’ I said. 

“He said, ‘Only a fool trusts another man’s word without anything to back it up.’

“I started to cry. I told him that if I paid him, I’d go bankrupt. 

“‘Why should I care?’ he said. ‘That’s your problem, not mine. You should have thought about that before you sold the property to me.’”

My mouth dropped open even farther. Besides parents outright abusing their children, and redneck dads leaving three-year-olds inside cars while they went inside strip clubs – which I had only ever read about in newspapers – this was the most insane thing I’d ever heard. “What?”

“Oh, it gets better. The next time we played, I sold him a property and made him sign a contract, and he still screwed me over. When I pointed to the contract, he asked, ‘And who’s going to enforce it?’ So I ended up going bankrupt again.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “That’s… that’s absolutely unbelievable…”

Connor smiled grimly. “My father never loses. In Monopoly or in real life.”

“Why did you keep playing with him?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t know any better. I just thought that was how the game was played. Plus, I was only eight years old. I guess I wanted him to play with me no matter what – to pay me some sort of attention – so I just kept on coming back for more.”

“He did that to an eight-year-old?” I asked in horror.

“Well… maybe I was nine. It’s hard to remember.”

Connor kept on eating like nothing was wrong – and then he looked up and realized I had an expression on my face like I’d just heard about somebody killing puppies. He smiled consolingly. “It’s not that big a deal.”

“Not that big a deal?! Connor, your dad’s a psychopath!”

“I think you mean a ‘sociopath.’ And… yeah… probably. He definitely has sociopathic tendencies, that’s for sure. Love of power for power’s sake, and lording it over other people. Total lack of empathy for others. But… no matter how horrible all this sounds, I learned some of the most valuable business lessons of my life from those games with my father.”

“Like what?!”

“Like never trust another person’s word. Always be able to back up your agreements by some form of leverage. Always watch your back. Destroy your enemies when you have the chance, to make sure they don’t recover and destroy you later.”

This was unbelievable. “You can’t live life like that!”

“I said business lessons, not life lessons. It’s not the same.” Suddenly his face grew dark, and he stared off into the distance. “Unless you get involved with someone who treats your relationship like a business.”

My stomach dropped. “I would never do that!”

His eyes found mine as he came back to the present, and his expression lightened. “I wasn’t talking about you. I know you would never do that.”

“Where was your mother in all this?”

He shrugged again and returned to his food. “If she wasn’t running her charity balls and dinners, then she was telling me to stop being a whiner and beat my father if I was so upset.”

“Jesus,” I murmured.

“Poor little rich boy, right? Rich people problems.”

“Child abuse isn’t ‘rich people problems.’”

He frowned like I’d just suggested something incredibly outlandish. “My parents didn’t abuse me.”

“Maybe not physically, but emotional abuse is still abuse.”

He waved off my comment with one hand. “Lots of people have it way worse than I do. I turned out fine. No harm done.”

I wondered about that.

Then I thought of something else I knew about him: according to some E! show I’d seen on the Dubai, Connor was the youngest son of the Templeton family.

“Don’t you have older brothers or sisters?”

“One older brother. Vincent.”

“How much older?”

“Five years.”

“What about you guys?”

“What about us?”

“Weren’t you close?”

He made a face like Naaah. The way you might answer if somebody asked if you wanted ketchup on your hotdog. “Not really.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I didn’t see much of him during the school year.”

“He didn’t go to boarding school?”

“Oh, yeah, he did. But he kept getting thrown out, so my parents kept shipping him around the world to new schools. So I only saw him during summers and Christmas. And not much then.”

“Why’d he get thrown out?”

“Sex, alcohol, drugs, bad grades – the usual.”

“Um… don’t take this the wrong way… but I thought you were the black sheep of the family.”

Connor laughed. “I am.”

“If your brother did all those things and isn’t the black sheep, what the hell did you do?!”

“Vincent shaped up after college. Well, law school, really.” Connor’s voice became tinged with the slightest hint of bitterness. “He figured out which side his bread was buttered on, and he buckled down and became a perfect little heir to the throne. Me… I was pretty much a good kid until my late teens, and then I really pissed off my family.”

“What did you do?”

“Well, I quit college my freshman year, for one. That didn’t go over well.”

“Why’d you quit?”

“The way I looked at it, the world was full of limitless opportunities, and here I was stuck freezing my ass off in boring classes, just like every other boring school I’d ever been in.”

“Where’d you go to college?”

“Harvard.”

Of course.

“What’d you do once you quit?”

“Ha – there’s a fun story. I told my father I wanted out. He said ‘no, absolutely not.’ We had a big fight, I made some grandiose claims about how I could succeed better and faster than any of my ivory tower professors and clueless peers… and he made a bet with me.”

“What was it?”

“He’d stake me, to the tune of ten million dollars, and I could go out and have three years to make something of myself.”

“Ten million dollars?!” I yelped.

Connor smirked. “And here you were, thinking my father was such a bad guy.”

“Well… maybe I misjudged him…”

Connor shook his head. “No you didn’t. Ten million was nothing to him. It would be like you giving your kid the change under your couch cushions to go start a business.”

“Oh.”

My mind was spinning. 

That must be a hell of a couch in the Templeton household.

“And for a mere pittance, he was buying my soul. It really was a deal with the devil. If I succeeded, then I owed him the original ten million, plus 75% of all profits as my primary investor. If I failed, then I agreed to go back to school. After graduation, I would enter whatever position in the family business that my father deemed fit.”

“What did you do?”

“I agreed, with the proviso that we cap the buyout at twenty million. Meaning if I could give him $17.5 million, that was it, we were done, and I kept the rest – plus my freedom.”

“What did he say?”

“He laughed – after all, remember, he thought I was going to crash and burn, and then he’d own me. But, being the consummate negotiator that he is, he wouldn’t do the deal for less than $30 million – meaning I would owe him $25 million to get out from under his thumb. The original ten, plus 75% of the 20 million in profit.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” I protested.

“That’s another lesson I learned in Monopoly. In business, nothing is fair; you get what you negotiate for.”

“So what did you do?”

“I took the deal.”

“What happened?”

“I crashed and burned spectacularly,” he grinned.

“You lost ten million dollars?” I gasped. “In three years?”

“No – in nine months. I gambled recklessly on several enterprises, all of which tanked.”

“You?! But you’re, like, a business genius! How did that happen?!”

“Well, I was trying to lose the money.”

“WHAT?!”

“It was my form of adolescent rebellion. Anyway, that’s what my mother’s shrink told me at a Christmas party one year.”

“What did you do?!”

“I told him to stick to analyzing my mother and leave me out of it.”

“No, I mean – ”

“I know what you meant. I went back to my father and told him I’d lost the money. 

“He said, ‘Well, now you’re going back to Harvard.’

“And I said, ‘No I’m not.’ 

“And he said, ‘We had an agreement!’

“And I said, ‘Do you have it in writing?’”

My mouth fell open. “Did he?!”

Connor burst out laughing. “No, he didn’t. I think it was the only time in his entire life he didn’t sign a contract – because he totally underestimated me. He thought I’d never learned a thing from him. You should have seen his face. Especially when I said, ‘And since you don’t, how are you going to enforce the agreement?’”

I laughed in spite of myself. “Did he know what you were referring to? The Monopoly games, I mean?”

“Oh, of course he knew. My father has a memory that’s a cross between a computer and a steel trap. He just didn’t think I remembered – or had enough balls to cross him.”

“What did he do?”

“He ranted and roared about suing me in court, then he threatened to disown me. I flipped him off and left the house.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered.

“It was pretty stupid, but – hey – I was twenty years old at the time. And it felt great.”

“But…. what happened after that?”

“Well, one thing I’d done with that ten million dollars was make a lot of contacts in the industries I targeted. And I had the family name backing me up, not to mention dozens of college and boarding school friends with rich fathers who had millions of dollars to invest. I secured a hundred million in seed money – with far, far better terms than my father had offered me, I might add. I buckled down and actually tried to make it work… and the rest is just boring details in a bank account ledger.”

He toasted me ironically with his glass of wine.

“You got people to give you a hundred million dollars right after you blew ten million?!” 

“First off, you’ve got to remember, we’re talking about people worth hundreds of millions of dollars apiece. Some of them worth billions. A couple of million for an investment – especially backing a Templeton – ”

He said his family name in a hoity-toity, self-mocking way.

“ – was a no-brainer to them. Some of them wanted to get closer to my father. Those guys, I let them have the impression that I was still in the old man’s good graces. And the ones who hated my father, well, I let them know exactly what I’d done. They usually roared with laughter and then asked how big a check I needed. They figured I had inherited my father’s business sense, and they could stick it to my dad by helping me succeed.”

“Did your father find out?”

“Oh yeah. That was part of the fun – especially when my initial investors made back 300% within two years.”

“So… it was all just a… a ‘screw you’ to your dad?”

“Well, that, and getting rich in the process.”

“But… your father… you still talk to him, right?”

“Now we do. We didn’t for a couple years afterward.”

“Not even at Christmas?”

“Oh, when he threatened to disinherit me, he wasn’t joking. And my mother went right along with it. I was ‘disinvited’ to all family functions for awhile. In fact, I didn’t see or talk to either of them for almost three years.”

“But – but Mexico – ”

“Yeah, well… that’s a bit more complicated.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what percentage of my actions was real fear for his life… and what percentage was feelings of responsibility to him, as a son for his father… and what percentage was just the ultimate ‘fuck you’?”

I stared at him blankly. I couldn’t think of anything to say. This conversation had gone that far beyond my realm of what constitutes ‘normal.’

“Nobody else would do it,” he continued. “Vincent sure as hell wouldn’t. In the end, my brother is only out for himself. Mom wanted to hire a professional go-between, a mercenary, to deliver the money. But I went to the dropoff without either of them knowing. Paid the ransom myself, just so I could stand there and look him in the eye. Kind of like, ‘I’m the son you hated, and yet here I am. Asshole.’” 

Connor shrugged.

“In the end, I guess I still felt like I owed him that ten million… so… I had to repay him somehow. That, combined with all the other things I mentioned. Like I said, it’s complicated.”

“What did he say when you got him out?”

Connor grinned. “‘What took you so long?’”

“You’re joking.”

“No, I’m not. In that instant, I showed him up, utterly and completely… and the bastard didn’t have the graciousness to admit it. But that’s my father for you. On the other hand, I got invited back to family gatherings after that. They kind of had to.”

“You still care about him, though, right? I mean… you risked your life…”

“That is a question for another therapy session.” Connor took a sip of his wine, then gave me a lopsided, sarcastic smile. “Now aren’t you glad you asked about my childhood?”

“…I’m not really sure…”

“It was supposed to be a funny question. Nobody in their right mind would say ‘yes.’”

“Well… I mean… I want to know more about you… so I guess I’m glad I asked… I’m just so sad that you had to go through everything you did growing up…”

“Save all that sympathy for kids with unhappy childhoods who didn’t turn out to be billionaires,” he said lightheartedly.

“Hopefully they got to play a few games of Monopoly with their parents and didn’t have to worry about a knife in their back,” I muttered.

Connor laughed, then settled back in his chair. “But I learned a lot from those games.”

“What, how to rip people’s throats out?”

“Businesses’ throats out, businesses’ throats. Figuratively speaking, of course. But I learned something else, too.”

“What was that?”

“What I wanted to do when I grew up.”

“I thought you wanted to be a futures trader.”

“That was when I was five. Before the Monopoly games taught me what I really wanted.”

“…which was…?”

Connor gave me a chilling smile.

“To destroy my father’s empire… just to watch it burn.”
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Things got less dark after that.

Although it took me awhile to recover.

Connor knew he’d frightened me a little, and so he spent the rest of the time regaling me with stories about playing pranks on schoolmates at boarding school… and bizarre tales of business deals gone wrong… and funny bits about how much Sebastian hated Connor’s family, and all the snide remarks he would make when he talked to them. 

Eventually the wine took over and put everything into a nice, soft haze… and the food overwhelmed me with the sheer sensual delight of it all. And I forgot about the creepy family history.

For a while, anyway.

We finished dinner – all sixteen courses – around 11PM. I swear I almost asked the restaurant staff to cart me out in a wheelbarrow. 

As we walked out into the lobby, Connor did the worst thing he could have possibly done under the circumstances.

“So… want to go back to the hotel and have crazy sex?” he whispered in my ear.

“UGH. NO,” I said, not wanting to admit that I felt about as sexy as a stuffed pig. “You paid too much for it to all come back up.”

He roared with laughter. “That’s gross… and yet, somehow endearing.”

“I’m so glad to entertain you,” I said sarcastically. “By the way… how much was that dinner?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“That’s what I was afraid of…”

Once we were back in the Bentley, I snuggled up next to Connor. “What are we doing now?”

“Are you tired?”

“No, I had a couple of nice naps earlier,” I said, then followed up impishly with, “Followed by some nice exercise.”

He smiled. “Yes it was. But since we’ve got to wait an hour before we go back in the water – ”

“You know that’s an old wives’ tale, right?”

“You’re aware I was using a metaphor, right?”

“Very funny, smartass.”

“As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted: if we’ve got to take a break from… ‘exercise’… is there anything you want to do?”

I thought about gambling… but it didn’t really sound appealing. And I didn’t think there were any shows this time of night. “No, not really. You?”

“I have an idea.”

“What?”

“Remember when you asked why I was here on business?”

“Yeah.”

“Want to go see what it is?”

I edged backwards so I could look at him. “Now?”

“Well… not right now… but soon.”

I frowned at him, intrigued. “What are you talking about?”

He gave me a mysterious smile. “You’ll see.”

And that’s all he would tell me until we got back to the hotel.
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When we walked into the penthouse, Connor strolled over in front of the twenty-foot-high windows and gazed out at the glowing lights of Vegas.

Johnny headed for his room on the opposite side of the suite – then paused and looked back. “We good for the night?”

“We’re good,” Connor nodded. “See you tomorrow.”

I looked at Connor questioningly, but he didn’t look back at me.

“Okay. Goodnight, Lily.”

“Goodnight, Johnny,” I said, though I felt guilty about it… because I was pretty sure I was participating in a lie.

Once Johnny was gone, I whispered, “I thought you said we were going to go see something.”

“We are. Just give him a little while to go to sleep.”

“He’s not driving us?!”

“Keep your voice down. No, this is secret. Just you and me.”

“But – ”

“Stop worrying.”

“You don’t worry enough.”

“Then we can stay here, if that’s what you want. But if we go, it has to be just the two of us, alone under the stars.” He looked into my eyes. “What do you want to do?”

Secrets, intrigue, and a line like it has to be just the two of us, alone under the stars.

What girl could resist that?
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We waited almost an hour, then left the penthouse in silence. Connor seemed preoccupied; I was just terrified Johnny would come out of his bedroom and start yelling at us.

But we made it down to the valet’s desk, and within two minutes we were in the Lamborghini. I thought at first that he was taking me to a casino, or an office building, or someplace else in the city – but then I realized we were heading out of town.

Waaaay out of town. 

Into the desert.

Connor was quiet the entire way. I reached out and took his hand for assurance; he held mine in his, smiled briefly, then stared out at the road ahead as though lost in thought.

After thirty minutes on the highway, far past all the suburbs, Connor exited onto an empty side road and drove through the darkness. The lights of the city receded into a dim glow on the horizon, and the stars began to shine brighter above us.

I don’t know if you’ve ever been out beyond the reach of light pollution from cities and towns, but it’s astounding when you finally go to a place where there’s no other light around for miles. I had lived in suburbs and metropolitan areas my entire life – first in Charlotte, then in Athens, Georgia during college, then in Los Angeles. I had never been outside the glow of a thousand streetlights.

Until now.

As we drove further into the desert, the stars began to assert themselves. First a few hundred, then a thousand, then ten thousand, multiplying with every mile we traveled.

I’ve read somewhere that only 20% of all humanity has ever seen the Milky Way in its full glory. Most of us live too close to ‘civilization’ to see the millions of lights that make up our galaxy.

This was the first time for me.

I opened the window and just stared as the Lamborghini raced through the darkness. I lost track of time as the clouds of starlight became brighter and brighter.

Then the Lamborghini slowed and made a turn onto a dirt road.

“Where are you going?” I asked, startled.

“That’s part of the surprise.”

The wheels ground their way over the dirt road – two minutes, five minutes, ten minutes. I began to get worried – what if we break down out here? – and then I just forgot about the circumstances as the stars glowed even more beautifully overhead.

Finally we stopped.

Connor turned off the headlights, got out of the car, walked around and opened my door. Once I was out and he closed it behind me, there was nothing but darkness for miles around. That, and starlight for millions of miles overhead.

There was no sound, either, except for the tick tick tick of the Lamborghini’s engine cooling down. Not even the wind was blowing, though the air had taken a decided turn towards the chilly. I pulled my black wrap over my shoulders and looked around.

“So… this is what you wanted to show me?”

“Yes. This is it,” Connor said as he stared out into the darkness. His voice sounded excited… almost giddy.

“Um… okay…”

“What do you see?” he asked me.

I looked up at the sky. “Millions and millions of stars.”

He followed my gaze. “It really is beautiful, isn’t it? But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“What do you mean?”

“Around us. Here, where we’re standing. What do you see?”

Vast plains of sand and scrub brush and low-lying plants, barely visible in the darkness.

“Uh… desert. Lots and lots of desert.”

“I see the opportunity of a lifetime.”

I looked around again. And still all I saw were miles and miles of nothing. 

“I guess that’s why you’re a billionaire and I’m not,” I joked.

Connor walked about twenty feet way, then turned back to face me. “I see the equivalent of all the oil in Saudi Arabia, times a million.”

I frowned, then peered out into the darkness, wondering if maybe I had missed a couple of oil derricks.

Nope.

“You think there’s oil out here?” I asked as I edged closer to the hood of the Lamborghini. In the cold night air, the heat radiating off the hood was deliciously warm.

“Better than that. I think there’s a resource that’s virtually limitless – at least for a couple of billion years – and one that’s cleaner than any other energy resource we’ve got.”

“Solar,” I realized.

“Exactly. Did you know that all of the United States’ electricity could be supplied by a parcel of land 100 miles long by 100 miles wide?”

I looked out at the dark. “Is that what I’m looking at? Uh… 10,000 square miles?”

“Good multiplication skills.”

“I try,” I said sarcastically. Knowing his head for numbers, it felt a little like Wynton Marsalis telling you that you sure could play that kazoo.

But Connor chose to ignore the snark. “It’s close to 10,000 square miles. And that’s less than 10% of the entire surface area of the state.”

“But I thought there were tons of problems with solar. Um… do you mind?” I asked as I lowered my rear end slowly, signifying I wanted to sit on the hood of the car. “It’s warm, and the air’s kind of cold.”

“What? Oh, go ahead, I don’t care.”

I planted my booty gingerly on the metal, waiting for the horrible sound of metal dinging under my weight. None came.

Ahhhhhhhhh.

Shivers of warmth spread through my entire body.

“There are tons of problems with every technology,” Connor continued. “Especially before it hits the tipping point and really takes off.”

“Yeah, but – I thought there were problems with how to store it. I mean, you can’t get solar at night, and there aren’t any battery systems that can overcome that.”

Now that my eyes had adjusted, I could see his grin as well as hear it. “That’s why I’m working with a couple of scientists from UCLA on graphene supercapacitors.”

My nerd spider-sense started tingling. “Whoa – what?”

As he continued talking, he got more and more excited. “Graphene is a form of carbon – one of the strongest materials known, and it’s completely flexible. The guys who discovered it got the Nobel Prize in Physics in 2010. Now two scientists at UCLA have not only devised a way to manufacture it cheaply and in huge volumes, but they figured out that it can take on an immense electrical charge, and slowly release that charge over time. You can power a small light bulb for five minutes off a one-inch square piece of graphene less than a millimeter thick. Imagine an array of millions of sheets of graphene, able to take on huge amounts of electricity generated from solar – and then release it slowly over time.”

I was starting to get excited, too. “That could totally solve – ”

“ – the storage problem! Not to mention revolutionize the transfer of it, too!” he interrupted me, his voice bursting with excitement. He was like a five-year-old boy hopped up on birthday cake.

“You mentioned supercapacitors. I’ve heard of them, but…”

“Okay, you’ve got batteries, which are basically just storage devices for energy. They can be anything from the double A’s that go in your TV remote control, to car batteries, to giant industrial batteries they use now for storing solar energy. But they charge slowly, and they discharge slowly. Capacitors have high output, but horrible storage capabilities – like a flash on a camera. Big burst of energy, but that’s it. A supercapacitor combines the best of both worlds. It has high energy storage, and fast charge and discharge. That’s what these UCLA guys have created. Theoretically, you could put graphene batteries in cars that would allow you to go 200 miles on a single charge, and you could refill it in 60 seconds at a charging station. Or you could have a cell phone battery that fully charges in five seconds. Or massive electrical storage at solar power stations, using nothing but carbon to do it.”

“But I’ve read there are lots of poisons involved in solar panel construction.”

“It’s not perfect,” Connor said impatiently. “But when you average out the detrimental effects versus the life of the energy source, solar beats everything else hands down. Coal only seems like a cheap source of energy when you don’t factor in the costs of pollution, climate change, coalminers’ lives, and mercury exposure from the mining and processing.”

I looked out at the vast expanse of desert. “So… what are you planning to do, create a giant solar farm?”

“Exactly.”

“Who owns the land?”

“The federal government and the state of Nevada.”

“Are you going to buy it from them?!”

“No. They wouldn’t sell. But I can rent it from them… which is what I’m in town to negotiate over the next couple of days. I’m meeting with the governor and key state representatives. I’ve already sealed the deal in D.C. with Nevada’s senators and representatives from the congressional districts. In exchange for a 99-year lease, my companies will provide free energy for the entire state of Nevada, an estimated 10,000 jobs, and a cut of all profits as we provide cheap, clean energy for California, Arizona, Idaho, Oregon, and Utah.”

“Holy crap,” I whispered.

“Yep,” he said proudly.

I paused, thinking through the ramifications.

“Wait – I thought you said this amount of land could provide all the energy for the whole U.S.”

“It can… theoretically. But we need to start off small. People get freaked out when you say you’re going to change the world. Sometimes you need to hold their hand and change their backyard first.”

“They’ll let you do that? Rent the land, and all that other stuff you mentioned?”

“Yes. They will.”

“How do you know?”

Connor smiled. “I’ve figured out what they all want… and I’m prepared to give it to them.”

“But – if you do what you say you’re going to do… aren’t you going to totally screw all the coal plants?”

“Not just coal. Imagine a world where electricity costs less than a tenth of what it does now – not to mention it’s clean. Imagine you can pull your electric car into a charging station and fill up your car in under a minute, and for less money than a single gallon of gas. That’s what we’re talking about – and it’s only five, maybe ten years down the road.”

I stared at him. “You’d put Exxon and every other oil company out of business.”

“If they don’t adapt.”

“Holy shit, Connor! Can you actually do that?!”

“Yes. All the pieces are assembled. I have controlling blocks of stock in the major public utilities I need, plus a major automobile company that wants to dominate in the electric car market. I have a chain of gas stations ready to install all the necessary equipment for charging the cars, as long as I put up the seed money. I’ve assembled the funding necessary for the first five years. All I need now is the bureaucratic machinery behind me to make it legal.”

The realization hit me all at once: “They’re not going to let you do it,” I murmured.

“They’re not going to have a choice.”

“But – all the companies who make millions and billions of dollars off the way things are now – ”

“Will have to join in or get crushed.”

“But those companies pay huge amounts of money to politicians to make them vote the way they do!”

“I’ve taken care of that, too.”

“How?!”

“I shouldn’t say anything more, because I wouldn’t want you to ever have to testify in court… but let’s just say I’ve taken care of the situation.”

I sat there, mouth open, and tried to take it all in. It was a little much to absorb. After all, I’d been struggling to make rent last week, and now I was talking with a billionaire who was planning on changing the entire world. And who was entirely serious about doing it.

And who might just have a shot at it.

Then I remembered a conversation from earlier in the evening.

“Connor… your dad… does he have a lot of energy stocks?”

“That’s an understatement. I’d say over 40% of his net worth is in companies involved in fossil fuels and related industries, like the energy sector and automotive companies.”

“OH MY GOD!” I cried out as I jumped to my feet. “You’re doing this to screw over your dad?!”

He laughed. “No, that’s just a nice by-product.”

I started pacing back and forth.

I hadn’t exactly grasped what he meant earlier when he said he wanted to destroy his father’s empire, just to watch it burn.

Now I did.

And it was frightening me.

He walked over, stopped me from pacing, and put his hands on my shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“If your dad is as big an asshole as you say he is, there’s no way he’s going to let you get away with this!”

“I told you, all the pieces are already in place. It’s just a matter of tipping over the first domino now.”

He sounded supremely self-confident.

“But the fact that you want to do this just to screw over your dad? That’s messed up! You should really talk to somebody about this – like a psychiatrist!”

Connor looked at me a long moment… and then he asked, “Lily, do you know who Nikola Tesla was?”

If you’re a nerd girl, you must know who Nikola Tesla was. It’s like knowing who James Tiberius Kirk is, or who Anakin Skywalker became.

“Serbian-American inventor in the early 20th century,” I said. “Total genius. What’s he got to do with anything?”

“Tesla was quite possibly the greatest unsung inventor in the history of science. He was hired by Thomas Edison to fix his direct current electrical generators – and then Edison stiffed him out of his fee. Tesla turned around and basically invented alternating current – and Edison tried every dirty trick in the book to stop him. When Marconi invented radio, he was using over a dozen patents first registered by Tesla. He came up with the idea for radar in 1917, but Edison was the head of R&D for the U.S. Navy, and he nixed it because he hated Tesla. So it didn’t actually get invented until 1935 by someone else. And he devised things we still don’t understand to this day, and still can’t duplicate – like transmitting electricity wirelessly, or pulling it out of the atmosphere. An investor had him build a tower near New York City to do just that – pull electricity out of thin air. Tesla was going to give it away free to the entire planet, but when the investor realized he wouldn’t be able to control it or charge people for it, he had the tower torn down.”

“I know all this,” I said.

Connor gave me a look.

“Well… I know some of it,” I said grumpily. “What’s it got to do with you? Are you saying you’re a modern-day Nikola Tesla?”

“No. Not at all. But I am a businessman, and I’m in the position of being able to help guys who are modern-day Teslas. Imagine if that investor had never torn down that tower. What would the world be like today?”

“Different,” I admitted.

“Vastly different,” Connor said. “But my father? He’s like that investor who tore down the tower. He’s like Edison. Well… if Edison had never gotten famous for inventing anything. Edison might be credited with inventing the light bulb, but he didn’t. He sold the light bulb. He paid a laboratory of technicians to improve on an existing design, created by someone else, until it could be manufactured on a massive scale. That’s Edison – and my father – in a nutshell.”

“Edison was a genius,” I protested.

“Yes, he was. But his main gift was in self-promotion and business. Look at what he did to Tesla – cheated him, slandered him, fought against some of the potentially biggest advancements of the 20th century – because Edison wanted money, and fame, and power, and he couldn’t stand to be upstaged by someone else. My father’s like that. Hell, just about every CEO of every major corporation that controls the levers of the world is like that. They’re invested in the status quo, and they’ll do whatever they can to protect it – even if it means hindering progress that could benefit all of humanity. They convince themselves that the new kids on the block are just crackpots, flavors of the month. But even if they were presented with undeniable evidence, they wouldn’t care. They make decisions to benefit themselves and their rich cronies. They don’t give a damn about what could be. Not unless it directly lines their pockets, or gives them a return on their money in the very foreseeable future. And if they can see that a technology works, but they see it as a threat, then they’ll actively sabotage its development. Only when the genie’s out of the bottle, and it’s a choice of jumping on the train or getting run over, then they’ll finally sign on. But until that point, they’ll fight tooth and nail against progress – because all they care about is the almighty dollar. And in their eyes, a nickel in the hand is worth ten possible dollars in some distant, unproven future. No matter how amazing that future might be.”

Connor stepped away. He started pacing back and forth like a mad conductor in front of some unseen orchestra in the darkness.

“I don’t want to be that guy. I want to be the guy who changes the world for the better. And if I can’t be him, then I want to help the guy who’s going to change the world for the better. I want to be the man who enables geniuses to lift the world up. I want to be the person who helps make the world a better place, who helps usher humanity into the future. Because that’s what I’m good at – the game. The selling. The arm-twisting. The power plays behind the scenes. I can do that for the people who can’t do it for themselves. The dreamers, the scientists – the Nikola Teslas of the world.”

I wanted to believe him. He was more passionate than I’d ever seen him (well… with his clothes on, anyway).

He obviously cared about this deeply.

But I wasn’t entirely convinced.

“And if you can screw over your dad in the process, all the better, right?” I asked, my arms folded across my chest.

“If I want to actually do the things I’m talking about, I’m going to have to screw over my father, and every other CEO like him. People who want to keep the world the way it is, no matter how many people get sick because of it, no matter how many poor people get victimized, no matter how many bodies are buried in the foundation. Because that’s the status quo, and they will do anything to protect the status quo. You want to change the world? Nature isn’t your enemy. The slow tide of scientific discovery isn’t your enemy. Your enemies are the people who control the way things are. The bureaucrats… the power brokers… the mega-rich… anybody who stands to lose by having things change.”

“Aren’t you doing this for the money, though, too?”

“Yes – but money is just a by-product. The money’s not the reason. It’s never the reason, it’s never been the reason. The ultimate reason is the game. Against all odds, to create something amazing and beautiful – like the Dubai. Why do you think I got into hotels as a hobby? To make money? Fuck no. I could make ten times the money in oil exploration. It was to create something beautiful – something that will be around in a hundred years, and still be considered beautiful and classy.”

He walked closer to me, talking more passionately the closer he got. “Now imagine doing something that will be around for a thousand. Something that won’t just benefit the rich, but poor people on every continent. Something that the history books will say changed the course of human civilization. That’s what I want to be part of. Something amazing. Something that changes the world.”

He slid his arms around my waist and pulled me against him.

I don’t like to admit it, but I’m a little shallow. I mean, after all, I’d fallen for Connor partly because he was the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on.

And… as much as I hate to admit it… the trappings had affected me, too. The beauty he’d exposed me to. The amazing experiences, the magnificent surroundings.

But you start talking about Nikola Tesla, and how you want to change the world by helping geeks and scientists…

…that was it. Game over, man.

I was a goner, totally swept up in his enthusiasm and passion.
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He bent down to my mouth, his lips warm and forceful.

I opened my own lips to let him in.

I could feel the heat of his body against mine in the cold night air as he kissed me passionately. His wild enthusiasm from a moment ago became feverish motion as his hands roamed over my body.

I draped my arms around his neck and pulled him deeper into me.

His hands cupped my ass, ran up the red dress, caressed the bare skin of my back. Then I felt one hand circle around to the front of my body and softly move over my breast, feeling its weight in his palm.

And I felt something else stir below his waist.

I pressed my body against his hips and thighs, felt the delicious weight and size of it as it grew by the second. I dropped my left hand from around his neck and let one finger trace its way down his shirt – over his firm chest, down the ridges of his abs, and to the front of his pants, where I let my palm gently cup the thickness under the cloth. I stroked him, back and forth, slowly, sensuously, feeling his girth expand in my hand, feeling him harden in my palm.

He groaned and dropped both of his hands down to my ass again. At first I thought he was just feeling me up – and then I felt myself being lifted into the air.

“Oh,” I gasped. Then I gasped even louder as he tilted and lowered me backwards, softly, slowly, until my entire body from ass to shoulders rested softly on the Lamborghini hood.

Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

The warmth from the metal flooded through me, like getting into a toasty warm bed on a bitterly cold night.

He bent down over me and braced himself with one hand against the hood. The other hand tugged at the top of my dress, pulling both it and my bra down until my right breast was exposed.

Then he took me in his mouth.

I moaned and felt my excitement grow as he greedily sucked at my nipple, then licked around it sensuously, then urgently pressed his mouth into my skin, trying to devour me.

Warmth from his mouth on my breast… warmth from the excitement building deep inside me… warmth from the Lamborghini beneath me… all of it combined to flush me through and through with pleasure, and need, and want, contrasting deliciously with the cold night air on my face.

His head moved up and buried in the crook of my neck, his lips nuzzling my skin, caressing my ear, his tongue lightly licking my flesh – not so much wet as soft.

By now, the front edge of my dress was up around my thighs, and I felt the outline of something thick and long press between my legs. I gasped as the pressure rubbed over my clit, sending shivers of pleasure all through my belly.

Then he stood up slightly, and his hands reached under the edge of my dress.

I stared up at him, a silhouette against a billion stars, and felt his warm fingers move over my hip bones… caress the tops of my thighs… and then hook through my lace panties and slowly begin to pull them down.

I arched my back and wriggled, helping him slide them off. I felt my own wetness brush against my thigh as the panties came off, and then he pulled them completely over my high heels and shoved them in his pocket.

One of his hands moved back down to my thighs, and I felt his fingers trace over my wet lips, caressing the skin, making me quiver with anticipation.

His thumb lightly – ever so lightly – traced its way over the hood of my clit, then circled around, teasing me, giving me just the slightest hint of pressure.

But no matter how good it felt, I was paying more attention to his other hand.

It slipped down below his belt and unzipped his fly. Then his fingers reached into the cloth. His cock was so long and big and hard that he had to pull his hips back and change his stance to finally tug it out – but when he did, the shaft wobbled briefly and then jutted up into the air, hard and thick and massive. The light color of his skin showed up against the dark cloth of his slacks, and even in the dim starlight I could see how beautiful and long and enormous it looked, even with the base and the balls still tucked away within his pants.

I reached out one hand and touched it.

Oh my GOD it was scorching hot… soft skin over a rock-hard shaft.

He rocked back and forth, letting his cock move over my soft palm, as though I were pleasuring him with my hand. I felt it strain even harder in my grasp, and my mouth watered and my insides ached because I wanted him inside me so bad.

I seized him – not too hard, but hard enough – and pulled him towards me.

He complied, and I felt the swollen, thick head graze the inside of my thigh, then slide up soft and hot over my skin until the tip touched my lips.

Then he slowly pushed his way inside me.

I groaned as he filled me up, gradually at first, then sinking deeper and deeper.

God, it was so thick and huge inside me.

The weight of his body slowly settled against mine, and I was pressed deliciously between the warmth of the Lamborghini and the muscles of his body and chest.

It was the first time he had been fully clothed while he was inside me. The unfamiliar sensation of cloth on skin was new and exciting, and I realized exactly what was happening:

A rich, powerful, gorgeous man, fully dressed, was fucking me on the hood of his half-a-million dollar sports car, under the most beautiful sky full of stars I’d ever seen.

And I loved it.

He thrust into me, hard and thick, his skin wet from me, sliding deep inside me, slower, then faster, harder, then gentler – and with every thrust, I moaned and gasped.

When my eyes weren’t rolling back into my head, I was staring at the Milky Way above me, overcome by the beauty all around me, swirling overhead – 

And then he would thrust inside me, and the pleasure from his thick, amazing cock would overcome me even more.

I lifted one hand up to his face and stroked his cheek. Then he moved his head slightly to the side and took my fingers into his mouth.

He began to suck, wet and sensual and slow, as his cock filled me up and then withdrew, filled me up and withdrew, over and over and over again.

He began to match his mouth and hips – his tongue sliding over my fingers at the same time his shaft slid inside me, his thrusts stroking deep inside me at the same instant I was deepest inside him.

Oh    My    GOD.

I picked up my legs and circled them around his back, feeling his jacket under my calves, and pulled him harder into me.

I closed my eyes, and several fantasies flashed through my brain:

I was a high-priced call girl, he was the richest and most handsome client I had ever had, and he had paid a king’s ransom to have his way with me.

We were in high school, sneaking out of our parents’ homes in the middle of the night, and had driven out into the desert so we could fuck under the stars.

He was my husband and I was his wife, and he had begged me to make love to him outdoors.

All of that was washed away by the pure bliss of feeling him inside me, thick and massive and overwhelmingly masculine, beyond any other pleasure I’d ever experienced.

I opened my eyes as the bliss inside me built, wanting to make sure I could stare into his eyes when I came.

I must have had my mouth open, groaning and moaning, as I moved back and forth on the car hood. He was watching my lips intently, like he wanted them so much he could barely stand it.

He took my fingers out of his mouth, soft and wet as they slid across his lips, and then he leaned over my body and kissed me.

Softly, tenderly, passionately – all the while his gorgeous cock still thrusting, filling me up, sliding sensuously and wet deep, deep inside me.

When he kissed me, I don’t know if it was the sweetness of his lips on mine, or a change in the pressure on my clit, or his angle inside me, or just the knowledge that in that moment, he was mine, all mine – 

– but he tipped me over the edge.

I screamed with my lips against his, then I pulled him against my shoulder, clutched at his hair madly, blindly, my eyes fluttering as I cried out. All I could see were the stars above as light and pleasure and heat burst deep inside me, filling me up, just like his cock did with every powerful stroke.

Suddenly he groaned, too, and I could feel him burst deep within me. Instead of continuing to thrust, he pushed harder and more insistently, as though he wanted to become one with me, as though he wanted to get deeper inside me than he ever had before. I felt every glorious inch of him as he spasmed and convulsed and filled me with hot wetness, increasing my own pleasure, making me come harder, sending earthshaking tremors throughout my own body.

Then the tremors slowly dimmed and died away. He lay there on top of me, and I could feel his shoulders and arms trembling as he breathed in my ear. 

I held him as close as I could and savored the feel of him still inside me, my eyes barely open as I came back from ecstasy and got lost in the stars above.
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We drove back in silence – at least at first – with Connor holding my hand.

I just reclined in the leather seat, feeling wonderful and flushed and completely happy as I stared out the window. This time, though, I wasn’t looking at the sky; I was watching the dimly lit desert landscape as it rolled by in the starlight.

“You know,” I said, “it’s kind of ironic that you took me out to see the future site of the largest solar energy installation in the world… in a Lamborghini.”

He laughed. “I thought about getting a Tesla.”

“That would have been more apropos.”

“Yes, it would have. But there aren’t many charging stations between LA and Vegas, and the ones that exist are pretty damn slow. But… I’ll fix that.”

“You really think you can do it?”

“What, put in high-speed charging stations between here and Las Vegas?”

I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

He gave me a little half-grin. “Change the world.”

“Yeah.”

“Yes I do, or I wouldn’t attempt it.”

I thought carefully about what I was going to say next, especially since it contained the ‘L’ word – but then decided the way I was going to use it was innocuous enough.

“You know what I love?” I asked, then rushed on to avoid any awkward pauses or looks. “That you’re so passionate about this. That it means so much to you.”

He smiled, and lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it softly. Then, as he lowered it, he gave me a pointed look.

“It’s nice doing something you love. You should try it sometime.”

I almost – almost – said, But I AM doing something I love. YOU.

But no matter how playfully I was planning on saying it, I knew it was too much of a risk.

So I just groaned instead. “I didn’t intend this to turn into career counseling.”

“What are you going to do, though? Have you thought about it?”

I just want to stay with you, I thought, but decided against saying that, too. Because I was afraid he might reply, But what about after?

That was the one thing that really bothered me with Connor. Our fight on Sunday night had left the field strewn with landmines. Any talk of the future, no matter how offhand or innocent, might set one of them off.

But I was happy, and I refused to let it bother me right now. There would be time for that later.

So I just stepped around the landmines.

“No, I’ve been too busy getting wined and dined and… other things.”

He grinned. “Ever the proper lady. I think it’s ‘wined and dined and sixty-nined.’”

“I don’t think a ‘lady’ would have done what we just did back on the hood of your car. And as for the other thing, we already did that on Saturday.”

He laughed and shook his head. “I said it before and I’ll say it again: you should become a politician. You’re really good at dodging questions.”

“As of the last four days, I have too many scandalous sex acts in my past to be a viable candidate.”

He squeezed my hand. “With more to come.”

My heart – and other parts of me – fluttered a little.

“But you’re still not answering my question. Have you thought about what you might do?”

“I don’t think I can get paid for the things I love.”

“And what’s that?”

Again, I almost said, Having sex with you.

But then the snide little voice in my head said, Oh, wait – you already HAVE been paid for that, haven’t you?

It left a sour taste in my mouth.

So I lied instead. “Watching reality TV.”

Connor grunted. “Yeah, not gonna happen. So, next question: what do you know?”

“What, like, for a job?”

“Yes.”

“Not much.”

“There you go again.”

“There I go again what?”

“Not believing in yourself. Tearing yourself down instead of building yourself up.”

“Okay, Mr. Hotshot – if I asked you that same question, what would you say?”

“Everything.”

“No, I mean, ‘what you know.’”

“I know what you meant. And I’d say ‘everything.’”

“Wow – somebody’s full of themselves.”

He laughed. “Somebody’s got to be my best PR agent. Might as well be me.  Nobody else will believe in you until you believe in yourself.”

“What if you don’t believe in yourself?”

“Fake it till you make it.”

“Well, you obviously believe in yourself.” I gave him a sideways look that might have dented other guys’ egos, but only amused Connor.

“Wholeheartedly. One thousand percent.”

“Was there ever a point where you didn’t?”

“Yes.”

I looked over at him. The honesty in his voice was disarming. “When?”

“Walking out on my father was probably one of the defining moments of my life – maybe the defining moment, at least up until now. But after the adrenaline high wore off, I was pretty afraid. Actually, I was terrified. Getting disowned will do that to you. But I quickly realized that, even though I was alone and technically broke, it was more important than ever to present myself as confident, competent, and in control. I never would have gotten a single investor if I’d gone into those meetings saying, ‘I don’t know anything… poor little humble me…’”

“Well, I don’t know anything.”

He sighed, obvious annoyance in his voice – which annoyed me. 

“What did I do when I came to your office?” he asked.

“Besides seducing me?”

He grinned. “Yeah, besides that.”

“And besides acting like a self-important jerk?”

“Who you slept with.”

I glared at him. “Technically, it’s whom.”

I’m not normally a grammar nerd. Only when somebody pisses me off. 

Which he had.

He knew it – and loved it. “Technically or not, you still slept with me.”

“Technically, now you’re acting like a self-satisfied jerk.”

He laughed aloud. “Okay, besides that – what else did I do when I came to your office?”

“You looked at some files.”

“Why?”

“You were looking for information.”

“What information?”

“About the buyout.”

“What was I looking for?”

“The files for PT & Associates, Teramore, Zaruder – ”

“No – those are just data points. Why was I looking?”

This time, I thought before I answered.

“…you were looking to see if Klaus and the department were all that.”

“Exactly. Because I had my doubts.”

“And how does that involve me, other than I was the one who gave it up?”

He smirked. 

I blushed a little. “Not that way.”

“Well…” he said, as though to say, You kinda DID…

I smacked him on the arm and he laughed. 

Then he grew serious again. “Remember when you and I talked after I saw the Teramore report on your computer screen? I found out everything I needed to know from 30 seconds of talking to you.”

I frowned. “No.”

“Yes.”

“You quizzed me for, like, five minutes after that. Actually, ‘quiz’ is the wrong word. You were like the Spanish Inquisition for five minutes after that.”

“That was to satisfy myself that you knew what you were talking about.”

“Still – five minutes, not thirty seconds.”

“More like two-and-a-half minutes. I just kept going because I was amazed you knew so much.”

“You weren’t going to torpedo a buyout on the say-so of some little secretary in Exec Comp.”

“No – that’s why I did my due diligence for the hour afterwards. But I had a gut feeling 30 seconds in that you knew what was going on. Two-and-a-half minutes later I knew my gut was right, and the deal was off.”

I sat there, stunned. It seemed to me that was a pretty big decision to make after talking to a secretary.

But, then again… one of us was a billionaire investor, and one of us wasn’t.

“So what does this have to do with me? Sounds to me like you were the genius who connected the dots so fast.”

“I’ve often found that you can gather your best intelligence at the lowest levels of the company. At the people in support, the ones who have to deal with the bullshit generated by the idiotic ideas of the MBAs and people in management.”

“Not everybody’s me. There’s lots of crappy people at the bottom.”

“That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you compliment yourself, however indirectly.”

I blushed.

“But you’re right,” he continued. “Which is why I made sure you knew your stuff. You did. And I scuttled a billion dollar buyout on your opinion.”

My mouth gaped open to hear it put so baldly. “That’s crazy.”

“Not from my point of view.”

“Why are we even talking about this?”

“What if you ran a consulting firm where you went in and interviewed the low-level employees about what worked and what didn’t? Basically, you culled all the problems and all the suggestions from the people on the front lines? The good people. That would be half your work, separating the wheat from the chaff. But you’re excellent at grasping large-scale issues. You synthesize information rapidly. And you have six months of high-level Exec Comp experience. You basically did all the heavy lifting for an Executive VP. What if you could sell yourself as a consultant for smaller companies, with, say, more than 50 employees but fewer than 500? You go in, find out the problems… and then present the issues to management with suggestions, also pulled from the best employees. You’d basically be crowdsourcing the problems and solutions, but from the group of people who know the system inside and out.”

I sat there for a long second, just turning it over in my mind.

“…that’s kind of cool,” I murmured.

“I know. I thought of it.”

“Even when you’re trying to be helpful, you’re kind of arrogant, you know that?”

“It’s not arrogant if it’s true.”

“Whatever. But answer me this, Mr. I’m Too Cool For This World.”

“What?”

“Who in their right minds would hire me for my first gig?”

“They would if I recommended you.”

I was silent for a long moment. 

Finally I asked, meekly, “You’d do that?”

“I have faith in you. Faith, I might add, that you’re sorely lacking in yourself.”

“They would listen to you?”

He gave me a look.

“Okay, stupid question,” I said – yet couldn’t let it go. “But seriously… they would?”

“If Bill Gates said he’d just used an incredible software debugger last week, and the person was a freelancer and anybody could get him on a job-by-job basis… wouldn’t you hire him?”

“I don’t need any software debugged.”

“Very funny,” he said, not laughing.

“Yeah… if I had the money.”

“The people I’d be recommending you to? They have the money.”

“You’d do that?”

“Like I said, Lily, I have faith in you. You should try to have a little in yourself.”

“Or just fake it till I do.”

He grinned. “Now you’re learning.”
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We got back to the hotel long after 2AM. Connor opened the door slowly, scanning for any angry Asian bodyguards – but the penthouse was dark, and Johnny was apparently sound asleep in his room.

We tiptoed into the master bedroom and closed the door.

“I need to take a shower,” I said. I had a thin layer of dust and fine grit over my skin and hair, and there was no way I was getting into bed like that.

I peeled off my dress and bra. The panties, as far as I knew, were still in Connor’s pocket.

He watched me as I undressed.

I enjoyed feeling his eyes roving over me.

“I’ll join you,” he whispered when I was finished.

I looked back at him and smiled. “Fine by me.”

While Connor undressed, I went into the bathroom. There were a number of small candles on the counters; I decided to light them rather than turn on the bright overhead lights.

And… y’know… just in case.

There was a light tap at the door.

“Come in,” I whispered.

The door opened, and he walked in.

Totally naked.

I caught my breath.

I still wasn’t used to seeing him like that. Still wasn’t used to seeing someone so gorgeous in front of me, and naked on top of it.

And Good Lord it was nice to see him naked.

I hadn’t been able to out in the desert. As fun as it had been, I had missed looking at his body.

His muscles rippled in the candlelight. His chest was broad and powerful. His arms looked more like a construction worker’s / fireman’s / insert-your-preferred-fantasy-here than a billionaire investor. His hands were big and beautifully sculpted, like Michaelangelo’s David.

My eyes moved back to his body and the muscles of his torso. In the candlelight, his abs look like they were drawn in India ink, they were so deeply delineated by shadow.

And my eyes still kept going lower – to the seductive curve of his hipbones, and the lower muscles of his abdomen… to the thatch of dark curly hair… and below that, to the long, thick member that hung between his muscular thighs.

I just stood there looking at it, entranced by the shading of the light over the ridges and contours… and then it slowly started to expand… to get longer… to thicken and pull away from his thighs at a slight angle.

I looked up and saw him smiling at me in that naughty little I know exactly what you’re looking at way.

I blushed, though in the candlelight, I was pretty sure he couldn’t see it.

He walked over to me slowly, like a jungle cat stalking its prey.

My eyes dropped briefly to his thighs again, and watched his shaft sway heavily with his movement.

Then I forced myself to look up into his eyes as he came to a standstill in front of me.

He put out a hand and brushed my hair back from my shoulder.

“I love it that you like looking at me,” he whispered.

I swallowed hard.

“There’s a lot of nice reasons to look at you,” I answered truthfully.

He grinned and put his other hand up to my cheek, tilted my head up, and leaned over and kissed me softly on the lips. So warm, so sweet. Our bodies weren’t even touching, but I could feel the heat radiating off him.

Well… most of our bodies weren’t touching.

Besides his hands on my face, I felt something soft and warm graze my thigh and slowly trail upwards, heartbeat by heartbeat, as it grew thicker and harder.

Oh God.

As his manhood grew, it brushed past my lips and my landing strip of hair, tantalizing me, teasing me.

Then, when it was fully erect, he stepped closer to me, pressing it against my belly, hot and massive and hard, but the skin still soft as it gently slid across my stomach.

I just stood there like that, hypnotized, his hands gently holding my face, his lips brushing a lingering kiss against mine, and the erotic pressure of his manhood against me, making me desperately want him inside me. 

Then he pulled away.

“Weren’t we supposed to take a shower?” he whispered. 

“Uhhhh… yeah…” I mumbled, my face still lifted up towards him, straining to continue the kiss.

Instead he grinned and turned towards the shower. As he did, his hands trailed down my chest, softly stroking my nipples before he moved away.

Grrrr.

He was the world’s worst tease. I would have loved to make him want me as much as he made me want him – and then leave him hanging.

For ten seconds or so.

But I don’t think the ‘him wanting me as much as I wanted him’ part was possible.

I’d have to work on it, though.

The soft hiss of water filled the air.

“Come on in,” he said as he took my hand. 
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The shower was wonderful, with the heat rising around us, and the flickering light of the candles through the pebbled glass, and the sensual feel of the water rushing over my skin.

But best of all was the person I was sharing it with.

He lathered up his hands and moved them over my skin, starting with my lower back and moving down to my ass, clutching my cheeks, kneading them, sliding his finger scandalously between them. Then he moved around to the front, soaping up his hands again and gliding them over my breasts, suspending them in his palms, tweaking my nipples between his soapy fingers and thumbs.

And all the while he kissed me – probing my mouth softly, leaving to gently nibble my ear, moving his lips down my neck, his tongue matching the wetness of the water cascading down my skin. Then he worked his way back up, sucking lightly at my lower lip, pressing his mouth firmly against mine, and caressing my tongue with his.

I kept busy, too.

First I soaped up my hands and reached around to his backside.

Ohhhhhhhh my God.

I sincerely hope that someday you get to hold as fine an ass in your hands as I did right then. 

I roved my fingers over his cheeks – firm, muscular, powerful – soaping them up, playing with them, clutching them tight as I could.

Of course, that pressed something else up against me. So, after a few minutes, I moved on to it.

Again I soaped up my hands and started with the insides of his legs. I worked my hands up slowly… caressing the well-defined outlines of his muscular thighs… and then my fingers brushed against his balls.

I didn’t go too fast, though. I just kept my soapy fingers playing along his legs, up to where they joined his body, letting the backs of my fingers graze against his more sensitive parts. And then I took the tip of one finger, soapy and slick, and lightly touched his sack. Traced my finger across the sensitive skin, around the pendulous weights… and then cradled his balls in the palm of my hand.

With the other hand I made a ‘C’ with my forefinger and thumb, and lightly – barely touching his skin – started to move up his rock-hard shaft. There was more friction from the soap bubbles than there was from my actual hand.

He groaned.

I figured I was on the right track.

I made my way all the way up to the head, and then I moved my hand slowly back down, all the while softly caressing his balls, soaping them up, feeling their weight in my palm.

He stopped kissing me and just stood there, eyes closed, mouth open, and moaned.

I turned him slightly, letting the water hit him and wash away all the soap.

And then I bent over.

He was so long, I didn’t have far to go.

I took his firm, swollen head in my mouth.

He groaned louder and braced his hands against the tile walls.

The spray of the water played over my skin as I went down further – one inch, two inches, as much as I could take of something so huge in my mouth – and then came back up and licked the underside of his shaft.

Then I plunged down again, a little bit further, wetting him with my mouth, slicking him down with my tongue.

He was groaning more or less non-stop by now.

That was when I stood up and immediately shut off the water.

His eyes flew open in shock.

I smiled sweetly, let my fingers trace along the underside of his cock, and then pulled away as I stepped out of the shower.

“All clean,” I announced, grabbed a towel, and headed into the dark bedroom.

If I were to describe it in a country song, he watched me go like I’d just run off with his pickup truck, his dog, and his last bottle of whiskey.

Maybe I could pull off that ‘making him want me more than I want him’ thing after all.
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He didn’t let me get away with it for long, though.

I was about ten feet away from the bed when he came racing out and almost tackled me from behind, his wet, powerful body smacking hard against my back. 

I half-shrieked, half-laughed as his arms wrapped around me and pressed me hard against him.

“That wasn’t very nice,” he whispered hoarsely in my ear.

I tilted my head up and turned it towards him.

He kissed me hungrily as his hands founds my breasts and fondled them, hot and wet in his hands.

I broke off the kiss this time. “How do you want me to make it up to you?” I asked innocently, batting my eyes.

“I can think of a few ways,” he whispered, then turned me around so we faced each other. Then he grabbed my ass and began kissing me fervently again.

I ran my hands over the wet skin of his back, and felt his throbbing shaft – slick from my own mouth – slide across my belly.

Then he pulled back, and I swear he would have twirled his mustache if he had one.

“…I know,” he whispered.

Uh oh.

“…wwwwhaaaat?” I asked warily.

He grinned and pushed me down on the bed.

“I’m getting the bed wet!” I protested.

“Before I’m through with you, it’s going to be a lot wetter,” he growled.

Oh my.

I waited and watched as he retrieved a couple of candles from the bathroom and put them on the tables by the bed. Then he went over to the closet and reemerged carrying four ties.

My mouth dropped open. “Um…”

“I want to tie you up,” he whispered.

“Ummmm…”

“Come on – you’ve let me do other things to you that you liked.” He paused. “You did like them, didn’t you?”

I blushed in the candlelight, and took my sweet time to answer.

“…yes.”

That was all the encouragement he needed. He knotted one end of the tie around my left wrist. Not too tight. The cloth was so soft that it could have been tighter, actually.

“Isn’t that tie really expensive?” I asked, worried.

“So?” he asked as he lashed the skinnier end to the headboard, pulling my arm out at an angle.

“So should you use it?”

“Never been put to a better purpose, I can guarantee you that,” he murmured as he moved across me, pausing to kiss me (and let me feel the delicious brush of his cock against my thighs) before he moved on to the other arm and my legs.

 Within sixty seconds I was lying spread-eagle on the bed, with silk shackles tied firmly around my wrists and ankles. My legs were forced apart at a ninety-degree angle, the most private parts of me exposed, as Connor stood at the foot of the bed devouring me with his eyes.

I watched as his massive hard-on seemed to swell just a little bit more, the head lifting further into the air.

“Very nice,” he whispered, his eyes taking in the ‘V’ of my legs.

I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about this.

On the one hand, the ‘being tied up’ part wasn’t doing much for me.

But the feeling of total submissiveness was.

So, okay, maybe it was doing something for me.

I felt a certain amount of embarrassment as his eyes lingered over my lower parts…

…but I can’t deny how much I enjoyed the look in his eyes, either.

Or how wet I was.

And not just from the shower.

He knelt down at the foot of the bed, his eyes locked on mine. He began to softly kiss and lick my skin, still beaded with water from the shower, starting with my foot. His tongue and lips slowly moved from my calf, to my knee, to my inner thigh, up to my wide-open legs.

By the time his mouth enveloped my lower lips, I was trembling.

And I discovered something else: whatever my feelings about being tied up, the resistance was wonderful. I could strain and fight against the bonds – which I did – and it just heightened my pleasure. I don’t know why, but I really enjoyed the sense of struggling and powerlessness…

…as he slowly took me with his tongue and mouth.

His fingers smoothed away the water droplets on my belly as his tongue stroked me, caressed me, parted me, filled me.

I moaned and tensed my arms, pulling hard – but nothing happened.

I was trapped there.

I couldn’t get away from the pleasure.

He moved one hand up to my chest and softly massaged and played with my breasts. At the same time, he began to circle my clit with his tongue, caressing it, flicking it softly, pressing against it with a firm, wet pressure and then sliding away, leaving me aching for more.

“Oh God,” I moaned as he softly pinched one nipple and took all of me down there in his mouth, pressing his tongue deep inside.

Not as deep as I wanted, though.

And I wanted something much bigger.

I lifted my ass into the air, resisting my bonds, straining against his touch, wanting more, needing more, demanding more.

His mouth released me and he got up on all fours, looming over me.

I could see the outline of his shaft, hard and thick, slowly moving back and forth between his legs. A thin string of his own wetness dripped from the tip, shimmering silver in the candlelight.

I squirmed on the bed sheets, waiting impatiently, trying to hurry him up without begging.

He misinterpreted it.

“Oh… you trying to get away from me?” he growled, slowly moving up the bed.

He seemed to like it. Me trying to get away from him.

So I played along.

“You can’t have me,” I whispered.

He let one finger glide up my thigh and part my lips, his touch slick and sweet over my clit.

I stifled the cry of agony and ecstasy that I wanted to let loose.

“I don’t think you have much say in that right now,” he whispered, his voice dark and dangerous.

“You can’t have me,” I said again, and angled my pelvis so that it was sideways – one hip jutting up in the air and the other pressing against the sheets.

“Oh yes I can,” he breathed hot into my ear, and placed one powerful hand against my waist.

I fought back all the harder, my arms and legs straining against the silk of the ties.

It was incredibly erotic.

“No, you can’t,” I whispered.

“Yes,” he answered, and pressed his upper body against mine.

I could feel him between my thighs now – the wet thickness gliding forward, trying to find its way inside me.

“No!” I whispered.

He stopped, still as stone.

There were a couple of seconds of silence.

“…um… just to be absolutely, 100% clear…” he said hesitantly.

I smiled at his concern. I really wanted to kiss him – but I spoke instead. “I remember the safe word. Seeing as it’s ‘Safe Word.’”

“…so… unless you say the safe word…”

“‘No’ means ‘yes,’” I whispered into his ear. “Just for tonight. Just for right now.”

He nodded somberly – and then his fingers grabbed my hair and he kissed me hot and wet, devouring my mouth.

And I felt something else hot and wet slide between my thighs.

“No,” I whispered, angling my hips away.

To be honest, what I was doing felt kind of wrong. Psychologically uncomfortable, a little shameful. ‘No means no’ – period. Right? So I felt like I was bad for doing this.

But it was really, really hot.

And I didn’t want to stop.

Not yet.

“No, you can’t have me – ”

“Yes,” he whispered, pressing his body harder against me. “Please.”

“No – ”

“Yes,” he demanded. “Please – ”

I struggled away from him, though I wanted him inside me more than ever. “No, you can’t have me – ”

“YES,” he said fiercely. He sat upright, grasped my hips with his hands, forcing me flat onto the bed – and then he took that big, gorgeous shaft in one hand and angled the head right against my lips and clit.

The slipperiness of his juices made him slide across me, a pressure as wet and hot as his tongue, but firmer and harder and far more powerful. Soft and hard all at once, thick and juicy and slick, pressing against me, overcoming me with a jolt of pleasure.

I breathed in sharply, ragged and quick.

“Yes,” he whispered.

“No – ”

“Please, Lily, please, yes – ”

And then I felt him enter me.

Oh my God oh my God oh my God

It was just the head – just the tip, really.

But damn it felt amazing.

The sensations were mind-blowing.

But I wasn’t going to let him win that easily.

I tried to force him out, pressing the muscles inside me against him – 

But the delicious pressure just kept easing deeper and deeper inside me as his girth filled me up.

“Yes,” he whispered in my ear.

“Yes,” I agreed, moaning.

I stopped trying to fight him and let him enter me deeply, let him fill me completely.

“Lily,” he hissed in my ear as he pulled out almost all the way – and then plunged deep inside me again.

“Oh God, yes, oh God,” I cried out as he filled me up, over and over, rotating his hips so that he swirled inside me, pressing everywhere inside me, stroking me, possessing me, fucking me, making love to me – 

I bit his shoulder lightly as waves of pressure started to build up beyond my control.

“Harder,” he hissed. “Bite me harder.”

I bit him harder, his flesh firm and tight between my teeth.

The earth was shaking under me, and I couldn’t control it anymore.

“Harder,” he hissed as he filled me up over and over and over.

I bit harder and screamed, the noise muffled against his skin, as my entire body convulsed with pleasure, jolting again and again, larger and larger, with every thrust of him between my legs –

And then he cried out, too, his hands buried in my hair, pulling at my head, my teeth still biting his shoulder, as he pounded inside one more time… and then he relented, and his whole body shuddered. I could feel him expand inside me, over and over, thicker and bigger, and he pulled out and thrust inside me again, filling me once more, his orgasm bursting against mine, his contractions matching mine, his body one with mine – 

And then he collapsed on top of me, his body shaking as I trembled underneath him, the aftershocks still pulsing through me every few seconds until they gradually died out.

I kissed the skin where I’d bitten him and felt the indention in his flesh. “Are you okay?”

He pulled his head up to look me in the eye. He had the dreamy, spaced-out look of someone on the best drugs ever.

“I’m fantastic,” he whispered. “Well, I mean… you’re fantastic… hell, you know what I mean.”

Then he kissed me on the mouth.

I giggled beneath his lips and kissed him back.

He pulled away and looked at me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fantastic, too. Although you could untie me now, if you want.”

“Oh – yeah,” he said, and reached up and fumbled with the knots around my wrists. “But I meant… with what we just did…”

Once my arms were free, I arched my head up off the bed, put my hands on his cheeks, and kissed him tenderly. “I’m great. But it was just for tonight.”

“Just for tonight,” he whispered, a promise.

I nodded, then murmured in his ear, “Until we use the safe word again. That thing’s awful handy.”

He laughed – and then we kept on kissing, our bodies still entwined.
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I don’t remember much after that.

In fact, I don’t remember much of anything until I woke up the next morning.

The room was dim, but light was glowing through the curtained windows.

I remembered Connor making love to me… 

…an amazing orgasm as I stared up at the stars…

…and an even hotter orgasm doing something really, really naughty.

Maybe it was time for round three.

I rolled over and reached for Connor.

He wasn’t there.

His side of the bed was empty, just rumpled sheets and a pulled-back comforter.

But there was a note.



Lily,



Sorry, had to go tip over the first domino.

Johnny’s with me, so you’re on your own.

Order some room service – and DON’T PAY FOR IT. Put it on the room tab.

Give me a call as soon as you read this.



Connor



He left his cell number at the bottom of the sheet of paper.

The first domino…?

Then I remembered what he had said the night before:

All the pieces are already in place. It’s just a matter of tipping over the first domino.

I grinned… and then lay back in bed, my mind reeling.

Had everything he’d told me last night been real?

A solar farm out in the Nevada desert?

The destruction of the coal and energy industries, at least as they existed today?

Changing the entire world as we know it?

If anybody can do it, HE can.

I reached for my cell phone, then realized it wasn’t on the bedside table. I had to search the bedroom for it, and finally found it along with my box of office ‘memorabilia’ from my time with Herr Klaus.

Asshole, I thought about my former boss, then walked over to the bed.

I checked the phone. 10:27.

MAN I slept late…

I checked the note again and dialed the number.

Then I remembered something else from our conversation last night.

Isn’t he meeting with the governor today?  Or state officials or something? Why would he answer my phone call if he’s in a meeting with –

“Hello?” Connor spoke into my ear.

“Hey,” I said, breaking out into a huge smile.

“Hey yourself,” he said. I could hear the grin in his voice.

“Glad I caught you before your meeting.”

“No, I’m right in the middle of it.”

“Oh my God,” I gasped, my face getting red. “I’m sorry, I – ”

“Why are you apologizing? I told you to call.”

“Why did you answer?!”

“I make time for the important people in my life.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Hello?” he said, though he knew I was there.

“Who is it?” I whispered.

“Is this a bad knock-knock joke?”

“No – who are you meeting with?”

“The governor.”

My face went beet-red.           

“I’ll call you back – ”

“He can’t hear me. I excused myself, I’m over at the window.”

“I can’t believe you answered the phone in a meeting with the governor of Nevada!”

“It’s his own fault. He made me wait five minutes, I can make HIM wait a couple.”

“Well… I’m just calling to say ‘hey.’”

“I won’t be done until later this afternoon, maybe 4 or 5. I left a credit card and a little bit of cash for you on the table by the front door. Go out and have some fun while I’m gone.”

An uncomfortable feeling roiled in the pit of my stomach. “I’m not going to take your credit card and go shopping.”

He chuckled. “I should’ve never said that, should I?”

“I’m GLAD you said it, otherwise I might’ve done it.”

“Well, I’m ordering you to enjoy yourself. Buy a nice little black dress for tonight – we’ll go out and have fun.”

“You’re ordering me?” I asked in a oh no you DI-IN’T voice.

“I’m… requesting.”

“Mmm… maybe,” I grunted.

“At least have a nice breakfast.”

“Alright. I don’t want to take up too much of your time – ”

“Lily?”

“Yes?”

“You can take up as much of my time as you want.”

I smiled. “Go take over the world, Connor.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“I’ll talk to you later.”

“I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“Okay.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

It was weird… I had to hold myself back from saying ‘Love you.’

Habit, mostly. I say it to my parents, I say it to Anh…

Not a good thing to say to HIM at this point, though, I chided myself.

Then I realized that this was the first time I’d spoken to him over the phone since the night we’d first met. 

In fact, the very first time I’d ever heard his voice was over the phone. There was an odd feeling of completion to it all, talking to him now, with everything that had happened between us in the last couple of days.

Then I decided I was finished pondering the mysteries of the universe, and went off to the bathroom to take a shower.
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And so began Lily’s Day Out.

It began with a late, sumptuous breakfast of strawberries, mangoes, and peaches with a small order of scrambled eggs, a side of bacon, and two mimosas with freshly-squeezed orange juice. 

Perfection.

I felt a little bad about spending Connor’s money, but decided, Hey, he SAID to, and gave the room service guy a $30 tip.

Not exactly a tip in Connor’s league, but I’m not that crazy.

The red dress was a mess from the evening before – sand and dust everywhere – so I opted for my work clothes from Monday, which Johnny had helpfully stashed in the Prada store’s shopping bag. They were a little funky, but I figured I wouldn’t be wearing them too long.

The credit card was an American Express Black Card registered to Extremis Inc.

The ‘little bit of cash’ Connor had mentioned?

$600.

Almost as much as my monthly rent.

I shook my head, put it in my purse, and headed down to the lobby.

I used the money to get a cab. After making the exasperated cabbie drive up and down the Strip twice, I decided I liked the Venetian the best, so I paid him (with a $30 tip – hey! I was on a roll) and set out for the shops.

The interior of the shopping area was beautiful – buildings modeled after Venice, Italy (duh), complete with canals threading between the shops. 

What threw me was the ceiling, which was sky blue and painted with clouds so realistic it took me a second to remember I was inside rather than outside. It was only some shadows in the corners of the ceiling that gave away the illusion.

I was hoping I’d find something a little cheaper than Prada or Gucci – and I did. There was an Ann Taylor store, and I searched until I found a little black dress that I figured Connor wouldn’t mind taking off me. No, it wasn’t as swanky as an Armani… but I figured it a thousand dollars less. At least.

I also picked out a new bra and pair of panties. I kept on all my new clothes when I walked out of the changing rooms, paid the cashier, and left to go find somewhere to eat lunch.

Along the way, I saw an ATM nestled amongst the shops. I still wasn’t comfortable spending all of Connor’s money, so I thought I would replenish it with a little of my own.

It’s still his money, a snarky little voice whispered in my head.

“Shut up,” I said out loud, then looked around, embarrassed, hoping nobody had heard me. Thankfully nobody had. At least, nobody was looking at me like I was a crazy person babbling to myself.

I popped my card in the ATM slot… entered my code… withdrew $400…

…and gasped when I saw the printed transaction receipt.

He’d already told me.

I knew it was there.

But it’s one thing to ‘know’ something, and entirely another to actually see it.

Especially when the ‘something’ is fifty grand.

My bank balance was $49,927.73.

Considering that I’d just withdrawn $400, that had meant it had been $50,327.73 just a few seconds before.

$327.73. That’s all I’d had to my name 24 hours ago. Not nearly enough to cover my rent – much less groceries, gas, car insurance, and utilities.

And now… now I had more money than I’d ever had before in my life. 

Actually, more money than I’d ever made, combined, in my entire life.

It was disorienting.

I actually stumbled over to a bench and sat down. My hand was shaking as I looked at the receipt.

I think, until that moment, the emotional impact of being with someone as rich as Connor hadn’t fully registered.

That sounds goldigger-y and smarmy. Let me try again.

Until that second, I had been living in a fairytale. An X-rated fairytale with some hot hot moments, and a few really unhappy ones, too… but it was like a story I was guest-starring in. It was somehow… not real. As though I might wake up any second and discover it was all a wonderful dream, and now it was Monday morning and time to go back to suffering the petty torments of working for Herr Klaus.

Tune in this week for Fantasy Island, starring Lily Ross!

But there was one thing in my life that was more Real Life than anything else – and that was Money.

Notice that I didn’t say ‘Important.’ I said ‘Real Life.’ 

Like the sort of things that beat you over the head and remind you you’re not living in a Hallmark Movie. 

Rent. Bills. Being able to eat something other than Top Ramen.

You need Money for Real Life, and there was never enough of it.

Not that I wanted a ton of money. I mean, yeah, you want to give me a winning lottery ticket? Sure, I’ll take it. But I never chased after money, not like ambitious people do. There were other things that were more important to me. Truth, beauty, love, friendship, a sense of greater purpose…

That sounds like it should go on a sappy greeting card.

But if all I was interested in was money, I would have been all over Connor’s original offer of $20,000 like white on rice.

I didn’t take it because I was in love with him. And him offering to pay me for my time? It cheapened that. Made it feel tawdry. Made me feel tawdry.

But the Real Life thing about Money was this: I’d struggled with it all my adult life (what little I’d lived so far). Never enough money to do what I wanted. Just barely enough to scrape by. Having to do crappy jobs and work for people I hated just to survive.

Haha – welcome to the human race, right?

Yeah, I know, I know – Join the club, Lily.

There was a funny joke I heard last week on the radio that went something like this: you say you want a support group for people who hate their jobs? There is one! It’s called ‘Everybody,’ and they hold meetings in bars!

But four days ago I’d met a guy for whom money was like tap water to me: something you just turned on. Took for granted. It was always there, as much as he wanted.

And he’d given me something that, to him, was no more than a glass of water.

But for me, it changed everything.

And the proof of it was on a little paper slip in my hand.

I cried a little as I sat there looking at it. I felt like I had a lottery ticket in my hand for No More Scraping By. No More Worrying. And the ticket had come up a winner. 

I know that sounds stupid – after all, I wasn’t exactly on Easy Street.

But that’s how I felt. Connor’s gift had bought me a year, maybe two if I was careful.

And it might sound as though all I cared about was the money. Trust me, nothing could have been further from the truth.

The main thing was, a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

I was thankful to Connor for so much – for the passionate nights, for the feelings he inspired in me, for the affection he gave me, for the way he touched me, for the sights and experiences I would have never had if it hadn’t been for him.

For making me fall in love.

And for the hope that maybe, just maybe, he might be falling in love with me, too.

But at that moment, I was thankful that he had given me something else: 

Time.

Freedom.

The chance to not have to worry.

And I hadn’t had to sell my soul – or my feelings for him – to do it.

So I sat there and cried a little, and felt that my world had suddenly changed.

But it wasn’t a dream this time.

It was reality, and the slip of paper in my hand proved it.






25


Okay, mope time over.

After I had my little freak-out over an ATM receipt, I decided I was going to celebrate.

Not, like, celebrate the way Connor did, with sixteen-course meals and surf-n-turf room service.

Just lunch. A nice lunch and a glass of wine. I’m a sensible girl (usually), and contemplating a year of financial freedom had made me want to keep it.

Mmm… maybe two glasses of wine.

I found a nice little restaurant by the crazy indoor canal that ran through the Venetian’s shopping area. It was late enough after the lunch crowd that there was plenty of seating, so they put me by the wrought-iron railing so I could watch the gondolas go by. Guys wearing white-and-black-striped shirts with little red scarves pushed the boats along with poles. Meanwhile, the people inside the gondolas filmed the whole thing with their iPhones. Or smooched. Or filmed themselves with their iPhones as they smooched.

It looked like fun. I wondered if Connor would do something so ‘Vegas-y.’

Probably not. He’d say, Let’s just fly to Venice and do it for real.

Which would be great, but not really what I was after. What I really wanted to do was see him squirm. I figured I could bring it up and then make fun of him for being a snob when he recoiled.

But there was a chance he might say ‘yes.’ And that would make life super-difficult for Johnny. The poor guy would probably be jumping out of his skin the whole time… if Connor even let him on the boat.

On the other hand, we’d had the whole ‘Normal Day,’ and he’d ridden the ferris wheel at Santa Monica Pier, so maybe he actually would go for – 

“Hello there,” someone said off to my left.

A woman’s voice – low and husky, kind of like Lauren Bacall’s when she was twenty years old and in black-and-white movies.

I turned around, expecting to see a waitress. 

She wasn’t a waitress.

She was, however, one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. Face-to-face, or even in a movie or the pages of a magazine. She had skin like porcelain, cheekbones like a model’s, eyes the color of emeralds, and a perfectly sculpted nose and lips. Her golden blonde hair was swept up into a kind of updo or chignon that showed off her long, elegant neck. Every strand was immaculately in place.

She was wearing a really nice business suit – white silk blouse, grey pencil skirt, expensive tailored jacket. Everything was either tight enough, high enough, or low enough to show off an amazing figure, loooong legs, and a tiny little waist.

Her makeup was minimal, as was her jewelry. Tiny diamond earrings, matched by a small diamond pendant on a slim gold necklace. A couple of rings set with diamonds and rubies – though none on her left ring finger.

She was probably in her late 20’s, though I was guessing that really because she was so tall. Compared to me, anyway. She didn’t have a wrinkle on her face – no laugh lines, no smile lines… just smooth, perfect skin.

She was beautiful in an elegant, prim, proper way, with style, taste, and grace to boot.

In short, she looked like Cinderella went off and got a Fortune 500 top executive job.

And then attended some sort of convention in Vegas, I guess.

I hated her for a second for being so beautiful, then reprimanded myself.

“Hi,” I answered.

“I’m so sorry to bother you… but can you tell me, where did you get that dress?” she asked.

Grace Kelly with Lauren Bacall’s voice. Damn.

I couldn’t for the life of me understand why she was asking me about my dress. It probably cost at least a grand less than her ensemble – and while I liked what I was wearing, hers was pretty damn top-notch.

“Ann Taylor,” I answered.

“It’s so cute. You have good taste.”

Oh… well…

My hater-ation went down several notches, and my friendliness quotient went up. Wine and flattery, greatest social lubricants in the world.

“Thank you – but, I mean, what you’re wearing is beautiful.”

She waved her hand through the air like she was batting away the compliment, and her expression said, Oh, YOU know how it is.

“Have to get dolled up for business.” Then she looked me dead in the eyes and said, “But your boyfriend is a lucky man.”

My first reaction was to say, ‘Oh, he’s not really my boyfriend.’

My second reaction was to think, It kind of sucks he’s not my boyfriend.

And my third reaction – which would have probably been my first, if not for the wine – was, Wow, this is a weird conversation.

First Cinderella comes over and compliments me… and now she’s talking about my ‘boyfriend’…

Is she just seeing if I HAVE a boyfriend? 

Why would she do that? 

Holy shit, is Grace Kelly/Lauren Bacall HITTING on me?!

“Um… well… we – he and I – just started dating…”

“But you’re here together?”

I frowned a little, even as I kept a smile on my face. Chatty Kathy here was seriously weirding me out.

Is she still hitting on me? What the hell?

She smiled when I didn’t answer, as though to put me at ease. “Best part of the relationship… when everything is romantic.”

“Yeah… it’s great…”

I probably looked like a girl in a horror movie when she realizes the proprietor of the spooky old inn isn’t exactly right in the head.

“Why isn’t he here?” she asked.

“Um… he’s working…?” Not that it’s any business of yours?

“Ah. Be sure to wear that for him later – he’ll love it.”

“I… uh… yeah, I plan on it.”

“Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time. Have a great day – and thanks for the information.” She smiled. “About the dress.”

“You’re welcome.”

She fluttered her fingers like Ta ta, and glided off effortlessly on her four-inch, super-cute pumps.

Wow. THAT was weird.

It’s not every day that Kate Upton comes up and tells you you have a nice bod. Or Miranda Kerr says you’re cute.

 And might be trying to get into your pants.

Flattering, I suppose… but the vibe was strange. Sort of inappropriate and slightly creepy.

But my second glass of Riesling put a nice glow on the memory a few minutes later.

And then I forgot all about it.
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After I finished lunch, I stopped by the casino for the hell of it. If you go to Vegas and don’t gamble, what’s the point?

(Besides the sex, fancy dinners, and surreal car trips out to the desert, I mean.)

I bet on a few hands of blackjack, and then when I was losing too badly, I switched to slots. That was not a good choice, as I could not figure most of them out. There’s your old-school ones, yes, where you’re trying to line up ‘Bars’ and Lucky 7’s and fruit and whatnot – but I’m talking about the flashy new ones, with strange Egyptian or ‘Under The Sea’ themes, or where you can line things up in a zig-zag line. You have to have a genius-level IQ to know what’s going on with some of them. I stared at them for a few minutes, trying to decipher what I was supposed to accomplish, and just ended up feeling like an ADD kid without my Adderall, eyes darting from one flashing light to another. So I went back over to one of the old-school ones and promptly lost $20 in about 5 minutes.

That was it. $100 was my limit. $80 on blackjack, $20 on slots, we out. Even with 50 grand in the bank, losing a hundred dollars was painful.

I was leaving the casino and pondering my next move when I got a call from Connor. I checked the time on my cell: a little after 3PM.

“Hey.”

“Where you at?” he said, trying to sound as ‘street’ as possible.

It was the first thing I’d witnessed that he just couldn’t quite pull off.

It was goofy and adorable.

“‘Where you at’? What, have you been hanging out with Macklemore?”

“I don’t even know who that is.”

“Eminem, then.”

“Okay, I know who that is. Isn’t that what the kids say these days when they’re making a booty call? ‘Where you at?’”

I actually froze in the lobby of the Venetian, blushed, and hid my face with one hand as I whispered into the phone, “Oh my GOD tell me you are not still in the meeting with the governor of Nevada…”

“No, no. Just a state senator.”

“Connor – ”

“He doesn’t mind – he’s giving me the thumbs-up right now – ”

“CONNOR!”

He laughed. “I’m joking. I just finished for the day.”

I finally breathed in again. “Thank God.”

“I didn’t know you were so prudish, Lily.”

“About you talking about booty calls in front of elected officials?”

“No, just booty calls, period.”

“I’m NOT.”

Actually, I was. First of all, I’m not sure a boyfriend calling you to have sex is technically a booty call. And if any of my exes had tried it while we were together, I probably would have just hung up on them.

“Is that what this is?” I continued. “A booty call?”

“Hell yes.”

“Wow, somebody’s hot and bothered.”

“Happens when my plans for world domination go as planned.”

“The meetings went that well, huh?”

“You have no idea.”

“If you get hot and bothered when things go your way, then I think I have an idea.”

“Where are you?”

“About to leave the Venetian.”

“Go wait out front, I’ll pick you up.”

“Wait out front where?”

“I don’t know – go out front and describe where you are. What are you wearing?”

“Is this for identification purposes, or are you starting in on phone sex now?”

“Well, it WAS for identification purposes, but I like the way you’re thinking.”

I laughed. “Wow, if you don’t get your morning fix, you just turn into a little horndog, don’t you?”

“Yes. Like that movie GREMLINS… sort of. ”

“I love that movie!”

“I figured you might. Are you outside yet?”

“Yeah… there’s a sort of bridge that connects the Venetian to Treasure Island.” 

I only knew it was Treasure Island because of the gaudy green, red, and blue sign out in front of the casino. That, and the words ‘Treasure Island’ at the top of the twenty-story hotel. I’m brilliant like that. 

“Right by that bridge, there’s a break in the railing where cars can drive up. Can you pick me up there?”

“Absolutely. You still haven’t told me what you’re wearing, though.”

“A little black dress.”

“Ah. Is it easy access?”

“Aren’t they all?”

“Some more than others. What have you got on underneath?”

I giggled a little as I headed over to the meeting place. “Are you serious?”

“I am totally serious.”

“What has gotten into you?”

“The question is, how long before I’ll be getting into you?”

“Oh my God, that sounds like one of the cheesiest pick-up lines ever.”

“I have a better one. Want to hear it?”

“Sure.”

“That dress looks very becoming on you. And if I were that dress, I’d be coming, too.”

I actually burst out laughing in the middle of the sidewalk. “Oh my GOD.”

“Huh? Huh?”

“I don’t know if you’re going to be able to wait until the hotel room.”

“Ohhhhh, I SO like the way you’re thinking.”

“That was an observation, NOT an invitation!”

“Too late. I want to have my way with you. Immediately.”

I have to admit, by now I was getting turned on.

“Do you know how much I’ve been thinking about fucking you today, Lily?”

Oh my God.

“I’ve been sitting in all these boring meetings, and all I could think about was making you come.”

I stopped breathing.

“I want you so badly, Lily, you have no idea. Just thinking about the things I want to do to you… how badly I want to hear you moan…”

“You weren’t thinking about me at all,” I said, trying to be playful, or hard-to-get, or something, but I didn’t quite pull it off. My voice hitched a little, and I just ended up sounding like I wanted to hear him say more.

“Oh yes I was. I was thinking about taking off all your clothes… lowering you down on the bed… licking you up and down like an ice cream cone… parting your legs… taking my cock… and slooooowly filling up that gorgeous little pussy of yours.”

I stood there on the street corner, my mouth open, my eyes bugged out, the phone glued to my ear.

Normally I don’t like the ‘p’ word.

I was liking it a whole lot better right about now.

“Lily?” he purred in my ear.

“…yes?” I whispered.

“The only time I really feel alive is when I’m inside you.”

That last one kind of took my breath away.

I think I whimpered a little bit.

“Lily…” he murmured seductively in my ear. 

“…y-yes?”

“Are you wet?”

“Jesus, Connor!” I whispered, blushing red as a fire truck. I turned around, sure that a platoon of nuns was walking by and had somehow heard every word with their holiness-enhanced hearing.

“Yes or no, Lily? Are you wet?”

I was soaked.

I breathed heavily into the phone, glancing around me, afraid people could somehow read my thoughts.

“…yes.”

“Do you know how hard you make me, Lily?”

I could imagine it: the heat radiating off his shaft as it moved up my leg, brushing softly against my inner thigh…

“Lily?” he said, breaking me out of my daydream.

“…yes…?”

“I want you to do something for me.”

“…what?”

“I want you to circle your hand like you’re holding my cock.”

My heart skipped a beat.

I looked around again. I was sure my cheeks were going to catch fire any second.

“Connor, I can’t do that! – ”

“You don’t have to let anyone see. I just want you to put your fingers together like you’re holding my cock.”

“I am not giving you an invisible handjob on Las Vegas Boulevard in broad daylight!”

He laughed. “So you’d do it in the middle of the night? Or on another street?”

“What?! No – !”

“Technically it’s ‘imaginary,’ not ‘invisible.’”

I made a bratty little face, irritated that, yes, he was right.

“And I just want you to hold it.”

I gave a furtive look around me. “Can’t this just wait until we get back to the – ”

“No, it can’t. Do it for me, Lily. Put your fingers together like you’ve got your hand around me.”

“Can Johnny hear any of this?!” I whispered frantically.

“No, he can’t. Do it for me, Lily. I want you to put your fingers together like you’re holding me in your hand.”

“Out here on the street?!”

“Out there on the street. No one’s going to know what you’re doing. They’ll think you’re standing there with your thumb touching your other fingers, that’s all.”

“…can I hide my hand while I do it?”

“Of course.”

Clutching my hand under the arm holding the phone, I bent my fingers in a ‘C’ and touched the tip of my thumb to the tip of my middle finger.

“Are you doing it?”

“Yes.”

“Now I want you to close your eyes.”

“Are you serious?!”

“Yes.”

I kept my eyes open. “Okay, they’re closed.”

“No they’re not. You’re a terrible liar. Close them.”

I whimpered nervously, then closed my eyes.

“Is your hand around my cock?”

I swallowed hard. I imagined my skin against his, the pulse of his heartbeat under my fingertips as his massive member throbbed in my grip.

“…yes…”

“Do you feel how hard you make me?”

“…yes…”

“Do you feel how hot my skin feels against your hand?

God help me, but I was actually standing on the Strip in Vegas, my eyes closed, fantasizing about holding him in my hand. The noise of the traffic, the heat, the chattering of tourists all around me, it all faded away as I stood there.

“…yes,” I whispered.

“Keep your eyes closed when I tell you this next part.”

“…okay…”

“I want you to move your hand up and down. Not much – not enough so anyone knows what you’re doing. Only you’re going to know and I’m going to know that you’re stroking my cock. Just… slow. A tiny bit. An inch or two… slowly… up and down… slowly… will you do that for me?”

My heart was hammering like a jackhammer in my chest, but… hell… he was so persuasive…

“…y-yes…”

Hidden behind my arm, I slowly moved my hand up and down, no more than an inch.      If only the people walking past knew what I was thinking. 

“Do you feel me in your hand?”

“…yes…” I murmured.

“Do you feel how hot you make me?”

“…yes…”

“Do you feel how hard you make me?”

“…yes…”

“Do you know how much I love having your hand on my cock?”

“…almost as much as I love having your cock inside me,” I whispered, and then my eyes popped open.

Holy shit, I can’t believe I just said that OUT LOUD.

Apparently Connor couldn’t, either.

“God DAMN, Lily, you almost made me come,” he whispered breathlessly.

I glanced around. Nobody was staring; they were all walking by, completely ignoring me. In retrospect, if you saw me on the street, I probably looked like an overstressed chick trying to calm down, her eyes closed, rubbing her arm a little, trying to find her ‘Happy Place.’

And I’d found it, alright. I can’t think of many ‘happy places’ better than me kneeling down in front of Connor, my hand around his manhood, making him groan with pleasure. 

Unless they included him being inside me.

“Are your eyes closed?”

“No, but I’m closing them now,” I said, my cheeks burning red.

Happy place, happy place, happy place – 

He whispered into my ear again.

“Stroke me, Lily… are you stroking my cock?”

“…yes…”

“Are you going to do that for me when you get in the car, Lily? Are you going to use your hand and your gorgeous little mouth and show me how hot you make me?”

“…yes…”

“Are you going to straddle me and let me fill you up, and make you come over and over?”’

“…oh yes… yes…”

“Good. Now open your eyes and get in the car.”

My eyelids flew open.

There was the Lamborghini pulling up right beside me.

As I opened the passenger side door and slipped inside, my face was about the same color as the car’s maroon paint job.

Connor looked over at me like he was having the most boring day ever. “Hey. You talking to somebody on the phone?”

I hit him about fifteen times on the arm as he roared with laughter and pulled off into traffic.
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“You think you’re soooo funny,” I griped as I buckled the seatbelt.

“I know I’m so funny,” he grinned, then glanced over at me. “But I’d like to pick up where that phone call left off.”

“Ohhhh no. And where’s Johnny?!”

“Ditched him again.”

“Why?!”

“I told you. Booty call.”

“You are not getting any of this booty, not after your bad behavior.”

“I think you like my bad behavior.”

“No.”

Yes.

He slid one hand over to my exposed thigh and softly caressed it. “I think you do.”

“No.”

Yes yes yes

His fingers curled around my leg. The tip of one finger slowly stroked the inside of my thigh, light and soft as a feather. “I think you’re lying.”

“No.”

Yes I am keep doing that keep doing that –

The tip of his finger slowly, slowly made its way between my legs… touched my drenched panties… and began to stroke my clit through the wet cloth. Softly… just making light circles…

He never took his eyes off the road.

I moaned and gripped the hand rest on the door like I was on a rollercoaster.

“You’re a bad girl, Lily,” he said in that deep voice, soft as velvet.

“No I’m not,” I whispered.

Yes I am yes I am

His finger pulled the edge of my underwear to the side, and the tip of his finger touched the dampness of my lips.

And began to stroke me… slowly… up… and down.

I whimpered and clenched my teeth together as cars and buildings flashed by outside.

“Yes you are,” he said, soft but insistent as his fingers returned to my clit and softly, wetly, began to circle it. “You were thinking about stroking my cock out there on that street corner, out in front of everybody.”

“…you… you made me…” I whispered and gasped. 

“No… you didn’t have to do anything I said. I think you did it because you’re a bad, bad girl… and you liked it.”

“…no…” I whispered, barely audible.

He had stopped circling and was slooooowly, ever-so-softly, stroking my clit over and over again in the same direction. The same light pressure, over and over, making my insides feel like they were liquid fire.

“Did you like thinking about my cock?” he whispered as he stroked me… softly… wetly…

“…yes…”

I braced one hand against the roof of the car and gripped the leather headrest of my seat with the other. My mouth was hanging open and my breathing was ragged. My thighs tensed, straining against the building pleasure between my thighs.

He still never looked away from the road as he wove the car from lane to lane, around traffic.

But he kept talking, his voice hypnotic.

“Did you like thinking about stroking my cock with your hand?”

“…yes…” I whimpered, rocking my pelvis forward the slightest bit, trying to get the tiniest bit more pressure of his skin on mine.

“Did you like thinking about how hard you made me?”

“Yes, oh God yes – ”

The sensations were building up inside me. The tightness, the heat, the tension –

“Did you like thinking about how hard my cock was in your hand?”

“Yes – ”

“Did you like thinking about putting your gorgeous mouth around my cock?”

“Yes – ”

“Did you like thinking about my cock inside your beautiful, wet pussy?”

“YES,” I gasped, my body contorting in the seat – and still he kept stroking me.

Oh my God, I was getting so close –

“Are you a bad girl, Lily?”

I almost said ‘no.’

But instead I whispered, “…yes.”

With you, yes, only with you, yes –

I couldn’t bear it – and still his finger just caressed me, stroked me, made me feel like I was going to explode

“…Lily?”

“What?” I moaned.

“…are you going to come for me?”

At that instant, he increased the pressure of his finger on my clit, just the most miniscule amount.

And I exploded.

“FuuuuUCK,” I screamed, holding onto the headrest like I was being swept away, slapping one hand against the inside of the door, fighting against them, trying to contain myself as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through my body, wracking me from head to toe. 

The pressure from his fingertip subsided, and he merely went back to stroking my drenched lips, slowly, sensually.

Meanwhile, I had turned to jelly over in the passenger seat.

“…oh my god oh my god oh my god…” I whispered as my arms and legs trembled.

He slowly withdrew his fingers from between my legs… letting them softly graze the inside of my thighs… and then, with a devilish smile, he put his index finger in his mouth and licked the taste of me off of his skin.

He cocked one eyebrow as though to say nice, and then glanced over at me with a wicked grin.

“So… you having a nice day?”

“I thought I was until now,” I said in a shaky voice. “Now I’m having an amazing day.”
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He laughed, then settled into a grin. “So… what are you going to do for me?”

A seductive smile slowly dawned on my face, and I looked down at his pants.

There was a very large shape pressing beneath the cloth, sort of at an angle. It looked incredibly uncomfortable for him, poor boy.

Time to make it MORE uncomfortable.

I unbuckled my seat belt (which, I might add, freaked me out a bit, but… oh well. Living dangerously and all that) and slid a bit closer to him – as close as I could manage with the car’s center console in the way.

I moved my hand over to his lap and let my fingers rest on his upper thigh. Then, with the tip of one fingernail, I slowly brushed that massive shape inside his pants, generating the slightest bit of friction against the cloth.

He lost his smile and got a look of severe tension on his face as he stared straight ahead at the road.

“On the phone, you said you wanted me to hold your cock… didn’t you?” I whispered.

He didn’t answer.

“Didn’t you?” I asked louder.

“…yes,” he said.

Now the tables were reversed.

I grinned.

I started stroking the shape in his pants with my fingertips, slowly, tracing from the base up to the head, then slowly back down.

“You said you wanted me to stroke your cock for you… didn’t you?” I purred.

“…yes,” he whispered.

My fingertips found the zipper on his fly, and I slowly pulled it down.

Ziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.

But I didn’t do anything else.

“You said you wanted me to use my gorgeous little mouth on that big, thick cock of yours, didn’t you?”

His face looked like he was in serious pain. He stared straight ahead at the road like he couldn’t afford to do anything else, or he would be lost.

“…yes,” he whispered.

I put my fingers inside the fly of his pants and slowly probed until I found the front flap of his boxers.

Then I eased my fingers in until I touched hot, scalding skin.

“Unh,” he groaned, and gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles were white.

“You sure do talk big for a guy who doesn’t want to be photographed on the top of a thirty-story building,” I teased.

“That’s not true. Last night – ”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot… you’ll have sex outdoors if you’re a thousand miles away, out in the desert, in the middle of the night.”

“You didn’t enjoy it?”

“Oh, I loved it. But something tells me you’re not exactly Mr. Risk Taker when it comes to getting caught.”

“Oh really?” he grinned, and then the grin faded to an open mouth and a feverish frown as I stroked his shaft again. Only a few inches, up and down – I couldn’t reach any further than that because of the pressure of his pants against my fingers.

“Please,” he said urgently.

“Please what?” I teased.

“Do it.”

“Do what?” I asked, as though I was soooo innocent and had absolutely no idea what he was talking about.

And I stopped stroking him when I said it.

“Keep going,” he choked out.

“You mean… this?” I asked, and slowly stroked again.

“More,” he whispered.

“Even though we’re driving in a car in the middle of the day where everybody can see us?”

He paused, as though thinking it over.

I suddenly felt alarmed, as though I might have just killed the moment.

Don’t stop, I pleaded in my head. Don’t stop – 

“Yes,” he finally whispered. “Keep going.”

I figured I wouldn’t push my luck any more than I already had, so I just shut up and let my fingers do the talking.

I pulled my hand away from his fly, grasped his belt, and unbuckled it. Then I unbuttoned the top of his pants. It took some doing – I’m not the most adroit or practiced girl in these types of situations – but I think I did relatively well.

His pants almost popped open from the straining pressure inside.

Now I had more room to play.

I put my fingers inside his boxers again, and caressed his entire rock-hard shaft all the way up to his swollen head.

Damn, I wasn’t the only one who was wet. 

He had soaked the top of his boxers with his own juices, he had been so turned on.

“Did I do this to you?” I whispered, letting my fingers glide over his slick, wet skin.

“Yes,” he nodded, his eyes intent on the road.

“Do you like thinking about my…”

I didn’t want to say it – it was too much –

You’re a bad girl now, or don’t you remember that? a little voice said gleefully in my head.

 I guess I better talk like one, then, I answered back.

“…my little wet pussy?” I whispered in his ear.

He groaned.

My fingers were wet with him now, and I let them glide over the underside of his shaft. The sensation of my skin slick and slippery over his was amazing.

“Do you like thinking about putting that big… thick… amazing cock… inside me?” I purred as I slowly stroked him up and down.

His arms were trembling as he gripped the wheel of the car.

“Yes,” he said savagely.

I let my fingers glide back up to the top of his shaft and rubbed my thumb over the head, slicking the swollen skin with his own pre-cum, massaging him, enveloping him, teasing him, pleasing him… all incredibly slowly.

I could feel his manhood straining, harder than I’d ever felt it before.

“Do you like thinking about making me come with that loooong… thick cock of yours?” I whispered.

His eyes rolled briefly back in his head, and he forced himself to focus again on the road.

“Yes,” he gasped.

I leaned way over and used my other hand to rearrange his boxers so that his shaft was finally freed through the flap in the front.

God, it was gorgeous.

Held in place by the cloth, it was standing straight up, a beautiful, sculpted piece of art – perfectly pink, very long, mouthwateringly thick. His balls were still in his boxers, so there was nothing but a long, uninterrupted, silky smooth column of pure sex.

I caressed him again, slowly up and down. His shaft contracted violently, just once, a single tremor, and a tiny bead of clear dew eased up from the tip of his swollen head.

I thought about using it to continue slicking him down with my hand – and then decided, no, I wanted to taste him instead.

I bent over the middle console, which was incredibly uncomfortable. 

But the rewards were worth it.

After a bit of negotiating, I got my mouth right above his swollen head.

I used my tongue to swirl around the soft, hot skin… and then slowly took his head in my mouth, salty and wet and slippery against my tongue.

God I loved feeling him in my mouth. Just the softness of his skin… the heat of his skin on mine… the wet, sensual feel of my lips surrounding him…

And I loved hearing him. He was groaning now, moaning, a desperate man caught between pleasure and a burning need for more.

I was starting to really get turned on again.

I slowly moved down on him, letting my lips slide over his wet skin, taking him as far in my mouth as I dared. I was at an odd angle, it was uncomfortable, and he was incredibly large… I could only do so much.

That, apparently, was enough.

He grunted as I moved up and down, slowly, teasing him with my tongue. I took him out of my mouth, then brushed my wet lips down the underside of his shaft, taking extra care on the ridge of skin just beneath the head.

“Jesus,” he groaned.

I settled the side of my head into his lap, my right ear between his legs, and worked my tongue down around the base of his cock, probing into the folds of cloth, seeing how deeply down there I could lick – 

And then I felt the car change course.
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He turned the steering wheel and accelerated a little too quickly.

I looked up at him, which was a bit comical considering where my head was, and what was just a few millimeters away from it. 

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I have to have you. NOW,” he said, his face wild and furious, his eyes intent on the road.

“Are we at the hotel?!” I asked, fear freezing my stomach.

“No,” he said, his voice husky and low.

“Ummm…”

This was a little alarming.

I pushed up on my arms and raised myself from his lap, then looked out the window, hoping to God nobody would see the worst cliché in the world: gorgeous guy in Lamborghini, disheveled chick rising up from his lap.

We were away from the Strip and the crowds. I wouldn’t call where we were ‘seedy,’ but it wasn’t nearly as glitzy as the main drag. Not nearly as tacky, either. Vegas by night is a wonderland of lights; Vegas by day is a monument to excess and the question ‘Did they really think that would look good?’

We were outside something that looked like a condo or a timeshare – a bunch of tan, nondescript buildings. More subdued, not as tacky, pretty boring.

Not many cars were in the parking lot. Nobody was walking around outside, either. I guess they were all down at the main drag, and this was where they came to sleep.

“What are we doing here?”

Connor parked the Lamborghini, then hastily stuffed his erection back into his pants. It was kind of a process, considering how much there was to work with.

“I told you – I need you. NOW.”

There was something animalistic in his voice, a tone that was absolutely not going to be denied.

It was a little scary.

And very, very hot.

“What – here in the car?” I asked, freaking out – and puzzled, too. Why’s he zipping up if he wants to do it in here?

“No,” he said simply as he buttoned and zipped up. The head of his shaft protruded beyond the beltline of his pants, but it was hidden by his tucked-in shirt. I only know because I had watched him rearrange himself.

I so wanted to reach out and touch him again, but he was already out the door, slamming it, and then walking around to my side.

He yanked the passenger door open, reached down, and took my hand. He didn’t hurt me, but he was very firm
about it as he dragged me out.

The heat slammed into me like he’d just opened an oven.

I staggered onto my feet as he shut the door and locked it with his keychain remote. Then he started pulling me towards the building.

“Wait – what are we doing?”

“I told you – I need to fuck you now.”

My breath caught in my throat, and my already drenched panties got a little wetter.

“Do you have a place here?” I asked. The idea seemed a little ludicrous – Connor was strictly a Nothing but the best will do kind of guy, and this place seemed more suited to my budget back when I was still a struggling secretary.

Like, yesterday morning.

“No,” he said as he dragged me up the sidewalk.

“Well then where are we going?” I asked, my panic slowly beginning to rise as I figured out what he had in mind.

On the backside of the building, all the ground-floor units had a series of patios that opened out onto a sidewalk and a grassy area. 

I was guessing the sidewalk led to a pool – which meant a moderately high-traffic area.

Even though the place was deserted.

The patios were like little enclosed courtyards, maybe fifteen feet on each side, surrounded by six-foot high stucco walls, with sliding glass doors that led into the apartment. There was a tiny gap in the wall so you could go in and out of the patio, but there weren’t any doors or gates. Anybody could walk into one from the outside.

They were somewhat secluded, in theory – I mean, you could lounge out in your bathing suit, if you wanted, or chat with friends around the glass table with its giant umbrella in the center. But anybody walking by could see what was going on inside the patio. Maybe not back in some of the corners… but you would still get a fleeting glimpse.

Connor was walking past the open doorways and glancing inside.

No one was in any of them. All away at the pool or the casinos, I guessed. But there were signs of life: beach towels drying in the sun, empty beer bottles, long-dead cigarette butts in ashtrays.

At the fifth patio, there was nothing inside – no towels, no bottles, no ashtrays. The blinds were open on the sliding glass doors, and we could see the room was dark, the bed was made up, and there were no suitcases or anything else that might suggest an occupant.

Connor pulled me inside the patio.

“OH NO,” I said, shaking my head.

In answer, he pulled me into the corner, out of sight of anyone casually strolling by, and kissed me.

Hot.

Feverishly.

Lustfully.

It took my breath away.

I couldn’t help myself. I opened my mouth to him, letting him inside me.

He grabbed my waist and pulled me against his body. I could feel the rock-hard pressure of his manhood against my belly. His large, powerful hands grabbed my ass and squeezed tight.

I broke off the kiss. “Connor, no.”

One of his hands ran through my hair, grabbed me at the nape of the neck and pulled down so that my neck was exposed.

The feeling of submission and complete vulnerability was overpowering…

…and an incredible turn-on.

“Please,” he whispered in my ear before he lowered his head and began kissing me frantically on my neck, running his lips along my skin.

My eyes closed and I gasped. He was everywhere, firing my desire with his increasing urgency: his lips on my neck, then his tongue caressing my earlobe, as one hand cupped my ass and the other found its way to my breast.

“Connor,” I whispered. I was trying to protest, but the desire building up in me was overwhelming my ability to speak.

His fingers pulled roughly at my dress and bra straps and tugged down until my left breast was exposed.

That broke the spell.

Barely.

“Connor, no!” I gasped, craning my head around him to look out the patio door.

Nobody was out there.

“Please, Lily, please,” he whispered in my ear. “I know this isn’t last night, and I won’t do anything you don’t want me to – but please.”

When I didn’t say anything in response, he lowered his lips to my breast and began to greedily suck.

“Oh God oh God,” I moaned as his tongue swirled around my nipple and both hands clutched feverishly at my ass.

The spell was back on…

…mostly. 

My eyes would close in ecstasy, then flutter open in panic, looking for someone to pop their head in through the patio doorway.

No one did.

His hands roamed under the hem of my dress and slid up my thighs, pushing the dress up to my hips.

“No!” I whispered, batting his hands away.

He raised his head and looked straight in my eyes. They were almost demented in their need – and as I stared into their sapphire depths, I felt my resolve slowly slipping away.

“Please, Lily,” he said, his voice thick with desire. “Please, I’m begging you. Please let me fuck you.”

Ohhhhhhhh my God.

Please let me fuck you.

My knees trembled when he said that.

“But… someone might see…” I whispered, fearful. “We might get caught.”

The wild, animal expression of lust suddenly broke into the roguish grin I knew so well.

“That’s half the fun,” he said, and lowered his tongue again to my breast.

I moaned, then tried to form a coherent sentence. “…getting caught is fun…?”

He lifted his lips back up to my neck, caressed my ear with his lips, and whispered, “No… the danger of getting caught.”

After that, there was no way possible I could have said no.

The idea of it – of someone seeing us – was like gasoline on the fire raging inside me.

I was scared to death of it – 

And yet, a deep, primal part of me wanted it.

Wanted someone to catch us.

Wanted someone to see this gorgeous, incredible, powerful man fucking me.

“Will you let me?” he growled into my ear, soft and dangerous and insanely hot. “Please. Please, Lily – please let me fuck you.”

I closed my eyes and dug my fingernails into his shoulders.

“…yes,” I whispered.

His mouth met mine, and he kissed me again, his tongue meeting mine, his lips possessing mine.

Then he tugged down on the right side of my dress and completely exposed both my breasts.

As he bent and sucked greedily again, switching blissfully from one nipple to the other, I felt his fingers hook through my panties and pull them down around my thighs.

I opened my eyes again and looked, terrified, to see if someone was outside the patio.

We were still alone.

I pressed my legs close together so he could tug my panties away more easily, and felt the damp cloth slide against my skin.

He bunched the black lace in his hand and shoved it in his pocket. Then he unzipped his pants, hitched backwards a little to give himself more room, and pulled out his cock.

I watched, fascinated, as his fingers grasped the thick base – and then I moaned as he pressed the tip against me.

The swollen head, still wet from his pre-cum, glided across my drenched lips. Then he moved the crown upwards, pressing against my clit, sliding up and down. No matter how rock-hard it looked, the tip was soft – firm, but soft – and the pressure sent a surge of pleasure through my whole body.

Then he let go of his shaft, put a hand under each of my cheeks, and lifted me effortlessly into the air.

I circled my arms around his neck and bit my lip as I stared into his eyes.

I felt something firm and wet hit the inside of my thigh – then slide across my skin – and then, finally, part my lips.

OH GOD.

Then he slowly lowered me down on him, his full length reaching deep inside me, his thickness totally filling me up.

I cried out loud with joy and raked my fingers down the back of his sports jacket.

The blissful fullness… that sweet pressure of being completely filled up… every inch of him pressing against me, inside me, with me – like liquid honey and sugar and chocolate and every sweet-tasting thing transformed into sensation, into sweet, sweet touch –

And then he began to fuck me.

Unnnnnnnhhhhhhh…

This wasn’t the gentle, sweet Connor, taking his time.

This was a beast unleashed.

And oh my GOD if I didn’t love it.

Just feeling his frenzy, hearing his guttural noises as he thrust deep within me – knowing the animal passion I was inspiring in him – 

It brought out the animal in me.

And I started fucking him back.

I mean, he was in total control; he held my body effortlessly as he filled me over and over again.

But I raked my nails across his back, through his hair, bit his neck, could barely contain myself. I felt like something had been unleashed in me, and I couldn’t get enough of him, of his touch, of his smell, of his taste, of his skin, of his cock.

I cried out with every jolt of his body slapping my ass – not ladylike, sensual moans, but animal noises, high-pitched cries and groans and grunts, as I felt my pleasure spiraling higher and higher – 

And then I came, gloriously, overpoweringly, a massive roll of thunder that shook me to my core, not stopping, kept coming with every glorious stroke and thrust of Connor inside me, lifting me higher and higher into bliss – 

And then my orgasm began to subside, with longer spaces between the contractions, but Connor wasn’t letting up. I felt like I might come again – I felt myself start to lift again, felt the pleasure building, amazed that this could be happening – 

And then I opened my eyes.

There was someone out on the path staring in.

It wasn’t like they had poked their head in; it’s just that the angle where they were standing allowed them to glance in and get a peek. Not much, but enough to see what was going on.

There were two people, actually, but I only saw the woman first.

She was probably about my age, and she was beautiful. She had black hair, with pretty features and big green eyes and tan skin. She was wearing a bikini top that barely covered her. She had a slim, Pilates-sculpted stomach, with a kind of sarong wrapped around her hips and a tiny diamond bellybutton piercing.

She looked like she’d been a popular girl in school – one of the beautiful people.

And she was staring at me, watching me in the throes of passion.

And I could see, despite the shocked expression and her mouth being slightly open –

That she wanted to be me.

She was looking at me with wonder, and jealousy, and longing.

Maybe it was the back of Connor’s head, or the broad, powerful shoulders, or his perfect ass in his $5000 suit… but I could see her look him over, and then at me, and I could see that she wanted to be exactly where I was.

There was a guy with her, too – a good-looking guy, kind of a rock-n-roll dude, with tats on his muscular arms and an Adam Levine haircut. Before I’d met Connor, I would have said he was insanely hot. Now he was just pretty good-looking by comparison.

He was grinning ear to ear as he stood holding his girlfriend’s hand.

But I didn’t look at him long.

I returned to her eyes, watching me, wanting what I had.

If you had asked me before, I’d have said I would freak out if someone caught us.

Instead, it was like I stepped outside of my body and saw me the way she saw me:

As the luckiest woman in the world.

And I figured something else out:

…I kind of like being watched.

A little.

Thank God it was a woman my age.

But instead of it throwing a wet blanket over me – instead of my pushing Connor away frantically – I just stared into her eyes, and I felt the ecstasy building in me again as I felt him thrusting deep and thick and powerful inside me.

My eyes fluttered closed, then I opened them as I moaned – and I saw rock-n-roll dude pull her away, obviously inspired to go start a little mischief of their own.

She stayed as long as possible, though, her eyes locked on mine, occasionally flitting away to Connor, to his body, then back up to me – and then her boyfriend pulled her out of view.

The last thing I saw was her eyes looking into mine, and the jealousy and desire and longing behind them.

Then they were gone.

I clutched Connor as hard as I could again and wrapped my arms around his neck.

I heard him groaning as he approached his climax, and I felt my own build up again to a fever pitch.

Then he cried out in my ear.

Hot wetness burst inside me, and as he continued to groan with pleasure, I came again, too – hard, fast, hot, wet, full of light and bliss and sweet, overwhelming contractions that left me trembling and weak in his arms.

I clutched his head and ran my fingers through his hair. I leaned against his neck, and I could smell the warm musk of his cologne, taste the salt of his sweat.

“Thank you,” he whispered in my ear, grateful and sated and sane once again.

I kissed his ear and licked him softly, then whispered back as cocky and devilish as he would have: “You’re welcome.”

He laughed, pulled his face back to look in my eyes, and then kissed me, softly and romantically.

We arranged ourselves as best we could – sweaty, messy, and disheveled – and then walked back to the car, hand in hand, occasionally sharing a brief, stolen kiss and a laugh or two.

I didn’t see the woman on the way back.

And I didn’t tell Connor about it.

I don’t know why, exactly… except that it was something I wanted to keep for myself.
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We got back to the hotel safe and sound, though I basically looked like a hot mess. Not even the Lamborghini’s air conditioning could cure that. Bird-nest hair syndrome and streaks of sweat everywhere. Thank God my new dress was black, or there would have been some pretty unattractive stains showing.

Connor looked great. He wore the sweaty and disheveled look like a movie star in a big action thriller, where you know some makeup artist has touched up the beads of perspiration dewing his brow – because nobody looks that good after running five blocks through New Orleans in the summertime.

Except Connor did.

Okay, so we weren’t in New Orleans. And we hadn’t been running. But you get the picture.

He attacked again in the private elevator to the penthouse floor.

I let him kiss me – let isn’t the right word, exactly; blissfully gave in is closer – but pushed him away when the elevator bell dinged.

“I feel disgusting,” I moaned. “I have to go take a shower. Immediately.”

“Soon as we walk through the door, we’ll head on in,” he said as he took me by the hand and led me down the corridor.

“‘We’?” I asked, trying to be as coy as possible.

“You don’t think I’m going to let you hog it all, do you?”

“Oh, is that all it’s about.”

“Mmmm… that’s part of it.” He stopped me halfway to the penthouse door and pushed my back up against the wall.

My heart quickened as he leaned over and paused seductively just a few inches from my lips.

“What else?” I murmured as I lifted my chin, getting closer to those amazing, oh-so-kissable lips.

“If I’m going to be starting a solar energy company that’ll revolutionize the world…”

He paused as he stared me in the eyes.

“…I should probably conserve water, too.”

“UH!” I yelled, and pushed him away as he laughed. “You want to save water, take a two-minute shower alone!”

He pinched my bottom and I yelped.

Memo to self: get underwear back. As far as I knew, it was still in his pants pocket.

Then I slapped his hand away.

“Ohhhh no, you ain’t gettin’ none o’ that!” I said in my best oh no you di-int! voice.

“I think I will,” he grinned as he followed me.

“Dream on, Mr. ‘Let’s Conserve Water.’”

He caught me again right in front of the door and spun me around. I fought him (not really), but his strong arms circled around my waist, pulled me against his body, and then he pressed his lips against mine.

I struggled for about two seconds – and then sank into the kiss.

I swear, it had to have been the pheromones. Sweaty or not, he smelled irresistible.

After about ten seconds, he broke it off and pulled out a keycard, then inserted it in the slot. “We’ll go in and take a shower… together… right after I finish getting reamed out by Johnny for ditching him again.”

Oh crap, that’s right. 

In the crazy afternoon smorgasbord of sex – phone, car, and outdoors – I’d totally forgotten.

My stomach did a sick little flip-flop as I anticipated the angry reception waiting for us.

Connor swung open the door to the penthouse –

Speak of the devil.

Connor’s bodyguard was standing right in front of us, staring us down, before we took a single step inside. He was dressed in his customary dark suit, but without his sunglasses, so we could get the full impact of his scowl.

“Although I didn’t expect him to be waiting at the door for me,” Connor said, as though to an invisible audience. Then he pointed at me. “It’s all her fault.”

“My fault!” I cried out, turning to him. “I didn’t – ”

“Connor,” Johnny said in a strangled voice.

I turned back to Johnny and realized I’d misinterpreted his expression.

I’d thought he was angry – with us. With me.

Instead… he looked worried.

Really worried.

“What is it?” Connor asked, suddenly concerned.

“I’m sorry… I tried to get him out, but…” 

Johnny trailed off without finishing the sentence.

I had a bad, bad flashback to The Empire Strikes Back, right before Lando Calrissian betrays Han and Leia to Darth Vader.

(Yes, I’m a nerd.)

Someone walked into view on the other side of the room. A man, very tall and very imposing, wearing a black business suit and a dark blue tie. He was older, probably in his late 50’s or early 60’s, but his broad shoulders and solid chest made him look powerful enough to take on someone half his age. Though his silver hair was receding up his forehead, he was still incredibly handsome, with a chiseled jaw, strong nose, and cruel lips.

In fact… he looked unsettlingly familiar.

“Hello, Connor,” he said in a dark bass voice.

I looked up at Connor, who gave a little smartass smirk, like Great. Just great.

“Hello… Dad.”
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About 17 different things were going through my mind at this point.

First and foremost was one word:

Crap. 

Crap, crap, crap, crap, Crap, CRAP, CRAP. 

‘Meeting The Parents’ is stressful under the best of situations.

It’s even worse when you’re standing there sweaty and rumpled after just having had kinky sex with their son. 

Oh, and you’re not wearing any panties, either.

Yeah. So. Not at my best at that particular moment.

Second thing:

This is Connor’s father?!

This is the guy who cheated a nine-year-old at Monopoly?!

I peered even more closely at him.

If you are a huge nerd like me – or even if you’re not – perhaps you’ve watched Game Of Thrones. If so, then you know who Tywin Lannister is. He’s the badass, grim, ‘totally lacking in empathy and the milk of human kindness’ patriarch of the Lannister clan. He is played by Charles Dance, who has a gravelly voice, dangerous eyes, stands about 6’ 3”, and is one of the sexiest men on the planet over age 60.

This guy looked a lot like Charles Dance. Sounded a bit like him, too, without the British accent.

I usually like guys my own age – well, give or take six years in Connor’s case – and am not attracted to older men. Except in a few, very specific cases. 

Go to Youtube and search for ‘Charles Dance 50 Shades Of Grey.’ Go on. I’ll wait.

Still waiting.

Seen it? Yes, it’s a hilarious clip, especially when he’s doing Anastasia’s voice. But when he does Christian’s? 

‘Yeah… that’s what I thought.’

Daaaaaaaamn.

And the fact that this was what Connor would most probably look like in 30 years?

Not bad. Not bad at all.

But there was a problem.

Like Tywin Lannister and the other villains Dance has played, this guy embodied the worst possible qualities:

The arrogance.

The coldness.

The total lack of empathy and kindness.

He looked exactly like someone who would crush his kid’s dreams to teach him some sort of effed up lesson about ‘the real world.’

And then would go to work and destroy real people and real lives to add another $100 million to his bank account.

He dressed just as expensively as Connor did, if a bit more conservatively. And he exuded wealth, privilege, and power.

It was like a king or an old-time lord had walked into the room… and not a particularly nice one.

Just like Game Of Thrones.

He was tall as Connor – maybe even a hair taller. His eyes were the same piercing blue. And he had the same powerful build.

But he had none of Connor’s warmth. None of the mischievous charm.

Just cold, grim power.

Third thing:

Connor had greeted him like somebody seeing their deadbeat dad for the first time in months… but who had been expecting him to show up. No real surprise in his voice. Just irritation and a bit of fatalism, wrapped up in Connor’s smartass humor.

Fourth thing:

I noticed for the first time that there were other people in the room. Like, a lot of them.

Well… compared to normal.

Four tall, powerfully-built men in suits and sunglasses stood guard over the four corners of the room. They were silent and stone-faced, their hands folded behind them. They looked for all the world like Secret Service agents standing at attention.

Connor’s dad had apparently decided to err on the side of caution after Mexico.

I could see why Johnny hadn’t been able to clear the room before we arrived – though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why he’d let them in in the first place.

But that question, along with a bunch of others, got answered in short order.
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Connor strolled past me, completely at ease, as though finding his father and a bunch of hired goons occupying his hotel room was just another day at the office.

I snuck in behind him, trying to stay as inconspicuous as possible as I smoothed down my dress. Johnny closed the door behind me.

Connor stopped about ten feet away from his father. The lack of a handshake or a hug was glaringly obvious – at least to me.

“I’d ask what you’re doing here, but I’m pretty sure I know the answer.”

“I would wager you do,” the older man said.

“So I’ll just ask the obvious question: what are you doing here?” Connor asked as he pointed at the floor. Then he looked back at Johnny. “I thought I paid you to keep out the riffraff.”

“Don’t be too hard on Mr. Inaba,” Connor’s father said drily. “The management was kind enough to let me in before he arrived.”

I looked around at Johnny.

He grimaced in pain, as though his professional pride had been bruised.

“I’ll have to speak to them about that,” Connor said.

“Don’t bother. I’m better friends with the owner than you are. I was expecting you back about an hour ago, but…”

Here Mr. Templeton tilted his head slightly to look around Connor – at me.

The disdain on his features was subtle, but brutal nonetheless.

“…apparently you got delayed.”

I could’ve sworn he put an extra emphasis on the last syllable… like de-laid.

My face flushed scarlet.

It didn’t faze Connor in the slightest, though.

“Oh – I’m being rude. Lily, this is my father, Augustus Templeton.”

Augustus. Just like Caesar.

Fits him.

Connor turned back and looked at me. His expression was slightly bemused. “Dad… Lily Ross.”

Mr. Templeton’s disdain suddenly became a lot less subtle. “Scraping the bottom of the barrel, are we?”

I was so shocked I couldn’t speak for a second.

Nobody had been that rude to me since – 

Well, since Herr Klaus.

Maybe my last encounter with him had made me a bit more resilient, because when I spoke, I sounded furious. “Excuse me?”

But Connor had my back.

“Keep a civil fucking tongue in your head, Dad, or I’ll have you removed, friends of the owner or no.”

The old man smirked – a colder, meaner version of the expression I was so used to seeing on Connor’s face. He looked only at Connor, and not at me, as he spoke.

“Forgive me, young… lady…”

The knife-twisting pause he inserted before ‘lady’ let me know he didn’t consider me anything of the sort.

“…I have an unfortunate knack for speaking my mind.”

Connor gave a brief, unamused grunt. “Don’t worry, Lily – he’s an asshole to everybody.”

“Just not as crude as my son. Or as stupid.”

“So – what are you here for, besides trading insults?”

“To try to dissuade you from the utter idiocy of your current course of action.”

“What, you mean me continuing to listen to you?”

Mr. Templeton glanced at me before speaking. “I would prefer to continue this conversation in private.”

“No need,” Connor said, and I could hear the smile in his voice, even though I could only see his back. “Lily knows all about the desert. And my meetings with the governor and the congressmen.”

For the first time, Connor’s father looked surprised. Shocked, even – which is what I guess Connor was aiming for. 

Mr. Templeton looked at me again, as though reassessing who I was.

As the lady on the GPS says, ‘Recalculating…’

Then he seemed to reach the same conclusion he’d had when I walked through the door.

“You really shouldn’t expose all of yourself to the… hired help,” he sneered.

At that, Connor lost it. 

“That’s it. Get the fuck out, now.”

“Calm down. I was merely suggesting that she’s your… employee.”

By the tone of his voice, he most certainly meant hourly employee.

And one hired down on the street for something not legal, even in Las Vegas.

“I know what you’re suggesting,” Connor fumed. “Fuck you. Get out.”

“So she’s not your secretary? Or your personal… assistant?” Templeton asked, putting his own snide spin on the last word.

“Lily and I are dating.”

My eyes bugged out and my heart did a triple-flip.

I knew we were… well… I knew something was going on… but to hear him say we were ‘dating’…

It almost made it worthwhile to put up with his king jerk of a father.

The old man scoffed. “You’ve come down a ways since Miranda.”

Miranda?

I didn’t even care about the diss.

Who’s he talking about?

Connor shook his head angrily. “You know what? You can insult me – fine. You insult her? Fuck you and get out.”

At that, Connor strode towards his father.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw all four Secret Service agents move forward.

Johnny was even faster; he dashed past me in a blur.

“STOP IT!” I cried out, terrified for Connor and Johnny.

This was going to be horrible.
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But then Mr. Templeton spoke. 

“Wait.”

It was a commanding tone of voice. The voice of an emperor or king. The voice of someone who was never disobeyed, on pain of death.

I’d heard Connor use a similar tone of voice… but even he wasn’t this intimidating.

Everyone in the room froze – even Connor. But he was right up in his father’s face, less than a foot away from him now.

Johnny stopped, too, but he was right by Connor’s side, body tensed like a steel spring, eyes focused on the left two Secret Service guys.

Connor and his father stared each other down. It seemed to drag on forever, although it was probably no more than three seconds.

Then Mr. Templeton glanced over at one of the Secret Service guys, tilted his head, and half-closed his eyes.

Stand down.

All four bodyguards slowly retreated back to the walls.

Johnny stayed where he was, though he relaxed noticeably.

Mr. Templeton looked back at his son with a scowl… and then relented. 

However, he never looked at me the entire time he spoke – only at Connor.

“Ms…. Ross, is it? As my son can tell you, I’m not the most pleasant of men at times. Especially when he’s deliberately flouting me. My apologies.”

Though his lack of eye contact was dehumanizing, and there was no warmth in his voice, there was no sarcasm, either. I figured this was about as straight-up an apology as he’d ever given in his life.

The guy was a raging jerk, there was no doubt about that. But, when a multi-billionaire apologizes to you – no matter how insincerely – it’s not something you brush off lightly.

Though I considered my options for a brief second.

Be a bitch back at him, or take the high road?

No matter how much I disliked him, though, he was still Connor’s father.

And I was uncomfortably aware how… um… bedraggled I looked at the moment. I didn’t want to come off as having a ghetto personality, too.

More than anything, though, I just wanted to decrease the tension level in the room. For Connor and Johnny’s sake.

“Apology accepted,” I said in as dignified a tone as I could muster at the moment, looking the way I did. And lacking panties.

He still never looked at me as he continued to speak to Connor. “So, can we continue this conversation in private?”

“No. You can state your business, or you can leave.”

“Alright.” Mr. Templeton raised his head slightly and looked down his nose, like he was a king giving out a death sentence. “You really thought you could get away with it?”

“‘Away with it’? You make starting a new company sound like a crime.”

“In this case, it is.”

“Actually, no, I’m not following your normal business plan.”

“You’ll never succeed. We have the politicians in our pocket.”

“Turns out, they tend to jump out of one pocket and into whoever’s are deeper.”

“They’ll see reason.”

“They already have. I have several of them – the most important ones, anyway – locked down tight.”

Mr. Templeton’s right eyebrow arched up. “Blackmail?”

Connor didn’t say anything. He just stood there.

I didn’t like the idea that Connor would resort to blackmail to get his way. And I especially didn’t like his silence when confronted. But it was the first thing that had impressed Augustus Templeton so far. “And here I thought you said you weren’t playing by my rulebook.”

“When I know my opponent’s dirty, occasionally I play dirtier.”

“We’ll support the opposing candidate. First in the primary, and if they make it out of that, then the general election.”

Connor sounded positively gleeful. “Then it’s going to be a very expensive election season in Nevada next year.”

Mr. Templeton’s blue eyes flashed with cold fire. “You’re doing this deliberately to spite me.”

“No. As I explained to Lily, that’s just one of the many, many side benefits.”

“What, destroying our family?”

“‘Destroying our family’? That’s a bit grandiose, don’t you think?”

“You’d cost us billions of dollars.”

“And save hundreds of billions of dollars for everyone else on earth.”

Mr. Templeton sneered. “Now who’s being grandiose?”

“At least I’m thinking about somebody other than myself.”

“Just not the people you should be thinking of.”

“Oh, come off it, Dad. Just cancel the order on the 500-foot yacht, and don’t get any more Van Goghs for your private collection. And tell Mother she can only buy two Tuscan villas this year.”

“You can tell her yourself.”

And then, from the dining room area of the penthouse, came a woman’s regal voice:

“Hello, darling.”
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Mrs. Templeton entered the room like she was walking onstage in a Broadway drama.

She was thin and tall – taller than me, anyway, though that’s not saying much. She was a ‘woman of a certain age,’ and fighting it mightily. Her face had the slightly too-tight look of someone with plastic surgery, though it was top-notch, I have to say that for her. Her neck was smooth with very few wrinkles, and her forehead was flawless. Either she’d had Connor when she was sixteen (I’m going to say ‘no’), or her surgeon had worked wonders on her. So had her stylist: not a gray strand in sight, just frosted blonde hair cut in a long-ish bob, Anna Wintour-style. 

Like her husband, she reeked of money and prestige. Her aristocratic tone was forged, no doubt, by the best prep schools and colleges that Old Money can buy. She wore a grey, business-like dress with a slim-cut matching jacket. Conservative enough to match her station in life, but obviously a designer label to show off her money. She wore a beautiful double strand of pearls around her neck, ostentatious without being over-the-top. She wore only a couple of rings on her hands, but the diamond on her engagement ring rivaled an ice cube in size. (Okay, a small ice cube.)

Unlike her husband, she walked straight over to Connor and gave him a kiss.

Well, an air kiss, anyway, one on each side of the face, mwah, mwah.

“Good Lord, you’re a mess, Connor. What have you been doing, running a marathon? Don’t answer that, I don’t want to know.”

“You’ve been here the entire time?” Connor asked, seriously annoyed.

“I thought I’d let you and your father talk things over first. Although that didn’t solve anything, so now seemed as good a time as any to enter the fray.”

“Wonderful. All we need now is Vincent to complete the happy family reunion. Where is Vince?”

“He’s on his way,” Mr. Templeton said. 

“Of course he is.”

“His jet landed just before you arrived.”

“Don’t you mean your jet?”

“What’s ours is his, and would be yours, too,” Mrs. Templeton snapped, “if you wouldn’t insist on betraying us. What’s this foolishness about you leasing 10,000 square miles of federal and state land?”

“If you know the square footage, you probably know the reason.”

“Honestly, Connor, why go you out of your way to antagonize us – ”

“Not kowtowing to your every wish isn’t going out of my way to antagonize you. Or betray you.”

“No, it’s just a ‘side benefit,’” she said acidly.

I could hear the impish delight in Connor’s voice. “One of the many.”

Mr. Templeton hurled himself once more into the breach. “I’m ordering you to stop this foolishness.”

“Oh
– well – in THAT case…”

“As my son, you have a duty to – ”

“You’re trying to trade on the ‘filial devotion’ card? You ran out of those when I pulled your sorry ass out of Mexico.”

The old man’s jaw set.

But Mrs. Templeton went off on a drama queen rant, throwing her hands in the air and rolling her eyes.

“Oh, for God’s sake, do you have to keep bringing that up? You stab him in the back – ‘But I saved you in Mexico.’ You send our stock plummeting 20% – ‘But I saved you in Mexico.’ You plot to destroy us – ‘But I saved you in Mexico.’ You think your little Mexico spiel cuts any weight with me? ‘I gave birth to you’ is a bit more of an obligation than anything you have to offer.”

Connor’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Thank you, mother, for giving birth to me. And then promptly foisting me off on an endless succession of nannies and boarding schools.”

“Perhaps I should have kept you by my side continually. Maybe then you wouldn’t have turned out to be such a sadistic, vengeful child.”

“Yes, you forgot the first rule of parenting: ‘keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.’”

“How sharper than a serpent’s tooth…” she muttered.

“Well, look on the bright side: you have at least one grateful son,” Connor sneered. “After all, he owes you two everything.”

“And you think you owe us nothing.”

“Ten million dollars, as I recall,” Mr. Templeton said.

“Oh, but didn’t you hear, Augustus?” Mrs. Templeton replied. “He saved you in Mexico.”

My eyes widened.

This was beginning to make Mommie Dearest look like The Donna Reed show.

Unfortunately, I think my little facial expression caught her attention.

She looked over at me and narrowed her lids the slightest amount.

I noticed that, like her husband, she disregarded Johnny completely. Just looked right through him. The only time Mr. Templeton had acknowledged his existence was when he referred to him in the third person as ‘Mr. Inaba.’

Maybe that explained why Johnny had been so surprised when I’d said goodbye to him Sunday evening, when Connor took me back to my place…

Connor saw that she was looking at me. “Lily, meet my mother, Lenora. Mother, Lily Ross.”

“‘Mrs. Templeton’ will do fine.” She flashed a fake smile that died a quick death, then walked closer and looked me up and down. 

She had high, arched eyebrows, frozen perpetually in an expression of haughty disapproval – which is all she was giving me at that second.

Well, that and overt hostility.

I felt like a baby seal being eyed by a great white shark.

Take the high road, Lily, I told myself.

I put out my hand. “It’s very nice to meet – ”

She interrupted me – though not to speak to me. Oh heavens, no.

“A darling little thing, Connor. Where did you pick her up?” she asked, her voice dripping with disdain. “A bar? A trailer park? The discount bin at Walmart?”

I saw Johnny’s mouth drop open in shock.

Connor’s face contorted in rage. “Mother – ”

But this time, I beat him to the punch.

Still tried to take the high road, though.

“Where I come from, you’re being very rude,” I said quietly, staring her straight in the eyes.

“Oh, don’t take offense, darling,” she smiled. “Where I come from, that’s how we treat people like you.”

You know how, when someone insults you, you always think of the perfect comeback hours later?

I heard once that the French have a phrase for it. I can’t remember the real translation, but it’s something like ‘the stairway quip.’ Meaning that you don’t think of it until afterwards, when you’re walking down the stairs to leave.

I never think of the perfect retort. Ever.

Except for this one bright and shining moment.

I don’t know if I was channeling Sebastian or what, but as soon as she said, ‘Where I come from, that’s how we treat people like you,’ I just smiled demurely.

“And where is that, exactly? ‘Bitches ‘R Us’?”

Connor burst out into howls of laughter.

Johnny had to hide his smile behind his hand.

The four Secret Service agents clamped their jaws tight and looked down intently at the floor.

Even Augustus Templeton snorted.

His wife whipped around and gave him a dagger of a look.

He quickly turned his face away, as though something in the corner interested him greatly.

Then she turned back to me.

“Vulgar girl, vulgar tongue,” she hissed.

And for the second time, Sebastian came to my aid. At least in spirit.

“Mean old woman…”

I paused, then shrugged.

“…that’s all I got. Mean and old, no matter how much plastic surgery you’ve had.”

I think she almost had a coronary. A single vein started thumping in her temple as she stared me down, murder in her eyes.

“OHHH!” Connor guffawed.

Johnny’s eyebrows raised like he couldn’t believe I’d just said it.

Mrs. Templeton started trembling with fury. “You… little… harlot… how dare you – ”

“‘Harlot’? What is this, the 18th century?” I asked, with absolutely no follow-up intended – but saying it gave my brain just enough time to come up with a beautiful kicker. “Oh, wait – that’s when you were born, right?”

BOOM. 

Three for three.

I’ll never have that good a performance again in my life.

I swear to God, I think she was about to slap me when Connor rushed up and put his hand on her shoulder.

“Remember, Mother,” Connor chided her, “when you play with fire, sometimes you get burned.”

“Just remember that when she gives you a venereal disease,” Mrs. Templeton spat.

I couldn’t think of anything witty for that one, but it didn’t matter – Connor had regained control of the situation.

“Lily’s wanted here, Mother. You’re not. Keep that in mind, or leave.”

She whirled around. “All I want is a private conversation – is that too much to ask?”

Connor looked over her shoulder at me.

I figured I’d taken the low road enough for the day. I half-closed my eyelids and gave a couple of tiny nods like, It’s okay.

The corner of his mouth quirked up, and his eyes gave me a warm, invisible hug. 

Then he called out over his shoulder, “Johnny, could you take Lily into the kitchen for me?”

“Sure.”

I walked past Mrs. Templeton.

As I passed Connor, he reached out, lightly grasped my hand, and gave it a little squeeze.

I paused and looked up at him.

He winked, and I smiled.

Then Johnny hooked my arm and we walked away under the arctic stares of Mr. and Mrs. Templeton.
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When we were halfway down the hall to the kitchen, Johnny whispered in my ear, “That… was… AWESOME.”

I grinned. “Thanks.”

“I’ve never seen Mrs. Templeton get skewered like that before. Sebastian would have killed to be here.”

“He doesn’t like her?”

“He loathes her. And Mr. Templeton, too, but especially her. And yet, even he’s never had the balls to take her down like that. Not to her face. So thank you from both of us.”

I suppressed a giggle, then looked at him. “You’re not mad at us? For… you know… sneaking out?”

His face darkened. “Oh, I’m plenty mad at Connor… but I’ll have that talk with him later. He’ll probably throw it in my face that they were here when he got back.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“No, but once Connor gets an advantage in an argument, he always uses it, so that’ll be the main way he tries to shut me up.”

Once we were in the kitchen and dining area, Johnny pulled out his cell phone and hit a couple of buttons. Back in the main room, the discussion was still just as heated, even if it was taking place at a lower volume level.

“Who are you calling?” I asked.

With perfect timing, a very gay voice answered over the speakerphone. “I am having Mai Tai’s by the most delightful swimming pool with the most handsome man in California, Johnny, so this had better be an emergency.”

“Connor’s parents are here. Unannounced and uninvited.”

There was a pause.

“Nooo,” Sebastian said, not like he was replying in the negative, but like I can NOT believe you just said that.

“Yes.”

“Both of them?!”

“Yes.”

“Why?!”

“Apparently there’s some sort of business deal Connor’s in that’s going to cut into their bottom line. Deep into their bottom line, sounds like.”

“Oh shit, watch your back, then. And especially Connor’s.”

“I plan to.”

There was a pause. “Which business deal, exactly?”

“Something dealing with the governor and a bunch of land in Nevada.”

“Um… why don’t I know anything about this?”

My eyes widened.

Wow… Connor really DID trust me…

Johnny looked at me. “Lily knows more about it than I do.”

Sebastian’s tone of voice suddenly iced over. “Oh, GOD, is she still there?”

“So nice to talk to you, too, Sebastian,” I smirked.

“It would be nicer if we weren’t talking at all.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d been here five minutes ago,” Johnny informed him.

Curiosity piqued, Sebastian bit. “Why? What happened?”

“Lily took down Lenora.”

Sebastian sounded like the gayest five-year-old on Christmas morning ever. “OH MY GOD, tell me EVERYTHING.”

“What did she say?” Johnny asked me. “Something about if Connor picked you up in a trailer park?”

“That, and a discount bin at Walmart.”

“Oh, well… can’t say I disagree with Lenora yet.”

“You’re almost as big a bitch as she is, do you know that, Sebastian?” I asked.

“Honey, NOBODY’S as big a bitch as Lenora. She makes Madonna look like Mother Teresa.”

“Just be quiet for a second, Sebastian,” Johnny scolded. “So Lily said, ‘You’re being very rude,’ and Lenora said something like, ‘That’s how we talk to people like you where I come from,’ and Lily shot back, ‘Where’s that? Bitches ‘R Us?’”

There was a pause. Then – 

“No you didn’t.”

“Yes she did,” Johnny grinned.

Another pause. Then, even more dramatically –

“No you DIDN’T.”

“Oh, just wait – it got better.”

Johnny went on to recount the ‘mean old lady plastic surgery’ and the ‘born in the 18th century’ quips.

Every time he delivered another punch line, Sebastian threw in an even louder, more gleeful “NO YOU DIDN’T.”

After Johnny finished, there was a long pause on the other end of the line. 

Then, finally, Sebastian spoke.

“I say this only because Javier just left to freshen up my drink, and also because I’m about three Mai Tai’s to the wind. Lily, if I weren’t gay, I would ask you to marry me right now.”

I burst out laughing.

Considering who was saying it, it was probably the best compliment I’d ever had in my life.

“Thank you, Sebastian. I’d have to turn you down, but I appreciate it.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t actually go through with it. After all, I don’t like you very much. But right now, I LOVE YOU. I’m going to name my first adopted child ‘Lily’ just to commemorate my love for you right now. Boy or girl, doesn’t matter.”

I laughed again. “Thank you Sebastian, but please don’t saddle a boy with my name.”

“It’s alright, he’ll be gay, too, it’ll be fabulous.”

“I think this is the Mai Tai’s talking.”

“Undoubtedly. Another reason we’re having this conversation is because I’m probably not going to remember it tomorrow.”

“That’s probably for the best. Especially for your future adopted son.”

“Uh, Sebastian, I hate to ask you this – ” Johnny said.

“Already on the next flight. I’m booking it on my iPad as we speak, and I’ll get a car service to the airport. I’ll be in Vegas in… two and a half hours. Can you pick me up, or do I need to get a cab?”

“Get a cab, I want to stick close to Connor. Sorry to wreck your vacation.”

“Darling, you didn’t wreck it, Lenora and Augustus did. Besides, I’m bringing Javier with me. It’ll be a working vacation.”

“Thanks, Sebastian.”

“Toodles. And Lily?”

“Yes?”

“Yours and mine is a love that dare not speak its name. Understand?”

“Completely. See you soon.”

“Ta ta.”

And the phone hung up.

Johnny grinned at me. “You’re in the club.”

“What club?”

“The club of people Sebastian actually likes. It’s a very exclusive group.”

I laughed. “I don’t know that he actually likes me… seeing as he said, ‘I don’t actually like you.’”

“‘Very much’ – he said he doesn’t ‘like you very much.’”

“Oh, now you’ve convinced me.”

“Let’s put it this way: he’s never said he’d ask to marry me, and I’m a dude.”

I grinned. “Okay, point taken. What do we do now?”

“We wait.”
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During the lull in Johnny’s and my conversation, we could hear shouting from the other room.

And then there was suddenly a loud knock.

Johnny looked over, concern on his face. “Connor?!”

“It’s alright, Johnny, my dad’s guys are getting it,” Connor called back.

Even so, Johnny started down the connecting hallway towards the main room. I followed close behind him.

I could hear the sound of everything that happened next, even though I couldn’t see all the participants. The edge of the hallway blocked my view of most of the main room. I could only see Connor, who stood in front of the enormous windows looking out over the Strip. Everyone else was at least a few feet out of sight.

There was the sound of a door opening.

Then a man’s voice, similar to Connor’s, but a little higher. “Connor.”

“Vincent,” Connor replied coldly, his face twisted in displeasure. “I’d say it’s nice to see you, but I don’t like lying to your face.”

“No, just stabbing us in the back,” Mrs. Templeton sneered.

“I brought someone with me,” Vincent’s voice said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Then there was the sharp click click click of stiletto heels on the floor.

And Connor’s face immediately went grey.

I had never seen him look like that, ever. He looked like someone had sucker-punched him in the solar plexus, and he was about to throw up.

Either that, or he had seen a ghost.

Or something worse.

“Hello, Connor,” a woman’s voice said.

A voice I had heard earlier that day.

Low and throaty. 

A young Lauren Bacall.

My stomach nearly fell out of my body as I reached the corner of the hallway, a step behind Johnny.

There she stood, Grace Kelly with the golden blonde hair, still dressed in her silk blouse and pencil skirt.

She walked up and stood beside the other new arrival, a man who looked like a slightly shorter, slightly less handsome version of Connor, with sandy hair instead of black.

“Shit,” Johnny whispered.

Connor just stood there, stock still, staring at her.

I tapped Johnny on the shoulder and gave him a questioning look, though deep down, I already knew the answer. 

I didn’t want to hear it aloud… but I had to.

I had to know for sure.

Johnny glanced back at me, a sick look on his face.

“Miranda Lockwood,” he whispered.

I shook my head, as though that meant nothing to me.

Yet it did. Mr. Templeton had said her first name earlier.

You’ve come down a ways since Miranda.

Johnny’s voice was sympathetic and grave, as though he were breaking the news of a loved one’s death.

“Connor’s ex-fiancée.”

The woman who had broken his heart.

I looked back at the woman again – and saw her slip her hand into Vincent’s.

My eyes widened, and I glanced over at Connor.

She might as well have shot him.

I saw the agony in his face… how hurt he was…

How much of an effect she had on him, even eight months later.

And my whole world came tumbling down.
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