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Dedication
[image: ]


To all my subs who thought I left a plot hole, the most important thing in this relationship is that you trust me. There is absolutely no way Xavier didn’t tell me what he was up to. Everything happens for a reason.

This book and series have a content warning. Please visit my website for more information.

https://harleymadisonauthor.com/content-warnings/

Note from the author: There is one scene in this book that needs a “Do not try this at home” label. You will know exactly which chapter when you read it. Please remember that I write fiction, not how-to guides.

Love Harley xx


Blurb
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Four professors. One naughty college student. Six months of pleasure on the line.

They left me.

They didn't even try to fight for me.

They decided that things between us were over before we even had a chance to get started.

Now my body is covered in their marks, my wardrobe is filled with clothes they bought for me, and every time I sit down to sketch, all I can draw is them.

I'm not ready for this to be over. They promised me six months. Six fucking months.

So, fuck them, I'm going to get my six months. We have a contract. I'm willing to uphold my side, and they will just have to come to the table.

They've met the good girl; now it's time for the brat to come out and play.

Brat Baby is the third book in the Sugar Life series. It is a high-steam why choose romance with one baby girl trying to win her daddies back and four daddy doms who want what they can't have.


Chapter 1
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Emery


I stare at the corner of the building that they disappeared behind, my mind already tattooing the memory of their backs as they leave me here, alone on the grass behind the coffee shop. I’m terrified to move, terrified to breathe. Terrified to move on from this exact moment, because how is the world still spinning? It feels as though my entire world has come to a stop.

There is no breeze. No murmuring of voices from the hundred or so college students around the corner. No thud of my heart in my chest.

There. Is. Nothing.

They left me. They really fucking left me.

After they promised that I’m theirs. That they aren’t going anywhere. Nothing would take me away from them.

But not once, not a single time, did they say they would never walk away from me.

My lungs burn as I drag in a ragged breath, sobs lining up in my throat, just waiting to be let out. No, no, no, no. How? Why?

Why did I allow myself to believe in this fucked-up little bubble we created over the weekend? I fucking know better.

I fucking know better.

This shit never works out for me. Forever homes aren’t for real. No one ever keeps the strays.

Why the hell didn’t we have a single conversation about what our real lives are like? Or… wait. Did my orphan bomb kill that for us? Is this my fault? Did I fuck up by answering their questions? Should I have told them then, before the weekend started, that I’m a student? Would knowing from the beginning have changed things?

Would we have even had the weekend together?

Did I ruin this?

There is a vibration in my pocket and my heart leaps into my throat. With shaking fingers, I dig out my phone, only to have my soul completely and utterly crushed as Oakley’s name appears on my screen.

Oakley: Where are you?

My throat is tighter than a clamped vise as I force my thumbs across the screen and send a reply.

Me: Outside, around the corner.

And then I do the absolute stupidest thing imaginable—I leave the message thread with Oakley and go to the group chat with my daddies. I scanned them all this morning but haven’t had a chance to respond. It’s what I was supposed to be doing now, as I sipped my iced chocolate and listened to Oakley ramble about her thoughts on my weekend.

Darcy: Good morning, princess. Message us when you are awake.

Hudson: Kitten, don’t forget to start thinking about your rewards. You have quite a few to choose.

Derek: I have a reward selected.

Hudson: That leaves ten for the rest of us.

Derek: *Rolling eye emoji* Emery has plenty more opportunities to earn rewards. You’ll still be able to spoil her.

Xavier: Don’t forget to send photos of your marks.

The screen blurs and my stomach rolls as I swipe out and go into the messages Darcy has been sending me privately.

Darcy: I hope you slept well last night. I was up half the night remembering the way my ropes caressed your skin. I don’t think I have ever seen anything more beautiful than you, completely wrecked and bound with my art.

Darcy: I have booked us a table at Thai Orchid for 7, Tuesday. There are plenty of movies to watch at the theater a few blocks down. You can pick the movie.

Darcy: Have an amazing day today, princess. I’ll be thinking about you x

Then there is a link to what I assume is the theater for me to select our movie.

The only other separate messages I have are from yesterday from Derek, asking for my email address so that he can set me up on his Club Obsession account. Other than that, they have stayed inside the group chat, and for that, I’m incredibly grateful. I’m not sure I could take having private notes from each of them. The messages are the closest things to love notes I have ever received, and I wish they were on paper so that I could add them to my scrapbook of sketches.

With every reread of Darcy’s messages, my heart pulses with a dull ache. The tears that have threatened to spill over finally win their battle and roll down my cheeks. I wrap my hand around the wrist with the bracelet, reminding myself that it’s still there, that I still have this part of them, at least.

How is this even happening?

“Emery, oh my god. What happened, are you okay?”

Two backpacks are dumped onto the grass beside me, and then Oakley is there, wrapping her arms around my upper body, pinning my arms to my sides. My skin twinges under her touch, the cuts and bruises from the weekend protesting the pressure. But the irritation barely even registers with the swell of feelings cresting, then crashing into me.

I drop my phone onto the grass between us and throw my arms around her as I bury my face into her shoulder, letting the waves take me under. The sobs that leave my body are muffled by her shirt, and I know I’m leaving a snotty, teary mess all over her, but I don’t care. I can’t. The only feeling inside of me right now is complete and utter despair.

“Shhh, Em. Just breathe. Breathe for me,” Oakley murmurs, rubbing her hand up and down my back while squeezing me to her with the other one. Every stroke reignites a tiny flare of the painful pleasure from the weekend, reminding me of everything that has been ripped away from me.

We stay there for I have no clue how long, but it’s long enough for pins and needles to set into my feet and for my back to ache. Slowly, and with embarrassment dawning, I pull back from the hug. Oakley follows suit and drops onto her butt on the grass, not even bothering to check the state of her shirt.

I check, and I definitely owe her dry cleaning, at a minimum. Fuck it, I’ll just add it to the other clothes I need to get cleaned.

“Sorry,” I mutter as I swipe at my eyes, then mimic her crisscross sitting position, plopping down so close to her that our shoulders brush as we stare out toward the quad.

“Was that them?” Her tone is even, almost flat, like she isn’t overly interested in the topic.

I pluck a blade of grass from the ground. “Yeah.”

“Want to talk about it?”

No, but she deserves answers. “Apparently they teach here.”

She sucks in a sharp breath, but before she can ask another question, I continue. “They ended it, something about losing their jobs and me getting expelled.”

“Oh,” Oakley replies as she deflates. I can imagine her blue eyes all round and wide-eyed with her surprise. “Okay, but something can be worked out, right? It’s not like you all knew who each other was that first night. What were you supposed to do, give them your entire life story in between sucks and blows?”

A startled laugh bursts from me but dies pretty quickly. “No, I don’t think so. They were very…resolute.”

The silence stretches, and eventually, I glance at her. Her eyes have lost focus as she stares off into the quad while biting her lower lip. I end up looking back out over the grass and try to let myself relax.

My fingers find their way back to my bracelet, and I trace over the cross, my fingertip searching out each individual letter.

D. H. D. X.

After several minutes of nothing, she pushes up onto her knees and leans toward me. Her action is so sudden and unexpected, I jolt, almost falling away from her. Concern flickers across her features for a moment, but she shakes it off.

“Okay, what’s the plan? Because I refuse to believe this is over. You were so happy when you came home last night, exhausted, but happy. Do you want to message or call them? Should we chase after them and get them to talk to you? Do you want to go back to our place and skip the rest of the day? Classes will just be introductions, and the syllabi will be online,” Oakley offers with a gentle smile. “I’m also down to hire a hitman if you like. My sister has a friend who has a connection.”

I blink at her. Who even is this chick? First, she introduced me to SugarLife, and now she can hook me up with a hitman? “You know someone who has a connection to a hitman? Seriously?”

Oakley smiles sheepishly and shrugs one shoulder, her blonde hair swishing with the motion. “I mean, that’s an assumption on my part, but she has friends on the dark web, apparently. At least, that’s what I think I overheard.”

I can’t help but smile. “Thank you, but I’m good for now.”

Oakley grins at me. “No problem, bestie. So, class or back to the dorm?”

With a deep breath, I make the right decision, even though I want nothing more than to go back to my bedroom and sleep off this shit morning. My dream life is still my dream life, and it’s not going to start with burying my head in my pillows.

“Class. I’ll get through today and then decide what I’m doing next.”

“By the way, while you were out here, I got a text that your donut pillow arrived. You’re welcome.”

Chuckling, I stand. “Oaks, I think I’m going to keep you.”


Chapter 2
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Derek


This is Dylan all over again. The lies. The denial. But it’s worse. So much fucking worse.

Blood thunders through my veins as I surge up the few paved steps into the Department of Mathematics building, the gothic architecture, with its crisp green ivory, not bringing me the joy and sense of purpose it normally does.

A fucking student.

She is a fucking student at my fucking university.

The area is teeming with universities and colleges, so sure, it is possible she could have been a student. And I do admit, there had been a niggling thought in the back of my head that her age puts her in the prime age range for higher education. However, that would mean she lied on the goddamn contract that she signed less than twenty-four hours ago.

The lure of the enormous gift we proposed was a little too much for dear little Emery, it would seem.

Not asking her in person is on us. But Emery committing contractual fraud is another ballgame entirely.

As I storm through the pointed archway of the entry into the building, I can feel the presence of the others following me. None of us have said a word, and the silence continues as we stride across the foyer toward the wooden switchback staircase, quickly ascending until we are on the second floor of the four-story building.

For the first time ever, I am irritated with the fact that I have the corner office that overlooks the university’s main quad. As amazing as the room and its view is, the lack of proximity from the staircase is causing my blood pressure to increase, only deepening the hue of the thunderclouds that surround us.

My fury needs an outlet.

How could she do this to us?

Pangs of disappointment flood my chest as her hazel eyes flash in my mind.

She is everything we have ever looked for. Did we show our cards too soon? Did she pick up on how desperate we are to find someone for all of us? Did she think the clause in the six-month contract about being a student was just so we knew her occupation? Did she just skip that section?

How the fuck did we get here?

A door opens farther down the hall, and a group of laughing students step out in front of us. One of my PhD students sees me and starts to wave, but his arm barely even rises before he drops it to the side and urges his friends out of our path.

The way they scuttle to the side has my inner beast sneering, rattling at the cage door that I lock it behind when I’m out in the real world. I fight a snarl at the notion that the ridiculous rumors that surround the four of us will only be reinforced by this one moment in front of these twenty-somethings.

Emery wouldn’t cower as we approached, even with this darkness surrounding us. She’d stand strong and raise her chin, not allowing any one of us to get beneath her skin. Her inner fire would blaze against ours, neither party caving to the other.

And fuck, that thought enrages me even more, because she is perfect for us. Absolute perfection. She isn’t afraid of us and the things we want. And she has the steel to stand up for herself when it really matters.

Is that why she did this? Because she isn’t scared? Is it all a game to her? Are we just toys for her to play with? To explore her sexual fantasies with? Is she not worried that all of us could lose everything? Her included?

Whatever her plans are for her future, if it’s discovered that she is having an illicit affair with not one, but four, of the teaching staff at her school, she’ll be expelled and will make acceptance into another university a difficult process.

Even if it all started before any of us knew of our professional link to her.

I reach into my pocket and withdraw a security pass, which doubles as the key to my office, from the pocket of my slacks. The panel turns green after only a second of the card resting against it, and I immediately shove into the office.

Light from the window that overlooks the quad streams across my cherry-oak desk in the middle of the room. I bypass the couch that sits to the side of the door and stride past the table and chairs against the far wall that I use for student office hours. As I hear the door snick shut after the others enter, I go to the coat and hat stand in the corner behind my desk where my leather satchel hangs.

The same satchel that holds the signed copy of the contract.

“What the fuck just happened?” Hudson asks, his voice slicing through the silence like a machete. “A student? She’s a student? How?”

The fury and pain in his voice causes a deep echo within me, and I have to clench my jaw against the wave of emotion. I riffle through the satchel until I find the correct folder and pull it free.

“She can’t be. The contract clearly states she had to tell us if she’s a student and what school she attends so that we could assess the situation,” Darcy replies as he flops into one of the cushioned leather accent chairs on the visitor side of my desk. “We specifically have that section in there to avoid this exact situation. How could she ignore that section? I watched her read the contract, she read every single line.”

I take a seat in my own chair and open the folder as Hudson and Darcy continue discussing how we got here. Setting the Friday and weekend contracts to the side, as well as the reward chart, I go straight for the long-term contract, specifically the last section on the first page.

The most fucking important section.

My gaze scans down the paper: Dominants, submissive, exclusivity. Fridays to Sundays. Safe words. Aftercare. Club Obsession. Then—

Nothing.

I flip to the next page, and there is the list of sexual acts we’d like to do with her, but there is nothing about her status as a student. My throat tightens as I flip to the last page that has the term and gift for this contract and all our signatures.

I stare uncomprehendingly at Emery’s signature.

It’s right there, in black ink. Her signature on a contract that does not contain a section requiring her to state if she is a student and at what institution.

She didn’t lie. She didn’t commit contractual fraud. She was our perfect girl, just as we thought. This isn’t Emery’s fault. No. This is ours. We fucked up.

I think back to signing the contract yesterday. The contract was waiting for me—all of us—on the coffee table, open to the signature page. Xavier had already signed and dated it. I didn’t think anything of it and simply signed and dated it as well. His signature was a sign to me that the contract was good to go.

My brain jams on that thought.

“No need. Already done.”

Those were Xavier’s words from yesterday when I had suggested asking Hudson and Darcy to bring a copy of the contract back with them.

Xavier supplied the contract. He printed it off. He had already signed it, giving it a level of authority—of surety—that everything was okay.

The jammed thought slowly works itself free.

I drag my gaze from the contract, across the polished finish of my desk, over the empty space to where Xavier leans against the wall, one shoulder pressed against the slate gray, ankles crossed. His face is blank as he watches the other two, and it occurs to me—he hasn’t said a fucking word since we spotted Emery at the coffee shop.

I focus back on the contract. I’ve always known he doesn’t give two fucks about teaching. It’s had the feel of a backup option for him. Almost like this role was selected for him, not by him.

But why would he tamper with the contract? Why would he do this to us? Why would he jeopardize our careers, our futures? Her future? She’ll be brought up before the ethics committee for being with us. And from what we have learned about her so far, she must be here on scholarship. Probably more than one.

She’s going to lose all of that.

This is going to strip away her security.

Why would he have her sign a contract that would jeopardize all of that?

“I’m keeping her.”

That cunt. That selfish fucking cunt.

He knew. That is the only reason he would do this. He knew she was a fucking student before he signed the contract. That fucker knew before his scene with her. He modified the contract before his scene. He must have printed it earlier that day, which explains what he’d been doing Sunday morning.

He fucked her, carved up her ass cheek, and had all of us sign a fucking sixty-thousand-dollar contract with her, all while knowing she was a goddamn student.

The fury bubbling in my veins turns to white-hot rage, boiling the blood in my veins as I shoot to standing so suddenly that my chair skids out and crashes into the wall.

The conversation ends abruptly, and I barely notice Hudson and Darcy staring at me as I charge Xavier. The fucking asshole doesn’t even flinch when he sees me coming. Doesn’t even try to defend himself when I know he can. Taking two fistfuls of his shirt, I shove him against the wall.

“Derek,” Hudson cautions, but I ignore it, too locked in on my target.

Heat pours off me in waves and my knuckles ache to crack into the smug look on the fucker’s face. “How long?” I drag him forward and shove him back against the wall, and he barely resists. “How fucking long have you known that she’s a student at Newton?”

The smirk doesn’t drop from his face as the silence from behind us turns from shocked to charged. “Sunday morning.”

The words don’t even finish leaving his mouth before my knuckles are filled with pain and hands are gripping my shoulders and arms, holding me back as I struggle to get another punch in. “You fucking bastard! You selfish asshole. How could you?”

Xavier straightens, thumbing at the split on his lip. He doesn’t say anything as he rubs his index finger against his thumb, examining his own blood.

The hands holding on to me shove me away from him, and I land against my desk.

“What the hell is going?” Darcy demands, breathing heavily as he puts himself between the two of us.

I flick a hand toward Xavier. “He knew she was a student. The contract we all signed? It doesn’t have the Student Declaration section we all agreed on. Emery did nothing wrong.”

As the words drain the fight from me, the memory of her face as I told her we aren’t her daddies anymore smashes into me. Devastation had filled her eyes and drained away the flush of her skin. The way she flinched when Darcy moved suddenly. Heartbreak and confusion. The fear. The pain.

My chest is pierced with an ache so violent, I can barely breathe.

What did I do?

“Wait… so, hold on,” Darcy starts, but swings away from me and turns to Xavier. “You changed the contract? Why?”

I look up in time to see Xavier give Darcy a flat stare before he answers. “Because she’s perfect.”

Three fucking words that couldn’t be more true.

Hudson turns away from the three of us, pacing toward the couch before jerking to a stop and flinging his arms out as he faces us once again, face hard, eyes like ice. “So, what? You took it upon yourself to steal our choices from us? We could have had this conversation with her, we could have figured something out. But now? You’ve backed us into a fucking corner! This can’t be salvaged!”

Xavier shrugs and leans back against the wall. “I’m going to quit. This job is nothing compared to her. You should too.”

I glare at him. It’s not that fucking simple. He hasn’t given decades of his life to this career, nor does he have plans to move beyond being a lecturer. I fucking do. As does Hudson.

“You’ve known her for three days. Three days, Xav. That is nowhere near long enough to know she is who you want her to be. To toss away your career like that. That’s what the six months was supposed to be about,” Hudson argues, slashing his arm down in front of himself. “But now, that’s gone. Because of you. We can’t be caught even talking to her. She’s officially off-limits to all four of us.”

“I’m not leaving her.” Xavier’s words are calm, even, like he is commenting on the color of the carpet, not talking about breaking the code of conduct for the university. “She’s mine. I’m keeping her. The three of you can do whatever the fuck you like.”

With those final words, he straightens and exits the room, the rest of us in too much shock to stop him from leaving.

As soon as the door shuts behind him, Darcy and Hudson turn to face me.

“What the hell are we going to do?” Darcy asks, eyes cutting to the door and back to me.

There is a trill from my pocket as the alarm on my phone chimes. A second phone starts to chime as well. I close my eyes, my eyelids actually aching, and take a deep breath before fishing my phone out of my pocket and canceling the alarm I’d set to make sure I wasn’t late to my first class.

“We’ll discuss this tonight. Meet at my place at seven. But for now, we need to get on with our days. Young minds to mold and all that.”

For a whole minute, we stand silently in the room, staring at each other and at nothing, trying to process everything that happened. But then Hudson straightens and walks out in silence, Darcy trailing out a few moments later.

I drag my fingers over the sheets of paper until the very last page is displayed.

Her artwork stares back up at me, mockingly. I had everything I ever wanted in the palm of my hand, and this drawing is all I will ever have to show for it.

I’ve worked too damn hard to be where I am now. I’m tenured, head of the math department, with my aim at the dean’s office. As much as I want Emery in my life, my bedroom, and under my floggers, I can’t allow things to progress any further.

I have to save the rest of us.

I have to keep Emery safe.

And maybe, just maybe, I can find us a way out of this mess.


Chapter 3
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Emery


Staring at my flushed, damp reflection in the restroom of the math building, I assess my current situation. The cool water I’ve been splashing on my face has helped reduce some of the red puffiness, but it’s clear that I have been crying. A lot.

The skin over my cheeks feels tight and warm, and there is a dull ache behind my eyes. As much as I want to throw in the towel and go back to my dorm for an all-day nap, I can’t.

I won’t. I refuse to give in to this. It’s not even the worst thing that has ever happened to me. Just the most disappointing.

The first class of the rest of my life is about to start, but I feel nothing. No butterflies. No excitement. No dreams-coming-true explosion of fireworks. Nothing. Nada. All my emotions are too preoccupied with the four men who trashed my heart this morning.

Fuck. Me.

I need to put this morning—hell, the entire damn weekend—behind me. Focus on the future, and then I can figure out all the other shit later. I need to pay attention to who is sure to be a stuffy, leather-patched-elbow-wearing professor drone on and on about algorithmic functions. Let it go, just for now.

I grab a paper towel, dab at my face, do my best to ignore the faint purple bruising around my wrists in my reflection, and then toss it into the trash before picking up my phone from the counter. Holding it up to my face, I wait for it to unlock, and when it does, it opens directly into the group message thread, where my most recent message still has no reply.

Me: This has all been a huge misunderstanding. I swear I didn’t lie to you. Please, can we just talk? We can work this out.

The persistent ache in my chest since they left me in the grass swells for one heartbeat, then two, making it feel like a ten-ton weight is sitting on my chest. Why the fuck does this hurt so much? It was a weekend of sex. They aren’t my real daddies. Fuck, they aren’t even my boyfriends. They are just a bunch of kinky old dudes who wanted to have a naughty weekend.

But they wanted more. They wanted to extend what we had from one weekend to six months. That’s longer than any foster care placement I ever had, outside of the last group home.

The time at the top of the screen grabs my attention. I’ve got less than eight minutes to find the room for my first ever college class—Calculus 101. Inhaling through my nose, I let the air out through my mouth as I plan the rest of my day. Once that class is done, there is a short break, and then I have Introduction to Macroeconomics. After that, I can go back to the dorm and give in to my need to cry.

Actually, no. I need to swing by the library to borrow textbooks, which I should have done on the weekend, before I can cry again. Maybe if I make my lunch quick, I can hit the library before macro.

Closing my eyes, I take another breath, inhaling enough air to make my ribs groan before letting it all out, sling my backpack onto my shoulder, and leave the bathroom to search for the lecture room. As soon as I step out into the hall, I’m hit with a wave of noise and movement as people rush around.

The interior of this building doesn’t match the exterior. The outside reminds me of the buildings from that English TV series, where the girl couldn’t inherit her father’s title. I only watched a few episodes before the whole thing irritated me. Bitching and moaning while eating with gold-plated cutlery. Give me a fucking break.

At least this interior doesn’t have anything gold plated. Instead, it’s all glass and chrome. Not only that, but there are students everywhere, huddled in groups as they stare at each other’s laptops and phones. Laughter, the squeak of sneakers against the tiles, and the general hum of activity fills the building. So different from high school, where most students kept their eyes aimed at the ground, trying to blend into the lockers, very few of us wanting to be there or be seen.

But here? Everyone is here by choice, not because they are legally obligated to. They are chasing dreams of their own, not merely surviving through a day of education, surrounded by gangs and rent-a-cops. All the noise and excitement settles something inside of me, and I try, once again, to let the last three days go and enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime moment.

Swiveling, I look around the main foyer and spot a bunch of black arrows stuck to a wall. I wait for a group of people to pass by before I’m able to get close to the signs. The building is a giant hollow square, with a big courtyard in the center. And, of-fucking-course, the room I’m looking for is on the opposite side of the building.

I jostle my backpack, so it’s a little more comfortable, then double-time it to the lecture room. As I pass the classrooms, I glance into them, unable to stop myself. Most doors are closed, with teaching already in progress, but every now and then, I come across a room that has a group of students who are clearly studying together.

Fuck. I’m really fucking here. I’m at college. I’m a fucking college student.

I made it. I got out.

No more social services checking in. No more routine governed by the group home. No more sharing a room with three other girls. No more dodging gangs. No more Tray.

It’s just me and my future.

After what feels like a bajillion steps and several evasive maneuvers to get around people who are milling about, I finally spot the door to the lecture hall. My nerves spike.

One thing I’m incredibly fucking grateful to my daddies for is the new wardrobe. Seeing what everyone is wearing today, I’d needed the clothing upgrade. Not that I’m embarrassed by my original wardrobe. It just would have made me stick out from everyone else, and I prefer to blend in.

Blending in means you are less likely to get singled out.

And I really, really need to blend in today. I don’t want anyone questioning my right to be here or how I got here. I want to feel normal. Like I belong.

A group of students comes hurrying from behind and pushes past, making it through the door before me. I pause on this side of the door and allow one last bout of nerves to rattle through my bones before I straighten, shove that shit down, and enter the room.

It’s exactly as I imagined it would be. At least ten rounded tiers of tables and chairs, nearly every one of which is occupied. The only tables with no one at them are in the front few rows, right in the center.

Well, I guess it serves me right for letting boy troubles make me late.

I keep my gaze trained on the table to the right of center, in the second row, and dart up the center staircase. Quickly, I take a seat, and just in time, too, because the room goes dramatically silent as the door opens again and a guy in his early twenties enters the room. But I barely notice him as the second man enters.

Daddy.

My entire focus funnels in on Derek, sounds fading away like in the movies just before a character faints. I can barely breathe. My heart is in my stomach and a wave of nausea slams into me like a tsunami. It’s taking all my strength to stay seated and not run down the stairs and throw myself at him.

He doesn’t look up at the students; instead, he strides over to the table that sits to the side of the podium and removes his laptop from his leather messenger bag. Those hands that spent the better part of the weekend roaming my body, bringing me the most intense pleasure I have ever felt, open the laptop and place it on the podium.

The entire time, he hasn’t looked our way. The other guy, who has taken a room-facing seat at the table, says something to him, and he nods with a small smile as he plugs a cable into the side of his laptop.

How can he stand up there with a smile on his face? Is his heart not tearing apart in his chest the way mine is? Doesn’t he feel hollow as fuck, like every good thing in the world has been ripped away from him?

I didn’t notice before, but his gray suit and pink button-down suits him. Especially with how he has the top two buttons undone. Not a single leather elbow patch in sight.

Color flashes up on the walls behind him, and I’m startled out of my hyperfocus by his presentation appearing. Blinking several times, the rest of the room comes back into focus. Quiet coughs, the tapping of computer keys, and then the clearing of Derek’s throat.

He looks up at the students with a smile, eyes sweeping along the upper rows. “Welcome to Calculus 101. I am Professor Derek King. You may call me Professor King or Professor. This class is a rapid reintroduction and extension of differential and integrated calculus. We will go over everything you learned in high school over the first three weeks and then move on to new content. We will have two, two-hour lectures together each week, and you can attend as many hours of tutorial workshops with my TA, Justin Vanders, as you like. I recommend a minimum of two hours per week. More, if you are struggling with the content. There is no shame in asking for help. The pace is quick and the content challenging.”

My limbs are tingling and my head is swimming. Four hours a week? Four hours of him standing right in front of me, but I can’t touch him? On autopilot, I open my bag and drag out the notebook I brought with me to take notes, as well as blue and red pens.

The girl next to me makes a noise, and I turn my head in her direction. She’s staring at my notebook, and I glance at hers but find a laptop. A quick scan of the students around us lets me know that it wasn’t only my wardrobe that needed an upgrade.

Everyone has a laptop.

Everyone but me.

Fuck.

So much for blending in.

Tears burn the backs of my eyes as I try to focus on opening the notebook to the first page and writing the date at the top right. With that task done, I look back at the podium, only to find Derek staring at me with fire in his eyes.

I shrink back in my seat, stomach clenching so violently that I’m glad I opted not to drink my coffee this morning. His glare pins me to my seat, and I’m sure if he had some sort of superpower, he would use it to make me disappear.

Then he blinks and looks away before tapping on his keyboard and beginning his lecture like I don’t exist. The entire lecture continues that way. Him teaching everyone else, even cracking little jokes, all while ignoring me.

My throat aches as I start jotting down the important dates that he talks about and the weight of each exam. But I barely listen. Sure, I hear the words, and I transcribe them onto the page in front of me.

But the only sound I’m truly listening to is the shattering of my hope on the carpeted floor between us.


Chapter 4
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Derek doesn’t wait around at the end of the class. Before I’ve finished writing my last notes, he’s out the door, leaving his TA, Justin, alone to deal with the students who swarm down on him. Justin’s confused stare as he watches Derek leave confirms that this is not normal behavior for him, which means he isn’t as unaffected as he wants me to believe.

I stretch out the cramp in my hand. Fuck, I haven’t had to write that much in months, and I’m completely out of practice. As soon as my first SugarLife transfer clears my bank account, I’m purchasing a laptop, even if I have to miss a class to do it. I’ll find a way to catch up. No way in hell am I going a minute longer than I have to without one.

But even if I’d had a laptop to use, the pace was quick. No pauses between slides, minimal time for questions. Which has me nervous about the pace of the rest of my classes. Sure, high school had been fairly simple, especially when I kept ahead of the reading. But this feels like it’s on a whole other level.

Not to mention the added pressure of being so close to Derek, who can make my brain switch off with just the tone of his voice.

The last two hours were like some sort of cruel punishment, but I’m unclear on why I’m being punished. And it really didn’t have anything to do with seeing him. It was the fact that he did everything to not see me, to ignore me. After that initial eye contact, he didn’t look at me a single time.

I think I would have preferred if he’d glared at me with the same anger from this morning.

I snatch up my phone and see I have messages from Oakley, but I swipe past those and open the NU student app to find my schedule.

Wednesday. I have to go through all this again on Wednesday.

One thing the last two hours have accomplished is to turn me numb. With every minute he ignored me, the colder I grew. My insides feel empty. Cold and empty. There is a huge nothingness where my lungs belong.

When the room is almost empty, I gather all my things and pass the few students still trying to get a few minutes of Justin’s time. Before I make it to the door, it opens and the flow of students for the next class begins. I have to wait for a break and then dart through the door, my legs feeling awkward beneath me.

With an hour to kill before my next class, I head to one of the student dining halls. I’m not sure how much use I’m going to get out of my meal card, now that I have the money from the weekend. With the dorm being apartment style and having a fully functioning, if small, kitchen, it’ll be hard to force myself to go to dining halls.

But if I want the money to stretch for as much of my college career as possible, then I should probably take advantage of all the free things that I can. I need to make the commitment that I’m only going to spend the money on necessary things, like a laptop. And maybe some new sheets and shit for my bed.

Fuck, just thinking about my macroeconomics course without a laptop makes me irritated. I should have been better prepared.

Every second I spend in the corridor of the math building has my gaze darting around nervously, both hoping and dreading that I’ll spot Derek. But I make it all the way to the front doors without a glimpse.

I know there are probably a bunch of other exits, but until I familiarize myself with this building and campus, I’m going to have to deal with the front door only. The sun hits my skin with a little more heat than it did earlier, and a full-body shiver runs through me. I step to the side of the doorway and tip my face up to the sky, soaking in all the warmth that I can.

This is going to be so fucking hard.

So, so, so fucking hard.

But I’ve been through worse and survived.

At least this kind of pain is only internal. It could be worse. They could have literally broken me.

With that super depressing thought, I force myself to start moving. The moping needs to stop, at least for the next few hours. I can feel as sorry for myself as I like once I’m back in the dorm. I just need to get through eating some food, one more lecture, a trip to the library, and then I can break down.

With the help of the map in the student app, Baxter Dining Hall comes into view a few minutes later. The glass doors slide open as I approach, and I’m hit with a blast of noise. The hall is absolutely packed full of people. I take several steps into the space and pause, trying to figure out the chaos.

Tables to the left are filled with people sitting in chairs and actually on the tables. The table sitters are all in aqua and black NU letterman jackets that have gold writing here and there, with chicks hanging off them. A football whizzes over the heads of several tables before there is a resounding cheer when it is caught.

Turning away from all of that, I spot the… is that a convenience store? I glance up at the sign hanging above the massive self-serve beverage station situated front and center—Baxter’s Eatery. This is nothing like the cafeteria in high school.

I trail behind two girls as they pass by the drinks and head toward the refrigerators that run lengthwise behind the station. They open the fridge and grab tubs of yogurt and then fruit from some baskets hanging off the corner of the unit.

I mimic their choices, not really caring what I eat at this point, just wanting to figure out how all this works without looking like an idiot. They both grab a packet of Cheetos, so I do the same, and then they go to a counter on the other side of the space.

When I can see through the glass at what food is being offered, my mouth practically falls open. There is so much food, and it actually looks like it’s not mass-produced and frozen upon arrival.

Sandwich bar.

Four different kinds of salad.

Pizzas for one.

Multiple pasta options.

Fries. Burgers. Wraps.

It all looks… fresh. Like it was made here. Looking up, I stare into the hustle and bustle of the kitchen and realize that it is made fresh. There is what I assume is a fully staffed kitchen moving around like a well-oiled machine.

“What can I get you?”

I’m startled away from my staring by a guy in a Baxter’s Eatery green polo and fake smile.

“Oh, uh. Sorry, um, could I grab a pasta?” That’s a safe option, right?

He raises an eyebrow. “Sure, which one?” He uses his blue gloved hand to gesture at the three options.

My cheeks burn. “Lasagna, please.”

He nods. “Would you like fries with that?”

I stare back at him. More food?

He sighs. “Freshman?”

I nod, clutching the snacks I’ve already collected to my chest. “Ah, yeah. I have a meal card.”

The guy nods and offers a tight smile before he starts plating my meal. “Okay, this is how it works. Your meal card will get you three meals a day, plus a few extras.” He pointedly stares at what I’m already holding. “So, stock up at each meal to get you through the day. Once I give you this plate, go grab a drink, then head up to the register, scan your card and you’re good to go. Any questions?”

He offers my plate fully loaded with lasagna and fries to me over the top of the glass window, expression bored, like he’s already given that speech a few dozen times today. Since today is the first day of classes, I’m not surprised.

Opting to not incur any more of his irritation, I shake my head and take the plate. “No, thanks.”

I start to walk away, but pivot back as a thought occurs to me. “Um, sorry, actually, where do I get—”

“Against the wall.” He flicks his hand directly to his left toward the end of the counter, where there is a shelf holding tubs full of thin paper bags, which I assume have cutlery and napkins. “When you’re done with your plate, leave it on the table and one of the table staff will clear it away.”

Before I can thank him again, he starts serving the next person. Well, okay, then.

I follow his instructions to the letter, and within minutes, I’m sitting at the end of one of the tables by the wall and people watching as I try to eat the entire serving of pasta. The rest of the food I collected is going to live in my backpack because there is absolutely zero chance of me eating all this right now.

Now all that’s left to do is eat, macro, library, and home.

Then I can have a pity party for one.


Chapter 5
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Fuck Mondays.

Seriously.

How is this even happening right now?

It’s like the kink gods are playing some sort of sick joke on me.

Ice-blue eyes stare back at me. Jaw locked tight. Perfectly styled blond hair flicked back and away. They stare so long, the people sitting next to me start to whisper, and I shrink down into my chair, feeling about as big as a fucking kitten. His kitten.

All the emotions I’d worked so hard to shove down over lunch roar back to the surface as, to my absolute fucking horror, tears well in my eyes. But I can’t break eye contact. I can’t. He’s right there. Hudson. He’s right there and he isn’t doing anything.

We are two people locked in this single moment of time, where nothing else exists. There are no other students. There is no class to be taught. Just him and me, and the pain and anger that burn through our veins.

It’s not until a tear rolls down my cheek that I force myself to break the trance and shift to the side to wipe it away. When I turn back to him, his back is to me as he searches for something in his bag.

His back flexes as he ignores the last of the students who make it into the room. He shoves whatever he was fiddling with back into his bag and then turns to face the room.

There aren’t quiet as many students in this class, but it’s still big. One hundred, maybe?

Hopefully it’s enough to let me hide.

I inhale shakily as I try to settle myself. First Derek and now Hudson? What are the fucking chances that the one and only SugarLife invite I accept is tied to four men who work at the college I attend? And then, on top of that, two of them are my teachers.

I know I won’t have that situation with Darcy—I’m one-hundred-percent positive he teaches art, and I haven’t enrolled in any art classes. As much as I really wanted to.

But Xavier? I have no clue what he could possibly do here. I just really, really hope he’s not another of my professors. I don’t think I could take having so many of them so close but not be allowed to touch them.

“Welcome to Introduction to Macroeconomics. I’m your professor, Hudson Gold. You can call me Hudson or Professor Gold. As the course description outlines, for the first five weeks of this course, you will only have this weekly lecture. In week six, weekly workshops will be added in addition to the lecture. You will be put into groups to complete a group assignment in these facilitated in the workshop classes.” Hudson shoves both his hands in the pockets of his pants as he scans the room, zero waver in his voice. “In order to excel in those workshops, you’ll be required to complete additional study on your own to supplement the course-supplied materials. At the end of today’s class, there will be a list of suggested additional reading. I encourage study groups.”

Hudson doesn’t make eye contact with me the whole time he does his introductory speech. In fact, he goes out of his way to not look at anyone in my general vicinity. He spends the first hour going through the syllabus and then transitions into content.

I’m left, forgotten, never once acknowledged. Completely discarded.

Just like in Derek’s class.

And I have eighteen weeks of this shit.

Fuck. Mondays.


Chapter 6
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The resounding thud of the dorm room door slamming shut as I use my sneaker-clad foot to close it is oddly cathartic.

Fuck today.

Fuck them.

Fuck this heavy-ass backpack.

Fuck these textbooks.

Fuck the long-ass walk back from the library.

Fuck my nonexistent laptop.

All the fucking fucks.

Dumping the textbooks that didn’t fit into my backpack and my actual backpack onto our tiny dining table—both with audible thumps—I head to my bedroom, ready to cash in on the promise I’d made to myself as I’d lugged approximately one thousand pounds of textbooks across campus—a face-first flop onto my bed. I’ll deal with the books later.

Oakley has been texting since about fifteen minutes into my macro class, a constant stream of observations about her classes and the people in them. Her messages were confusing at first, because why would one person want to be in contact with another person that much? But then, as Hudson continued to ignore me for the rest of his class, I came to depend on Oakley’s messages. The distractions helped to remind me that I’m not actually invisible.

Even though that’s what Derek and Hudson apparently want me to believe.

Pushing my bedroom door open, my plans for a face-plant into the pillows dissolve when I see all the unpacked bags still scattered around my room. And I do mean all of them.

Black lingerie bags from my Friday shopping spree. Baby blue duffel stuffed full of the Saturday shopping spree. And Oakley’s rolling suitcase. Not to mention all the gifts that I dumped from my backpack and left on my bed in my haste this morning, so I could use the backpack today.

Shit. How had I forgotten about all of this?

My heart pangs painfully in my chest at all the reminders of the weekend and the future that I lost today.

Instead of my promised face-plant, I sit on the side of my bed, one foot tucked under my ass, and stare at the bags of clothing that I literally have zero places to wear and even fewer people to show them to. If I could trade them all away to have my daddies back, I would. Faster than a heartbeat.

Wearing it all just for myself seems like such a waste. I’m happy with my thrift store finds. Besides what I’m wearing now, I didn’t really purchase that many everyday outfits.

Maybe I could find new daddies so that I have a reason to wear them? Or even just one?

Something about the idea makes the already twisted emotions in my stomach turn over in a sickening way.

Nope. That’s a pass.

They are my one and done. If not them, then no one.

I lean forward and hook a finger into the handle of one of the lingerie bags and gently drag it toward me with the care of someone handling a bomb.

The contents of the bag haven’t changed. It’s all the things I didn’t take with me to their apartment. Lace, satin, little flower patterns, sheer, snaps, hooks. What the hell am I supposed to do with all this now?

I shove the bag aside and reach for the other lingerie bag and then dump the contents of the second into the first, just so that I feel like I’ve accomplished something with all this mess.

Reaching for the duffle bag and unzipping it, seems to cause the mental load of the day to slam into me while I stare down at the plaid mini skirt I wore for Hudson’s free use scene. The weight of the day is so heavy that there isn’t even a trickle of heat accompanying the memory.

With a sigh, I look at the mess scattered across my bed. As much as I want to forget everything and curl up under the covers, I need to normalize all this shit as mine or get rid of it.

I readjust on the bed so that I have one leg hanging off the side and turn to face all the gifts that are scattered over the comforter. Well, all of them except my phone, bracelet, and backpack. And the clothes still in the duffel.

My graphite pencil set and sketch pad.

The gift card for more art supplies.

There is also a purple… wait, is that the vibrator from the fitting room? And restaurant? And car?

A closer inspection confirms that, yes, it is the vibrator that Hudson controlled with his phone. I drop it into the lingerie bag and try to forget that it even exists.

Just thinking about the fitting room, the restaurant, and then the car ride home hurts.

And the Build-A-Bear box from Xavier.

He bought me a bear. A bear for me to keep.

Everything inside of me tightens, my throat aches, and my eyes well with another round of fucking tears.

What the fuck even happened this morning?

Like… why couldn’t they give us a minute to talk? Why was Derek so angry? If being a student was such an important piece of information, why didn’t they just ask?

I… I don’t get it.

Sure, I tried to hide the fact that I grew up in the system from them, but that was purely self-preservation. My status as a student is way less interesting and a much easier piece of information about myself to give up.

Like, sure, now that I know they work at the university, I’m a thousand percent sure that there will be something somewhere that says teaching staff can’t conduct an illicit relationship with a student. And I’m doubly sure it would be even worse, given I’m their student.

Surely something like this has happened before, right? There is absolutely no way that a member of the teaching staff hasn’t had a fling, a relationship, or something else with a student. NU is hundreds of years old. There is zero chance of it being scandal free.

But what were the consequences? Were those relationships ever found out? And if yes, who took the bullet? The teacher or the student?

Reaching for the Build-A-Bear, I run my fingers over the odd-shaped box. It’s kind of like a milk carton and has a house drawn on the outside with a little viewing window for the bear inside.

Carefully, I open the top of the box and peer inside. All I can see is wiry gray fur. Reaching in, I pull the softness from the box and then stretch it out over my lap. Once I have it all kind of anatomically correct, I can see that the bear has patches with stitches on it, like it was a well-loved toy that needed mending.

The heaviness in my chest swells impossibly as I trace the patch over the heart.

Grabbing the box again, I pull out a bag of fluff, a little cardboard box, a sewing packet, and then a… birth certificate?

Discarding the first few items, I scan over the certificate, my throat squeezing uncomfortably tight as I take in all the details, like the date of birth—Saturday. Full name—Theodore Nicholas, (Teddy). Height, weight, eye color, fur color. Belongs to—Emery Nicholas. And then the last line.

Stuffed with love by—Emery Nicholas.

I flip the card over and there is a handwritten note on the back.

For the nights that I can’t be with you.

Xavier.

My throat burns with more unshed tears.

Fuck, I need to get a grip. It was just a weekend. One mind-blowing, eye-opening weekend. But that’s all. Like, it wasn’t even forty-eight hours. They don’t love me, and I don’t love them. All we have is a bunch of shared orgasms and a shopping spree.

Eyeing all the parts that I’m now realizing I need to use to build this bear, I carefully pick up the little cardboard box, since the stuffing and sewing kit seem pretty self-explanatory.

Cracking open the plain white cardboard, I find instructions.

You can choose to place your bear’s heart with its recorded sound wherever makes sense to you. We suggest a paw before you add the stuffing or the chest after the stuffing.

Well, hearts go in chests, so that’s where this one is going.

Five minutes later, I have a stuffed bear with the heart shoved unceremoniously into the chest through the slit in the back and I’m slowly stitching the opening shut. With only one pricked finger, I finally use the tiny little scissors to cut the thread.

Turning Teddy over, I stare down at his little gray face with all his patches. He gives me zero clue as to what to do now. So, I do the only logical thing.

I bring him up to my chest and give him a squeeze and then freeze as the quiet thump thump of a heartbeat emanates from his chest.

Moving only my eyes, I seek out the handwritten note from Xavier.

For the nights that I can’t be with you.

Is this… is this his heartbeat?

I bite my lip to try and stave off those fucking tears, but it’s no use. They roll down my cheeks like waterfalls I shouldn’t be chasing.


Chapter 7
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Darcy and I pull up in a convoy in front of Derek’s place, our car doors slamming simultaneously and echoing in the early evening air. I wait for him by the driveway, hands jammed into my pockets and head feeling completely rotten.

There have only been two messages in our group chat today. One from Derek to let us know she is in his Calculus 101 class. And then mine to tell them she is in my first-year macro class.

The fact that we have all left her last message in the brand-new group chat we have with her on read is fucking killing me.

Emery: This has all been a huge misunderstanding. I swear I didn’t lie to you. Please, can we just talk? We can work this out.

I’ve read it more times than I can count, each time hurting a little more. Death by a thousand cuts.

How must she be feeling. Alone? Tossed to the side? Abandoned? The persistent ache in my chest swells to an untenable discomfort, and I force a deep breath to try to ease it.

Darcy barely slows as he gets closer, forcing me to turn and match his stride or get left on the street.

How did this morning go so completely wrong? I’ve played back every scenario, every alternate choice we could have made, now knowing that the cards had already been stacked, without our knowledge.

Had we acted like assholes? Yes, absolutely. But with the dataset we had at the time, it was a reasonable reaction, considering it looked like she had stalked us to our place of work. However, now that we know the truth… This whole situation has turned into a fucking shit show.

Xavier’s car is blocking Derek’s in the driveway. As we pass, an image of keying the full-body length of his sedan for getting us into this situation intrudes into my mind and elicits a smile. Fuck, that would feel good. It would feel even better if I thought he cared about his car. Fucking asshole. How could he do this to us?

There must be a way to fix this. She is meant to be ours.

With each step, my leather boots thump on the concrete drive until we jog up the few stone steps that are a part of the retaining wall. The silence remains until we enter through the front door and step in to find a silent house.

Anyone who knows Derek knows his house is never silent if he is in it. There is always something on the television, and by something, I mean a sport of any kind.

If I had even a modicum of charity right now, I’d be worried for Xavier. I thought Derek was going to murder him, right then and there in his office, after finding the altered contract. Which would have been fucking terrible on all counts, but most especially because I am confident that Xavier is the only one of us who knows how to dispose of a body.

Not that I’ve ever seen him do it or that he has ever mentioned such a thing. It’s just the air that he has about him and in the vague details he has given us about his past. I wouldn’t put it past him to be one of those crazy people who watch serial killer documentaries for their educational purposes.

Probably critiques them too.

I shoot a concerned look at Darcy, whose heavy expression lifts for a fraction of a second before he speaks. “You don’t think one of them has killed the other, do you?”

A sour chuckle escapes at our similar thoughts. “No, Derek has more restraint than that.”

As we come out of the hallway and into the living area, I spot Derek over by the poker table, shoulder leaning against the window that looks out onto the front lawn, and a glass filled with bourbon in his hand. He doesn’t acknowledge that we have arrived, even though he surely watched us walk up.

Xavier has his ass planted on the couch, no drink in sight, as he scrolls on his phone one-handed, all fucking nonchalant, like he hasn’t jeopardized all our careers. Like the corner of his mouth isn’t all swollen, with a small cut on his lower lip from the last time we were all in the same room together.

Realistically, only Derek and I have anything to worry about, since Emmy isn’t in either of their classes. I checked. We’re also the only two who are permanent employees of Newton University. Darcy is doing the guest lecturer thing, and Xavier has a year-to-year contract.

None of us need the work, but it’s more about the time and effort that Derek and I have put in to get onto the tenure track. He is tenured and the head of his department. I’m still a couple of years away.

When neither of them acknowledges that we have arrived, I glance at Darcy. The confusion on his face smooths out into resolution, and he strides over to Derek’s wet bar to get us both a beer.

“So, what’s the plan? Anyone got any ideas?” he calls out to no one in particular as he pops the top off one, then the other beer.

Xavier doesn’t look up from his phone as he responds. “Why does the plan need to change?”

All the pain and fury that has been rolling around inside of me propels me toward the back of the couch. My voice comes out harsh to my own ears, throat screaming as my anger erupts. “She’s a goddamn student, Xavier! And not just any student, but our student. Derek and I could lose everything over this. How could you put us in this situation? How could you not even ask? You played god, and now we are the ones on the hook if anyone finds out. This is so far across the fucking line that I’m not sure if I can forgive you for this. You didn’t see her face staring back at you for two fucking hours. She cried. The entire time. Silently. I don’t even think she realized she was crying. Tears constantly streaming down her cheeks every time I looked at her. It fucking broke me.”

I inhale through my nose as my arms tingle with the urge to hit something. Looking at her had been so fucking hard that I’d avoided it at all costs, only caving when she was taking notes. I’m certain she believes I was ignoring her, but I wasn’t. It was her tears.

As much as I want her tears, I want them with consent, not pouring from her in an uncontrollable endless stream, displaying her inner turmoil to anyone who sees.

Tension fills the room. Without looking, I know that the other two are staring at us. Heat burns under my skin and my pulse is pounding. An overriding need to find her, hold her, tell her that I’m sorry for walking away gnaws at my bones. I need to tell her that she is mine and that I’ll fight for her at the expense of everything else.

So fucking slowly that I’m sure that someone has reduced the speed on time, Xavier looks up from his phone and makes direct eye contact with me. “Are you done?”

I lunge at him from over the back of the couch. Something flickers across his eyes, but I’m yanked back and onto my feet before I can decipher it. Arms band around my chest, but that doesn’t stop me from lunging again. “You fucking bastard. You ruined this, for all of us.”

Xavier stares back at me, unblinking, and honestly, I could kill him. I could wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze. I could get his little knife roll and slice him open with each blade.

He has basically made it so that we can never have her. Not unless we walk away from our careers. From our lives. Or force her out of the university.

I sag against the arms holding me up. “I’m good,” I mutter, reaching up to jam my thumb and forefinger into my eyelids.

When a beer is shoved into my hand, presumably from Darcy, I figure it must have been Derek holding me back. Turning, I give him a nod to say thanks for not letting me commit a felony. But also moderately annoyed that he didn’t let me get at least one punch in.

“I actually do have an idea, if you’re all done with your huffing and puffing,” Derek states, pointedly staring at me. “Turning on each other isn’t going to help us.”

I turn to glare at him. “You were choking this asshole up against your office wall just this morning. I think I’m allowed to have a fucking minute.”

When all Derek does is stare back at me, I turn my back on him and put some distance between us by heading over to the wet bar myself. I have a feeling this beer won’t last me very long.

“What’s the idea?” Darcy asks, breaking the silence yet again.

I turn to face the room and prop my shoulder against the cabinetry.

“Thayne gets back from his vacation in three weeks. We go no contact with Emery until we have a chance to talk with him. If anyone knows a way around this situation, it’ll be the dean of the university. I’ve already sent him a text message.”

The last time I saw Thayne was at the collaring ceremony between himself and his two submissives, which was hosted at Obsession, our BDSM club. I’d only ever known the man as a dom-for-hire, never taking on a sub in anything other than a short-term contract where he provided training and guidance for their next dom. That all ended when he met Abigail and Wyatt.

Now the man has two subs and a baby on the way.

“Do you think he’ll help us? He fired O’Shanessey three years ago for sleeping with that TA,” Darcy reminds us all as he picks at the label of his beer.

My mouth moves before I can stop it. “Yeah, but he only did that after a complaint was filed by another TA. They kept it completely secret from everyone else, instead of declaring it. Until this morning, we… well, the majority of us”—I clench my jaw as I work to keep a glare from Xavier—“didn’t know that we had that relationship with Emmy.”

Darcy swallows a mouthful of his beer and nods. “That’s true. Which means that the only person here who continued their relationship with Emmy, knowing she’s a student, is Xav.” He tips his bottle in Xavier’s direction. “So, really, the three of us are in the clear. Xav is the only one who can get fired for this. As for Emmy, if you want to look at it super technically, she wasn’t actually a student until this morning. So, she didn’t fuck her professors over the weekend. And as long as we don’t do it again, now that we know, we should be in the clear.”

I smirk at him as I raise my drink to my lips. “You’re a lawyer now?”

He rolls his eyes at me. “Never. My parents and siblings can have that honor.”

“Anyway,” Derek cuts in before we can derail the conversation any further. “Yay or nay on the keeping our distance for three weeks? I also plan to check the code of conduct and any other policies I can get my hands on without raising any red flags while we wait for Thayne. Once we declare it, we might be able to find a way around all of this and get things back on track with Emery. But until then, no contact. Let’s not make this situation any muddier than it already is.”

I don’t even hesitate. “Yay.”

If all I need to do is keep my distance for three weeks to have my kitten back in my hands, I can do that.

“Yay,” Darcy states before draining the last of his beer.

Once again, we all turn to Xavier, and I honestly don’t give a fuck what his answer is. While what Darcy, Darek, and I did falls somewhere in the gray area, at least we can plead ignorance. But him? He is fucked.

So, I am not at all surprised when he simply doesn’t respond.

Derek sighs. “Yay. Majority rules. No one is to approach Emmy.”

“Should we at least tell her what’s going on?” Darcy asks, furrows forming between his brows as he picks at the label on his beer. “She is going to think we abandoned her.”

I’m shaking my head as Derek answers. “No. The most likely outcome of our conversation with Thayne is that he declines it. Four professors with one student? As much as the man is involved in our community, he’ll have to put his position as dean above everything else, otherwise he will undermine his own power. There is no point in getting Emery’s hopes up that we can make this work. It’s best that she starts healing from this now, rather than after being stringed along for an additional three weeks.”

A silence falls over the room, but it doesn’t last long. As if he has suddenly remembered that he needs to be somewhere else, Xavier surges up and heads to the front door without a word. None of us stops him. It’s probably a good thing that he’s leaving, to be honest. I can’t stand to look at him right now, not when Emmy’s tear-streaked face is a freshly burned-in memory. I’m sure the others feel the same.

Upending my beer, I drain the last of it before turning to the bar and opening the mini fridge to get a second. As I straighten, Derek stops beside me and reaches for the decanter of amber liquid. A memory from today assaults me.

“Did you happen to notice Emmy’s laptop today?” I ask quietly, hoping beyond hope that she has one and that the battery was just dead by the time she got to my class.

“Don’t you mean, the lack of a laptop?” he volleys back as he pours two fingers of bourbon into his crystal tumbler.

My stomach aches. A piece-of-shit phone and no laptop. What freshman starts their first day of college with no laptop? Or even a tablet?

“We still owe her eleven rewards. That agreement was made in the weekend contract. She completed that contract, so it’s only right that we fulfill our side,” I reply, attempting to keep my voice even. Not to mention that all those rewards are from my scene.

We all just voted on no contact, but surely having a laptop delivered won’t breach that.

Derek remains quiet until he has replaced the decanter on the shelf. “That has already been taken care of.”

Then the fucker just walks away.

My annoyance melts away and is replaced by a giddy feeling. He isn’t the only one who can send her gifts. I’m going to make sure our girl knows that we haven’t abandoned her.

Even if I have to buy her every damn thing she has ever needed.


Chapter 8
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A knock on my doorframe disturbs my almost robotic movements as I transfer the brand-new clothes from my bags to my closet, de-tagging everything as I go. I cuddled with Teddy and Rocky—the bear I’d bought on Friday—for close to an hour. The three of us snuggled beneath the blankets, where I squeezed Teddy’s chest, over and over, before I forced myself out of bed.

There is only one bag of clothes left to de-tag and hang, all the weekend’s things slowly finding places around my room, including a dry-cleaning pile in the corner. Having so many new things really highlights how old and shabby my comforter and pillows look. Not to mention all my thrift store clothing.

Part of me wants to toss out all the old clothes. But an even larger part is terrified that they will figure out where I live and come to take everything back, and then I’ll be stuck with nothing. So, for now, it all stays in the bottom drawer of the dresser. At least until I have washed everything—nothing will be returnable after that.

I don’t pause as I slip the cream lace dress onto a hanger, being extra careful to ensure that it hangs straight. With a voice that feels flatter than flat, I muster up a single word. “Hey.”

“You look like trash,” Oakley unceremoniously states as she drops onto my bed and picks up Rocky for a cuddle while dropping a small package onto the bed. “When was the last time you ate? Have you showered the day off yet? That would have been the first thing I did when I got back. Also, your donut pillow arrived.”

A laugh unexpectedly bubbles past my lips. “Thanks,” I reply as I turn to hang the dress. “And lunch at a dining hall. No to the shower.”

When I turn back around to reach for the next item lying flat on the bed next to her, she places a hand over mine. I tip my head to look at her and can barely stand the pity in her light blue eyes. Or the fact that she looks as put together as she did this morning. Unlike me, who feels like I went through a washing machine that wasn’t hooked up to water.

With a sigh, she pushes all the clothes toward the head of the bed, then pats the spot next to her. “Come on.”

I eye the spot warily. “You’re not going to hug me, are you? Swaddle me in love and all that shit? Because we did that already, in the grass, after they dumped me.”

Oakley raises a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at me. “Of course, I am. You can either fight it or give in. Either way, it’s happening. There is no limit to hugs. Besides, it’s a scientifically proven fact that hugs can help regulate the nervous system.”

Another laugh escapes me, but it sounds way too much like a sob for my liking, so I do my best to smother it. “Well, if it’s scientifically proven…” The mattress dips as I sit and the tears start again.

Fuck me. Shouldn’t I be dehydrated by now?

Oakley pulls me into her side, rubs my back, and murmurs things about it being okay. Eventually, my tears run dry, and I promise myself that this is the last time I’m going to cry over them.

The last fucking time.

“Did you manage to get in contact with them?” she asks as we both straighten.

I scoff as I wipe at my cheeks, the sound a little watery still. “Yeah, I got in contact with them. Was kind of hard not to. Derek and Hudson are my professors. Not that I actually got to speak to either of them. They both ignored me the entire time. And then left the room before they’d even finished the lecture. And I sent a text to the group chat. No response there, either.”

It takes real effort not to cry again as the sensation of being insignificant and unimportant washes over me. Ice floods my veins every time I think about it.

“What, hold on. There are four of them, right? Which ones are those? I’m going to need a diagram, I think.” Oakley bumps her shoulder into mine as she says it. “But seriously, your professors?”

I open my phone and go into the SugarLife app, which surprisingly has notifications waiting. “Yep. Calculus and macroeconomics.”

There is a request to chat from a daddy account and vault notifications about the money transfers. I ignore both for now and go into the messages from Brat4Us and scroll up to their pictures.

I show her the first picture. “Hudson.” Flick. “Derek.” Flick. “Darcy.” Flick. “Xavier.”

“Wait.” Oakley snatches the phone from my hand, and a flare of fear races through my veins as she steals my possession. “That’s… hold on. Let me get my phone. I swear I just saw a post about these men.”

My heart trembles in my chest and sweat beads along my spine as I stare at her fingers wrapped around my phone, barely registering the words coming out of her mouth. It’s not that there is anything important on it, but Derek gave it to me. And it’s mine. It was my reward from him. She can’t just take it like that.

Oakley pulls her phone out of her pocket and, one-handed, scrolls and taps until she makes an “uh-huh!” noise and then shoves her phone in my direction. “Here it is. There is an entire thread on the student forums dedicated to them. They’re called The Monarchs.”

“The what?” I ask as I take her phone from her with as much energy as she took mine. Because, what the fuck?

“The Monarchs. It’s got something to do with their last names. Also, they are fucking hot. I mean, the photos of them in their suits and other professor clothes are insane. But holy shit, this no-shirt look really works for them,” she mutters as she thumbs her way through the pictures.

“Don’t scroll too far left,” I murmur as I scroll through the thread that is completely dedicated to the men who spent the weekend restraining me to various pieces of their kink furniture and then having their way with me. Multiple times.

There are tens… no, hundreds of posts about them. Pictures from in class. Walking through campus. Having lunch. Laughing. Lining up in Grinder. Dressed in graduation clothes with the little square hat thingies with tassels. Standing around in the parking lot, leaning against their cars.

So. Many. Posts.

They have almost a cult following. Every post has hundreds of reactions and almost as many comments. And not just from the female student population. Guys are on there, commenting about the cars, where you can get a similar suit, and so much more.

I scroll back to the top and find a pinned post.


Welcome to the thread dedicated to The Monarchs. Please keep it tasteful. Any and all sightings are welcome. We have a strict window-shopping rule: You can look but not touch.

Any bullying, harassment, or inappropriateness will have you banned from the thread. Post moderation is enabled. If the admins deem your post unacceptable, it will be deleted, and you will be issued a warning. If you receive three warnings, you will be banned.


Under no circumstances are you to approach The Monarchs for the purpose of getting content for this thread. They are teaching professionals and have a job to do; please treat them as such. Any violation of their personal space will get you banned from the thread.

Without further ado, I’m pleased to introduce you to The Monarchs.

Derek King.

Hudson Gold.

Darcy Reign.

Xavier Knight.

Remember, stalking is a crime.


Chapter 9
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“Ems, you’ve got a delivery!”

I pause, head craned over my shoulder in the process of checking my back in the bathroom mirror and trying to get the cream Xavier gave me onto a welt that is still a little open. My reflection frowns back at me. A delivery? I didn’t order anything. “What is it?”

“Come and open it, then we can both find out,” Oakley replies exasperatedly.

I roll my eyes. “One minute,” I call back as I finish checking my back before moving down to my ass.

Mine.

Apparently not.

More like, no one’s.

A heaviness fills my limbs as I internally struggle to get away from the emotional whirlpool of sadness, anger, fear, regret, and loneliness that all try to pull me under. Swallowing, I reach for the cream and squeeze a little onto my fingers before smoothing it over the reddened skin.

The physical wound itself is healing just fine, and I decide to go without the bandage. The cuts on my inner thighs and the bruises over my ass and down my thighs are further along in the healing process, with some patches of green and yellow showing through.

I’d say I have a week left with my marks, and then the evidence of their passion will be wiped clean from my skin. The only thing I will have from them is the thirty grand in my account and the rewards they gave me, which for some reason, feels hollow. Is it wrong of me to hope that some of the marks leave a permanent scar? Just so I know the weekend was real six months from now?

Finishing my inspection, I wash my hands and pull on the pleated denim miniskirt and a loose-necked, light pink off-the-shoulder top. A few minutes later, I have done the bare minimum of brushing my hair, swiping on mascara and lip gloss, and exit the bathroom.

Even though I feel like trash on the inside, I decided this morning that, today, it will remain on the inside. I’m supposed to be fucking excited. It’s my first week of college. The first step to getting my dream life. This is massive. Huge.

I got out. I made it.

Now, I need to act like it.

So, from now on, even though my insides feel like they were put through a meat grinder, my outsides are going to be nothing but sunshine and rainbows.

Besides, I did an internet search last night when I couldn’t sleep about student-professor relationships, and the articles I found weren’t great. Depending on the age of the student, some of the professors actually got arrested on top of losing their jobs. Thankfully, being eighteen, we don’t have that issue.

Which means that if we are to continue anything, we would have to do it in secret. And really, that shouldn’t be too big of a problem, what with their sex apartment. We just wouldn’t be able to interact with each other on campus.

The evidence of our late-night delivery of pizza and ice cream litters the dining room table, which is the first place I look for the package, but it isn’t there.

“Here,” Oakley calls out, waving a hand at the couch seat next to her and then taking a sip from her mug. All her blonde hair is wrapped up in a haphazard bun that is hanging on for dear life on the side of her head. “Did you not order it?”

I shake my head and approach the couch. “Nope, the money from Friday night only deposited into my account this morning. I literally have no idea what this is. Also, I have zero idea how to do the online shopping thing.”

“Maybe it’s from them? And that is a tragedy RE the online shopping. We will be remedying that this week.”

I shake my head again, heart panging at the idea that they sent me a gift, while reaching for my bracelet. “No, they were very clear about never contacting them again. So, I highly doubt they sent me anything. The gifts for Friday and the weekend have both been paid into my vault. And even if it is from them, how did they get my address? Literally, only you and the NU admin know I live here. I have no idea what this is.”

This turns out to be a basic thin brown cardboard box with all the usual postal stamps and markings. I lean over the back of the couch, and sure enough, there’s my name under the receiver section. The sender appears to be…

The electronics shop where Derek took me to buy my new phone.

Carefully, I reach down over the back of the couch and grab the box, picking it up like it’s a bomb, a sick feeling that I know what this is growing in the pit of my stomach. But it can’t be, can it? They said this was over. Why the hell are they still sending me things?

I look up at Oakley, and she immediately puts her mug down on the coffee table. She stands, rounds the corner of the couch, and comes over to me. “It is from them, isn’t it?”

I nod. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Do you want to open it?”

“Yes, but no. I mean, I want to see, but I don’t at the same time. They shouldn’t have done this. It’s their fucking rule.”

“Okay, well, how about I open it for you, then I can tell you what it is, and you can decide what to do after that?” Oakley offers, leading me toward the kitchen.

I mull it over for a second as I lean against the counter. Despite my desperate need to confirm my suspicions, I also really don’t think I can handle the disappointment again. Having Oakley vet the package for me eases some of the stress. I don’t have to look if I don’t want to. “Yeah, okay. Let’s do that.”

She gives my arm a squeeze, then goes to the kitchen drawers and comes back with a sharp little knife. I bite at the skin on the side of my thumb, trying to make it feel less numb after she takes the box from me, puts it on the counter, and starts slicing through the packing tape.

Oakley angles the box away from me, lifts the lid, then gasps, her eyes zooming up to mine. “You definitely want to look at this.”

Regretting the toast I ate thirty minutes ago, I step forward and she turns the box to face me. My breath stops in my throat, and everything goes a little fuzzy as I stare at the contents of the box, my suspicions confirmed.

A laptop.

A laptop with a rose gold case. Just like my phone.

A folded piece of paper appears in my field of vision, and I have to blink a few times to focus on it.

“There’s a note.”

When I don’t immediately take the note from Oakley, she slowly lowers her arm. “Would you like me to read it to you?”

“Yes, please,” I manage to whisper as I take the box from her and back up to sit on one of the chairs by the table. I sit there, staring down at the pink electronic that I thought I was going to have to dip into the ten K to buy myself this week.

“Emery, this is your first reward of eleven. We expect to see you using it in class. DHDX.” Oakley pauses for a moment. “DHDX? Ohhh, their initials. Right. And eleven rewards? Girl, twenty grand and rewards? I think I might need to start looking at getting myself some permanent daddies.” That last bit is said as a mutter.

I barely hear any of it. I just stare at the laptop, still in the box, but out of its packaging, like someone has already used it.

They knew about my shitty phone, so they replaced it.

They knew about my shitty backpack, so they replaced it.

They saw my lack of a laptop, so they got me one.

But they didn’t know that I had no laptop until after they left me sitting on the grass.

I am so fucking confused.

I’m not theirs to look after anymore. They were very clear about that. What the hell is going on?

Questions I can’t get the answers to swirl through my mind, and I’m sure I’m not breathing right. I’m still getting my rewards, but I’m not allowed to contact them? How is that fair? They still get to fulfill whatever kinky gift-giving thing this is, but I have to ignore them? To not touch? Not talk to?

My phone pings from my bedroom and butterflies explode in my chest. Is that them? Did they get a notification that the laptop was delivered? With the box in my hand, I dash to my room and grab my phone from where I left it charging on my bedside table. The pom pom sways a little as I stare at the notification on my screen. A text message. From Xavier.

Did he buy me the laptop?

My thumb moves on its own, swiping to open the message.


Xavier: You have missed two photo check-ins. Send a photo this morning, or I will physically inspect your body, even if I have to do so in the middle of campus. Do not keep me waiting any longer, little dove.

I… what?

My brain is so fucking overloaded. They sent me a laptop. A fucking laptop. After demanding that I never contact them again, like some sort of rule. This thing is probably worth more than my phone. I can’t accept this, can I? They terminated the contract. So, wouldn’t that mean that the rewards chart was also terminated?

I. Am. So. Fucking. Confused.

My phone vibrates in my hand as another message arrives from Xavier.

Xavier: Now, little dove.

As if he is standing right behind me, whispering the words in my ear to cause a jump scare, my body jolts in place, and I quickly put the laptop box on my bed and shut the door.

Using a combo of the box and my pillows, I create a prop near the edge of my bed and lean my phone up against it. Opening the camera app, I position the phone just right, set the timer for ten seconds, then turn around, pull my denim skirt up and white lace panties down to below my ass cheeks while my heart thrums in my chest.

I fold my arms against the wall and lean forward, sticking my ass out toward the camera. Hopefully this angle will give him the picture that he wants.

The beeps count down and then there is a shutter noise. Dropping the hem of my skirt and pulling my panties back up, I open the picture and try not to stare at the snatch snap before quickly sending it to Xavier. I follow it up with a message.

Me: Sorry, Daddy. I didn’t think I was allowed to contact you. I promise to send a picture tonight as well.

I hit send and immediately gnaw on the skin next to my nail. Is it okay that I called him Daddy? It just feels so right. Xavier feels fucking weird. He is Daddy or Hunter.

Bubbles appear as soon as both messages are delivered.

Xavier: 7:30. Do not be late. You will not enjoy the consequences.

Well. Okay, then.


Chapter 10
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There is a light tap on my door. “Ems, you okay?”

My pulse spikes and I quickly lock my phone. “Uh, yeah. Give me a sec,” I reply, glancing around like there is something I need to clean up.

Spotting the pile of clothes that need dry cleaning, I quickly go over to the corner and scoop it all up before going to my door and opening it. “Do you have anything you need dry cleaned?”

Oakley is waiting for me with a concerned look. Her gaze dropping to the ball of clothes in my arms, she steps to the side to let me through. “Here, let me get you something to carry that in. There is a dry cleaner and a laundry mat just off campus. If you show them your student card, you get a discount. And no, I don’t have anything besides what you borrowed.”

Oakley disappears into her bedroom for a second, returning with a tote bag, handles held wide open. “Here you go.”

I dump everything into the bag, then place it on the dining table. “Thanks, I’m going to drop it off on my way to my first class.”

She wrinkles her nose, and somehow it looks adorable instead of weird. “Do you have any classes with them today?”

“No,” I reply, but then pause. “Well, not that I know of. I checked the course material last night, and neither Darcy nor Xavier is listed. But who knows? Maybe the universe will torture me a little more.”

“Let’s hope not.” Her lips twitch and her eyes widen. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. You were totally right about the categories!”

I tip my head to the side as I stare at her, confused at the topic change. “What categories?”

“On SugarLife! They do totally mean”—she lowers her voice—“hand jobs and blow jobs!”

I snort a laugh. “Oh my god, Oaks. You are too cute.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “Shut up. Bexley told me to stick to meet cute and just a kiss. I didn’t have any reason to think about the other ones!”

“Do you always do what you’re told?” I ask, smirking as I duck back into my room to grab my laptop. It requires some serious mental gymnastics to keep myself from dwelling on the fact that they sent me a reward.

And the note. Am I going to get all eleven? Will any of them be hand delivered?

I shake my head to rattle the thought loose before heading back out into the living room. My hopes are not allowed to get up. They need to stay down on the ground, where I can manage them.

Oakley is staring back at me, brows furrowed. “Don’t you?”

Mentally replaying the conversation, I start reorganizing my backpack as I reply. “I’m all about survival, babe. Whatever gets me to the end of each day.”

The silence from Oakley makes me glance her way. “More of that tragic backstory, huh?”

“Yup,” I reply, a rush of relief flowing through me at not having to explain myself.

Tragic backstory is going to tragic backstory. Oakley seems to get that and doesn’t ask any additional questions. Maybe one day I’ll give her some details, but for now, she is just rolling with it, which I think I might love her for.

With my bag and laundry packed up, I heft both bags over one shoulder each. “Want to catch up for lunch?”

Oakley perks back up, a smile lighting up her entire face. “Yes! Do you eat sushi? I saw a bar on campus yesterday.”

I shrug and head to the front door. “Never had it, so no clue. Pick something for me and we’ll find out. Worst case, I have to hit a dining hall. Twelve in the main quad?”

“Perfect. Have a good morning!” she calls after me as I exit, her words cut off by the door shutting.

I head down the two flights of stairs and out into the brisk morning air. The mornings have been starting out cooler for the past week, but by midday, the sun is shining bright, so I fight off the chill and set a brisk pace to the laundromat.

Now, with literally nothing else to distract me, I can’t help but think about the rewards. And Xavier’s demand for pictures. And seeing Hudson and Derek yesterday.

The mixed signals are so fucking confusing.

The no-contact rule must only be for me. But if that’s the case, why did they ignore me in class yesterday?

I get it. Fraternizing with a student is definitely going to be a huge no-no. So, maybe that’s it? Did they ignore me in class just to ensure they don’t get called out? But that can’t be right. Derek said the arrangement was over, that he isn’t my daddy anymore.

The memory of him telling me not to call him Daddy is so sharp that I stumble over my feet, heart pounding painfully and throat locking up so tight that tears form.

I pause, right there on the sidewalk, surrounded by the hurt and anger of the memory, all the scabbed-over wounds tearing open and pouring out their pain all over again.

When is all this emotional shit going to be over with? It was a fucking weekend. Just one. I need to shove this into a box already, then shelve it deep in the very back of my memory bank, so it’s only a ghost of a bruise and not a piercing knife wound.

I force my feet to get moving again and change gears, thinking through my day.

Dry cleaning.

Statistics.

Lunch with Oakley.

Psych.

Then study back at the apartment.

Not too busy of a day, but enough to keep me distracted.

It only takes fifteen more minutes to get to the dry cleaners and even less time before I’m pocketing the slip they gave me and leaving their store. I want to swing by Grinder to get a hot chocolate before hitting up my stats class. I have a feeling I’ll need the sugar to not pass out from boredom.

And maybe, potentially, run into my daddi—the men, there. The mental stumble is awkward. I really don’t like the sound of that. The men. Like they are just four randoms who haven’t altered the chemistry of my brain.

Ding.

My phone chimes from my bag, causing my pulse to spike. Without stopping, I maneuver my bag to get my phone and force myself to re-shoulder the straps before opening the notification.

A message from Oakley.

I roll my eyes at this chick, but honestly? I kind of like it. She has zero chill about wanting to be friends, and if that’s just from morbid curiosity or pity, I don’t really give a fuck. I’m enjoying having someone in my life who doesn’t question every decision or thought that I have.

It’s like having my own personal cheerleader.


Oakley: Let me know if there is anything in particular you want from the grocery store for the week. I’m going to pick stuff up after class.

Me: Thanks. I’m mostly going to use my meal card. I want to stretch the money I have. But I’m happy to go halves on fruit, milk, bread, etc.

She shoots me a bunch of dollar bill emojis and then a thumbs-up back.

Smiling at my phone, I swipe out of her thread back to my inbox and go to close the app, but my gaze catches on the preview text from my last message with Darcy.

Have an amazing day today, princess.

Wait… it’s Tuesday. Isn’t today the day we’re supposed to go on our first date?

I tap on the message, and yep. Thai Orchid at seven. Blowing out a heavy breath, I relock my phone and stuff it into the back pocket of my denim skirt.

I have to assume it’s canceled, right? My hand twitches at my side, wanting to reach for my phone to text Darcy to ask if tonight is still happening, but that would break the no-contact rule.

Dammit. Why does this have to be so difficult?

I need to examine the facts.

We have a signed contract for the next six months, which I think is now terminated? That part is unclear to me. We are done, according to Derek’s words yesterday morning, but Xavier has messaged me and one of them sent me a laptop. So are we really done?

And the reason they have gone no contact is because I never said I was a student, not to mention that I go to NU. But they never asked. If that was a requirement, why wasn’t it in the contract?

I put those thoughts on ice, because I’m pretty sure that I’ll just continue to go in circles on it.

Okay, so, not only do I have a new laptop, but also the note that says I’ll be receiving all eleven of the gifts I earned over the weekend.

This is just so… weird.

They aren’t sticking to what they said. It’s more like they are still following the contract. But also, not, at the same time, somehow?

I wish I could just wave a magic wand and clear up this whole situation.

Maybe… maybe if I just follow all the rules from the contract and also stay no contact with them, they’ll want me back? They’ll see that I’m always a good girl for them, and then we can talk and everything will be fixed?

That’ll work, right?

Or maybe it’s like a test or something? I’m good at tests. I can handle this.

I can be good for them. I can. I know I can.

I’ll be the perfect girl for them, then they’ll have no choice but to take me back.


Chapter 11
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Emery


The side of my finger is on fire as the taxi carries me toward Thai Orchid. I may or may not have drawn blood from biting the skin within the first few minutes of the car ride from all the nerves lighting up my nervous system like the Fourth of fucking July.

I ditch the finger and swap over to rubbing the engraved initials on my bracelet with my thumb, the little grooves oddly soothing as I contemplate whether I’m making a mistake.

The way I figure it, there are three options here.

One. He doesn’t show, and I’m left at the table alone.

Two. He does show, then we have a nice dinner together.

Three. He does show, yells at me, I cry, and we both get kicked out.

That last one causes my stomach to turn violently. I’m not sure I could recover from my Angel yelling at me in the middle of a restaurant while everyone is watching. Having everyone witness his disappointment in me would be too much.

This was a stupid idea.

Before I can open my mouth and ask the driver to take me home, the vehicle pulls to a stop, double parking in front of the restaurant. My heart beats erratically as I reach into my borrowed clutch and withdraw a few notes from the last of Oakley’s borrowed cash.

As soon as I’m out of the cab, I smooth my hands down the skirt of my pink floral dress from the Saturday shopping spree and stare at the single-story all-black-and-glass building sandwiched between two taller brick buildings.

A cool breeze wraps around my bare legs as I watch one particular couple, seated at a table among the other full tables on the sidewalk, get served food on a sizzling platter. Actually sizzling, like it’s cooking right there in front of them.

This was a fucking stupid idea.

I have no idea what Thai food I even like. The closest I have come to Asian food of any kind is two-minute ramen.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I glance around in the hope that I can see a bus stop or, even better, another vacant taxi, but nope. Nothing.

Okay, no. This is fine. It’s totally fine. I can do this. And if he does come and he does yell at me, then I can leave. I don’t need to sit there and take it. He can’t force me to stay. I’m an adult now and I can choose to leave.

With only a minor tremor in my hands, I force my feet to carry me toward the talking people. The ladies are all dressed in pretty outfits, and the men are wearing button-up shirts. Not a single hoodie or pair of sweats to be seen.

I fight the urge to glance down and check that I’m still wearing my pretty dress and not my ratty jeans and tank top as I approach the little lectern thingy outside of the roped-off eating area, where a man stands tapping away at a tablet and occasionally glancing at the tables.

The man sees me coming and smiles as I approach. “Did you have a reservation for tonight, miss?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. I mean, yes. I do. I’m meeting a f-friend,” I stutter, thrown by the polite way he spoke to me. I eye his uniform. All black, except for some gold trim down one lapel and around his waist. A glance at the logo above the restaurant shows that he matches the branding.

“Name?”

My eyes widen. Fuck. “Um, Darcy…” Shit, shit, shit. Oh wait, that student forum thing. “Sorry, let me check something.”

“Of course,” he replies and goes back to tapping at the tablet in front of him.

I quickly bring up the forum and find the intro post. Reign. Darcy Reign. I look up with a smile. “Darcy Reign. Sorry, this is our first date.”

He smiles, taps something on the screen, then gestures for me to walk through the ropes. “Thai Orchid is honored to be the location of your first date, hopefully you will be back for many more.”

I’m led to the door and ushered through. Immediately, a flood of sounds hit me—laughter, music, sizzling food, silverware clinking. I catch a flare of fire from the corner of my eye as we pass the kitchen and flinch away before I realize it’s one of those wok tossing things.

Jesus.

The Italian place had been bad enough. I literally have no idea what I am going to eat here.

“Here you are, miss. I’ll come back to take your order when your dining partner arrives. But for now, can I get you anything to drink?” The man—head server?—asks as he pulls out my seat for me.

I spot the vase-like bottle of chilled water already on the table and shake my head. “No, thank you. I’ll just have the water.”

Without a word, he pours me a glass before leaving me to sit there in silence. Well, as much silence as I can get in a packed restaurant.

The palms of my hands are sweaty as I reach for the water and take a sip, hoping the cool drink will soothe the stress that is rushing through my body. When that doesn’t work, I reach into my bag and pull out my phone, its notification screen frustratingly blank.

It also shows me that I’m several minutes early. Darcy has plenty of time to get here.

I take a deep breath and look around the room. Everyone is smiling and laughing. Everyone is having an amazing time. And why wouldn’t they? They are surrounded by friends and probably family, eating good food, drinking great drinks, and aren’t worried about how the next hour will go, let alone the next day, week, or month.

They are living in the moment.

After declining to order anything when the waitress stops by, I keep the people watching going, only checking the time every few minutes. My heart leaps into my throat every time the front door opens, and lucky me, I have a direct visual of the door above the heads of the other diners. And every single time, it drops back into my stomach, falling harder with every non-Darcy person entering.

That I really do need to forget about them.

Seven o’clock comes and goes, and when it’s twenty past, the waitress reappears at my table, little black order pad in hand.

“Is your friend joining you for dinner?”

I force myself to look up at her, even though tears burn the back of my throat and my heart feels like a fragile piece of glass shattering. “I…uh…”

How did Darcy not turn up? My Angel. The man who stared into my soul and understood everything. I thought, for sure, he would be the one to come to me. To not leave me completely alone. Even just to tell me this isn’t going to happen. That I should go home.

Obviously, my emotions are written all over my face—something that irritates the fuck out of me—because her expression softens. “I can give you a few more minutes?”

What the fuck good will that do? I have no idea what to fucking order. He isn’t going to magically appear and help me make my choices. None of them give me the sense that they are the kind of men who would turn up late to anything, let alone leave someone wondering where the hell they are.

No, this was deliberate. He kept the reservation but chose not to show up.

Why? Why would he do that? To humiliate me? Well, fuck that.

Swallowing, I straighten my spine. “No, that’s okay. I’m just going to go. Thank you.”

I start to rise and gather my things when she places a hand on my shoulder and presses me back into my seat. I look up at her, one eyebrow raised. She is staring back with a smirk on her lips.

“The booking was made online.” When all I do is blink at her, she continues. “There is a credit card attached to the table reservation. Are you sure I can’t bring you anything?” She stresses the last word.

I frown at her, scanning her face, before what she is implying dawns on me. “Actually, you know what? I’ve never had Thai food. Is there some way that I could sample some dishes? Charge it to the card attached to the reservation?”

Her smirk turns into a grin. “Yes, definitely. I think a banquet for one would work perfectly here. It’s a lot of food and will take about an hour and a half to serve you everything—ten courses in total. Anything you love, we can pack up for you and you can take home. How does that sound?”

My cheeks ache with the size of my smile. “Fucking perfect.”


Chapter 12
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Darcy


It is an odd feeling to have both pride and heartbreak colliding in your system at the same time.

For almost two hours, from the vantage point of the driver’s seat of my car, parked down the block from Thai Orchid, I’ve been watching the front door, waiting for Emmy to reappear.

I’m fucking dying on the inside. It’s been a solid fight to keep my ass in the vehicle. I just want to go to her, explain what’s happening, but we all agreed. No contact until we speak to Thayne. Protecting her heart is the most important thing to me right now. And as much as I know she’s hurting right now, the pain she would feel after getting her hopes up, only to be told no in a few weeks’ time? No. I can’t do that to her.

And then there is the professional element to consider. I might not give two shits about my job with NU, but I do care about my students and about Derek’s and Hudson’s careers.

Fucking Xavier. I can’t believe he did this. But at the same time… I’m not surprised. Asshole is selfish to the bone. If he wants Emmy, there is absolutely nothing that will stop him, bar her telling him to leave. Even then, I’m certain he would meld into the shadows and have her from afar, like some sort of creepy Romeo and Juliet shit.

This is not how tonight was supposed to go. We were supposed to sit opposite each other, hold hands on top of the table, and tell each other little things about ourselves. It was supposed to be a first date, the beginning of the next six months—hopefully more—together.

She was so fucking nervous when she got out of her cab, wringing her hands and standing perfectly still as she watched the people sitting on the patio.

I’m fairly certain she considered turning around and going home.

But my girl, my perfect princess, handled herself just like she had all weekend. Squaring her shoulders, she walked straight up to the concierge and waited to be seated like the little queen I know she is.

How must she have felt, sitting there, alone, waiting for me to show up. How long did it take to dawn on her that I wasn’t showing up? Did she suspect from the beginning, or was she blindsided?

Fuck. I grip my shirt over my heart at the thought of her all alone, with a packed restaurant around her, waiting. The humiliation at having been stood up on our first date must have eroded the snarky self-confidence she lets out to play every now and then.

How has she been sitting in there for two hours, alone? Did she slip out and I didn’t notice? What if she—

My phone lights up in the cradle on my dash.

Thai Orchid

Thank you for dining with Thai Orchid. Your receipt is…


I furrow my brow and reach for the phone, swiping open the notification. My mouth falls open with a choked laugh. My perfect princess, indeed.

Thai Orchid

Thank you for dining with Thai Orchid. Your receipt is available at this link. We hope you enjoyed your meal with us.

I tap the link that is available, curious to see what she ordered, and a few seconds later, I’m laughing, deep rolling chuckles as pure delight courses through my veins. Two hundred and fifty dollars. Two hundred for the ten fucking course meal and fifty for the tip.

Looking back out my window, I watch as the door opens and Emmy steps out carrying two brown paper bags with the Thai Orchid logo printed on the outside as she weaves her way through the tables.

She steps up to the curb, not having to wait long before a car pulls up in front of her and she climbs in. I stare after the sedan as she disappears, the rideshare sticker displayed in the back window.

Shock and—I’m man enough to admit—arousal coil tightly in my stomach, like two rope ends having suffered the consequences of knotting at the top.

I feel outplayed and proud at the same time. Kind of like what a father would feel when their child finally bests them at a game or sport. I’ve been sitting out here, stressing on her behalf, worried, fretting, nervous for her.

But she was in there, apparently having the time of her life at my expense—literally.

She didn’t crumble like dried-out paint. No, she splashed across the canvas in a riot of colors I can only be jealous of.

I straighten in my seat and turn the key in the engine, the twin-turbo V-8 turning the heads of everyone in the vicinity.

And if she can hold strong against everything, so can I.

It’s three weeks.

I can stay away from her for three weeks. After that, I’ll shower her with everything it takes to earn her forgiveness. She’ll never have a reason to doubt me again. Even if Thayne can’t help us figure things out.

I’ll protect the others until then, but I’m getting my princess back.

Three weeks. No matter what. Then she is mine.


Chapter 13
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Emery


I trudge along the path, my arms already aching from the unnatural angle required to carry the bags of leftovers from my pettiness. Which, honestly, I’m feeling a little guilty about.

While getting to try so much food had been fun at the time, sitting in my first-ever rideshare—something I’d figured out how to do while waiting for my first course—my stomach turned to a jumbly mess.

How could I spend his money like that? I opened my messages with him about twenty times, wanting to explain myself, to apologize, to make sure he understood that I didn’t mean to be bad. But every time, I remembered the way the waitress had looked at me with pity after he hadn’t shown and I locked my phone.

Darcy had been under no obligation to show up to our date. So what if he didn’t actually cancel the reservation? What right did I have to go through with the date with the expectation that he would show up? And then be a petty bitch when he didn’t?

Now, as I walk toward my building, I also have to deal with the consequences of my own actions. These bags have only gotten heavier with every step, which is only made more difficult by the limited number of old-school lantern-looking streetlights that line the path.

I turn the final corner and can blessedly see the stairs that lead up to the front entrance several hundred feet ahead of me. With fall only a few weeks away, the nighttime air has started to bring a chill with it, and I wish that I had brought one of those cute sweaters with me.

Would Darcy have driven me home after our date? Would he have walked me to the door? Would we have kissed on the steps?

Why the fuck am I torturing myself with these dumb questions? Fuck, I just need to—

A very large, warm hand covers my mouth as something small and hard is pressed into my lower back.

My heart plunges into my stomach and back up into my throat so quickly, I stumble before I completely freeze, terror icing my veins. Body completely checked out, my brain shrieks at me to scream, but I can’t. Nothing is working the way it should.

I need to fight, I need to save myself. I need to fucking something, instead of standing here and letting this person do whatever the fuck they want to me.

A nose presses into the side of my neck, and the familiarity of the action tries to jump-start my nervous system, but the panic surging through me is dominating every thought in my brain.

My gaze darts around, looking for someone, anyone, to help me, but I’m fucking alone with this asshole. Great, I can see the headlines in tomorrow’s newspapers:

Female freshman, assaulted and murdered after walking home alone at nine p.m.

Drunk female college student, assaulted on campus while hoarding food.

Scantily dressed woman left for dead by college dorm.


I try to fucking breathe, I really do, but holy shit, it’s like I my lungs are filled with cement. They refuse to inflate. My fingers ache around the handles of the takeout bags, and I have no idea how I’m still holding on to them. 

The nose moves, drawing a line up to my ear, before releasing a noisy exhale.

“You kept me waiting, little dove. I told you that you wouldn’t enjoy the consequences. I hope your dinner plans were worth it.”

Xavier.

I try to turn to face him, but his grip on my face tightens, as does the pressure of the hard thing he is pressing into my back. “No.”

My heart yo-yos once again. The backs of my eyes burn. He is so fucking close. He applies even more pressure to my back, forcing me to walk forward and off the path into a gap between the shrubs and trees that line the building.

The second we are behind the greenery, it becomes even darker, and I stumble. Xavier grunts but doesn’t help me, continuing forward until I’m a couple of feet from the building. He pulls my face forward until I’m bent over and my forehead is pressed into the rough, cold brick of the building, making my ass stick out.

“Don’t move,” he growls into my ear as he releases my mouth. “You have already ruined my evening. Don’t make me ruin yours.”

“Yes, Daddy,” I manage to whisper, tears clogging my throat. Joke’s on him, because it is definitely ruined now. Fuck. How did I forget to send him pictures tonight? Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. All I’d wanted to do was be good for them, and I already fucked it up on the first day.

Now Xavier is here and I’m in trouble.

Whatever is pressing into my back disappears, and then my skirt is raised and tucked into the top of my pink lace thong, because, yes, I did wear some of the lingerie I bought on Friday, in case the evening with Darcy went in the direction I wanted it to.

I stare down at the darkened ground, shame flooding my system as a light turns on and is presumably aimed directly at my ass. Xavier shifts behind me, and I am fairly certain he is now hunkered down so that his face is in line with ass. My arms still strain under my bags of food, hanging awkwardly from my shoulders as I bite my lip so that it doesn’t tremble.

His hands grab both of my ass cheeks, giving a firm squeeze before he slides his finger beneath the strip that dips into my ass and slowly runs his finger all the way down to my pussy, removing it from its snug space. He shifts the entire thing to the side, leaving me completely exposed to his face.

A hand cups over my cheek and the fabric, holding it in place before his thumb unceremoniously slips into my pussy.

I gasp at the intrusion but do as I’m told and don’t move a fucking muscle. To my absolute shock, I am completely turned on right now. There was very little resistance from my body, and it’s taking everything I have to remain perfectly fucking still and not rock on his hand.

With his other hand, Xavier examines the marks he left behind, fingers tracing over the letters—M. I. N. E.

A shiver shimmies down my spine, and I whimper. “Please.”

There is a sharp sting on my ass as a quiet clap echoes between us, a spank right over the mark, making it ache the perfect amount. “You’ve been looking after my mark.”

I suck in several sharp breaths to combat the fire that spikes through me. “It’s starting to heal.” Even I can hear the petulant sound in my voice.

He doesn’t respond to my unasked request for another mark. But what he does say shocks the fuck out of me. “I’m going to eat this asshole now. Do not interrupt me unless absolutely fucking necessary. Use your safe word. Remember, don’t fucking move.”

I—what?

But my confusion evaporates as his hot, wet mouth literally closes over my asshole. He licks and sucks, teeth grazing a little as he is true to his word and eats my hole.

The grip he has on my other ass cheek changes. The thumb remains in my pussy, but he twists his hand until it is between my legs and he is able to use his fingers to play with my clit.

“Oh my god,” I gasp, thighs trembling and core clenching at all the goddamn sensations assaulting me.

His tongue is…urgh. Oh my god, it feels weird… and good. So fucking good. His stubble scratches at my cheeks, and his thumb and fingers are timed with his mouth, everything pushing and pulling.

I could swear I’m burning from the inside out. All my focus is on his mouth and how fucking amazing it feels to have my ass getting tongued. What the fuck even is this? How does it feel so good?

I said no anal, but is this anal? Anal is a hard limit in our contract, right? I can’t remember now. Was it just penetration? Fuck, who gives a fuck? This feels… it’s almost as good as when Hudson and Derek ate my pussy on that first night.

My entire body burns, streaks of heat from my core turning to flares that flow everywhere, all of them slowly contracting as I get closer and closer to the edge.

“Daddy, can I come?” I beg on a moan, because fuck, if he doesn’t stop, there is no way I can hold it back.

He doesn’t respond while continuing to rub my clit and lick my ass. Oh fuck, did his tongue just go inside me?

“Oh shit,” I whisper as I squeeze my eyes shut and try to hold back. “Please, I need to come.”

Xavier still says nothing, instead sucking on my asshole, then thrusting his tongue back in.

A particularly firm rub of his fingers over my clit is the last straw. I can’t hold it back and let out a long, drawn-out moan that I try to keep quiet as my pussy and ass spasm around his finger and tongue.

He continues to lazily thrust in and out of my pussy and to lap at my ass as I ride out my orgasm.

My lungs burn with every breath, and I cry out a little as he removes himself. I stay as he left me, willing my blood to start cycling through my body again so the tingling that has taken over my arms and legs will disappear and I can move.

There is a click and then a near silent sching before I feel cool steel against my hip. The bite of something sharp is a threat away as the steel slides beneath the waistband of the pink lace. A short, sharp yank tightens the elastic before it goes very loose and a strip of fabric flutters around my thighs.

I know what he is doing, but I don’t have the energy or will to fight it. I want him to take my panties. I want him to take whatever he wants from me.

He gives the other side the same treatment.

His fingers graze over the crotch before the fabric is taken away. My skirt remains up as he presses his hard, jean-covered cock into my exposed pussy and ass and leans forward.

“Send me my photos on time. If you are late again, the next inspection will be much less private.” He lowers my skirt before leaning down and pressing a kiss to the skin on my shoulder. “If you are good for me, the next time we play in the apartment, I’ll leave a new mark.”


Chapter 14
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As I take my seat in Derek’s lecture room, I’m still mentally locked in my encounter with Xavier last night.

He ate my ass. And I liked it. I really fucking liked it.

That piece of knowledge has been a gentle hum just below my skin all night and morning. Even when I finally managed to walk into the apartment, panty-less and my own cum coating my thighs, ass cheeks still slippery with Xavier’s saliva, I was still visualizing everything he had done to me.

Thankfully, Oakley was already in her room while I did my best imitation of a zombie packing away the containers of food into the fridge. My shower was also extra long.

After waking up ridiculously early and being unable to go back to sleep, I made the decision to hit the dining hall for breakfast and go to class early. But not before taking a photo of my ass and sending it to Xavier. I absolutely did not need a public inspection.

My head was so up in the clouds all through breakfast that it wasn’t until I double-checked where I was supposed to be going that it dawned on me I would be seeing Derek today. Which was a good thing, because that realization only left me internally panicking for twenty minutes, rather than all morning.

Now, I’m the first person in his room. It’s odd. The room, that is. Sound does not echo, at all. And come to think of it, Derek’s voice was incredibly loud during the first class. Maybe he used a mic?

My chest squeezes when the door opens, but only students enter. Nerves race up and down my arms, so I give both hands a shake, trying to dispel the currents of electricity zapping up and down my forearms.

I can do this. I can sit through another class of being ignored. Besides, I’ll be able to hide behind my laptop today. Because, like a good girl, I’ve brought it with me. That thought propels me into action, and I reach down for my bag and quickly take out the laptop.

Does a piece of me want him to see that I followed the instructions from the note? Yes. Am I also hoping he’ll acknowledge that I’ve been good for him? Also, yes. But… what if he wasn’t the one who bought the computer? What if it was Hudson?

Even worse, what if Derek really does ignore me? Today we should be moving into actual content, so there’ll be questions. He’ll have to call on people, won’t he? I’ll just have to make sure I have the answers. And if I don’t, I’ll study extra hard over the weekend and be super prepared for Monday’s class.

After logging on to my laptop and opening the app I added all of Monday’s notes to, I scan the room and am a little surprised that it’s almost full. My butt is planted in the exact same seat from Monday, so all the predictable gaps remain.

My heart trips over itself when the doors open and suddenly Derek is there, followed by his TA. They are having a conversation as Derek points to a paper in his hand, and Justin nods before replying to him.

Greedily, I take Derek in. Today he is in all charcoal, except for his tie, which is a deep purple satin. It suits him, making his features sharper somehow, the dark tones creating a shadow that follows him around.

He only has his laptop with him today and walks straight up to the podium after clapping Justin on the shoulder, seemingly finishing their conversation. The room goes silent with only a few coughs here and there as we wait for Professor King to start.

Just like last time, the presentation loads up and the lights dim in the room. Derek looks up at the students, gaze bouncing from one to another as he opens the lecture with a “Good morning,” and then an explanation of the topics we are going to cover today, which basically sounds like the first semester of my junior year.

Eventually, when it feels like I’m the last student he makes eye contact with, our eyes lock. His gaze dips down to my laptop and then pops back up to mine, his words never once faltering.

Honestly, I stopped listening the moment those dark brown eyes landed on mine. He could have been telling us the answers to the final exam for all I cared, because he was finally looking at me.

Unlike last time, I maintain my awareness. The room doesn’t dip in and out. Instead, I hold my breath, waiting to see if he will give me more. Anything. A nod. A pursing of his lips. Anything at all.

However, just like last time, he doesn’t indicate that he knows me. At all.

Okay, well, I guess we haven’t quite left Ignore Emery Station, then.

For the next two hours, I take overly diligent notes, although I’m easily remembering everything he goes over. It’s more like reviewing than teaching, and I’m so fucking glad it comes back to me easily, because I’d be horrified if he called on me and I’d forgotten any of the concepts.

Which is exactly what is happening to the dude sitting behind me. He stutters out an answer that is not going well for him. The secondhand embarrassment taking over my system is almost unbearable, and I need it to fucking stop right now. So, I quickly enlarge my font and shift my laptop to the side so he can read my screen.

After the guy gets my answer out, I glance at Derek, who’s glaring at me. I fight the urge to shrink in my seat as I drag my laptop back in front of me. The glare lasts long enough that the students around me shift in their seats.

The TA coughs and Derek jolts in place before glancing back at his laptop on the podium in front of him. He takes a deep breath before continuing with the last ten minutes of his lecture.

“And we are done for today.” Derek checks his watch. “It looks as though we have a few minutes remaining. If anyone has questions, you are welcome to come down, and either myself or Justin will be able to provide you with the answers.”

There is a surge of movement as students start packing up around me, but I just take a minute to myself. Can I go ask questions? If I go down there and line up to talk to him, will he answer or will he pass me off to Justin?

My thoughts are interrupted by a tap on my shoulder.

I turn in my seat to find the no-answers guy offering me a smile. The first thing I notice about him isn’t his perfectly straight smile or his floppy blond hair that looks like something out of a sweet rom-com movie. Nope. It’s the black and aqua jacket he’s wearing. He’s a jock.

“Hey, thanks for before,” he says, offering his hand. “I’m Will.”

I take his hand. “Emery.”

He holds on to my hand a bit too long, and I raise an eyebrow at him. He grins, not even a little bit repentant. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting my savior to be so beautiful.”

I laugh, caught off guard by his flirting, and pull my hand from his grasp. “Do cheesy-ass lines like that usually work?”

He relaxes back into his chair, in that charming guy kind of way where they lean back on one arm and kind of slump in their chair. “You tell me, that’s the first time I’ve tried that one.”

I have to purse my lips together to contain my smile as I shake my head. “Nope, not even a little bit.”

But if I’m honest with myself, Will’s line may have worked on me—if I wasn’t wrapped up in four older men. Which reminds me… I turn back to the front of the room to look for Derek, but he’s gone.

“So, Emery, what are you doing for lunch?”


Chapter 15
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By the time I get back to the dorm, I’m exhausted, both mentally and physically.

Having so much time off between graduation and college has left my brain feeling like it has forgotten how to absorb information. My hands type the notes, barely keeping up with the lecturers—the pace my psychology prof goes could never be described as slow.

Are ice baths for hands a thing?

And now that the schedule for all four of my classes is no longer theoretical, I can start planning out when I’m going to study and get assignments done—something Mrs. Mitchum taught me.

I made zero detours between psych and home, knowing I had the leftover Thai in the fridge, which thankfully got me out of having lunch with Will. Not that he seemed like a bad guy or anything; I just don’t have time for all of that right now. Especially when I have no idea what’s going on with the—my?—daddies. The men? The guys? Urgh. I still haven’t figured out how to refer to them in my head.

They are so confusing. It’s okay to send me a laptop and for Xavier to eat my ass out like I’m his own personal snack, but they can’t acknowledge me as a student in their classrooms? The push and pull is giving me whiplash.

I shove through the door and go to put my stuff down on the dining table, pausing when I see a gift box with a Post-it note from Oakley.

Hey, this was delivered after you left this morning. Another gift from your not-daddies?

Slowly, I slip out of my backpack, gently lowering everything as I take a seat and stare at the white box with a huge yellow bow. A tingling numbness starts to spread out from my chest, and for a second, I’m a little terrified of what’s in the box.

It’s another reward. I know that. They clearly stated they would be sending the rest in the previous note. But what the hell does all this mean?

Fucking confusing. And frustrating. And I’m tired of not understanding.

I wish I had the rewards chart with me so that I could keep filling it in. Wait, are they filling it in? Is it like before? Are they taking turns, or has one of them taken ownership of the list?

Does it matter?

This was a part of the weekend contract, and this is them fulfilling their obligation. Nothing more, nothing less. Maybe I just need to look at all of this through that lens? No more wondering, no more trying to figure it out? From now on, I’ll follow the contract, follow the do-not-contact demand, stop questioning everything, and just see how things go.

Carefully—like it’s a bomb—I reach for the bow and gently pull until the entire thing unravels. The box isn’t much larger than my thickest textbook, but I discover that it is far lighter when I pick it up to unloop the ribbon.

Lifting the lid, I stare at the two beautiful bottles of perfume, laying in a bed of white satin. The first is a clear glass and shaped like a square with a pale half bow just below the lid. And then there is a crystal heart with a crown for the lid. Miss Dior and Princess.

Is this from Darcy?

Not that the others couldn’t buy me perfume with the nickname he uses for me. I just… And fuck, how did they even get my address? Surely my personal details aren’t a part of my course enrollment details, right?

Fuck, I hadn’t even thought of that.

I put the lid back on the box and stare at the entire thing without really seeing it.

How the hell is this fair? It’s like a gentle tease of everything I’m not allowed to have. And just as I work on deciding how to move forward, another reward arrives and ruins my progress.

Should I send the rewards back to them?

I instantly reject that idea. I’m strong enough to admit that I’m weak when it comes to the four of them.

And aside from the emotional aspect of it all, there is the financial to consider. Not only do I need the laptop, but if I don’t have to touch the ten K sitting in my account, I’d prefer not to. I already dipped into it for the Uber back from Thai Orchid.

So, okay, keeping the rewards, then. If they want to spend their cash on me, I’m not going to stop them. It’s their money. And hopefully they keep sending me shit I need-slash-don’t-own so that I don’t have to buy it for myself.

Since I don’t have my actual rewards chart, I dig my phone out of my bag and open the notes app and start a new note, labeling it appropriately. On the next two lines, I write Laptop and Perfumes.

A weight lifts from my chest at seeing the beginning of my list. It’s kind of like a countdown until the end. When it’s full, we are actually, completely, done.

Surprisingly, the thought doesn’t hurt as much as I expect it to. It’s not like I’ve experienced any different. Every placement had an invisible countdown clock until they would return me.

These men leaving me is just the pattern of my life.

No one ever picks me.


Chapter 16
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Emery


“Is it really only Thursday?” Oakley asks as she flops down onto the couch beside me, having just finished a phone call with one of the many sugar daddies she entertains.

She told me yesterday that she is strictly a daddy’s girl. No mommies for her. Which I can totally appreciate. Chicks are hot and everything, but I don’t want to get naked with one.

“Yeah,” I reply absentmindedly as I stare at my phone in confusion, a forkful of mixed plate Thai.

“What’s up with you?” She nudges me with her elbow before she curls up her legs beneath her.

I turn my phone so she can see it. “I have SugarLife notifications from other accounts.”

Oakley concentrates on the screen for a few seconds, then grins at me. “Yeah, those are custom invitations.”

I raise my eyebrows and go back to obsessing over the notifications. “What do I do with them?”

She shrugs. “Whatever you like. Open them, read them, decide if they are a yes or no. Ignoring them totally is an option as well.”

“Right.”

There are over a dozen message requests and almost sixty likes on my profile. Honestly, besides doing the vault transfers, I haven’t had any need to reopen the app.

The rest of the money transferred in today. I kind of wish I held off on paying Oakley the money she lent me and then getting the Uber on Tuesday because I would have gotten to see thirty thousand dollars in my bank account. But fuck, twenty-nine thousand and change is nothing to cry over.

“I vote for opening them. Maybe they just want a foot pic or some panties you wore.”

I turn to stare at Oakley, horrified. “Oaks, please tell me you haven’t sent your panties to anyone.”

She shrugs, cheeks going a little pink. “It’s easy money. Plus, he sends me the panties. It’s not like they’re my panties.”

When I don’t respond immediately—because how can this be the same person who didn’t know what the categories stood for?—she jabs a finger in my direction.

“We are supposed to have an Anakin Skywalker agreement!”

“Sorry. I’m… a little impressed, if I’m honest. Also, did you use present tense? As in, you have a regular sugar daddy who sends you panties and you return them after you’ve worn them for what, an hour?”

She bites her lip and my eyes widen. “Two hours?”

Oakley looks away.

“Oh my god, half a day?”

“A whole day,” she mumbles.

I blink. Several times. “Like… twelve hours, or do you sleep in them?”

She turns to glare at me. “Really?”

“I’m sorry! No, not sorry, actually. Come on! This is fucking interesting, and I need to know. I told you about Friday night and how I had all the cocks in almost all the holes. You can tell me how long you wear panties for.”

She deflates. “I usually put them on after my shower before bed, wear them all night and day. I try to get a workout in on that day, too, make sure they smell extra… used. Then I put them in a Ziplock and mail them.”

My mind is fucking blown.

Not at the kinky thing, because of course there are people out there who like that sort of thing. But because sweet, laced-up, innocent, one boyfriend ever Oakley is sending her musked-up panties to a stranger from the internet.

Laughter bursts out of me.

She follows suit a second later, which sets me off even harder. It takes us ages to get back under control. My stomach hurts, and I can’t remember the last time I lost it with giggles like this.

“Okay, so,” Oakley starts, only a slight hiccup interrupting her words. “Are there any updates on your daddies? I don’t know if you have seen, but The Monarch forum has been abuzz with how there have been zero sightings of them as a group all week. Plus, how strict they’ve been in their classes.”

I might have seen, but I wasn’t going to tell Oakley that. My obsession with checking the threads for sightings of them, to see if they are happy without me, has gotten a little out of hand. Not to mention I have lurked around Grinder every morning in the hopes of seeing at least one of them, but nope. “The only update I have for you is that they sent another reward. Two bottles of perfume.”

She blows out a breath. “Well, that’s boring. I was kind of hoping that at least one of them secretly accosted and had their way with you.”

As casually as I can manage, I unlock my phone and tap on the first SugarLife notification I see, hoping that my poker face is still adequate. “Nope, no accosting. They barely acknowledge me in class.”

“They are really giving up that easily? Their Monarch reputation makes them seem more… I don’t know, pursuant? It’s kind of disappointing to learn that they are just like other guys, moving on the moment it stops being convenient.”

“Mmmm,” I reply, still pretending to be distracted by the app—a request for feet pics goes in the maybe pile. I practice some box breathing in attempt to help with my sudden unsettled stomach.

From my sleuthing on the forums, I know the lack of group photos is weird. Most show them traveling in pairs, at minimum. I’ve only seen one photo of Derek alone, but it’s of him leaving Grinder with a tray filled with four coffees, clearly on his way to meet the others.

Are they fighting over this—me? But why? They all seemed to be in agreement the other day, especially when they all turned their backs at the same time. And then Darcy didn’t show up to our date. And maybe Xavier’s sudden appearance two nights ago was truly about making sure I am looking after my cuts.

Which reminds me.

I pop up from the couch. “I’m going to go study in my room. Want to do breakfast together?”

The frown on Oakley’s face clears up, as well as the faraway expression. “Sure. Want to try Grinder again?”

Edging backward toward my bedroom, I grimace. “Sure, but we bail if they are there. I can’t handle getting yelled at in public again.” Or worse, ignored by all four of them. Although, we didn’t see them there today.

She nods as she pulls out her buzzing phone. “Deal.”

I leave her to whoever is calling and close my door before setting up to take my photos for Xavier. Everything gets set up the same way as usual—pillows for a stand, shorts and panties down around my knees, and my ass stuck out so that a hint of pussy is in the pic.

I take several, even zooming in for a couple. The zoomed-in pics show me what I started to suspect this morning. The cuts are all but gone. Some of the lines of the letters are nothing more than a faint pink line, which will be gone by the end of the weekend.

My heart pangs and my arms feel heavy. I don’t want them to be gone.

Looking at my wrist, I rotate the bracelet until I can see the pendant and rub my thumb over the engraved letters. DHDX.

He did say that if I’m good for him, the next time we play together, he’ll give me a new mark. I’m not sure if he said it in the heat of the moment, but that one sentence has left me with a painful bubble of hope. Continuing to receive the rewards isn’t helping, either.

Opening the messages with Xavier, I send him the pictures—all of them. Our entire thread is just me sending him pictures morning and night. But tonight, I decide to change things up.

Me: Daddy, they are almost gone *sad face emoji* When can I have some new ones?

My messages display as read almost immediately, but I don’t get a reply.

Sighing, I toss my phone to the side before retrieving my stack of textbooks, dropping them onto my bed, grabbing the laptop, and knee walking into the middle of the mattress. Once I’m comfortable, with all my things surrounding me, I get to planning my studying and assignment schedule.

I need to get back to focusing on my dreams, my goals. And I need to put them in the rearview mirror.


Chapter 17
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Xavier


Seven twenty-eight.

My stomach clenches with anticipation as I take a sip of the drink Derek silently offered me before we started this poker game. We are only a few hands into the evening, and the tension among the four of us is sharper than the blades in my roll, not that I give a fuck.

What I do give a fuck about is this little game of cat and mouse Emery is playing with me. Always right on time. Never early. And I fucking love it. She is goddamn perfection, and she is mine. Just thinking about her makes my blood heat.

I know it’s the same for the other three, even if they aren’t willing to admit it now that we know she’s a student. Her being a student is irrelevant to me, but I get it. Derek and Hudson have worked their asses off to get where they are, and I respect that. Mostly.

For me, what she can offer me—us, them—is worth so much more than a career. The peace that enveloped me Sunday evening was worth the backlash of Monday.

I couldn’t give two shits about my job at Newton. The only reason I’m keeping my distance from my little dove is for these three fuckers. They care about Newton. And I get it. They chose it. Unlike me, who was placed.

However, if it comes to choosing between them and Emery, I think it’s pretty fucking clear what my choice will be, and everyone knows it. Hence, all this fucking tension.

Cards flick across the green felt to each of us as my phone lights up on the tabletop. I glance at it, one corner of my lips lifting as I see that she has met the deadline by a minute. A weight lifts from my chest as she proves to me that she can follow my instructions, but a restlessness rustles as well. A part of me hopes she will miss another deadline.

That weight sinks heavily into the pit of my stomach when a second notification appears.

A second message. That’s not her usual routine. Since our… date a few nights ago, like clockwork, I have received a single message with a photo, sometimes more than one, by seven-thirty, morning and night. Nothing more, nothing less.

The phone is in my hand and open to her messages immediately. I barely see them load, however, before Darcy demands my attention.

“Xav, it’s your call.”

Tossing in roughly the right amount of chips, I know that shit is unbalanced between the four of us when no one calls me out on not checking my cards. It doesn’t matter, though. They’ll thank me for what I did. Eventually.

Play continues around me as multiple images load in the message preview. I tap on the top one and have to bite back a moan as I swipe through them. Each image is even more delectable than the previous.

She’s gotten creative today, zoomed-in shots, different angles. Her cunt. All my marks.

That pretty fucking virgin asshole.

I close the images and go to her text.

Me: Daddy, they are almost gone *sad face emoji* When can I have some new ones?

She wants more.

Heat runs down my spine at the mental image that explodes in my head. Red lines over her breasts, down her stomach. Inner thighs with beads of blood. Deeper cuts over her ass—

“Xavier.” Derek’s voice whips out, a sharpness to it that is usually reserved for misbehaving subs.

Slowly, I pan my gaze to look at him, but I don’t actually see him. My brain is too locked on my darkest urges sitting so close to the surface that I’m struggling to breath.

She wants more.

“It’s your call,” he states, finger tapping on the side of his tumbler.

I blink, slowly.

My fantasy to carve my name into her thigh comes rushing back to me. Yes, that. Maybe even deep enough that it’ll leave a scar that will turn faint over time, only visible in the right light.

“Xavier, are you okay?” Hudson asks as he lays a hand on my shoulder.

The contact brings me back to the room. I need to leave. I need to fucking leave, right now.

I can’t be here.

Gripping my phone tightly, I exit out of the messages and swap over to another app, one I coded specifically for Emery. It loads immediately, displaying a little dot on a map. The glowing blue dot is exactly where it was when I checked it fifteen minutes ago. Her dorm room.

She wants more.

Without a word, I push up from my seat, step away from the table, and go to gather my shit from the kitchen countertop.

As I exit, I hear my name called again and again, but I don’t stop.

She wants more.


Chapter 18
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Emery


Hot. So. Fucking. Hot.

I wrestle with the blankets covering me as I try to expose my body to the cooler air of my bedroom. As soon as my upper body breaks free, I breathe a sigh of relief.

I’m not sure what woke me. Definitely not my alarm, since it’s not going off. I tap the screen—six-fifteen. Still forty-five minutes left to sleep.

Maybe it was just the fact that I was slowly sweating to death beneath my blankets? Which is weird, though, because I typically run cool, even with all the blankets.

Am I getting sick?

Pressing the backs of my fingers to my cheeks and then my forehead, I don’t find any suspicious heat pouring from my skin. And I don’t feel unwell. Huh. Maybe I dreamed that I was running a marathon?

I struggle the rest of the way out of the blanket sushi roll I somehow made in my sleep, fish out Teddy and Rocky, and then lie on top of the comforter, staring at the crack in the ceiling. The will to get started with my day hasn’t arrived yet, and I don’t plan on rushing it.

All the money has arrived from SugarLife. Two of the eleven rewards have arrived. I’ve spent a total of six classroom hours being ignored, and my messages have been left on read the entire week.

Besides that one moment with Xavier, I’ve literally heard from none of them.

How long is this going to last? How long will they be apathetic to my existence? Is it going to be forever, or will Hudson and Derek eventually accept that I’m in their classes?

Not to mention that today I am—was—supposed to be going to the apartment. Our first weekend together under the new contract. Did they have a plan for the weekend? Would they have all been there? Or would they have taken turns, coming and going?

Would we have had more conversations? Talked about our personal lives? Or is this just a kink thing for them? They did mention that this six-month contract would most likely be extended. It was just supposed to be time to let us get to know each other, make sure we fit together.

And to confirm that I could handle however deep they wanted to go with the cravings.

But nope. That’s all gone now. My weekends are my own, and for the first time in my life, I have the cash to do whatever I want with my free time. Not that I plan to spend it on crap. Nope.

I have a fairly decent wardrobe now. I have access to free food twenty-four-seven. My textbooks are from the library. My laptop is amazing—oh shit.

Bolting upright with a touch of panic, I glance around at my bed and breathe a sigh of relief when I don’t see the mess from my study session last night. But…I should. I don’t remember falling asleep, let alone packing everything away. The last hazy memory I have is of reading through the first chapter of my macro textbook.

Glancing around, heart still pounding, I spy a stack of books on my desk, and right next to it is my laptop, plugged in and charging. Thank fuck.

But who did that? Had Oakley come looking for me last night and tidied up? She was turning out to be pretty amazing, but not that amazing.

So, maybe I did it but just don’t remember?

Honestly, it’s too much mystery for before seven a.m. One thing I am sure of is that I’m definitely not going back to sleep, and I’m not one for lounging around.

Shoving up out of bed, I resolve to order myself some new sheets and blankets. And bath towels. No need to keep the thrift shop stuff anymore. I’m living my new life now, which means letting go of my old life. Besides, if I buy some better quality things and I take care of them, then they should last me until the end of college.

I use the bathroom, and since there is plenty of time until Oakley will want the bathroom, I do an everything shower. Even then, it only takes me fifteen minutes, and that included several minutes of shower thoughts. Probably need to buy myself a few more girlie things, like that leave-in conditioner stuff.

And one of those fluffy but rough sponge ball things.

When I get out of the bathroom, I can hear the TV. With one towel wrapped around my body and my hair in the other, I stick my head into the kitchen. Oakley is there, blurry eyed, hair askew, steaming coffee in a mug directly under her chin.

“You’re up early,” I comment.

She jolts in place, apparently lost to another world, then shrugs one shoulder. “I need to go do a breakfast date.”

“Ah,” I reply with a nod and then remember about my books. “Listen, thanks for tidying up my room for me last night. I don’t even remember falling asleep.”

She frowns and tips her head to the side. “I didn’t tidy up.”

Before I can rebut, there is a knock at our door. We both turn to stare at it.

“Is your date picking you up here?” I ask, feet rooted to the spot.

“Nope,” she replies, popping the P.

“Hello?” I call out, because that seems logical. Besides, you need a security fob to get into the building. There is absolutely no reason for my heart to be racing the way it is.

“Uh, hi. Sorry. There was a delivery guy out front of the building, and I offered to bring it to your door,” a female voice calls back, her words muffled through the door.

A delivery?

My feet immediately carry me toward the door, and I’m yanking it open before I remember I’m in nothing but a towel. Oh well.

The girl on the other side lets out a little squeak at seeing my undressed state and then shoves a blue-teal gift bag, not much larger than my phone, at me. “This is for Emery.”

Before I can thank her, she turns tail and runs down the staircase.

Whoops.

Wordlessly, I close the door and turn back to Oakley.

“Another reward?”

I nod, staring at it. It barely weighs anything.

“How many are you up to?” she asks as she crosses over to me before letting out a high-pitched squeal. “Oh my god! That’s from Tiffany’s!”

Fuck. Even I know what that is.

Oakley flaps her hands in front of me, eyes a little wild. “Open it!”

“Okay, okay,” I mutter and undo the ribbons on the bag to get to the matching little blue-teal box on the inside. I hand Oakley the box before pulling on the white satin ribbon holding the box shut and raise the lid.

My heart is in my throat as I stare down at the little silver heart, with an equally small silver key hanging off the side.

Please return to Tiffany & Co. New York 925

I stare at the engraved lettering. A tiffany necklace. They got me a Tiffany necklace.

“Well?” Oakley’s impatience takes over and she angles the box in my hand to see. “The heart tag and key? Ems!”

What the hell is the symbolism with the pendant? A heart and key—as in, I have the key to their heart or some shit?

What the fuck?

I swallow and close the lid, eyes prickling with tears. “This is too much. I’m sending it back.”

“The fuck you are!” Oakley snatches the box from my hand and hugs it to her chest. Her cheeks are rosy and her eyes are narrowed with frustration. “No. You earned this. And if you aren’t able to keep it for yourself right now, I’m going to put it in my room until you are ready. I won’t allow you to send it back.”

My lower lip trembles as I try to breathe. “Why are they doing this to me? These random gifts showing up every day or two? There are still eight more to go. I wish they would stop. I wish they would let me go.”

Oakley’s stance softens, and she puts the bag and box on the table before wrapping me up in her arms. “I don’t know, maybe they don’t actually want to give you up? Maybe they want to keep you but don’t know how? They are professors, Ems. They can’t be with a student.”

I sniff and wrap my arms around her, too, overwhelmed and so goddamn confused. “I know, but there are too many reminders of them now. Every day, I wear the clothes they bought me. I use the laptop and phone they bought me. Even my art supplies are from them. Everything I have right now is because of them. It’s too much.”

Tears track down my cheeks and my chest aches.

Oakley holds me while the TV rattles on about some new movie coming out. I think about what she said. Could this really be their way of keeping me, even from a distance? Have they realized that I didn’t lie to them? That they never asked if I was a student? Have they forgiven me but don’t know how to walk it back?

Is this their way of showing up for me, after everything they said? Of letting me know they are still in this?

Darcy could have canceled the restaurant.

Xavier could have stopped caring about how my marks were healing.

Only Hudson and Derek knew I didn’t have a laptop, so one of them had to have organized that.

And someone had to have looked at my student file a little too closely to figure out where to keep sending everything. An absolutely giant rule to break.

It’s like they have created this little bubble where it’s okay for them to continue to be with me, but only from the shadows, where no one else can see. Just like at the apartment. There, it was only them and me. Alone.

No one to see us together. No one to comment or judge. Just the five of us.

So, maybe it’s my turn to show up for them. To show them that I’m still interested, that I still want them. That I need my daddies.

And I know exactly how I’m going to do it.


Chapter 19
[image: ]
Emery


I hold my card against the little black security panel until it chirps and the light turns green, causing the glass sliding doors to whoosh open. The anxiety that they’d canceled my card to the building immediately disappears as I enter.

Unlike last time, there’s no Darcy to greet me and take my bags, but there is a security guard sitting at the front desk as I walk around the curved corner. My sandals make a light clapping noise as I walk, so I’m not surprised when the guy spots me as soon as he comes into view.

I smile and wave with my card in my hand, my confidence buoyed by the fact that it still works. I’m ignoring that they may have simply forgotten they gave me a key and going with the hope that they let me keep it.

As I get closer to the desk, I have every plan of simply walking by, but that’s ruined when the security guard calls out.

“Excuse me, miss?” His voice is deep and a little rough.

I pause and turn to face him, having taken a couple of steps past, heart momentarily freezing in my chest. Please don’t stop me. Please don’t stop me. “Yes?”

“Could I please get your name? I need to record you as a visitor.” He keeps a pleasant smile plastered to his lips, but his eyes are focused and locked on to me. It’s clear that I’m not getting past him without leaving my name.

Which is fine. I have nothing to hide. Besides, I have a working key. I hope. It opened the main doors, so theoretically, it should open everything else.

I change direction and go to the counter. “Emery Nicholas.”

The guy—Aiden, from his name badge—taps away at his computer before turning back with a smile. “Thank you, Miss Nicholas. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

My pulse thunders in my ears, and it takes a few seconds to understand that I’m okay to continue to the elevators. “Okay, thank you.”

Taking deep breaths every few steps, in an effort to get my heart rate to slow down, I stride toward the elevators and hit the button a little too firmly. While I wait, I glance back at Aiden, who is still watching me. I offer him a smile that feels tight on my face, but he just stares back. It makes me nervous, but not in an uncomfortable-creep-is-watching-me kind of way. No, it’s similar to how Derek stares at me.

Watchful. Careful. Like he wants to pull me apart and put me back together again. To know all the thoughts inside of my head so I don’t have to have them.

The ding of the elevator has me whipping back around, and as we break eye contact, a shiver runs down my spine. I step in and hit both the nineteenth floor and close door buttons and then stare at the metal floor until I’m alone in the mini metal room.

It takes no time at all before the door opens again and I’m striding down the plain hallway, counting with the numbers by each door until I get to the very end.

1921.

I stand there, staring at the door, butterflies creating a full-blown hurricane in my stomach.

Will they be in there waiting for me? I’m earlier than I probably should be, but I just couldn’t wait in the dorm a second longer. As soon as I got back from my classes, I showered, packed, and ordered an Uber.

It’s okay. I’m happy to wait. Last week, they said they would arrive at the hotel at seven. So, hopefully it’s the same this week. They’ll arrive and we’ll get to talk, and everything will be back on track.

I touch my necklace and then my bracelet to remind myself that they’ve been showing up for me, and now I need to show up for them.

Taking a breath big enough to make my shirt scream, I scan the card and push open the heavy door, the handle making an audible snick as my pulse thunders in my ears.

How will this go down? Are they going to be mad that I’ve shown up after they—well, Derek—said that our arrangement was over? Are they going to be happy to see me? Will it be just like last weekend? I know we need to talk, but I really want to have them wrapped around me.

I need to know that they still want me.

My heart rate lowers when the inside of the apartment is pitch black. I step in, turn the hallway light on, and let the door close behind me. The buzzing excitement that has been filtering through my blood all day cools to a hum and leaves me a touch lightheaded.

Okay, so, I’m the first one to arrive. That’s fine. There’s nothing wrong with that. Maybe they’ve gotten caught up on campus or packing their overnight bags. It’s fine. Everything is fine.

Besides, it’s not like they knew my plan was to come here today, not after Monday. Which is something I can fix, once I get myself settled.

As I make my way farther into the apartment, I keep hitting light switches until all the lights are on. The heavy black curtains aren’t drawn on the dungeon area this time, and there is a faint smell of cleaning products in the air. Do they use a cleaning service?

I snort a laugh at the idea. The first time the service turned up must have been a real eye-opening moment. Damn, it would have been amazing to watch their faces as they realized what they’d be cleaning, questioning whether anyone had actually used it.

The mental imagery leaves me with a massive grin on my face as I head straight to the bedroom, dumping my backpack on the couch as I walk by it. Even in the darkness, I can see the massive bed. Flicking on the light switch, I walk around the foot of the bed, then back up toward the head and into the walk-in wardrobe, hidden behind the privacy wall that acts as the bed’s head.

After making quick work of hanging the dress that I packed in case they want to go out to a restaurant, I gather my toiletries and put them out on the vanity in the bathroom. It’s not much, just the heart perfume, the few bits of makeup that I own, a brush, toothbrush, and toothpaste. Maybe I could ask for one of my remaining rewards to be some skin care products?

With all of that done, I head back out into the living area. Coming to a stop in front of the couches, I take in the quiet apartment, trying to recapture the feeling from last weekend. But it eludes me. It’s just me, alone, in a room with two different personalities—kink on one side and regular apartment on the other.

I suddenly understand Derek’s need to always have noise. Leaning down, I pick up the remote for the TV from the huge wooden coffee table, then fall back onto the leather cushions. Thirty seconds later, I have my favorite reality channel on, and I don’t feel quite so alone.

After twenty minutes of trash TV, I’ll get some studying done. And maybe a little sketching. I managed to squish my old sketchbook and my new one, along with the graphite pencils, between two of the doorstop textbooks.

Honestly, how are there over six-hundred pages in my macro textbook? That thing could kill someone. Also, is this book for more than one semester? Because that is a shit ton of content to remember for one final exam.

Thinking of macro makes Hudson’s icy blue stare from Monday’s class appear in my mind, which causes my heart to squeeze. Closing my eyes, I try to breathe through it. It’s all going to be okay. They’ll be here soon. We can talk and work everything out, then we can spend the rest of the weekend together. Which reminds me…

I wiggle around until I can pull my phone out of the back pocket of my denim shorts. Opening the camera app, I take a quick selfie reclining on the couch and with a little bit of the torture furniture in the background, making sure to stare into the camera with a cute smile. Forcing myself not to check it, I open the group chat and send the pic.

There. Now they definitely know I’m here. All they need to do is show up.

Because they will show up.

I know they will.

They have to show up.

I really fucking need them to show up.


Chapter 20
[image: ]
Emery


I stare at my phone.

Eight-fifteen.

How could they not show up? They know I’m here. I sent them the picture.

Was I wrong? Was the gift giving and the Thai and Xavier checking up on me only about them meeting the terms of our previous agreement?

No, that can’t be it. The dinner date with Darcy was set in the text messages on Monday morning. And Xavier told me about the photo requirement after the contract was signed. And all the rewards, yeah, they’re from the weekend, but they could have just sent me one dollar eleven times. Instead, they are sending me incredibly thoughtful gifts.

And the last one? A heart with a key? A Tiffany heart with a key? As in, I have the key to their hearts?

And they didn’t remove my access to the apartment.

I don’t get it.

Fuck, this is all so confusing. Them and their fucking mixed signals.

Why are they showering me with rewards but not showing up at the apartment? Even just to talk, to figure all of this out. I get it—their jobs are on the line. Possibly even my status as a student at NU. But we have this completely private, very secure apartment that no one can see into or potentially knows about.

We could have worked this out. Kept everything confined to the apartment. No public dates. They could continue to ignore me on campus, but this time, it would be mutual. Not just them tossing me to the side.

Acid turns in my stomach and my skin prickles.

Does this mean they are really done with me? That’s all I get? Not even a proper goodbye? Just them yelling at me, in a semi-public place, humiliating me with a breakup that anyone could have heard?

Heat fills my eyes, and I stare down at my sketched attempt at Xavier’s back piece. I looked up the words after I’d found them scribbled on an earlier page.

Nulla voluptas sine dolore.

No pleasure without pain.


So, what? I got my one weekend of pleasure with them, and now I get my pain? And how is that going to be measured, exactly? Like, is it a minute-for-minute thing? Or does pleasure have a higher weight than pain, so I’ll be in pain longer than the two nights I was with them for?

Which totally tracks—it’s already been five days of pain.

I sigh and reach for my phone for the four hundredth time in the last hour and hope I’ll see a message from them, letting me know they’ll be here soon. Fuck, I’ll take a message that says they aren’t coming so that I can pop this goddamn bubble of hope.

That’s the worst part of it all. The hope.

Everything that has happened so far this week, barring the Monday morning situation, says they still care. That they still want me.

Swiping, I open the message thread and see the picture of myself that I sent several hours ago and want to scream when there is nothing in return.

Why the fuck are they playing with me like this?

Xavier ate my fucking ass, for fuck’s sake.

So why the hell aren’t they here yet?

And why—

A whimsical electronic bell sounds through the apartment, cutting off my careening thoughts.

What the fuck is that?

I swivel my head to look toward the kitchen, the source of the noise clearly coming from that direction. Clenching my phone in my hand, I get up and pad over toward the counter, eyes scanning all the cabinetry for whatever is making that noise.

It’s definitely not the fire alarm. I have a feeling I wouldn’t even be able to think with how loud that would be.

All my senses are on high alert, and my skin feels ready to snap off my bones with how tense I am. The last time there was a suspicious noise while I was alone in the apartment, I ended up on the sharp end of a blade, strapped to a cross, and had a knife slicing through my skin, all while I was strapped to a vibrator.

A shiver runs down the length of my spine, heat pooling in my core at the memory. But the trill of the bell sounds once again, re-centering my thoughts. When I’m closer to the kitchen, I spy a panel in the wall that has a blue light that flickers in time with the bell.

I stare at all the buttons for a moment; the fancy screen is all lit up with a bunch of options and a message across the screen.

Incoming Call: Reception.

Why the hell is reception calling me? Oh shit, did the guys call and tell him to kick me out?

My breath locks in my chest. Nope. No. Not going to catastrophize until I know for sure.

Slowly, not one hundred percent sure that I do want to answer this call, I touch the green answer button on the screen.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Miss Nicholas?”

“Yeah, I mean, yes? That’s me.” I resist the urge to face-palm myself. Of course, he fucking knows it’s me. He called me.

“It’s Aiden from the front desk. Your food delivery has arrived.”

I frown. My what? I didn’t order anything—yet. I was planning to do that once my daddies arrived, since an earlier check of the kitchen revealed it’s empty of food. Plenty of bottled water, though. Eye roll. “Ah, no. I think you have the wrong apartment.”

“Emery Nicholas, order from Lizotte’s. One large fettucine carbonara. One cheesy garlic bread. One Coke.”

My brain goes a little staticky and my lips suddenly feel numb.

Did he organize this? Did Derek send me food? From his restaurant?

“Could you come down to reception to collect it? I can’t leave the front desk.”

Aiden’s voice propels me into action, and I immediately start patting my pockets for the security card. “Ah, yes. Yep, I can do that. I’ll be down shortly.”

After locating the key and a trip down to the lobby and back, I return to the still-empty apartment with the food I did not order. I empty out the brown paper bag onto the kitchen counter—a takeout bowl of pasta, a tiny container filled with parmesan cheese, a brown, now oily, paper bag filled with cheesy garlic bread, which has my mouth watering. And lastly, my bottle of Coke.

There is no note.

No details about who sent this, but I think I’m right in thinking it’s from Derek. So, what… He can send me food but not show up? What the fuck is that shit?

The moment I take the lid off the pasta, a heavenly smell slams into me. All the creamy, bacony, cheesy goodness that floats up on the steam is almost overpowering.

Knowing I can’t possibly eat all of this, and with the dominant people not being here to force me to, I take half of the food and put the rest in the fridge for tomorrow.

It takes two trips to get it all over to the couch, but eventually, I’m curled up with my feet tucked under me and that rom-com about the girl living in Paris on the TV as I slowly consume the pasta. My thoughts whirl and spin, trying to make sense of everything, but nothing is connecting.

They are still treating me like I’m theirs. Like they want me. Like they can’t let me go.

They are still looking after me.

Maybe me being here tonight took them by surprise? It’s not like I gave them any notice. They could have had plans or something.

And now that they know I’m here, they can come tomorrow. They can get out of whatever they have planned, and they can come and be here with me tomorrow.

Yes. Tomorrow.

I tear a huge bite out of my garlic bread, trying not to moan out loud at the taste.

Tomorrow. We can figure everything out tomorrow.


Chapter 21
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Derek


Aiden Kendal: She just left.

I lock my phone, darkening the screen, and reach for the half-empty bottle of bourbon that I purchased Friday morning. My plan had been to keep myself pleasantly—but not overly—numb over the weekend, so the ache of not having Emery in my arms wouldn’t be quite so sharp.

Instead, just as I’d gotten comfortable on my couch, I received a message from Aiden Kendal, one of the security guards for our apartment building. He and most of the guys from Black Ghost Security are also members of Obsession.

Only a few minutes later, I received the picture from her, with my wall of toys in the background. From that moment on, I’ve been camped out in my darkened office, watching the live video feed of the apartment.

We only have one camera in the apartment, placed above the fridge, mostly hidden from view, but if you know it’s there, it’s not hard to miss. We typically turn it off when we are in the apartment.

It was off last weekend, but I have regrets about that now. I wish we had video, not just photos, of our time with Emery. Something that I can replay whenever the urge to go to her is almost overpowering, which has been every waking second for the last few days.

From the moment she left the apartment—if I am honest with myself.

Seeing that kid flirting with her in class on Wednesday didn’t help matters. My exit from the room was for the sole purpose of not leaping the first few rows of tables and putting an end to their conversation. Even now, jealousy curls in my gut at the mere memory.

Although, a significant portion of my thoughts have circled the idea that we should actually let her go. To cancel the conversation with Thanye and let her date people her own age. But even the theoretical concept of her being with someone else makes my inner beast growl.

The others have been watching the live feed as well. I’ve seen their logins appearing at the top right corner of the screen. Xavier’s has been the most consistent, except for my own.

The only time I left my leather computer chair was when she entered the bedroom and was out of view from the camera for the night. Then I was tortured by the mental imagery of her in the shower and sleeping in our massive bed. Alone.

I’ve watched as she’s eaten the food I had delivered. As she studied at various locations around the apartment—counter, dining table, couch. She even found that fucking red pillow of Hudson’s from his doll scene.

She’s watched a lot of TV and drawn in her sketchbooks. Taken naps on the couch. Been on her phone. I watched, unable to hear, as she laughed hysterically at something on her phone, her momentary happiness flowing through the screen into me.

She’s been completely and utterly alone all weekend. At first, she was glancing toward the door every few minutes. Those glances slowly grew farther and farther apart, until she simply stopped looking for us. My last view of her was as she left the apartment, tears on her cheeks.

When this is all over, I’m going to make her a promise that she’ll never cry sad tears because of us ever again. The only tears I want to see on those pretty cheeks are because I’ve demanded them from her.

The live feed for the past five minutes has been of a dark, empty apartment, night mode having activated when she turned off the last light. I lack the energy required to get up and attend to my personal needs right now. And the pain caused by watching the now-empty apartment is my deserved punishment.

I rub my palms over my face, the stubble scratching annoyingly. My last shave was Friday morning, something I do every weekday morning and at least once on a weekend. But not this weekend. I have more than the beginning of a beard right now.

A piece of me thinks I should keep it as penance for all the pain I have caused Emery and will continue to cause her over the coming weeks. There is nothing I can do about this situation until I have a solution. I absolutely will not jeopardize her standing or scholarships at Newton.

She has worked way too fucking hard to pull herself out of the system, and I won’t allow four middle-aged men to ruin that for her.

Something I did this week that I am not proud of, but feel zero remorse over, was look up Emery’s student file. Xavier isn’t the only one who has a way of discovering information.

Emery’s next of kin is blank, but her emergency contact is a middle-aged woman from the south side, who appears to have been a teacher of Emery’s from high school. The letters Emery wrote as a part of her application to Newton created cracks in my soul that I don’t think will ever heal.

She spoke about being an orphan, about how she was unable to find a permanent home, due to the trauma of remembering the accident that took her parents. There were details in the letters that alluded to unsatisfactory foster care arrangements that did more harm than good. And finally, she spoke about her hopes for the future and how a full ride at Newton University would kick off the start to her new life.

And thank fuck, the scholarship administrators had agreed with her and given her everything she’d asked for.

Her address is one of the shared apartment dorms on campus and is attached to an accommodation scholarship, which is tied to her grades and attendance. The same goes for her tuition and meal scholarships. And while, yes, those types of scholarships are a part of the grant funded programs for helping children who grew up in the system break the cycle, Emery is also incredibly smart.

She ranked in the top five students in her high school class, and she scored in the top ten percent on her ACTs. She would have been a serious contender for entrance from that alone.

There wasn’t much more to glean than that. Everything else I know about her is from spending time with her last weekend. Knowing I could have also had this weekend with her, but chose to stay away, is fucking painful.

Thayne Hamilton will be back in less than two weeks. As Newton’s dean of students, one of my closest friends, and another member of Obsession, he is someone who will completely understand the situation we have gotten ourselves into. While he may have gotten lucky, with neither of his subs being current students of Newton, he’d still had a damn time getting himself out of the rent-a-dom situationship he’d started with Abigail and Wyatt.

He may also be the only person who knows a way we can continue with Emery without putting everyone’s careers, education, and reputations at risk. If there even is a way. Thayne and I have been messaging a little already, but I haven’t wanted to disturb his time with his newly collared subs.

However, he has agreed to a conversation at Obsession the day he returns. I’m thankful for the meeting taking place at Obsession and not the university; it gives me hope that his newfound relationship will soften him toward us, and he’ll help find a solution. Rather than firing all four of us on the spot.

I take another drink of my bourbon, the burn of the alcohol having disappeared at some point Friday night. All there is left to taste is the sweet hints of caramel and the spicy aftertaste. I should probably eat something soon. Besides coffee and a pastry this morning, I haven’t had anything to eat. Which I am very likely going to pay for tomorrow.

Fuck, tomorrow.

Tomorrow will bring another two hours of painful proximity with Emery. Right in the middle of the row, and so close to the front. From that spot, I can see the faint freckles over the bridge of her nose.

In fact, the spot is so close that, on that first day, I could see the redness in her eyes, every tear that fell, every slice of pain, every piece of hurt that we’d inflicted on her. It had been fucking torture, and the only way I’d made it through the class was to not look at her.

Darcy, Hudson, and I talked more about explaining the issue with the contract to her Thursday night after Xavier had abruptly left our poker game. But ultimately, we determined that there would be no point. Explaining everything to her wouldn’t change the fact that she is still a student, and it is still against the university’s code of conduct to be with her. All it would do is inflict more damage. Generate hope that could end up crushed beneath the code’s boot.

Additionally, revealing Xavier’s role in all of this could ruin his relationship with her. And as much as I want to put my fist into his face a few more times, I could never do that to him. The man may keep himself a little aloof from us, but he has never failed to be there when we have needed him. This is the one and only time he has gone against us, but with almost an entire bottle of bourbon in my system, I can admit that I don’t blame him.

I’m not sure what I would have done if the student section had been left in the contract and Emery had informed us of her enrollment status before signing the contract.

Not knowing about her future at Newton before the contract was one thing, but having her disclose that information after the weekend’s activities would have required the ending of any future contact. Continuing anything with her, even in secret, ran the risk of someone finding out. Someone would be bound to slip up and get caught. She is far too tempting for all of us, even when she isn’t trying to be.

For the sake of any chance we have of being with Emery again, I must hold the course. We must hold the course.

Even if it hurts right now.

Reaching for my phone, I open the SugarLife app and sign into the group profile, Brat4Us. A few taps of my fingers, and then I log out with an exhale.

Less than two weeks until we know where we stand.

I change apps and open the picture she sent on Friday and enlarge it so that the entire screen is taken up with her shy, smiling face.

My beautiful baby girl.

Tapping on the picture, I save it to my phone.

Soon, baby girl. Soon.


Chapter 22
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Emery


The trembling of my thighs as I come up the last few steps to the landing of my dorm room floor is something I’m choosing to ignore. Just like I’m ignoring the way the skin beneath my eyes feels stretched and tight.

To be on the safe side, I’ve kept my face angled toward the floor from the moment I entered the building, avoiding the gazes of any of the residents who happen to look in my direction. I have zero interest in the people using the common areas and hallways seeing the emotions written all over my face. The fact that I haven’t been able to keep them packed tightly on the inside in over a week is another irritation altogether.

One fucking weekend with a group of lying liars who lie stripped me of all the defenses I’ve built up over the years.

I shrug my shoulders in an attempt to adjust the straps of my duffel and backpack, both of which are cutting into my shoulders. And I change the overflowing takeout bag from one hand to the other, since the twine handles are gouging the palm of my hand.

They never showed.

But food kept showing the fuck up. More food than I could reasonably eat on my own.

They knew I was there. They were looking after me while I was there. But they never actually fucking came to look after me.

I have so many emotions fighting for pole position right now, with humiliation in the lead. The one good thing about all of this is that they didn’t actually see me hanging around their place, waiting for them like a goddamn lost puppy, begging for a fucking home, the entire stupid weekend. Somehow the distinction between them knowing and actually seeing is reassuring. Still embarrassing as fuck, though.

Fuck. Them.

I’m done. My stomach is one big ball of lead. They said we were over, that the contract is void for whatever fucking reason, and I’m finally going to believe them. Not showing up in the privacy of their own space when they know I’m there waiting for them? The message has been received, loud and clear.

I’m so done.

I stupidly thought we could work this out, that they didn’t really mean what they said on Monday, all because they have still been sending gifts and because Xavier checked my cuts and gave me an orgasm.

Am I a fucking moron? Like, seriously. Do I really need to be getting down on my knees and begging for these assholes?

I’m no better than one of the girls on those reality TV shows who keeps going back to the douchebag because he has a magic dick, even after every single red flag he has waved in her face.

No more ignoring the red flags for me.

I’ll take the last of my rewards and be done. I’ll figure something out about getting the security card back to them. There are only fifteen weeks left of the semester. I can make it through that. I’ll move to the back of the class, make sure I am always early, and go through their TAs if I need anything.

I’m going back to concentrating on my goals. Studying, getting through college, graduating, getting a stable job, buying my own place—and a cat. Even thinking about my future white, fluffy friend has the uneven fluttering of my heart calming down. Yes, back to the whole reason I am here in the first place.

My feet feel heavy as fuck and my emotions are all but flat as I drag myself over the last step and start down the hallway. But I pull up short when I see the white box sitting in front of the door. Forcing myself forward the last few steps, I don’t acknowledge the two girls having a conversation in the doorway opposite mine. Or the music that is blasting from two doors farther down.

I simply unlock the door, shove it open, step over the box and head inside, beelining straight for the kitchen, where I pull open the fridge door, ready to jam the food in there, but it is oddly full of fresh food. Frowning, I close the door and put the takeout on the counter, figuring I will deal with that later. Then I go and dump the duffel and backpack on my bed before returning to the door to get the box.

When I open it, one of the girls makes eye contact with me and smiles. “It arrived maybe ten minutes ago?”

I offer her a barely there smile. “Thanks.” It’s the best I can manage.

Bracing myself for it to be heavy, I’m incredibly surprised when it is light as fuck. I almost throw my back out when I jerk upright with zero resistance. Thankfully, the two girls have disappeared into their room and didn’t witness my epic lack of grace.

What the hell did they send me now?

From the kitchen, I pluck a knife from the cutlery drawer and cut through the packing tape. Still feeling mostly dead on the inside, I unfold the flaps of the boxes and peer inside. There is something white, but it’s obscured by clear plastic.

Carefully, I reach into the box and gently take hold of the item. Whatever the crinkly plastic is protecting, it’s incredibly soft and squishy. As soon as I see the first squished but fluffy ear, I know exactly what I have in my hands.

Once I have the entire thing out of the box, I rip the plastic off and drop it onto the floor. A small piece of paper and one of those sachet things that keep stuff dry flutters to the ground, but I ignore them.

A perfectly white bear, with fluff so soft that it feels like it should be a part of a baby’s blanket. His eyes are little dark beads, but his nose… his nose is a cute, stitched blue heart.

Hands wrapped around his body, I rub my thumbs over his tummy, staring at the heart.

They’ve sent me three hearts now.

Perfume.

Necklace.

Teddy bear nose.

I close my eyes, the backs of my eyelids used to the familiar prickle of tears now. Why are they doing this to me? It’s fucking torture. This push and pull—I can’t keep doing this. It hurts too fucking much.

Maybe I should send them a message and tell them to stop sending the rewards? Just end it now. Tell them to stop contacting me? To lose my number?

The mere thought of losing this connection shoots a violent pang through my chest. The feeling is so violent, I’m the tiniest bit worried that my heart actually did beat out of rhythm for a second.

But I have to, right? For my own sanity. I can’t live in this state of limbo anymore. It’s too fucking hard.

Carrying my new bear—Blue—I go to my room to retrieve my phone from my bag. I sit on the edge of my bed, Blue tucked under one arm, quickly update the note with the rewards list, and then open my messages.

It opens to my thread with Xavier and my photo from this morning. Because, even without any of them showing up, I’d still been a good girl for him and sent the pictures all weekend.

I exit out of that and tap on the group chat but pause. What do I even say? Stop sending me gifts, assholes? Fuck off? You broke me, now leave me alone?

Inhaling, I try to clear my thoughts. Try to think past the feelings. I don’t want to come across as a pathetic child. I also don’t want to sound like a hysterical female. I want cool, calm, deliberate.

Words start to come to me, and I turn them around in my mind. As I’m thinking, my phone vibrates, and I glance at the top of the screen to see a SugarLife vault notification. My vault is empty, the last of the transfers clearing on Friday. Why is it sending me notifications now?

Frowning, I tap on it and wait for the app to load, log in, and open my vault.

And then I stare. And stare some more.

SugarLife

Your vault balance is $2,310.

Two-thousand, three-hundred-and-ten dollars?

A light bulb turns on inside my head.

That is sixty-thousand dollars divided by twenty-six weekends.

Did they just pay me for the weekend? Are they honoring the contract?

What the fuck? What the actual fuck?

Sweat forms down my back, nausea churns my stomach, and I feel like I’m going to pass out.

I don’t get it. Like really, really don’t get it. Fuck, I wish Oakley was here. I need someone to talk to.

Dropping my phone, I raise Blue up to my face and scream into his stomach. He doesn’t muffle the sound very well, but I kind of feel better. Not really. Not at all, actually.

They are goddamn assholes.

Big hairy ones, with pieces of shit stuck to the side.

What the hell is their problem?

They are the ones who ended this. Why the hell are they continuing with this bullshit?

What game are they playing at? And why the hell can’t they tell me the damn rules? I don’t even care what they are. Just knowing them would level the playing field.

I stare at Blue, then drop my gaze to the bracelet and reach up to the necklace, toying with the key. It’s like they are saying they want me but don’t want me at the same time. Keeping me on the hook, so to speak.

Well, if they want to play games with me, then maybe I will play my own game with them. If they aren’t going to let me in on the rules of their game, then I am going to make up my own.

The churning in my stomach turns into a nervous flutter at the thought.

Sparks of energy flow through my veins, lighting me back up to a level that I haven’t felt since last weekend. Ideas form in my head, and I turn to scan my wardrobe until I spot the outfit I’m thinking of. A grin crosses my face that I’m pretty sure looks unhinged, but I don’t care if I look crazy.

They made me crazy.

Now they can deal with the consequences.


Chapter 23
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Emery


My heart is beating so hard, I can feel my chest moving beneath my shirt. I think I might be having an actual heart attack. I can barely breathe as a tingling sensation races up and down my spine. And I am way to fucking hot, my insides feel like they are boiling.

I can do this. It’s just a fucking outfit and a bit of attention. Once I make it to my seat, only Derek will be looking.

And it’s not like I have the shirt tied up under my boobs like last time. Everything is all tucked in, and I even put on a pair of pantyhose to make the pleated skirt less of an issue. I don’t remember purchasing those, but whatever, happy to have them now. It was probably something added by the shop assistant after my daddies dropped all that cash on me.

Because that’s what they are, my daddies. I’m no longer allowing myself to float around in limbo, unsure what to call them. They are mine. No more of this half-in, half-out bullshit.

When I’d told Oaks about the weekend and my plan for today, she was enraged on my behalf, then backed me up with a little too much support. She helped me primp and preen this morning, until I had nothing left to primp or preen. Not to mention the extras, like the massive white ribbon she tied around the half-updo ponytail she pulled my hair into before curling the bottom of my hair in huge, flowing ringlets.

Or the shoes. This campus was not made for the black pumps she lent me to wear today. I almost broke my ankle walking here. Twice.

It was all a bit much, if you asked me.

But whatever. This is just the beginning of everything I plan to put them through. They spent the last week punishing me for something I didn’t even know I was supposed to tell them. My theory is that, if I’m in trouble, I may as well be in trouble for something fun and that I actually did on purpose.

A quick check through the window of the dark study room I’m hiding in makes my breath catch. Fucking finally.

Derek and Justin come down the hall, both staring at something Justin is holding, discussing whatever the hell it is. Honestly, my eyes are stuck on Derek, and I can’t force myself to look away.

I’m frozen in place, lost to the view of him as he slowly approaches. The undone brown jacket revealing a blue-and-white-patterned dress shirt is really working for him. And fuck, the beginnings of a beard he has going? Somehow, it’s making his features harder, which causes my insides to settle their trembling, even though I’m still nervous as fuck.

My grip on the straps of my backpack is tight enough that the firm fabric cuts into my palms. I track him with my eyes as he passes the windows, not daring to move in case he catches the movement.

The thing that I don’t expect is how fucking hard it is to not rip open the door and throw myself into his arms.

But nope. That is not the plan.

That would, in fact, ruin the plan.

I shuffle to the other side of the window and watch as they make it to the classroom door, disappearing through it. My eyelashes flutter shut as I try to get the electricity running through my system under control. There are sparks flying in all directions, and nausea is trying to take me down.

Actively flaunting authority is so not my thing. Putting myself out there, right in the center of things? Hell, no. Intentionally making my foster parents or case workers notice me only ever led to a situation that now requires a box that is buried deep in the darkest parts of my mind.

So, to do what I’m about to do is…

I mentally smack myself and stiffen my spine.

No. That line of thinking has to go. It does not fit the vibe of this new version of me. Plus, I’m not a scared little girl at the whims of the adults around her anymore. I get to choose the direction of my life now. No one else. And my daddies are my true north.

I’ve done a little research about this, but what keeps coming back to me is that random post I found that first Friday. The one about the baby girl acting like a brat when she needs her daddy to notice that she requires a good hard fuck to bring her back into line.

And that’s what I want.

Yes, the fuck. But mostly, them seeing that I need them. I want my daddies to notice me, to see me, to be so angry at me that they absolutely must correct my behavior. And the only way to get that reaction is to act out.

This is me acting out. Well, step one, anyway. I’m going to continue to escalate until they all come back to me. Or tell me, in no uncertain terms, that they truly are done. No more rewards randomly showing the fuck up. And definitely no more weekend payments.

No more mixed signals.

This is it. Either my plan works, or it doesn’t. My aim is to have them back with me by midterms. If I haven’t managed to get them to reinstate the contract in its entirety by then, I’ll wave the proverbial white flag and move on with my life.

Anything after that would be pure humiliation. While I may love watching reality TV shows, I did not sign up to star in one.

Tapping the screen of my phone, I check the time. A couple of minutes past the start of the hour. Perfect. Derek will be wondering where I am. Which is the ideal time to make my entrance.

I touch my necklace, then my bracelet for a bit of courage, before dropping my hand to the doorknob and leaving the room.

The hallway is empty, everyone having settled into whatever room they are in, and my heels clack as I walk. They aren’t quite stilettos, but they are high enough that my legs and ass look freaking amazing.

I don’t let myself pause to give in to the raging flutter of the butterflies that have taken over my entire being when I get to the door. I simply push on the handle and walk into the room with my head held high.

The class is underway, as expected, and my sudden entrance causes Derek to falter. It takes everything I have not to look his way as I attempt to sashay along the front of the room to the stairs in the middle. It feels odd as I put a little extra something into my sway, but I can feel the skirt swishing across the backs of my thighs.

“You will have your first quiz on Wednesday…”

Hundreds of eyes stare at me, and it makes my skin crawl, but I keep my chin up high as the pleated skirt I’d worn as the fuck toy shifts with each of my steps. I keep my pace steady, not rushed. I want him to get a good look at what he’s missing. And if everyone else sees, then so be it.

Their stares will probably add a little something to it, what with how much he enjoys watching.

That thought makes me grin as I turn my back on Derek and go up the few steps to my regular spot, which is thankfully empty. The rest of my plan only works if I’m sitting right where he can’t ignore me.

I take my seat and slowly place my things on the table, not being quiet or quick about it. The room remains silent, except for a few coughs. Once I have my laptop open, I glance up at Derek and want to simultaneously smirk and shrink back in my seat.

Which does absolutely nothing for the nausea still curdling in my stomach, but I force myself to ignore that and offer my best attempt at a serene smile. Faking it till I make it and all that.

A vein throbs in his forehead, and his jaw is so tightly clamped, I’m concerned for his teeth. When he talks, his words are clipped, and if my plan wasn’t to provoke him into a reaction, I’d be a terrified fucking mess. But, luckily for me, that is the plan. “Are you done, Ms. Nicholas? May we restart the class?”

I let my smile grow into a smirk. “Yes, you may, Professor King.”

That vein gives a solid throb, and he breaks eye contact to stare at his laptop for a moment, both hands death gripping either side of the lectern. There is murmuring from the other students, but I ignore it. Justin looks between Derek and me, clearly lost as to what is happening right now.

Derek cuts a look in his direction, and Justin immediately stands, taking over the class while Derek turns his back to us. I’m fucking delighted with his reaction. This is exactly what I was hoping for when I decided that I’d had enough of being a good girl for them.

Now I’m ready to see what being a brat gets me.

Casually, I take a few notes about the upcoming quiz on Wednesday, but mostly, I watch Derek.

He fishes something out of his pocket, and if I wasn’t watching as intently as I am, I would have missed the fact that it’s his phone. My gaze bounces between him and my phone, conveniently placed on my table, ready to accept whatever messages may come its way.

His shoulders are tense beneath the brown fabric of his suit jacket, but then he relaxes and turns back to face the room. Some of the tension has eased, but there is no smile on his face. Nope. Still a tight expression that would normally have me scurrying out of the room.

Not this time. They wanted to play stupid games with me? Well, now, they are going to win stupid prizes.

I wait for my phone to buzz, but it doesn’t. Disappointment doesn’t hit. Instead, a tidal wave of satisfaction flows straight over me. I’m willing to bet every gift and reward they’ve given me and all the future ones I am yet to receive that he just warned them that I’ve thrown down the gauntlet.

I settle back in my chair and don’t bother to smother how smug I’m feeling.

I think I am really going to enjoy playing this game with them.


Chapter 24
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My cheeks ache with the smile that has been plastered on my face since I left Derek’s class almost three hours ago with my brat flag waving in full wind. I’m surprised the glare he pinned me with didn’t spontaneously develop that laser vision thing Superman has and incinerate me on the spot.

The memory is going to live rent free in my head for the rest of my life.

I walked down the staircase and made direct eye contact with him as I pulled my hair out from under the straps of my backpack, then gave him a peace sign as I reached the bottom and turned to follow the flow of the rest of the students exiting the room. I have never, ever, in my life thrown a peace at someone, but it felt perfect in the moment.

His hand twitching by his side, clearly fighting the urge to reach out to me—or spank me—was the cherry on top.

I knew he wouldn’t break and call me out in front of everyone. Derek isn’t the type of man to cave to anyone. Especially if he thinks they have done him wrong. But I haven’t. I know I haven’t. Up until this point, I have been nothing but his perfect baby girl.

Too bad they had to go and ruin my streak.

But my absolutely favorite moment was when Derek allowed the room some time to work through a few exercises on our own. Will, who had conveniently retaken the seat behind mine, took the opportunity to tap on my shoulder. I had, obviously, turned around and given him my attention, full wattage smile and all.

The irritated stare that was waiting for me when I turned back around was pure magic. When the class resumed, I took every opportunity to ask questions, calling them out loud enough that it would be impossible for Derek—excuse me, Professor King—to ignore. There were even moments when I think I surprised him with my knowledge of the material, bringing up alternate methods and asking for further explanations.

If the man doesn’t already suffer from migraines, I’m sure he has one now. His jaw was clenched so tightly that the throbbing vein in his forehead never quite went away during the entire class.

The assumption I made that he’d warned the others, when it was clear that I was not the recipient of his text message, turned out to be correct. Hudson took one look at me as I entered his class, his icy gaze raking me from head to toe, before he turned back to his laptop. His lack of reaction told me he’d been prepared for my outfit.

If I hadn’t glanced back over my shoulder as I walked up to my seat and saw the way he ran his hand through his perfectly styled hair, I would have been left with the impression that I’d had little effect on him. Even now, almost two hours later, he barely looks at anyone on this side of the room.

It’s taking everything I have not to swing my legs beneath me with how giddy I am at his attempts to keep his reactions in check. The reactions from both men, really.

I fucking love it.

I’m not taking the same tactic of polite interruption with Hudson, however. My plan has been to play it meek and mild. I haven’t asked a single question in the last two hours, simply taken notes and been a perfect student. Drawing zero attention in my direction.

Nothing to see here.

I glance at the time—ten minutes to go. Last week, he dismissed class early to allow anyone with questions to come talk to him. I’m going to use that time to slip away.

As quietly as possible, I start putting a few things away, prepping for my easy getaway—straight out the door that is only a few steps down from me.

“That’s it for this week. Please make sure you do the required reading. It is listed on the course work page, as well as some additional reading for anyone who is finding the content riveting,” Hudson calls out, a hint of humor in his voice.

There are a few laughs from the students, which turns to chatter and the rustling of things being put away. Immediately, I shut my laptop and start sliding it into my backpack, but before I can get the zipper shut, Hudson’s voice cuts through the noise again.

“Could I please see the following students? Benjamin Trenton. Alana Cruz. Jesús Garcia. Emery Nicholas. Gabriella Perez. Thank you.”

Hearing my name in his voice sends a surge of achy warmness from my stomach and up into my chest, but that is quickly ruined by the tiny wave of panic that he is actually about to talk to me. Apparently, the ignore-Emmy game is over.

Okay, fine, I can handle this. No, not just handle. I can do this. If he wants to talk to me, then it’s going to be on my terms. No backing me into a corner or making me feel small.

Nope.

I yank on the zipper of my bag a little more forcibly than necessary, and then I wait for the room to empty, occasionally moving my legs to the side as people scoot past me. From my spot, I watch as the other requested students rush down to the front of the room and play teacher’s pet, but fuck that. I’m not going to stand around, waiting for my turn to speak to him.

The asshole would probably make me stand there, waiting until the end, if I went down there. Knowing him, he’d get off on it too. Me, standing there all awkward, waiting like a good little girl.

Yeah, that is so not happening.

So, I lean back in my seat, making myself comfortable, crossing my arms and generally putting out an I don’t give two fucks attitude. Once the room is empty, Hudson finally deigns to look up from his laptop at the group of students desperately waiting for his attention.

Okay, maybe not desperately. Still, they’re all eager for his attention.

He scans the students waiting in front of him with a smile on his face, which falters when it is clear I’m not among his adoring fans. An elastic band snaps around my heart when his head whips up in my direction, his eyes narrowing when he is greeted with my smirk.

Sure, it might be a wobbly smirk, because oh shit balls, I think I might throw up from the irritation in his gaze, but he won’t be able to tell from this distance. He continues to stare, seemingly trying to use telekinesis or some shit to get me down there.

I raise an eyebrow and hope he can’t see how my hands are trembling against my biceps. His eyes rove all over the half of my body that isn’t blocked by the table and seat in front of me. I let him have his fill. Because this is the whole point, right? To let them know what they are missing out on.

Hudson doesn’t call me out. He starts having one-on-one conversations with each of the students, and I simply wait. It seems they’d actually needed to talk to him, and he was making this shit up to get me to stay back. One by one, they file out of the room, until it’s just the two of us.

The last student, Gabriella, I think, glances at me with confusion before walking through the door. When it’s shut and we’re alone, Hudson finally looks back to me.

“Could you please come down here? I’d prefer not to yell what I’d like to ask you.” He walks around his podium and does that sit-lean thing against the edge of the table, hands clasped over his lap.

Whatever emotion is on his face, it’s hard to read. I haven’t seen it on him before, but it’s almost like he is nervous.

But nervous about what? That I won’t come to him? That I will come to him? That he’ll be caught talking to me? What would the issue with that be? I’m his student. He could be helping me out with my additional reading or whatever.

I force myself to keep my breathing even while every single one of my organs is vibrating. I uncross my legs, stand, and sling my backpack over my shoulder. I don’t rush as I carefully fluff my hair around my shoulders, then make my way down to him.

I have a huge lack of confidence in my voice coming out steady, so I stop a few feet away, one hand holding the strap of my bag, and remain silent. Neither of us speaks for a few seconds, my nerves ratcheting up with every second of silence that passes.

Hudson stares at me, his gaze tracing every inch of my face and body. Tension takes over his face the longer he looks, until he finally turns away, letting out a breath.

My throat feels thick and uncomfortable, and I honestly can’t stand here anymore, being so damn fucking close but unable to touch. So I do the only thing I can—I turn to leave.

I only make it a few steps away when a hand closes around my wrist and I’m pulled to a stop. “Kitten, wait, I…”

My entire being freezes over and defrosts within the two heartbeats it takes for him to say those three words. His warm chest presses into my back, and all I want in the entire world is to feel him wrapped around my body.

Slowly, I turn to face him, heart in my throat, and I know everything I am feeling is written all over my face. But I don’t care. He called me kitten. Not Emmy. Not Emery.

Kitten. His kitten.

Lines have formed between his brows. I reach up and smooth them away, both of us standing in this bubble that is just for us, just for this one moment.

“How are you? Are you okay?” His words are a whispered request, tinged with hints of pain and frustration that is mirrored by the sadness in his blue eyes.

I match his whisper, mostly because tears are burning my throat and I don’t think I can find my voice, anyway. “I’m…I’m okay. I wasn’t at first, but I’m working on finding my happiness again.”

Not a lie. I’ll have my happiness again once I have them back in my life the way I want them.

Hudson nods as he slides his hand down my arm until his fingers wrap around my hand in a loose hold. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. You are supposed to be ours.”

Pain pulses from my center all throughout my body, and I have to swallow several times to get a response out. “I want to be yours. I’ll do anything to be yours again.”

Hudson closes his eyes, shielding the ice blue from me, and takes several deep breaths. When he opens them, they are closed off from me again, sheets of one-way mirror glass, and he takes two steps back, our fingers breaking apart.

I let my hand fall back to my side.

“We have seven rewards left to gift you, and I was hoping you would allow me to take you to purchase a few items whenever you have some free time,” Hudson states, his voice the least animated I have ever heard it.

He stares at me, waiting for a response, but if he thinks he can be an asshole, toying with my emotions like that, and then cut me off, he can think again.

I lean back on one leg, resting my weight on my hip and return his stare. “Was there a question in there you needed me to answer?”

His lips purse, and there is a flicker of…something before he overly enunciates each word in his response. “Emery, will you come shopping with me?”

More one-on-one time with him? Even if he is going to treat me like trash, I’m taking it. I need as much time with him as I can get to make sure my plan works. Wearing each of them down until they can’t say no to me.

I grin. “I’d love to come shopping with you.”

His smile is a flat line. “Thank you. Does this weekend work?”

I pretend to contemplate it. Technically, I am free this weekend, but sticking to the plan is more important right now. “Actually, I have plans this weekend. Does next Tuesday afternoon work for you? I have class in the morning.”

Those icy blues narrow in on me, and it is very clear he wants to know what my plans are, but like hell will I tell him. That would ruin all the fun.

“Next Tuesday afternoon works. I’ll pick you up from the parking lot near the dorms.”

Nodding, I take a few backward steps. “See you then, Professor Gold.” I really purr that last bit, because I can.

He shakes his head, and I pretend to ignore the smile that forms on his face as he turns to start gathering his things. Grinning uncontrollably, I head toward the door, but as I place my palm on the cool wood, I turn back because there’s something I need to tell him.

“Thank you for the teddy bear. I named him Blue, because of the heart.” I reach up and bop my own nose.

Hudson looks up from his bag, recognition on his face.

Smirking, I raise my free hand and give him a spirit finger wave. “See you next week, professor.”

I push through the door and leave, the mystery of who is sending the rewards solved.
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I have no idea how long I’ve stood here, staring at the door. One minute? Ten? An hour? I honestly don’t care.

I want to be yours.

I’ll do anything to be yours again.

Her quiet words are replaying in my head to the point of insanity.

Not wanted. Want. She still wants us. Even now, after we’ve ghosted her for over a week, she still wants to be ours. She hasn’t given up.

Thank fuck. Hearing those words settled the storm that has been existing inside of me for over a week now. Not being able to talk to her. Not knowing if she has been okay. If she has been receiving the gifts or liking them.

Blue.

The name she gave my bear makes me grin. And if I’m correct, she was not only wearing my sex doll outfit, but also one of the perfumes I bought her.

I also spotted my necklace around her neck. The thought of a more permanent necklace is something I push away. We still have to get through these next eleven days, waiting to see if there is a way to have her and keep our jobs. Before then, we don’t need anyone seeing us together in any capacity other than teacher and student.

It'll definitely hurt our case with Thayne if someone tattles to him that they’ve seen us together in a compromising position. We already have an uphill battle to win; no need to arm the enemy with flamethrowers.

The room plunges into darkness as the automatic lights turn off, and that kicks me into motion. I gather my things, jamming my phone into my pocket, and leave out the same door as Emmy.

My kitten.

God, just having her wrist in my hand both soothed and aggravated my need for her. I shouldn’t have asked her to stay back. Fuck, I hadn’t needed any of them to stay back. I didn’t even know I was going to do that until I started calling out the names of the students who had emailed me since the first class. I could have just replied to their emailed questions.

Having to deal with each of them while Emery sat in her chair, both of us knowing what I was up to, was fucking torture. All I want is to have her wrapped up in my arms, back where she fucking belongs.

And even though every fiber of my being believes that she belongs with me and the others, my brain is hedging its bets. This next six months were supposed to help us decide whether we want something more permanent with her or not. Her being a student has complicated all of that, a lot.

I don’t know her or things about her—well, not enough—to make a life-altering decision. I love my job, I love my career. But those things barely stack up against the idea of loving Emery in the future. Which means we will be going to Thayne to get permission to get to know her, not because we want something permanent.

Permanency is not an option right now. We need time to figure it out. Time we don’t have.

Students linger around the halls and the common areas. I smile and wave as I pass them but don’t let any of them stop me. Leaving is my priority right now. If I don’t get off this damn campus in the next few minutes, I might do something fucking stupid, like turn up at her dorm room.

And wouldn’t that just create a real fucking mess?

No, I need to stick to the agreed-upon plan and trust that Thayne will help us find a way to be with her. He knows all of us. He knows what we want. What we crave. He is the one man who can help us make this work.

I’ve checked the code of conduct. It very clearly states that there is to be no fraternization between teaching staff and students. There are details about previous relationships prior to enrollment or course orientation, but with there being four of us requiring the exemption and the exact details of how we met Emmy, I don’t think arguing the fine print is going to win us any points.

The late afternoon sun hits my face as I exit the building and double-time it to my car. My phone vibrates in my pocket as the parking lot comes into view, and I pull it out.

Darcy: Grab a drink?

I reply in the affirmative and that I’ll meet him at the bar near his place. Yes, a drink sounds amazing right now. If I didn’t have to teach tomorrow, I’d be drinking enough to erase the broken and fragile look she had on her face when I’d taken a step back from her. Just thinking about it has my jaw clenching.

That fragility is the exact reason she can’t know about our discussion with Thayne. We are selfish fuckers for wanting to keep the girl and our careers, but we have to at least try. If Thayne’s answer is no, with absolutely no wiggle room, then it’s best not to let Emery have hope that this can be fixed. I suspect she has had far too many people let her down in the past.

But we aren’t going to let her down. I don’t know that I can spend the rest of the semester with her in my classroom and not in my bedroom.

God, I fucking want her.

I want her spread out in front of me, restrained and begging for me to stop, to keep going, for it to be over, and never ending. I want to take her to Obsession, wearing our cuffs and collars. Our marks.

I want her to be mine. Ours.

I want to wreck her, shatter her into a million pieces, then glue her back together again, so that I can fit inside.

And fuck, of course she wore my outfit. As soon as I saw her and clocked what she was wearing, I’d had to stay parked behind the lectern to hide the way my pants were pulling tight. There is literally nothing else she could have done, besides being naked, that could push me so close to the edge.

So fucking bratty.

I adore it. Her give no fucks attitude seems like something that is closer to her true self, and I am so completely here for it.

I want more of it. I want more of her.

I force myself to take a deep breath as I step onto the parking lot.

With the state of things right now, everything I want isn’t possible.

Instead, I’m going to spoil her with this shopping spree. I have a few more ideas of what to get her in the way of extravagant extras, but I would also like to get her things she may need.

I haven’t forgotten that, before our first little shopping spree, it was clear she had very few items to call her own. And from the state of the things we got to see that first night at the hotel, I doubt her other possessions are in a much better state.

Tuesday will be dedicated to getting her things that I am sure she needs, like quality linens and bathroom things. Shoes. Makeup. Things a girl her age should have an abundance of. All things I saw one or two broken pieces of, if I saw them at all.

I do not want my kitten wanting for anything. She’ll never need to ask us for anything ever again, because she will already have it.

I didn’t spend my twenties working at one of the top five hedge funds to lock up all my savings and not spoil the people in my life that I care about. Finding Darcy, then Derek and Xavier when I’d first arrived at Newton five years ago was the beginning of this new version of me. The version that knows what he wants and doesn’t allow those around him to work until burnout.

And now, meeting Emmy, I think this may be the start of the final version. In a week and a half, I’ll know whether I get to keep her and my place here at NU.

Or if I’ll have to make a choice.
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“Ems, you home?” Oakley calls out just before the door to our dorm closes.

“Yeah,” I call back from my bed. Since getting back to my room after Hudson’s class, I’ve jumped feetfirst into all the required reading. My backpack hangs from the back of my desk chair, a little sad looking, now that it’s completely empty.

My entire bed is covered in textbooks, a few handwritten notes, and a half dozen lists. My study method might be a little chaotic, but it’s gotten me this far, and I don’t plan on changing it.

The grin on Oakley’s face as she barges into my room, with a piece of paper clenched in her hand, looks like it hurts. “You are going to want to kiss my feet when you see what I have.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Oaks, I may have discovered that I’m a lot kinkier than I thought I was, but I can guarantee you that I absolutely do not have a foot fetish.”

She waves the hand clutching the paper dismissively, her blonde waves swaying with the motion. “Figure of speech.” Stopping at the side of my bed, Oakley thrusts the piece of paper in my face. “I managed to get to this before anyone could rip off any of the tabs.”

I put my laptop down on one of the open textbooks and take the paper from her, smoothing it out over my thigh as I attempt to read it.

Casual Position(s): Life Art Models

Newton University’s College of Arts is hiring several life art models. Models will be paid $100 per completed session. Sessions are on Thursday evenings, between 4-7pm and are subject to the requirements of the class.

Requirements:

·        Nudity or semi-nudity

·        Long periods of holding the same pose (2-3 hours)

·        All body shapes, skin colors, and ages welcome

·        Models of any gender encouraged

·        Physically fit enough to maintain a pose for extended periods

To be considered for a position, please email a full-length body photo of yourself to Professor Darcy Reign’s TA, Marie Villas. Contact details are available on the tabs below.

Sessions will start during the second week of the semester.

Closing my slack jaw so quickly my teeth click, I snap my head up to look at Oakley. “Where did you find this?”

Her eyes light up and the smug grin turns to excitement that takes over her entire face. “Oh my gosh, that was the other thing I had to tell you! I was walking past that massive library with the snooty name. Do you know the one I’m talking about? Brand-new section awkwardly attached to the older, cathedral-looking building?”

I nod and gesture at my textbooks. “Alderidge Hall. The fancy part is the library.”

She nods. “Right, yeah, well, I was walking past it, and I thought I saw one of your daddies. And cause I’m nosy, I took a small detour and tried to investigate. It was the one with the blond curls? Xavier, I think?”

“Did you find him?” I ask, anxious to see if she has any new information about one of my daddies that I haven’t been able to discover on my own.

“No,” she sighs, with a shake of her head. “Sorry, and I’m not even one hundred percent certain it was him. I only caught a glimpse. But anyway, on my way back out to the main path, I saw the poster.”

I stare at the wall unseeingly. This is how I can connect with Darcy.

“You totally want to kiss my feet now, don’t you?”

I look down and scan the paper again, still a little in shock. “I think I might actually want to.” Could it really be this simple to get close to Darcy?

Just send a message to his TA with my photo and, boom, I get two to three hours of time with him while I am mostly naked? Will he be a part of the group drawing me? Painting me? Or will he be critiquing the way his class sees me?

Why do all those options turn me on a little?

Fuck, I’d love to pose for him. I’d lie there, holding whatever position he bent me into, and let him render me in 2D for the rest of my life.

My bed dips, and I startle back to the present. Oakley is staring at me from the corner of my bed. “How did today go? Did the outfit work?”

I have to mentally shift gears, but I jump into the conversation headfirst. “It went perfectly. I don’t think it could have gone better. I thought Derek’s head was going to explode by the end of the class. And Hudson, he asked me to stay after class to discuss ‘coursework’”—I use my fingers to make air quotes—“and then he asked me if he could take me shopping for my remaining rewards.”

Oakley grins. “Amazing. And you said yes, of course. When are you going, tomorrow?”

I shake my head. “Nope. I’m letting him sweat a little. Next Tuesday.”

Her mouth pops open in horror. “Aren’t you worried he’ll get annoyed? Or lose interest?”

That is my biggest fear, but in the spirit of believing that this is all going to work itself out, I give a one-shoulder shrug. “If he does either of those things, then he isn’t a daddy I want to keep. I can’t just roll over and be available to him whenever he wants. That’s not how this is going to work. We are playing by my rules now.”

Oakley stares at me for a moment before the grin returns, her cheeks going slightly pink. “I’m not sure I’m going to get used to the way you actually call them your daddies. Like, I mean, I call the men I see Daddy, if that’s what they want, but they aren’t my daddies.”

“Maybe you should give it a go,” I reply with a smirk. “You never know, you might like it.”

Her blush deepens and she looks away.

Since discussing everything with Oakley and hatching our plan, I’ve stopped referring to my daddies as “them” or “the men,” both out loud and in my head. They are my daddies, until they are one hundred percent not. And that is how I plan on referring to them.

At first, I thought all of Oakley’s blushing was because my relationship with four older men was making her a little uncomfortable, but I’m honestly starting to think that she might actually be into it too. I know she is fine with the sugar dating thing and having a sugar daddy, but I guess that is pretty different from how my daddies look after me.

I’m not going to push her. She’ll have to take her own journey to figure herself out. But if I happen to meet any of my daddies’ friends who are looking for a young lady to share, I definitely won’t hesitate to mention Oaks to them.

Reaching across the space between us, I cover her hand with mine. “Thank you for all your help.”

She shrugs and has a small smile. “It’s my fault you’re in this situation. I could have just shared my food with you that day and waited for your meal card to kick in. Now, you’ve got more man trouble than most women deal with in a decade.”

I mentally bite my tongue; I much prefer this kind of man trouble over the Tray kind. Just thinking his name makes his pinpoint, soulless black eyes appear in my mind.

I’m cut off from replying when her phone starts ringing. Oakley shoots me an apologetic smile and reaches for her phone. Seeing the number, she glances up at me. “Mexican or Chinese for dinner?”

I frown at her. “What?”

She shakes her still ringing phone at me. “Payment for this call is going to be our dinner. Text me your preference.”

Oakley answers the call as she exits the room. “Hi, Andrew, how was your day?”

I stare at the empty doorway for a minute, then look back at the sheet of paper in my hand.

Life art model.

Fuck, what I wouldn’t give to be a student in that class.

The model will have to be good enough for now.

I put the paper to the side, grab my phone, and quickly text my Chinese order to Oakley. I’ve always wanted to try Szechuan beef. Hopefully it isn’t too spicy.

Then I open my student inbox on my laptop and start typing the email. There are several minutes of messing with my phone to get a picture of me, and then several more minutes of me trying to figure out how to get it off my phone and onto my laptop. But I get there in the end.

I hit send on the email before I can think too hard about it.


Chapter 27
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Pitch black greets me when I snap my eyes open. There was definitely a noise this time. A quiet schnick, like a doorknob latching. Metal on metal. It is a noise that will haunt me for the rest of my life. I stay completely still, unease paralyzing my limbs. Is someone in my fucking room? Or was it a ghost noise from my subconscious?

Terrified flutters of everything I have tried to forget slither through my veins. My body is locked in a state so rigid, my muscles ache with the tension. I remind myself a million times that I’m safe, that I’m not in the system anymore, that I’m an adult, that I don’t have to let people touch me if I don’t want them to.

Eventually, my heart slows enough that it doesn’t feel like blood is pumping furiously through my veins and I’m able to think past the fear and darkness.

I run through the facts to try and calm down enough to move. The building and our dorm require student tokens to get in, and only mine and Oakley’s tokens will get our door open. Unless she invited a random in, then it’ll only ever be her and me here, and Oakley doesn’t seem like the type to invite someone over without giving me a heads-up.

There is no one in my room.

There is no one in my room.

It takes several more repetitions to convince my nervous system that there is no one else in my room and it’s safe to move my arm. Carefully, I reach for my phone on the bedside table, see that it is just past four in the morning, and activate the flashlight, flooding the room with light.

I almost pass out with relief when my room is definitely empty of any other life form. Sweat covers every inch of my body. Sitting up, I throw off the blankets and suck in several ragged breaths as the cool air washes over my skin. My hands tremble the smallest amount as my body recovers from the several minutes of flight mode.

With the room being empty, I scan the space to try and find what caused the noise that woke me up, searching for anything that could spontaneously make a metallic sound.

Carefully, I raise up onto my knees and use the flashlight to check the floor but find nothing that wasn’t already there from before I went to sleep. Raising my arm, I check my closet. The door is slightly open, but I’m pretty sure that’s how I left it before I fell asleep.

Moving on to my desk, I immediately freeze when I see my textbooks piled high in a pristine stack, right in the center. That is definitely not how I left them. Nor is my chair, which is now facing my bed, instead of my desk.

Every alarm bell in my head is ringing as I stare at the chair. Someone was in my room, touching my things, and… watching me sleep?

My mouth feels as dry as the Sahara as I slowly knee walk to the edge of the bed before climbing down and taking the two steps to my desk. I’m not sure that I’m breathing correctly as I spot the little card on top of the textbooks.

With a trembling hand, I pick up the crisp white card and see that my name is written in cursive, with a tiny outline of a bird near the Y. I turn it over, but that’s all there is.

It occurs to me that I am standing in the dark, still using my phone for light. Two seconds later, the room is flooded with the light from the ceiling, and I can stare at the card with a little bit of shock and a hell of a lot of confusion.

Turning my attention back to the stack of textbooks, I put the card down on my desk and pick up the macro textbook from the top of the pile. This is brand new. I check the spine for a library issued Dewey-Decimal number, but nope. And no library barcode on the back, either.

What the hell?

Someone broke into my dorm room and into my actual bedroom, took all of my library books, and replaced them with brand-new copies?

It has to be one of them, right?

Hudson is the one sending all the rewards, but this doesn’t feel like him. I swap the textbook for the card again and reread my name.

That little bird. It’s nothing fancy, just a tiny bird outline, caught mid-flight. It kind of looks like a dove…

Xavier.

Xavier was in my room. Oh my god, is he still here?

Dashing to my door, I wrench it open and go out into the darkened living room. The light from my room is enough to show me that the tiny apartment is empty. Disappointment crushes my chest like a fucking sledgehammer.

Why didn’t he wake me up? Is this a part of whatever game they’re playing? I just… I don’t get it. Why the hell can’t they tell me what’s going on?

I turn and go back into my room, gently closing the door behind me before releasing a heavy sigh. I’m really over this whole thing. Not enough to give up my plan, but enough that I’m really starting to get irritated.

Reactivating the flashlight on my phone, I flick the light switch to off and then climb back into bed. There is absolutely no way I’ll be falling back to sleep now, so I open SugarLife to the message thread with my daddies, scroll all the way to the very top, and then read our beginning again.


Chapter 28
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Emery


Stifling a yawn with the back of my hand, I’m vaguely aware that Derek’s classroom is filling up around me. I continue to drum my fingers on the desk next to my laptop, staring at nothing as my mind chews over all the new information and questions from this morning.

Xavier was in my room while I was sleeping—fact. One I can’t prove yet, but it must have been him. The only alternative is Tray, and there is no fucking way he would have spent money on new textbooks for me. He probably would have stolen all my shit to pawn or trade.

Which makes me think all the odd little things that have been happening are also Xavier. Like when someone packed up all the books on my bed when I fell asleep with them out.

Or my missing purple lace panties. I searched my entire room for them this morning while picking my outfit.

And all the groceries that were in the fridge Sunday afternoon, which Oakley confirmed she hadn’t purchased.

Were they all him too?

Also, do textbooks count as rewards?

Speaking of rewards, another one from Hudson arrived during breakfast this morning. An envelope had been shoved under the dorm room door while Oaks and I were eating, with nothing but my name written on it.

Inside there was a Netflix gift card, loaded with enough cash for a year-long subscription. I hadn’t even known you could get gift cards for the streaming service.

At least this one didn’t have a heart in its design.

“Emery, hey,” a male voice says from behind me as the thunk of a bag hitting the floor reaches me.

I flinch the smallest amount but mask it by turning around with a forced smile on my face. Honestly, if there wasn’t a quiz today, I would have skipped the class and stayed buried beneath my blankets until this hypervigilant state releases its grasp on me.

Instead, here I am, in class, pretending like I’m completely fine, when I am anything but. Yay. “Hey, Will. Are you ready for the quiz?”

He grins and leans a little closer, making it feel like we are in our own little bubble. “Yeah, should be easy. What about you?”

“Same, basically just confirming that we know everything that we say we know, right?”

“Exactly!” Will maintains some pretty serious eye contact. “So, I realize we’ve only had a few classes together, but I was wondering if you happen to have any plans this weekend?”

My stomach yo-yos uncomfortably, and I’m pretty sure my face doesn’t hide my reaction. “Ah, yeah, I do. Why’s that?”

The smile on his face dims the tiniest amount. “My team is throwing a party to welcome all the freshman, and I was hoping you would meet me there.”

I shake my head and force my lips back into a smile. “Sorry, like I said, I have plans. What team are you on?”

His green eyes light up. “Hockey. Are you a fan?”

My mouth takes control of the command center before my brain can stop it. “Nope, sports are so not my thing.”

Well, actually, that isn’t true. I have no real idea if they are or aren’t my thing. Besides the mandatory PE classes during middle and high school, I have never participated in anything athletic. Ever. I mean, my parents may have had me in ballet classes or whatever before they died, but I have very few memories of the time before the car accident.

His smile drops, but then he gets a mischievous look on his face. “Maybe you just haven’t had the right person to introduce you to them. Who better than the next highest scorer for the Newton Warriors?”

I laugh. “I have no idea who that is.”

Will freezes for a solid second. “You don’t know who the Warriors are?”

I bite my lip and shake my head.

His eyes almost bulge right out of his head. “Nope, that settles it. Dinner, one night next week. You can’t go to NU and not know who the Warriors are.”

I freeze, unsure how to proceed. Past attempts at turning men down have more often than not resulted in some sort of retaliation. Usually in the form of a raised voice with fucked words like, What, you’ll fuck old fat guys, but you won’t do me?

And on the rare occasion, something a little more physical.

But I remind myself, Will has no idea about my past. I’m just a girl and he is just a jock-type boy. There is absolutely no reason for him to be a dick if I shut him down. “Actually, I’m kind of seeing someone.”

Will’s face goes completely blank as he flops back in his seat, pondering my response. “You said kind of?”

I nod, heat burning my cheeks. “Yeah, it’s a little complicated at the moment, but we are still trying to make it work.” Lies. Pretty sure, I’m the only one trying to make it work.

He takes a deep breath, then leans forward again, smile back. “I can work with complicated. Can I just say that the guy is a lucky bastard, and hopefully he figures out how to uncomplicate it. But on the off chance he doesn’t, I want to be at the top of the list of people you update if he fucks it up.”

Relief washes over me that he took it so well. My face must be doing that stupid thing where my emotions are written all over it, because his smile goes from playboy to gentleman in a flash.

“Friends, still, though, right? Maybe even study partners, depending on the results of this quiz?”

The sudden disappearance of tension has me grinning a little too wide, but I don’t care. He wasn’t an asshole, and honestly, if I didn’t have my daddies to reel back in, I would have taken Will up on his offer for the weekend. “Friends.”

I turn around in my seat, still smiling, only to be slammed with a glare from Derek that makes my insides want to peel away from my bones. It is only just now becoming apparent that most of the class has already stopped their conversations, with everyone waiting for me to face the front. Shrinking down into my seat, I try to make myself as small as possible as my pulse thunders in my ears.

Sure, I’d been bratting on Monday, and I’d planned on a little snark today, but what I hadn’t been prepared for was the rage emanating from him right now, without me having done anything. Honestly, it feels a little overboard. Like there is something going on that I’m unaware of.

He can’t seriously be angry because I’m talking to Will, can he?

Clearly, Will can feel it too. He clears his throat and calls out to Derek. “Sorry, Professor King. Emery was just agreeing to be my study partner, depending on the results of the quiz today. I have a feeling I’m going to need the help.”

Derek snaps his gaze to Will, all but glaring at the poor guy, and then he looks away for a few seconds. The whole class murmurs for a moment before Derek refocuses on the room. He sends one final dark look my way, like I’m somehow at fault, which has me internally raising my eyebrows, before he launches into his instructions for the quiz.

I think this man is actually jealous of the guy behind me. I almost laugh out loud at the thought of picking Will over Derek.

“There will be silence from this moment forward. Any conversation will result in a failed grade. Please open the student portal and select the Quiz task from our course page. There are three versions of the quiz. They have been assigned randomly. Once everyone has the assessment open, I’ll unlock the test.”

In a slight daze, I open my laptop and follow the instructions until the quiz page is open, and there is a big circle on the screen that says Assessment Pending. The room is silent, except for general movement noises.

Eventually, Derek stops scanning the students, taps a few keys on his laptop, and then a huge countdown timer appears on the screen behind him. He looks directly at me. “No talking to the people around you.”

I have to cover my grin with a hand. He is fucking jealous. A burst of energy shoots through my body so quickly that it’s a fucking mission to keep myself from wiggling in my seat like an overeager puppy.

“You may begin.”

The quiz loads, and the first question appears on my screen, the answer jumping right out at me.

This is fan-fucking-tastic. All I need to do is crush this exam and come up with a way to really be a brat for Derek.

Then he will be mine again. I know it.


Chapter 29
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Emery


My dream is trying to suck me back into deep slumber as my bed shifts beneath me. The fight I put up to drag myself completely out of sleep after taking for-fucking-ever to fall asleep last night is ridiculous, but I have to know. I have to know if it’s Xavier sneaking into my room.

If it’s him, my tiny little bubble of hope might become big enough to hold.

I stay completely still as a very quiet, barely there shuffle comes from the foot of my bed, moving around to my side. Did he sleep with his shoes on? Or are they out in the living room?

Reminding myself to keep my breathing deep and even, I do my very fucking best to mimic sleep. It’s something I’ve done in the past, so I know I’m good at it. Had enough practice. A very male scent tinges the massive lungfuls of air I’m inhaling as I concentrate on trying to slow down my pulse, so it doesn’t give my conscious state away.

The presence stops at my side and hovers for one heartbeat, then a second, really testing my resolve. Do I open my eyes now and catch him? Or do I continue to play this game with him?

The air shifts and fingers trace down from my eyebrow, over my cheekbone, to my jaw. I almost give myself away with a flinch, but I mask it by turning into the hand and making a fake sleep noise. Continue to play, it is.

Then the absolute last fucking thing I am expecting happens.

Lips press into mine. They don’t move. There’s no tongue. Just a pressing of our lips, like I’m Snow-fucking-White and he’s my Prince Charming.

The hands and lips leave my skin at the same time, and I almost whimper. Fuck, I don’t want him to leave, but I can’t suddenly wake up and tell him that. If he wanted me in on the fact that he is sleeping with me at night, he would have woken me up the first time he did it.

Instead, he has been doing this stealthy sleepover bullshit.

The latch of my door makes a quiet schnick of opening, and I can’t resist a second longer. Eyes open, I watch as blond curls and a black shirt walk out my door, a hand with a ring around the thumb pulling the door shut behind him.

Xavier.

I sit up, grab my phone, and turn the flashlight on, aiming it at the space beside me that clearly has a body imprint still left in it. My chest feels like it’s a million sizes too big and my skin feels too hot. Flopping face-first into the second pillow, I have no idea if I want to scream or cry.

So, I do both.

Fuck.

Fuck!

Every racking sob has the smell of him filling me up. When did he arrive? Did he spend the night watching me sleep? Or did he sleep beside me? Did we touch? Did he hold me to him? Did he kiss me more than just that goodbye kiss?

Why the hell doesn’t he wake me up? Doesn’t he know that I’m miserable without him? That all I want is to have his arms wrapped around me and his heartbeat beneath my ear? Actually, wait…

I can hear his heartbeat. Pushing up onto my elbows, I shove my hand under the blanket and fish around until I feel something soft and fluffy. My heart surges up into my throat as I pull Teddy out from under the quilt and cuddle him to my chest, the little speaker inside of him thud-thudding rhythmically.

Burying my face back into the pillow he slept on, I try to trick my brain into thinking that Xavier really is here with me.

Why the hell doesn’t he just stay?

The answer to my question is my alarm going off. Blindly, I search for my phone and hit the side buttons until the noise stops.

How the hell is this my life now? One daddy who spends his nights with me, like some sort of caped crusader, watching over me in what I’m hoping is a really uncreepy way, while the other three can’t stay far enough away.

Should I leave him a note telling him I want to be woken up? Or is this another kink I’m unaware of? I don’t know how much longer I can force myself to pretend like he isn’t here, right where I want him.

Urgh.

I roll back onto my own pillow and stare at the ceiling, my phone’s flashlight still shining brightly.

Today’s classes have zero daddies in them, so I don’t need to think too deeply about my outfit or my behavior. I’ll just be able to cruise through the day, pondering all the things I plan to do over the weekend and in next week’s classes to gain their attention with my bratty attitude.

The sound of Oakley’s door opening, and a few seconds later, the TV turning on reaches me, signaling the start of our days, so I shove out of bed and go to join her.

Something I have discovered about Oakley is that she likes to watch the news in the mornings. And I don’t mean the news for regular people, where they talk about the weather, traffic, upcoming athletic events, and the antics of the rich and famous.

I’m talking about the real news. The serious stuff. International goings-on. Medical advancements. War correspondence. Political movements. Heavy shit. It had been an absolute fucking surprise.

What shocked me even more was her degree and career path. The full poli-sci path, all the way to a fancy PhD that I can’t remember the name of, so that she can work in a political translator role. Apparently, she speaks three languages and is working on another two.

Which is just, wow. Honestly. That saying about not judging books by their covers? Totally Oakley.

I kind of feel like a shitty friend for judging Oaks by her exterior. Bachelor of Arts, or teaching, or something in marketing is what my first answer would have been. But nope, my girl wants to change the world.

Taking my phone with me, I find Oakley in the kitchen, whisking what I assume is eggs in a bowl.

She grins when she sees me. “Scrambled eggs?”

I head over to the fridge and get the milk out. “Yeah, that would be great. Thanks.”

Just as I put my phone down to get a mug for hot chocolate, I get a message.

My gaze snaps to it instantly. I’m still not used to getting text messages. The only person who ever messaged me before was Tray, and even that was rare, since we were basically with each other all the time.

But now, I get messages from Oakley and from NU about social events, which I can apparently opt-out of, but I kind of like getting them. Not that I will ever attend, but I like knowing what’s going on, like that the first home game for the hockey team is this Friday. And that there is going to be some sort of fall festival in a few weeks.

It gives me a weird sense of community.

The message is from an unknown number. Deciding that it can wait, I finish making my hot chocolate the way the video I watched on TikTok told me to—powder, milk to three-quarters of the way, and then microwave for just over a minute, or the milk starts to froth and rise. I’ve been sprinkling some of the powder on top to make it look a little fancier.

Once that’s all done, and I have to wait for the microwave to make its magic happen, I open the message.

Unknown: Hi Emery, this is Marie, Darcy Reign’s teaching assistant. Could you please give me a call at your earliest convenience? There is a modeling position available for this afternoon. Thank you, Marie.

I almost choke on the air in my throat. This afternoon? I have a class that finishes at three, but I am more than willing to walk out of that early. Or not go at all.

I can’t tap fast enough and quickly get a call going with Marie. Oakley glances my way as I pace from the kitchen to the door of our dorm and back while I wait for her to answer.

“You okay?” she mouths at me, concern pulling her eyebrows together and lips into a pout.

I nod and open my mouth to answer, but the call connects.

“Emery! Oh my god. Thank you so much for getting back to me so quickly,” a feminine voice says across the line, a hint of panic making her sound a touch higher in pitch than what I assume her normal voice to be.

“Hey, Marie, yeah, no problem. You said there is a session this afternoon?” I reach up and run my fingers through my hair, a few knots tangling around my knuckles.

“Yeah, yes! I thought I had someone lined up, but they’ve been ghosting my calls. And even though I put up about twenty posters, you are the only other person who has gotten back to me. It’s fine, though. I checked your details and everything looks great. You know this is a paid gig, that you need to be over eighteen, and that you’ll be nude, right? As in, no clothes, in a room full of people? They’ll be staring at and studying your naked form, in whatever position you’ll be asked to hold for several hours.” She pauses, and I’m quick to jump in with a response before she can keep going.

“Yes, I’m available, eighteen, and fine with being naked in a room full of people while they stare at me.” I rush the words, hoping she can’t hear the slight waver in my voice. Being naked in front of people isn’t a massive deal.

Maybe if I repeat it a few times, I’ll believe it too.

As I turn back toward the kitchen, I come to an abrupt halt and stare at a very annoyed-looking Oakley, with Marie still blabbering in my ear.

“Put it on speaker,” she demands, waving her eggy spatula around.

As quick as I can, I transfer the phone to speakerphone, and then Marie’s voice fills the room for both of us to hear.

“Okay, so Emery. I have you locked in, right? No last-minute cancellation?” Marie calls through the speakerphone. “And you are one-hundred-percent confident with being naked in front of thirty people?”

Thirty? My eyes almost bug out of my head. But I can do this for Darcy. Well, not for him to help him—although, I don’t mind that—but for him, as in, to get him. Plus, where I’d teased Derek and Hudson with the schoolgirl outfit, I’m really going to be able to push Darcy right to the edge with complete nudity that he isn’t allowed to touch.

The thought shoots a bolt of power through my being. Knowing he’ll be struggling, unable to touch or stop me—because he needs me to do this for him, if the stress coming through the phone is any indication. He won’t be able to say no to the model being me, because, without me, his students won’t get their lesson.

My nerves settle. I think I might be experiencing a bit of what Derek feels when he is watching a scene and pulling all the strings.

A smirk forms on my lips as I answer. “Yep, totally locked in and totally fine with the thirty people ogling me for two hours.”

Her laugh is a little tinny through the phone and accompanied by a groan. “Thank fuck. Oh shit, sorry. But if you were a no, or you cancel, I’m the one who is going to have to pose, and I am so not cut out for that sort of thing. So, please, please, do not cancel. I’m begging you. I’ll text you the time and location. See you this afternoon.”

The thought of her posing, nude, in front of Darcy has me frowning. I wonder if there is a way that I can be the model for the entire semester? Or his entire teaching career? “Okay, great. Thank you.”

When the line goes dead, I look at Oakley.

It’s amusing to watch the light bulb go off above her head. And then to watch the range of emotions play over her face as she works out what this means. Eventually, a smile the Cheshire cat would be envious of spreads across her lips.

“After your last class, you are going to come back here, and we are going to get you perfectly ready for your modeling session. Everything will be smooth and glowing. He won’t know what hit him.”


Chapter 30
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Darcy


My head makes a dull thud as I let it fall back against the wall of my currently empty classroom. I’m hiding out in the clean-up area that is hidden behind a temporary privacy wall, trying to breathe through the lethargy that has been slowly growing worse since watching Emmy leave the Thai Orchid last Tuesday. 

Hints of clay, acrylic paint, and chalk are overshadowed by the scent of turpentine and other acetones as I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth. Ever since seeing her and making the decision to wait for Thayne, I’ve been sinking down further into a dark space that I thought I put behind me a long time ago.

I haven’t touched any of my pieces at my studio since our weekend with her. My agent asked for an update three days ago, and I still haven’t replied. What I have been working on is a sketchbook of Emmy. Her face, in particular. Over and over again.

Her profile. Her eyes. Her lips. Her staring directly at the viewer.

And then there are the sketches of Shibari poses. Those are just concepts, with bubble figures instead of a fully formed person. I’ve tried to add more detail, but my brain is insisting that I need to see Emmy in my ropes to get it right.

I still can’t believe it’s been nine days since I’ve seen her in person. Sure, it was from the driver’s seat of my car, but it was enough. A taste to take the edge off. And yeah, I saw her on the security camera from the apartment, but honestly? I wish I hadn’t looked. It’s only made all this shit worse.

She seemed so small and alone through the screen of my phone. The mere thought of her on that massive couch all by herself sends a stab of pain to my heart, and rubbing it with the heel of my palm does nothing to help. I hadn’t been able to watch for very long. Especially when she was eating at the dinner table, surrounded by the empty chairs.

Fuck, that killed me. Something so simple. Something I am sure so many people experience every day. But to watch my Emmy eat alone when she doesn’t have to… When I want to be at the dinner table with her, listening to how her day was and being involved in her life.

At least Hudson and Derek get to see her in their classes. The smallest flicker of joy, like a lighter trying to spark, ignites inside of me at the memory of Derek’s and Hudson’s text messages on Monday about her bratting for them. And then the impromptu drinks at the bar around the corner from my place that night, that Derek and Xav joined me and Hudson for.

Hudson barely said a word to any of us. All I managed to get out of him was that he’d asked her if she was doing okay. When I asked what her response was, he shrugged and took a sip of his drink.

Xavier was his usual self—quiet and aloof. He stayed plastered to his phone for the first couple of hours, but whatever he was watching seemed to have lost his interest, eventually.

Derek, on the other hand, was acting like he’d been gored by a bull. Questions were answered with grunts or monosyllabic responses, and what the fuck was up with that beard? I’m supposed to be the one with the facial hair.

Not to mention his muttering to himself every now and then. When I was close enough to hear, I thought I heard something about a spanking for flirting with some kid in his class. I hoped he managed to get some sleep that night. His entire being had sagged into his seat the moment he sat down.

My nights are plagued with dreams—or maybe nightmares are a better description—of her. The dreams vary, but mostly they are of her lost without us. The worst one is when she is tangled up in my ropes, completely suspended in the mess of knots. She calls out for me over and over, struggling as they get tighter until she doesn’t call out anymore.

I’ve woken up panicked and sweaty each and every time.

I know it’s ridiculous. She is an adult, barely, but still. And from the little she has told us about herself, she knows how to manage on her own just fine. Plus, it’s not like this silence is forever, it’s only for eight more days. Hopefully. If everything goes according to plan.

Opening my eyes, I stare down at my paint-splattered sneakers. They were white originally, but now they have flecks of every color I’ve used in the last couple of months. My gray jeans are not much better off, after today’s session of pendulum painting with my freeform students.

The voices of students entering the classroom has increased to a volume that I can no longer ignore, so I open my eyes and step out from behind the wall.

As my group of seniors notice me, the room settles. Marie, with her straight black hair pulled into a bun and overalls that look a size too large for her, is waiting by the door that adjoins my office, which is where the models go to get ready. Hence, why I am out here, trying to find my peace, and not in there. Marie lets them in through the hallway entrance so that they have a sense of privacy while they remove all their clothing.

Hopefully this week’s model is able to sit still for the required amount of time. Last week, I had to call the session after an hour, as it became evident the young man hadn’t quite thought through the fact that students might not all be female. It had taken a lot to get him to settle into a position, with most of the male students staring at his side, rather than his ass or dick.

I glance at Marie and nod. She immediately moves into action, disappearing into my office. Fingers crossed today’s session goes to plan.

Clapping twice, I get the attention of the class, who are all standing on the outside of the half circle of easels I set up earlier. Normally, Marie would have done the room setup, but I’ve been a lot more hands-on for the past two weeks, in an effort to use up all the time until next Friday. Something about busy hands making the time go faster. This little experiment has shown it’s a bunch of bullshit. No matter how busy I am, my entire body aches.

Talking to Thayne and getting this whole situation sorted out needs to happen, fucking yesterday.

I’m starting to think that Xavier has the right idea—just say fuck it to working at NU and go all in with Emmy. He knows she belongs with him, with all of us, and gives zero fucks about taking what he wants at the expense of his actual life.

Both of us are only lecturers, hired on for specific contracts. Sure, his gets continuously renewed, but neither of us are full time. We do the work here because we want to. Outside of NU, I have my art and galleries, and he has… well, I’m not quite sure what he has. I’m pretty sure he is lecturing to pass the time.

“Today we will be concentrating on accurate proportions and contouring to get those defined and shaded lines we have been discussing. You all understand the concept of whitespace, so ensure you apply the theory to the practical. Tayliah, I’m looking at you,” I say, keeping my voice a little playful so she doesn’t feel too called out.

She grins back at me and nods. “Sure thing, Darcy.”

I swear, letting my students call me by my first name was a stroke of genius. They all come to me as a fellow artist, rather than someone of authority who could ruin their college career and artistic aspirations.

“The model will be in a supine position, one leg thrown over the back of the couch. There will be some fabric draping, but not a lot. I expect to see the motion of the fabric, as if it is falling to the floor because the model is moving. Whether that motion is from pain or pleasure is up to you. My preference is pleasure, but if you’re into that sort of thing, don’t let me stop you.”

There is some murmuring from the room and a few laughs as I walk over to the couch. It’s one of those Victorian-style daybeds, with a single ruby red velvet armrest and a matching back that angles down from one side to the other, with over-the-top golden fixtures. There is a tube cushion with tassels and a long piece of white chiffon waiting on the seat cushion, which will offer the model a modicum of decency.

Just as I pick up the fabric, I hear the door to my office open. The room goes completely quiet as all the students turn to check out the model. I turn with a tired but genuine smile, only for my face to go completely numb in a matter of seconds.

Is this another fucking dream?

Wrapped up in one of the black privacy robes from my office, walking toward me with her head held high, hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun, her face free of makeup, gaze steady and focused on me, is Emmy. My beautiful princess.

For a moment, it’s only me and her. The room fades away as she gets closer, her bare feet walking across the linoleum floor. Her hazel eyes are open and expressive, the longing I feel for her mirrored back at me in their depths.

She comes to a stop only a few feet from me, and we stare at each other, the distance between us so little, yet so far. Swallowing hurts, so does breathing. My entire body is humming with energy, the likes of which I have never felt before.

She is right fucking there.

The weariness that filled every bone in my body only a minute ago burns away in her presence. Instead, ice and fire race up and down my veins as I fight the urge to scoop her up into my arms and keep her forever.

Literally.

Take her back to my place and into my bed, her brown waves tousled over my pillows after I’ve given and taken everything she has, her body, mind, and heart sated. But…

How the fuck is she even here? Why the fuck is she here?

She can’t be fucking here. I absolutely do not have the strength for this. Physical or mental. She needs to leave. I’m not strong enough to resist. We haven’t spoken to Thayne yet. I’m going to fuck this up for everyone.

Marie’s small cough and voice snap me out of the moment. “This is Emery. Emery, Darcy.”

Emery smiles and holds out the hand that isn’t clutching the robe between her breasts, pretending like we don’t know each other. Like I hadn’t covered her in my cum every chance I had not two weekends ago. “Hi.”

I stare at her hand, a glare forming at the cosmic fucking injustice of all this. So, it’s perfectly acceptable for Emmy to pose, naked, in front of an entire classroom full of students and their lecturer, but she can’t have a consensual relationship with me? She can be a student and model nude, but she can’t be a student and choose who she wants to be in a relationship with?

What the fuck even is that?

Anger boils in my gut, locking me rigidly into place. I trace my gaze from her hand, up her arm, over the robe, and back up to her face. Her smile dims, the corners drooping and the little twinkle of mischief snuffing out as my frustration focuses on her.

Why the hell is she here? The only reason I haven’t broken down and thrown everything to the fucking wind is because I’ve forced myself to stay away. I was doing okay—not great, but still, I was coping.

Now she shows up, here, in my space, painfully tracing over all the cracks and flaws in this sculpted jail cell I’ve confined myself to.

No. No, I’m not going to let her ruin everything we are trying to achieve. She’ll understand next week. But right now, she has to go. There is absolutely no way I can handle having her as the model, having my entire class ogling her body that is only meant for our eyes now. No.

“Absolutely fucking not,” I growl, the noise so low I don’t recognize it as my voice. I grab her arm and drag her back into my office, ignoring the shocked sound that comes from Marie and the confused murmurs of my students.

As soon as we are through the door, I slam it shut and yank down the little curtain thing over the viewing window to block out any prying eyes.

When I turn back around to Emmy, I’m expecting fear, nervousness, or contrition, but that is not what I get. Instead, she yanks her arm out of my grasp and narrows her eyes at me.

I see her irritation in her clenched fists on her hips and hear it in the venom in her voice. “Excuse the fuck out of you. The last time I checked, you weren’t my daddy anymore, which means you do not get to tell me what I can and can’t do.”

Fury burns along my skin. “Whether or not I’m your daddy is irrelevant. I’m telling you to leave my class. Your services as a model are no longer required. I’ll make sure Marie pays you, but you need to leave, right now, or so help me, princess.”

I know I’ve fucked up the moment the endearment leaves my lips.

Emmy’s features smooth out and that twinkle returns to her eyes, a mischievous smile overtaking her face. Between this breath and the next, I watch the transformation between my baby girl and the brat we have only seen glimpses of so far.

Backing up a couple of steps until her ass bumps into the edge of my desk, she smirks at me. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to do that. You need me. Your class needs me. Or how are you going to explain that your personal life is jeopardizing their education? Besides, I need the money. My previous… arrangement is no longer an option.”

Before I can formulate a response through the rising red haze, she lets go of the robe and leans back against my desk. And motherfucking fuck.

The robe slides open like a fucking stage curtain, exposing cleavage, a hint of underbreast, her belly button, and her smoothly shaven pussy. White noise fills my head as I stare, utterly transfixed as she parts her thighs the tiniest amount.

I can hear my brain screaming at me to not look, to turn away, but I am utterly paralyzed. The fantasies that have plagued me for the past week and a half are absolutely nothing compared to this fucking moment.

But I don’t get to relish in it the way I want to. There is a quick tap on the connecting door before it opens and Marie’s head pops in. “Is everything okay?”

Her eyes switch between me and Emmy, pausing on Emmy, then widening as they scan her from head to toe, before returning to me, a nervous air suddenly flowing from her.

Emmy doesn’t even bother to cover herself up; she just shrugs and shoots a smile at Marie. “Everything is fine with me, but I think Darcy needs to take a minute to himself.”

“Don’t be a brat,” I all but growl at her, infuriated by the joy she can barely contain at this situation.

She shoves up from the desk and stalks toward me, and somehow—I don’t know how—she makes me feel like the prey. Emmy stops so close, I can smell her perfume, something sweet and floral.

This close, I can see her Tiffany necklace. That’s new.

Her hand touches my chest, and she pats right over my heart. “Make me.”

Then she walks away from me, in the direction of the goddamn classroom I just banned her from.

“Come on, Marie. Let’s do this,” Emmy orders as she leaves me alone in my office, Marie trailing after her.

My stomach lurches, and I think I might actually throw up.

How the hell did my afternoon turn into this?

With legs that feel like they are filled with cement, I force myself out of the room and back to my students. As much as I hate to admit it, Emmy is right. My students need a model tonight, especially considering the epic fail that was last week. As for the money, I know that’s a load of crap. Somehow she found out about this modeling position, and she deliberately applied just to fuck with me.

Emmy and Marie are standing by the side of the couch, with Marie gesturing at it.

I come up behind them and place a hand on Marie’s shoulder, trying to exude a calm I certainly don’t fucking feel. “Go back to your easel, Marie. Everything’s fine. I’ll get her set up and we can start.”

The worried expression Marie shoots me doesn’t fade as she walks away and takes a seat.

It’s only then I realize I’m still holding the piece of chiffon. Trying to find my calm, I take a deep breath as I place my free hand on Emmy’s lower back and use the fabric-holding hand to gesture at the couch.

“This is called a daybed. It is designed to act as both a couch and a bed. You need to lie down, with your back slightly arched over the cushion, head on this seat behind it, and then you’ll have your leg resting along the top of the backrest where it dips down. I’ll also be draping this fabric over you. You’ll need to hold the position for as long as the class requires.”

She eyes the couch before glancing at the students who will most likely have a view of her pussy if I don’t drape her well enough. The thought of them seeing what’s mine has me fucking murderous, which instantly rules out any thoughts of teaching her a lesson.

Carefully, I take hold of the material of the robe at her shoulders. Lowering my voice and doing my best to gentle my tone, I offer her some guidance. As angry with her as I am, fighting the urge to help her is not something I have the energy for. “Slip out of this and go lie down.”

A shiver runs down her spine, and the fine hairs along her neck and shoulder stand up as she does as she’s told, pulling her arms free and stepping toward the couch. I follow behind, keeping the robe stretched out until she is seated.

Using as much of my body as possible to block the view of my students, I help her lie down until her back is arched over the tube pillow and her head is on the cushion. And then I do the worst thing possible—I look.

I scan her body, savoring every inch of bare skin, darkened nipple, dipped stomach, curved hip, and rounded thigh. The noticeable absence of protruding hip bones and ribs is a sight that makes my heart swell. Her skin glows under the studio lights that Marie must have turned on while we were in the office. My gut heats with lust, and I battle against the need to dive between her thighs and become reacquainted with the taste of her.

With as much care as possible, I work the fabric down her body, starting with it piled in the back corner behind her head. As it slips through my fingers over her collarbone, the backs of my fingers graze over her skin. I vary the thickness, the tips of my fingers working the fabric over and around her breast, brushing over her nipple.

Her quiet gasp sends a bolt of heat straight to my already semi-hard cock, and I know there is no way I’m escaping these next two hours without it being torture.

Continuing to work with the fabric, I make sure to leave plenty of shadowing for my students. Throat tight, instead of covering the breast closest to her audience, I droop the fabric, like it has fallen from her motions. The last yard of the fabric, I position over her stomach and down over her pussy.

I arrange the fabric here and there, until there is a pool of it at her entrance, sufficiently hiding her from view, but offering a hint of depth. Gathering the fabric from between her thighs, I adjust it a little, my knuckles grazing her entrance. Her wet entrance.

I pause, breathing deeply through my nose, and look up the full length of her body. Like the good girl I know that she is, she hasn’t moved, and all I can see is my fabric and her breasts.

One little taste couldn’t hurt, right?

There is a cough, and I snap my hands away and stand.

My jeans are painfully restricting as I go back up to the head of the couch. Emmy’s eyes are closed, her hair is bunched beneath her head, and she is awkwardly holding her arms by her sides. That will not do.

“Raise your head,” I murmur as I crouch down beside her.

With her eyes closed, she raises her head. My heart swells at the trust she is placing in me right now, even though I was an absolute asshole to her only a few minutes ago. I slip my fingers behind her neck and gently gather all her hair, undoing the messy bun, and then scooping it up and fanning it out around her head, allowing some of it to drape down to the floor.

I grasp the wrist that has her bracelet and raise her arm, which is so relaxed that I have to take the full weight as I raise it up and over her head, bending it until her fingers appear to tangle in the back of her hair. I position the other arm but place it so that her bent arm forms a triangle to her shoulder and the backs of her fingers almost press to her lips.

Unable to resist, I cup the side of her face and smooth my thumb across her cheekbone. Her lashes flutter open, allowing me to gaze into those hazel eyes that aren’t quite as focused as they were.

“All you need to do is stay perfectly still for me. Can you do that, princess?”

Her only response is to press her cheek into my hand before closing her eyes and relaxing into the pose. Could she be any more perfect for me?

Glancing around, I spot a spare easel. If I get to spend the next few hours with her, but not actually with her, I’m going to at least make a memory that I can hold on to. Something I can use to get me through this next week.

That meeting with Thayne cannot get here fast enough.


Chapter 31
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Emery


A faint shushing pulls me from the quiet space my mind has been floating in, not quite asleep, but definitely walking the boundaries of dreamland. The noise goes quiet, but I’m unable to drift off again.

Without moving any other body parts, I slowly open my eyes. A warm overhead light shines down at me from an angle, and the rest of the room is dark. It takes several blinks for my vision to adjust before I can make out the backs of several empty easels.

An art studio.

Darcy’s art class.

Oh shit, did I sleep through the entire thing? That wasn’t the plan. Fuck, did he leave me here alone as some sort of punishment?

My shoulders twinge the tiniest amount as I rotate them down so that I can use my elbows to push myself up and get a better look at the room. The erratic beating of my heart settles as I spot a heavily shadowed figure sitting just outside the ring of light, closer to my feet.

They’ve dragged their easel and canvas several feet closer than the rest of the half circle, and all I can see of them is paint-splattered shoes, crossed at the ankle beneath their chair. The shushing noise is coming from the other side of the canvas, and I need zero clues as to who it is or what they are doing.

I scan the room to confirm we are definitely alone, and from the lack of light coming through the windows, I’m going to assume it’s been a while since there was someone else here with Darcy and me.

Not sure if I am actually allowed to move at this point, I stay as I am, slightly propped up, really hoping I haven’t messed up his work. But, at the same time, I was only supposed to be here for a couple of hours, and clearly that time limit blew by without him setting me free.

Just in case, I wait to see if he checks on me, but after several minutes, there are no sightings of his face. As quietly as possible, I sit up straight and gather all the fabric to me, only now noticing that I am slightly too cool.

Pushing to standing, I wrap the fabric around me like a shawl, clutching it with one hand between my breasts. It doesn’t do much to warm me, and I end up with a fair portion of it trailing along the floor like a train on a bride’s dress.

I take a wide arc, so I end up behind him, not exactly sure what I’m going to see. But the moment the charcoal sketch of me is in view, my mouth gapes open.

It looks like a black-and-white photo of me. An actual photo.

There is texture and depth, contrast and flow, form and shape.

Nothing I have ever drawn has looked like this. This is…

He has only drawn from my knees to the back of the couch near my fingers and the top corner of the cushion beneath me, like a photographer zooming in. The fabric has individual threads, and where it was bunched or doubled over shows in the drawing as darker shadows and lines.

I follow the fabric as it winds up my body, noting that he has captured the few random freckles I have on my ribs.

The shadow of my nipple is alluring, yet demure, while my other breast is completely exposed, every bump and ridge exposed for all to see. My necklace is on full display, the heart having sunk into the hollow of my throat. The key dangles free, away from the rest of the pooled metal.

My face is… Is that how he sees me?

I look so peaceful. Like I know that, even in sleep, I’m in a safe place, that I’m protected. That I’m happy. Every single eyelash, eyebrow hair, lip line, all my freckles, and even the tiny wrinkles I have beneath the inner corners of my eyes is an individual detail that blends together to frame my features.

But what really gets me are my hands.

The way the fingers are slightly curled in, the arch of each nail bed, the ragged edge of one nail—I raise my hand, and yep, definitely broke that at some point today.

My bracelet shows the engraved letters, DHDX, in their cross formation, resting against the inside of my wrist, and I wonder if he positioned it while I was floating.

I have always thought that you can tell by a person’s hands whether they will be cruel or kind to you. Scarred and cracked knuckles, thick, worn-looking fingers have never given me a fond memory. But the hands Darcy has drawn—they are delicate, unblemished. Fragile. Easily broken.

The whole thing is filling up a well inside of me that I’m not even aware is empty.

My throat swells with the ache of tears, the feeling traveling down into my chest, the weight of the emotion so heavy that I’m sure my chest has caved in. Even now, Darcy’s hand is still working the pencil across image Emery, adding more detail and shade to the back of the couch.

The urge to be wrapped up in his arms is so strong, I don’t even pause to consider not taking what I want. Still wrapped up in my fabric dress, I step forward, pausing right next to his drawing arm, and turn to face him.

Darcy doesn’t pause.

I don’t think he has even noticed me.

His pupils are blown wide, like he has entered some sort of trance state, completely lost to his art.

Staring at him only makes my chest ache even more. Those dark, thick, straight eyebrows are pulled together in concentration, and the lack of direct light casts shadows all over his angular face. For the first time, I notice that his beard is longer, a little unkempt, and there are deeper hollows beneath his cheekbones that weren’t there the last time I saw him.

My fallen Angel.

Is he hurting as badly as I am?

I shift again, until the forearm that is raised up to the canvas brushes against my stomach. His movement stills, and like a marionette, his head turns toward me. Darcy looks right at me, but I’m not sure if he sees me. His gaze is still lost from the present, seeing things that I can only ever hope to see in my own art.

With intention, I raise my hand to cup his cheek, keeping the motion smooth and even, so as not to startle him. His eyes slide shut, and he tips his head into my palm before turning and pressing a lingering kiss there.

I smooth my hand along his jaw, his beard tickling over the warmth of his kiss, until my fingers thread through his hair. He turns to stare back up at me, mouth parted the smallest amount.

“Princess…”

Hearing his nickname for me snaps the last of any restraint I have, and I throw the plan away altogether. I let go of the fabric, the chill of the air rolling down my body with the flutter of the fabric, and step closer to him. Diving my hands into his hair, I drag the elastic out as I lower my head to press our lips together.

Darcy doesn’t hesitate to join me. There is a clatter of graphite hitting the floor, and then the arm that is pinned between us slips free and wraps around me. His forearm presses into my lower back, fingers digging into my waist as his other hand slides up my ribs and cups the underside of my breast.

I moan into the kiss, opening my mouth and allowing his tongue to own mine. Heat streaks from my nipple to my clit as his thumb swipes back and forth over my nipple, the intensity building until I can’t fight the need to grind against something.

As I whimper into his mouth, Darcy seems to understand my problem. Without breaking our kiss, he trails his hands across my skin until he is able to grab both hips, tightening his grip until it hurts, then he lifts me up and over his lap.

Instinctively, I clutch at his shoulders and raise my legs to help. As I settle into place, straddling his denim-covered lap, I immediately start to grind against him, needing to soothe the heat that is consuming my every thought.

My toes only barely reach the floor, and frustration causes my eyes to burn behind my closed lids. But, again, I don’t have to worry. Darcy uses the hold he has on my hips to help me grind up and down his hard length, the material-covered ridge of his zipper adding to both our pleasure.

Fuck, I wish his dick was out. Just the thought of sinking down onto it makes my pussy tighten, and I moan, losing the rhythm of our rocking bodies.

He withdraws from my mouth to press kisses along my cheekbone and jaw, then continues down my neck until he pauses right over my pulse. I draw in a sharp breath as the kiss turns to a suck, then teeth biting down hard enough to leave a mark.

Darcy moves his hands so that one is pressing into my lower back, encouraging the thrusting of my hips, his own hips coming up to meet our tempo. My blood heats and my core feels heavy with need. His other hand grips the back of my neck, holding me in place as he spreads out the mark, moving farther down toward my collarbone.

Fuck. Yes.

Mark me.

Make me yours.

The room echoes with my pants and groans, my whispered pleas for more, for Darcy to make me feel good, begging to come.

Suddenly the fingers at my neck shove up into my hair and clutch it so tightly my scalp lights up with pain, and fuck, that does it for me.

The heat that has been building, sitting right at the precipice, explodes over the edge. My insides shatter like a blue and purple firework, high in the night sky. Teeth clamp down on a nipple and my eyes slam open, unseeing as another wave of pleasure sweeps through me. My throat feels like I’m screaming, but I can’t hear the sound.

The thrusting of our hips together becomes too sensitive, and my clit twitches. Darcy lowers my head to his chest, and I flop into him, my face, lips, fingers, and toes all tingling like they’ve had reduced blood flow. I’m too sated to give a fuck, though.

Beneath me, Darcy bends to the side and moves several times before his hands go to my ass, something scratchy held in one palm. “Wrap your legs around me.”

That’s the only warning I get before he stands and I have to find a way to make my legs work. The threat of being dropped goes a long way, and I wrap both my legs and arms around him while leaving him to take most of my weight.

He carries me around his easel, and then I am being lowered back onto the couch. Everything is still a little foggy, so it takes a minute to realize that he is using the fabric to tie a knot around my knee.

With a gentleness that barely disturbs me, he raises my head and feeds the fabric behind my neck, his tattooed forearm tensing and shifting, pulling until my knee draws up to my hip. The fabric then goes around the column of my neck a single time before the rest of it is secured to my opposite wrist. He sits back to admire his handiwork, and I automatically reach for him.

As I do, the fabric constricts around my throat, making it hard to breathe. I automatically raise my knee closer to my chest to reduce the pressure, but that only spreads my legs wide for him. The satisfaction that fills him at watching understanding dawn on me oozes from him. The tense lines that had been holding his shoulders so stiffly settle, and a cruel smile forms on his lips.

Without breaking his gaze on my stretched-open pussy, he reaches for his pants, working them open until his dick is out, hard and ready.

“Darcy,” I whisper, reaching out to him and not caring that my ability to breathe is being cut off. I’d suffocate for this man. He could steal every last bit of air from my lungs, and I would be happy about it.

His gaze snaps up from my pussy to my face, expression thunderous. “Don’t call me that. I am not Darcy to you.”

My eyes widening, I swallow and stutter out an apology. “S-sorry, Daddy.”

His eyes remain dark, but then he leans down over me, cupping the back of my knee and helping to support it for me. His dick rubs against my entrance, not quite entering as he presses his cheek into mine.

“It’s okay, princess. It’s okay. I’ve missed you so fucking much. I’ve missed having you cuddled up to me,” he whispers into my ear before adjusting his hips and then sinking his dick into me until it hurts.

I gasp at the fullness, but he doesn’t stop muttering.

“I’ve missed this fucking pussy, the way it flutters around my cock. I’ve missed the way you squeeze tight around me, almost milking me dry.”

He pulls out, then thrusts back in hard enough that I shift in his arms. “I’ve missed your pretty lips wrapped around my cock. I’ve been waking up so hard for you every morning. Dreams of you on your knees, throat bulging as I fuck into your mouth, eyes streaming with tears as you take all of me. Will you let me do that, princess? Stuff your throat so full that you can’t swallow for days?”

“Yes,” I moan, wrapping both arms around his neck. He pushes up, using one hand by my head to support him while the other raises my knee even higher.

His shirt billows between the two of us, the fact that I’m completely naked, and he only has his dick out enough to be inside me, somehow making this whole thing even hotter.

Darcy’s hips snap in and out, the rhythm brutal, but with a little extra grind that rubs against my clit. I am hot and cold everywhere. A halo from the studio light has formed around Darcy’s head, his hair falling down either side of his face, making him look even more like my Angel.

That cruel smile returns.

The hold he has on my knee changes from a push to a pull, and he slowly starts to drag my leg back down, tightening the fabric around my neck. At first, it’s okay, but then I feel a spike of fear as my next inhale is a struggle.

I go to let go of him, but he adjusts, sitting up on his knees, and grabs my wrist, now applying pressure to both limbs. My other arm is free, and I grip his wrist, all while his punishing thrusts continue.

My pulse pounds in my head and I can hear the wheeze of my inhale. He doesn’t stop smiling as my face goes red and the edges of my vision start to darken.

“Daddy, please,” I gasp out, not sure what I’m begging for. My pussy is so wet, the sounds from between us obscene.

“Are you going to come on my cock, princess? Going to milk me dry as you pass out? Going to let that pussy flutter and get all sloppy, ready for my cum to fill you? I’m going to slip your panties back on while you are passed out so that you can take it back to your dorm with you. Feel them get wetter and wetter with every step you take away from me. Because you know what, princess? I’m done fighting for this. You are fucking mine. Mine. I’m not letting you go.”

His words are punctuated with thrusts, both the heat and my heart rising with every single one.

He gives a final tug on my wrist and knee, and for just a second, I truly cannot breathe at all. But then I am released and my clit is pinched, sparking lightning from my core and out through the rest of my body. My orgasm crashes over me, leaving me boneless and untethered.

“Good girl, princess. Good girl, fuck. Mine. You are fucking mine.”

Those are the last words I hear as the darkness takes me over the edge.


Chapter 32
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Tickling beneath my eye and over the bridge of my nose gently pulls me back toward the surface, the sensation forming a lazy lap of a triangle, again and again.

A smile tugs at my lips, but I keep my eyes closed.

“Don’t pretend you aren’t awake, princess. I see those lips twitching.” I can hear the smile in Darcy’s voice.

Popping my eyes open and turning my head in the direction of his voice, my gaze finds his dark blue one. The blown-pupil look is gone, and all the stress lines seem to have smoothed out.

Was that due to the orgasm or my being here?

“Hi,” I whisper, the thought of speaking any louder unacceptable. I refuse to do anything to disturb this fragile little bubble I have found myself in with him.

“Hi,” he replies, resting his hand on my shoulder, that twinkle I’m so used to seeing back in his eyes. With his head cupped in his other hand as he stares down at me with a softness I’m not used to seeing, it’s hard not to pinch myself to make sure this is real.

I reach up and touch his jaw, feeling the thicker rasp of his black stubble against my fingertips as I draw a line along his jaw. The sensation shoots a shiver down my spine.

Real. This is definitely real.

A buzzing noise saves me from having to think of something else to say, which is good, because my brain is very, very blank right now. Except for the words “what does this mean?” screaming in neon in my head.

Which I will absolutely not be asking.

I put myself out there; it’s his turn now.

The noise stops, then immediately starts up again. Is that his phone ringing?

I raise an eyebrow at him. “Do you need to get that?”

Darcy shakes his head, continuing to scratch his fingertips up and down my arm. “No.”

When the stop-start of the buzzing happens again, I laugh. “Are you sure?”

He sighs, scoops me up, then rolls us both so that he is on his back and I’m on top of him, my cheek resting on his shirt-covered chest. “I’m supposed to be at Derek’s place for our weekly game of poker.”

Scooting over a little, I peek over the edge of the couch to find the source of the buzzing. Darcy’s phone stares back at me with Derek’s name displayed on the caller ID. When the call ends and the missed notifications appear on the screen, my mouth drops open.

“Twenty-one times? You’ve ignored him twenty-one times?” There are also a few messages from Hudson, but they are irrelevant in the face of twenty-one missed calls.

Darcy shrugs under me, his shirt protecting me from the bump of his nipple piercing. “To be fair, I did answer the first and second call. When I refused to leave you, Daddy got mad. So, I hung up.”

Wait. Wait. Wait. Wait.

I use his chest to brace my forearms so that I can peer down at him. “You did what now?”

“I told him I was with you and that I wouldn’t be making it to his place tonight.”

And like… I get the words that are coming out of his mouth; they are English and make sense. But my brain is refusing to understand them. It’s like he just said that he is choosing me over Derek, over them.

The mischievous smile on his face morphs into an expression that is a suspicious blend of pity and understanding as he reaches up to tuck some hair away. His fingers graze my temple, then tickle the back of my ear, which sends yet another shiver down my body.

He starts to say something but is cut off by the phone ringing, again.

Darcy groans melodramatically and closes his eyes. “Fuck me, make it stop.”

Grinning at his over-the-topness, I brace my forearm across his chest and reach for his phone, my fingers swishing around until they connect. “Your wish is my command.”

“Princess, what are you—”

Swiping to answer the call, I grin down at Darcy, whose face flashes from shocked to amused. He tucks one arm behind his head, causing his bicep to do that hot-guy bulge thing through his shirt, apparently ready to let me have my fun.

“Hello, you’ve reached Daddy Darcy’s phone, unfortunately he is currently tied up and can’t get to the phone right now, but I can take a message for you if you like?” I grin at Darcy, proud of my little pun.

There is an overly long pause, and I resist the urge to check that the call is still connected, even though my stomach is suddenly in knots of excitement. Or maybe dread? Oh well, too late to turn back now.

“Emery.”

That’s it. My name, in a clipped and monotone voice. My heart sinks into my stomach just from the sound of his voice. Not to mention the unimpressed edge that cuts my name short.

So, I do what any good brat does. I mimic him.

“Derek.”

Darcy’s grin has taken over his face, so I stick my tongue out at him. This only makes him laugh, silently, and I end up being jostled around on his chest. I try to shoot him a “stay still” look, but apparently my powers of telepathy aren’t that great.

When no other words are forthcoming from the phone, I decide to change directions, even though this one sets my nervous system on fire.

“Thank you for the food. On the weekend,” I clarify, in case his dark mood gets in the way of him putting two and two together. “Everything was super yum, except for that green smoothie.”

There is another pause, but then…

“Vegetables keep you healthy.”

I can’t help but grin when I hear his exasperation.

“I eat them in my food. And I promise, when I go to the dining hall, I always grab a piece of fruit for a snack between classes.”

The pause is still there but shorter. Like he knows I have already won this round and is purely playing along to move on to the next one.

“Good. That’s… that’s good.”

“Did you want to talk to Darcy? I saw that you’ve already tried calling him twenty-one times. Was it something important?”

Darcy’s cheeks go red from holding in his laugh. He throws his forearm over his face, and now his laughter is making me slip right off his chest.

“Twenty—No, it’s fine. Just tell him the rest of us are playing, and if he isn’t here before we hit the one-two blinds, then he forfeits his play tonight.”

I raise an eyebrow at Darcy, even though he can’t see me. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah.”

Pushing up to sitting, I straddle him, one leg hanging completely off the side, toes nowhere near the floor. Luckily for Darcy, he managed to get my panties back on me while I was passed out. Otherwise, his shirt would not be faring very well right now. “He’ll be there.”

That makes him drop his arm and shoot me a confused look.

“Fine. Good night, Emery.”

“Good night, Big D.”

The line goes more than silent this time before the call ends.

Which is good, because Darcy can’t seem to hold in his laughter anymore. Full-on belly laughs have me riding him like a wild bronco. “Big D? Damn, that works on so many levels. Why didn’t I think of that?”

My cheeks burn because I have zero idea where that even came from, but since I’m not allowed to call him Daddy right now, that was the first thing that came to mind. Needing a little space, I wiggle around until my foot connects with the floor and then I push off of him.

I turn in a circle, trying to spot if he brought the rest of my stuff into the room and, yep, it’s all on the chair closest to his office door. But before I go to the pile, I want one more glimpse of his drawing of me, but in the light this time.

Gently, I lift the canvas from the easel and bring it into the light. Even though this is the second time I’m seeing it, my reaction is in no way diminished. Like someone is slowly undoing the zipper on my chest and exposing my insides to the world, I let every emotion that surges through me flow until I’m drowning in all the sensations.

How is one person so incredibly talented?

I’m so absorbed in seeking out every single detail, I fail to notice when Darcy got up from the couch. His presence behind me as he wraps his arms around my middle jolts me in place.

“You are incredibly easy to draw,” he whispers. “I could spend every day drawing you, and it wouldn’t be enough. If I could cover every single wall in my house with sketches of you, I would. I think you might be my muse.”

I swallow around the lump in my throat. His muse? “You can, you know.”

“Can what?”

“Cover your house with drawings of me. I’d love to pose for you.” Please say yes, please say yes.

“Maybe…” Darcy draws out the word, a little V forming between his eyebrows, but then he tenses the slightest amount.

If I wasn’t so intently focused on him, I wouldn’t have noticed it.

“What if it wasn’t for my house? What if it was for an exhibition?”

“I… as in, public? Like, people would see me like this?” I gesture at the canvas, my pulse thundering a mile a minute.

“Not exactly like this. The concept is about being tied up by societal expectations and how that can stop a person from figuring out who their true self is. Not every image would be of pleasure, but yes, some of them would show ecstasy.” He tightens his hold on me before sliding one hand up to cup the underside of my boob.

Heat immediately rushes to my pussy, and I stifle a moan.

“There would also be pain, anger, fear, loss, confusion, joy, sadness, comfort. The full range of the emotion spectrum. I want to capture it all. Every single one of your emotions on my canvas so that I can learn what strings to pull to get you where I need you in my ropes.” He rolls his thumb over my peaked nipple, and I suck in a breath.

Images of being tied up for him, suspended off the ground while he sits there, staring and drawing, flood my mind. At the complete mercy of his ropes and the feelings that surge within me, unable to do anything to save myself except exist through the session.

Fuck.

“Say yes, princess. Let me draw you and put you up for all the world to see.” He whispers those last few words and my eyes slide shut. “Say yes.”

A tiny voice in the back of my head is screaming at me that maybe I should be thinking about this a little more, but I slam the door on it. If this will make my Angel happy, then I’m doing it. “Yes…”

“Yes, what, princess?”

He brushes over my nipple again, with a little more pressure, as his other hand slips down my stomach. Heart thrumming nervously, I try to think through the fog. Does he want me to call him Daddy? Or am I wrong? I don’t think I can handle the rejection again.

But… I’ll never know if I don’t try, right? He wanted to hear it during sex. And saying yes to being in his exhibition means I will get another chunk of time with him. I need to be like I was on the weekend—balls to the wall.

I need my brat courage again. Somehow, not looking directly at him makes this so much easier.

So, I take a deep breath and jump in. “Yes, Daddy.”

“Good girl, princess. Fuck, I can’t wait to have you posed for me, again.” Darcy turns me in his arms, and to see my own happiness shining on his face brings tears to my eyes. “Margot is going to kill me, but I don’t give a shit. She’ll just have to find the right gallery.”

Smiling, because his enthusiasm is catching, I tip my head to the side. “Margot?”

“My agent. She’s always trying to keep me on this side of the common decency line, but not this time. I’m drawing you the way I want you drawn, the way I see it in my head. She’ll have to keep her pearl clutching to herself.” He has a slightly manic look, like when he was drawing.

Laughing, I step out of his arms and head over to my clothes. “Okay, as long as I’m not the one that gets in trouble.”

I start pulling on my pants, just now noticing that my panties are definitely starting to cash in on Darcy’s earlier threat. Good thing the walk back to the dorms is only a few minutes. I had no idea until today how close the art college is to my building.

Once I’m dressed, I turn back to Darcy, who is staring at the couch, eyes unseeing.

“Daddy,” I call out gently, and Darcy’s head snaps up in my direction.

He scans my body and frowns. “You’re dressed.”

Laughing, I reach down and scoop up my backpack. “Well, yeah. You need to go to Derek’s, remember? And I need to go eat and study.”

Darcy seems to snap out of whatever mood he was in, his body giving a slight twitch before he comes over to give me a hug and what is rapidly becoming my favorite thing in the world—a forehead kiss. “Will you be going back to the apartment this weekend?”

I pull back, frowning. “You knew I was there?”

His eyes soften and his lips turn down. “We all knew you were there. The front desk sent us a message.”

I narrow my eyes and stare at him, not sure what I want to do with this information. They all knew I was there, alone, and to be honest, pretty fucking sad at the end, and they still didn’t show up?

“I’m sorry, princess. I know it’s fucked up. You just need to give Derek time.”

“Time for what?” I demand, because I’m so fucking tired of not knowing what the hell is going on.

Darcy shakes his head. “I know you want to know, but as much as I don’t give a shit about losing my job here, he does. Same goes for Hudson. Xavier is… Xavier.” His expression morphs into a cheeky smile. “Do you know that Derek punched Xavier?”

My mouth drops open. “He did not!”

Darcy nods, grin wide. “Yep, right in the jaw.”

“When?”

“Right after we left you in the quad.”

“But why?”

“I can’t tell you that, not without fucking everything up. That’s what Derek is trying to work out right now. Just give him time, okay? He’ll come around. I know he fucking misses you. I’ve never seen him as… messy as he is right now. If I didn’t know what the plan was, I would have been sitting him down for an uncomfortable conversation about feelings.” He pretends to shudder, but there is still a smile on his face. “Up until now, I didn’t even know the man had feelings like the rest of us mere mortals.”

I stare at him. And then I stare some more. And the whole time, internally, I’m screaming, Are you fucking kidding me?”

But what I hear is that there is a plan. Or something. Something is happening, and I need to give Derek time?

Sure, I can give him time. But I don’t have to make that time easy on him.

Pulling out of Darcy’s arms, I turn so that I’m walking backward toward the door. “To answer your question, yes, I’ll be at the apartment this weekend. I’m going after my last class tomorrow.”

Darcy folds his arms over his chest as I make it to the door. “A package was delivered to the apartment today. You’re welcome to play with it if you like.”

Interest piqued, I grin back at him as I push through the doors. “I might just do that.”


Chapter 33
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Emery


The rideshare I ordered is still over thirty minutes away, and after having paced the dorm room for the millionth time, and with no Oakley to distract me, I flop down onto the couch. Opening the student forums app on my phone has become such a habit that I think I might be borderline addicted.

Within seconds, I’m in the subthread for The Monarchs, and I scroll down to see if anything new has popped up in the last hour. Nothing. The last post was from earlier today.

It’s an image of Xavier carrying a gift bag with pink tissue paper hanging out of the top with the caption, “Does the Knight have a fair lady?”

The comments section is completely unhinged, and I fucking love it. Because, yes, he fucking does have a fair lady. Me. I’m the fair lady. But the speculation, oh my god. The girls on campus are feral for my daddies, Xavier in particular.

There are new comments, and I scroll through those, giggling when I see a few about getting down on her knees and another promising she knows how to beg prettily. Absolutely zero shame.

I’m super tempted to take a screenshot and send it to him.

Or maybe I can show it to him when he sneaks into my room again.

Options, options, options.

I leave the forum and go in search of the Club Obsession website. This is something I have been meaning to investigate for the last few days, but with classes, studying, and my general brat-behavior plotting, I haven’t really had a moment to tick it off my list.

The website has an overall black aesthetic, with a pattern that reminds me of fabric wallpaper. The logo is pretty cool, though. A golden three-way yin-yang symbol. But where you would expect the lines that separate the sections to be smooth, they are actually sharp and edgy, kind of like a scythe blade.

The O of Obsession is a solid collar with a single link hanging from the front of it. Even without the logo, it’s clear what the website is for.

I make a mental note to look into what the three-way symbol means at a later time and scroll down. The front page is mostly just advertising the club and the perks of what being a member will get you. Which reminds me that I have an email from Club Obsession in my inbox.

Swapping apps, I hunt down the email and click on the link to accept the invitation to be a guest member. My phone does its thing, then a page with a bunch of questions loads on the screen. All the usual things, like name, age, address, emergency contact—I put Oakley for this one—whether I identify as a submissive, switch, or dominant.

By the time I get to the end, I feel like the only thing they haven’t asked me for is my social security number.

I am eventually rewarded with the members-only area. Clicking on a few options, I take a look around, discovering an inbox, events, and my own profile. Eventually, I stumble upon the member forums. It’s not much different from the student forums, with the main categories opening up to subthreads.

The first one is labeled Public Noticeboard, and once it loads, it becomes clear that it is exactly that—a noticeboard. There are posts upon posts of people asking about services, selling tickets to concerts, looking for people interested in going to a football game.

All pretty vanilla, if you ask me.

One of the posts that I find makes me giggle. Someone posted, asking for help in finding a moving company who won’t look at them weird when they transport a medieval spanking bench.

The next one is looking for a dog sitter to look after their pup. Again, vanilla. I click on that one, hoping to see a picture of a smooshy puppy that’ll make my heart turn to goo. Silly pet videos on social media are my kryptonite.

And yep, there is a picture…

Actually, no, wait. That one is definitely not vanilla.

The things I have learned in the last two weeks. Jesus. To each their own, I guess.

Exiting out of that sub-forum, I go back in search of another public option and find Events. The first event that appears is for next Friday, so I click on it. It’s instantly clear that a lot of people are interested in this event, since there is a ton of interaction on the post, lots of likes and comments.

The name of the event is Tears, which is confusing until I read the description.

An event for sadists to show off the pretty tears of their maso subs. All kinks welcome. Come prepared to listen to screams all night long.

I’m fairly certain my eyebrows have disappeared into my hair. Screams all night long? But then I think back to the first weekend with my daddies, and well, yeah. Okay. Cool.

It looks like it’s happening at the actual club, which is all the way in the center of the city.

There are pictures from a previous event, which appears to have been the same theme. Tapping on the gallery, it enlarges so I can swipe through. It takes exactly four swipes before they are on my screen.

The four of them are spread out on four massive black, overstuffed leather couches that have gold studs in the fronts of the armrests. It’s a candid photo, like the photographer was standing off to the side, unseen by them.

All four are laughing, absolute pure joy radiating from each of them. Xavier is sitting to the side in one of the armchairs, shirtless, except for leather straps that wrap around one shoulder and across his chest to the other shoulder.

Darcy and Derek are on a couch, holding drinks in their hands. With his head thrown back, Darcy’s hair looks wild and untamed, especially against the solid black of the leather-looking sleeves he has on. There is a thin piece of leather where a collar would go that connects the two together, presumably to keep them from falling off. But other than that, his abs, pecks, tattoos, and nipple piercing are on full display.

The black vest that Derek is wearing looks like it was sewn onto his body. The button just below his sternum is hanging on for dear life. His biceps strain while he leans forward, pointing a finger at Xavier with a massive grin on his face. Wait, is he…? I zoom in on Derek’s face. Holy shit, he is. He’s wearing guyliner. Fuck, it really suits him.

Hudson is in profile to the photographer, his legs kicked out in front of him. I can see the black fabric on the shoulder of the arm that is flat across the top of the armrest, only a hint of his tattoos showing. His cheek is pulled tight with a smile, and his hair is perfectly done as it always is.

They look so at ease here, like absolutely nothing is troubling them. How long ago was this photo taken? Do they attend events often? Will they take me to an event? Or will I be confined to the apartment forever?

…Can I take myself to an event?

I tap out of the gallery and scroll until I find ticket information for Tears, and my eyes almost bulge out of my head.

One-hundred-and-fifty dollars? Holy fucking cheeseburgers.

Well, that puts the brakes on that idea.

I start to scroll back up to the gallery but pause when I see the RSVP section and four names in particular. Right there, in the attending section, is Derek, Xavier, Hudson, Darcy.

Hmmm…

My phone pings, and an update that my driver is on his way appears at the top of the screen. Standing, I shove my phone into the back pocket of my denim skirt and then grab my duffel and backpack.

Something to ponder over the weekend.


Chapter 34
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Emery


When you open the door to an apartment, anticipating pitch black, only to be greeted with a pale-yellow glow, you pause. You take a minute to consider your choices. And then you determine if you feel like being the idiotic character in a thriller who decides to investigate the random noise that came from the other end of the abandoned house.

The swaying factor in my decision is the scent of garlic and cheese.

Cautiously, I let the door close behind me but don’t make a move to head down the hallway. “Hello?”

There is no response, just complete silence. But honestly, after the mind games of that first weekend and this past week, I wouldn’t put it past them to be hiding from me. Especially Xavier.

Readjusting my grip on the handles of my duffel, I tread carefully as I make my way farther into the apartment. Rounding the corner of the little hallway, I find a pizza box with a single rose and a bottle of something in a green bottle. On top of the box, there is a folded-over card with my name written on it.

I drop my bags and rush over to the card, not giving a shit anymore about the possibility of this being a trap. One of them was literally just here. Did our elevators pass each other?

The message is handwritten, but I have no clue whose writing it is, never having seen any of their writing.

Emery,

All your meals are taken care of for the entire weekend.


That’s it.

There is nothing else. I know, because I flip the card over and check the back. What the fuck? Not even a signature? That is fucking rude. So fucking rude.

Urgh.

This stinks of Derek. Is this a subtle punishment for last night? Leaving me a note and not actually letting me know it’s from him? But forcing me to make the assumption that it is him, since he organized all the food from last weekend, or else drive myself crazy from curiosity.

Asshole.

I pick up the rose and take a sniff. There is just the faintest scent, and I melt a little. Okay, maybe not a complete punishment.

Fine.

He can have one brownie point. One. I haven’t forgotten the way he yelled at me behind Grinder, the look of abject disdain on his face as he’d stared down at me. Nor the fact that he took away the use of the daddy title from me, all without letting me get a word in.

If—when—we get this all sorted out, there is going to be a serious discussion about all of that. No more cutting me off before a complete and detailed explanation has been given about whatever issue is happening. Then, and only then, can he make a judgment that I will do my best to graciously accept.

I know I’m a lot younger than all four of them, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get to be treated as an equal.

But until that happens, I’m going to enjoy teasing the shit out of him. For now, though, I’m going to enjoy this pizza and—I pick up the bottle—sparkling water. Okay, never had that before. Hopefully there is something else to drink in the fridge if I don’t like it. Otherwise, I guess I’m stuck with regular water.

Before I let myself find out what kind of pizza is in the box, I grab my bags, drop the backpack by the couch, and take the duffel to the walk-in wardrobe.

Then I grab all the food and take it over to the couch, where I get comfortable. Placing the box beside me on the couch, I kick my feet up to rest on the coffee table and open the box, staring at the sheer amount of pizza there is.

I have a whole deep-dish pizza to myself. I’ll be lucky to get through a single slice.

Here’s to trying.

Before I get a slice out, I turn on the TV. It immediately opens to one of the newer rom-coms, and without much thought, I select it, ready to just chill out with my pizza.

I’m two bites in when my phone chimes with a message.

Darcy: Hey, princess, did you find the delivery?

I shoot upright, pizza in one hand and phone in the other. How the hell did I forget about that? Turning on the spot, I deeply regret not turning on more lights. Well, that must be remedied. ASAP.

Dropping the partially eaten piece of cheesy goodness back into the box, I double-time it over to the light switches and flick them all on. The sudden onslaught of light is a little overwhelming, but I blink through it as I start making my way through all the kinky furniture on the sex dungeon side of the apartment.

I make my way past the medical table, pillory, spanking bench, and other furniture that I still need to research, but no box. Derek’s Wall of Torture is almost a distraction, but that’s when I spot the box over by Darcy’s rainbow wall.

His ropes look exactly as they were last week, including having the blue and black ropes back in place. Which almost sends me down a rabbit hole of wondering what the cleaning process is for the ropes, but I stay focused on my mission.

Turning from the wall, I find my treasure. Right now, in the very center of Darcy’s space, is a decently sized, plain brown shipping box. It’s easily two feet by two feet, and at least one foot high.

I nudge the box with my foot, and it barely budges. Okay, so whatever is in the box is heavy. Using my phone, I take a photo of the box and start to send it to Darcy, but then another idea occurs to me.

Swapping over to the group message thread, I send the image there. Then I send a little message as well, because I can.

Me: *smirking face* This is me not asking for permission to open this.


Chapter 35
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Xavier


Emmy’s sleeping body barely rumples the blankets on our massive bed. She’s fucking tiny, fragile. Just like a little dove. The urge to crush her—to break her into a million tiny pieces so that I can fill all the dark and broken parts of me with her—is fucking with my brain.

Sleeping by her side every night is the only thing keeping me from burning everything down. She’s mine. Giving her up is not an option. But she is also theirs. I give even fewer fucks about my job at NU now than I did two weeks ago.

Darcy has finally figured it out.

There is no point in living if we can’t have her.

A quiet murmur of noise comes from the blankets as Emmy adjusts her position, rolling onto her back, one arm flung out across her pillow, those fuckable lips slightly parted.

The only downside to spending every night in her bed, and her completely unaware that I am there, is that I leave every morning with the worst case of blue balls. All I want to do is sink into her wet heat, to feel her shocked little gasps against my lips, to wrap my hands around her throat just as she comes all over my cock.

But I don’t. I haven’t. I can’t. Not yet.

She doesn’t know.

Not until she knows that I am with her, always, will I take the privilege of having that wet cunt clamping down on my cock again. She needs to know it’s me in her bed. She needs to open her eyes and see me lying next to her.

And as desperate as I am to climb into bed with her right now, I have a little task I want to accomplish before she wakes up. As quietly as I entered, I leave the room and pull the door closed, managing the handle so that the latch doesn’t click.

Out of habit, I glance in the direction of the kitchen for the security camera, but I know it’s off. I unplugged it from the wall as soon as I entered the kitchen.

After arriving and waiting in my car for her to enter the bedroom, I entered the building, sent Aiden a nod on my way past the security desk, then went up to our hallway to wait. I watched the security feed on my phone until the light in the bedroom turned off.

So had Derek, his little icon displaying in the watcher’s panel. When the glow from beneath the door disappeared, I swapped over to the mirroring app that has its counterpart installed on her phone.

For over twenty minutes, I watched as she scrolled TikTok, pausing on funny animal videos, college acceptances, and dark romance BookTok recommendations. The fact that she paused to scroll through quotes where the male lead is so deeply infatuated with the female that he stalks her, crossing all sorts of boundaries to be with her, amuses the fuck out of me.

If she only knew.

That bracelet she wears isn’t merely ornamental. The mirroring app isn’t the only one I use to keep tabs on her throughout the day.

Eventually, her phone went dark, so I waited another twenty minutes for her to fall asleep. Entering her space when I’m not one-hundred-percent certain she’s asleep is always the trickiest part. It’s a small piece of the cat-and-mouse game she doesn’t know we’re playing.

I’ve been leaving her hints that I’ve been in her space and slowly allowing myself to be louder as I leave. I’m sure she suspects by this point.

After making my way into the apartment, I went straight to the kitchen, throwing up a middle finger for Derek to see when he investigates why there is no feed in the morning, and then I pulled the camera’s power from the wall.

I’ll fix it before I leave; no need to let Emmy know about the camera.

It’s not like she knows about the ones in her dorm. A little bit of ignorance is bliss and all that shit.

Then I made my way to where she was sleeping, pausing to stare at the open box in Darcy’s section of our dungeon. Cardboard box, plastic, and a manual were scattered over his mats in a random sort of mess.

That’s my task for tonight—getting the entire thing set up for her before I crawl into bed beside her and steal her nighttime hours for myself.

It only takes me about twenty minutes to get the Sybian set up and installed, power connected and a test run of the attachment I think she’ll prefer the most.

As I stand, a fucking fantastic idea pops into my head. One that I know will bring Hudson to my side of the fence. The fucker is right on the edge. I could see it written all over his face at Derek’s on Thursday.

He wants to break.

But with all the rules he thinks he has to follow to make sure he is happy, he can’t bring himself to see that, by breaking this one rule, he’ll be happier than ever.

And that’s all I want for these men—for them to be happy. They may be pissed at me right now, but whether or not they like it, they are my family in this version of my life. Them and Emmy. I’ll do anything to make sure we end up together.

And if that means I need to give Emmy a loaded gun with the bullet that I know will make that happen, then I’m going to stand behind her, help her aim, and take that fucking shot. No questions asked.

She is mine. She is ours. Nothing is going to get in the way of that.

I find the tripod I’m looking for, set it up right in front of the Sybian, then I go to her backpack, tear off a blank sheet from her sketch pad, and quickly scribble out a note for her.

With that done, I finally, fucking finally, return to her room. She’s back to being curled up on her side. I remove everything until I’m down to my boxer briefs and crawl onto the mattress, making my way up from the foot of the bed.

With as much stealth as I can muster, I slip between the sheets on the side that she is facing, holding my breath that she won’t open her eyes. But I want to see those gorgeous fucking hazels staring back at me just as much.

When she remains asleep, I carefully slip my arm beneath her pillow, then wrap it around her, gently applying pressure until she is draped over my chest like a weighted blanket.

Instantly, the noise in my soul turns to a background hum. Sleep starts to pull me under just as lips brush over my pec, followed by five quiet words.

“I knew you would come.”

I raise my head enough to press a kiss to her hair. “Sleep, little dove.”

She snuggles into me, pressing her ear into my chest, and immediately goes pliant with sleep again.

She knows.

I close my eyes, images and plans flickering through my mind. Every single one with the same result—showing Emmy who she belongs to.


Chapter 36
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Emery


I stare at the note in my hand, nerves jangling all over the place as I read it for the fifth time.

Little dove,

At 11am, I will video call to watch you use our new toy.

X.


I check the time on my phone. Nine-forty. After waking up to him sucking and biting on my neck until he left a massive hickey, I fell back asleep.

This man is ridiculous. Seriously. Carefully, I get closer to the box that contains accessories I don’t recognize, several tubes of liquids, and all the other silicone attachments. I glance over at what is apparently a medium-sized dick attachment with vertical ribbing, and is that…? I squint before crouching down to get a good look.

Is that a ribbed grinding pad? Grazing my fingertip over the bumpy pattern makes a faint vvvvvv sound.

Last night, when I opened the box and pulled everything out, it was all a bit too much… Way too many attachments and it needed electricity. Not something to work out just before bed. I abandoned the mess I’d made and gone back to my movie on the couch with the plan to figure this out today.

Instead, I woke up to it built with this ominous fucking note, and I’ve been a nervous wreck all morning.

Standing, I turn to face the tripod that magically appeared overnight, which I now assume I’m supposed to put my phone in so I can ride this thing hands free. I step over the Sybian and squat. It’s awkward as fuck, but now I can kind of see how this is supposed to work.

Dick thingy goes up my pussy, and the ribbed pad presses against my clit.

A shiver runs down my spine as heat pools in my stomach.

I spot the little control panel thing, which is just two knobs and two switches, the whole thing attached to the leather half-circle saddle by a cable. Lowering myself to the floor, I put the note and my phone to the side to pick up the remote and turn the switch that says rotate.

Nothing happens.

Which is incredibly anticlimactic, considering how hard my heart is thundering in my chest right now.

I twist the knob directly above the switch and, immediately, the sound of a very quiet motor hums to life before the dick starts to draw circles with its tip. Increasing the speed makes the circles get tighter together. And a lot fucking faster. Pun intended.

Okay, so rotate means that my pussy is going to get stirred like a spoon mixing sugar into a coffee. Fantastic.

Turning that switch off cuts the noise and motion immediately.

A sudden wave of nervousness hits me as I press my thumb to the vibrate switch. This time, the motor starts up right away, and at first, I can’t really see any motion, but then the entire attachment begins to move in a weird forward and back motion.

Increasing the speed makes the whole thing move up and down as well, and it kind of reminds me of the motion of a person riding a horse.

I’m honestly a little disappointed. I was kind of hoping this thing was going to rub my clit right off.

More speed causes even more crazy motions, but now that is backed with a soundtrack of sloppy silicone flapping about. The dick is vibrating, and the noise of the motor turns high-pitched.

By the time I have it on full blast, my mouth is hanging open, the motor sounds like it’s about to take off, and the entire silicone attachment is vibrating so hard that the outline is blurry.

Blurry.

I revoke my disappointment.

This thing isn’t going to merely rub my clit off; it might burn it off.

And because I need to know the true extent of the powers this thing has, I flick the switch on the rotate side and turn the knob to the max limit, and holy fucking chicken wings.

My pussy aches from watching all of that vibrating and twirling silicone. Heat is spreading everywhere, and I’m not even riding the damn thing.

I switch it off and put the controller back on the ground in front of the Sybian before standing with my phone and note in my hands. My tummy feels like it’s on the outside of my body, and my arms are a little tingly.

I honestly don’t know if I can do this.

Like, holy shit. It looked like something out of a sci-fi movie. And he wants me to sit on it? On a video call?

What if I black the fuck out?

’Cause that is a definite possibility after how the first weekend went down.

That thing should be renamed the Soul Snatcher 3000. Is it possible to have your soul removed via your vagina?

But the one difference between now and my first time in this apartment is that I’ll be in control of the sex toy, not just its victim. If I want to stop, I can stop. Even if they want me to keep going, I can hang up.

That thought alone puts a smile on my face.

This time, it’ll be me teasing them. Me causing them pain. Me in charge.

They’ll get what I give them and not a second more.

Wait… Xavier didn’t say he would be with them when he calls. Just that he will call at eleven.

Maybe he has a plan up his sleeve. Maybe he doesn’t.

Either way, I’m going to put on an absolutely amazing show for him. And if Derek happens to be watching, too, well, he’ll just have to be the one getting tortured this time.


Chapter 37
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Ten fifty-eight.

One gajillion beats per minute.

Is one gajillion even a number? The way my heart is beating, it sure feels like it should be a number.

Also, is it cold in here, or are these shivers from nerves?

This whole thing is so far out of the fucking realm of normal for me. I mean, my life hasn’t exactly been normal, but it’s never been naked in a BDSM dungeon apartment owned by four men, waiting on a video call so they can watch me fuck a silicone dick while my clit is vibrated into submission.

Is this a bad idea? Probably.

Should I answer the call when it comes through? Probably not.

Am I going to? Also, probably.

I already have the phone attached to the tripod in portrait mode. The angle has been tested with the camera to make sure that it is perfectly aimed at the Sybian and won’t cut my head off. Now, while I wait for the call, I’m kneeling in front of the phone, continuously tapping at the screen to check the time.

Ten fifty-nine.

Oh shit. Oh shit.

Nope, okay. Deep breath.

I can hang up. I can turn the switches off. I can leave.

I’m not tied down. I’m not restrained.

They aren’t here to make sure I come until I black out.

And there are no orgasm restrictions in place. I’m free to come five-thousand times if I like. Or none at all.

Before I’m finished giving myself my pep talk, the screen lights up with Xavier’s name.

Xavier

Video Call


Taking a deep breath, I dig deep for my inner brat, lean forward, and accept the call. It takes a few seconds, but then it loads. His face fills the screen, eyes dropping from my face down to my tits, which are on display because I’m naked.

His throat bobs as his gaze comes back up. “Are you ready?”

Throat so tight it feels like it’s closed, I nod. Why the fuck am I so nervous? I’m in control here.

“I need words, little dove.”

Squaring my shoulders, I stare directly at the phone. “I’ve been ready since I woke up.”

“Are you wet?”

Well, I wasn’t expecting that question. My stomach quivers with a sudden surge of nerves. “N-no, Daddy.”

His eyes narrow. “Spread your legs and show me your cunt.”

It takes every bit of self-preservation I have to stop my mouth from falling open. I forgot how filthy this man’s mouth is.

I adjust myself until my ass is on the cold rubber floor, my hands are behind me, holding me up, and my legs are spread wide for the camera.

Unable to bear looking at him while he sees how not wet I am for this, I stare up at the ceiling and bite my bottom lip. Will he understand that I do want to do this for him? That I’m just scared?

Will I get in trouble for not being wet? Will he end the call? Fuck, I hope not. Maybe I should say something?

“Hmmm, that does look like a dry pussy.” He sighs, disappointment clear in his tone. “So you aren’t actually ready?”

“I’m sorry,” I reply, forcing the words to project, even though I really want to run away. “I’m just nervous. I can do this. I can be good.”

There is a beat of silence. And then another.

“Get the lube and pour it onto the cock you’re going to ride.”

I scramble to my knees, crawl over to the box and find the lube, uncapping it as I knee walk back to the Sybian. Quickly, I pour lube on the tip of the dick piece, watching as it overflows around the top and down the sides.

“Rub it down the cock, you don’t want to have any dry patches. Can’t have you hurting that pretty little cunt before I get to use it again.”

My cheeks burn, but I do as I’m told, discarding the tube on the floor and using both hands to work the lube up and down the shaft. The vertical ribbing feels weird against the palm of my hand, but I don’t let that stop me from getting it good and wet.

When it looks well covered, I look back at the camera.

Xavier raises an eyebrow at me as if to say, Well, get on.

I… oh, okay. Right now.

With my hands still covered in lube, I place them on the front of the leather saddle and throw my leg over the side. Before my knee even hits the ground, the head of the dick is rubbing at the entrance to my pussy, and I gasp as it slides in the smallest amount as I get my knee onto the ground.

I hover there, not sure what to do.

“All the way down.”

Slowly, I lower myself until I’m impaled by the toy. It isn’t as big as any of them, but I definitely feel full right now. Carefully, I rock forward, trying to make it feel more comfortable, and end up pressing my clit into the ribbed section. It doesn’t feel like anything yet, but I know that will change soon.

“Little dove.”

I raise my gaze back to the screen, words completely gone.

“Turn on both switches, but leave them at their lowest settings. You have permission to adjust them to whatever settings you prefer. I’m going to set a timer. For every minute that you stay on the Sybian with at least one of the settings turned on, you’ll receive one reward. You’ll get a bonus five rewards for every orgasm. You can stop at any time. Do you understand?”

I stare at him. I’m going to get rewards? That means he’s going to keep me for a little longer, right? Past the rewards that Hudson has been giving me. “Yes, Daddy.”

Leaning forward, I pull the controller closer and lift the whole thing so it is resting on the front of the saddle. And then I press both on switches and adjust the dials until I can feel something.

My clit has alternating pressure against it, but no real vibration, which feels okay but isn’t going to break through my nerves to turn me on. But the internal swirling…

Now I understand what the ribbing was for. It feels like… fuck, I don’t even know, but it isn’t enough. It’s firm, but soft. Everything feels overly wet from the lube, and when it rolls forward, right over my G-spot, fuck, it feels amazing.

I turn the rotate dial up, and like my pelvis is connected to the controller, I start to rock in place. The nerves are almost completely burned off and heat is pooling in my core.

Ready to have a bit more of a vibe going on, I slowly crank up the vibration dial, moving it to the halfway point. Just a little at a time. I am not losing my soul to this toy through my vagina.

The sound changes as the motor speeds up, not quite a hum, and then the pressure sensation turns to vibration as the front of the toy picks up speed.

And holy shit.

Holy shit.

I drop my head until my chin is almost touching my chest and abandon the controller to grip the edge of the leather, fingers digging into the front of the saddle. Heat like I have never felt before is flooding my clit, and I can’t stop myself from grinding down.

My stomach muscles clench. I feel like a spring getting tensioned tighter and tighter. The blood in my veins feels hot. All my attention is focused on the silicone between my thighs, watching where we connect through barely open eyes.

Thighs aching with the simultaneous need to close and spread wider, I feel myself getting wetter. With the added vibration, the dick inside of me makes my ass cheeks clench with each pulse of my pussy.

The fire burning through me is running a little too hot, and I’m getting to the edge way too fucking quickly. Has it even been a minute yet?

It doesn’t matter. I’m not ready to stop.

As much as my clit is screaming at me not to, I slow down the vibes until they are back down to a light rub. Then I turn up the speed on the rotation and grit my teeth, because fuck, now I’m super sensitive.

“Talk to me, little dove, how does it feel?”

I suck in two huge breaths of air and try to respond. “It’s so good, I almost came already. I’m wet now. My pussy is…it’s clenching around the dil-dildo. Oh shit.”

My breath catches as I rock with the toy stimulating my clit. I look through my lashes and the hair that has somehow escaped my braid and see Xavier watching me intently. His gaze never leaves the phone, and it almost feels like he is right here, with me.

“You’ve just gotten your first reward.”

Fuck me. Only one minute?

Goddamn. I am going to die. I don’t think I can do this for very long. I absolutely do not have the stamina or the willpower to stay on for long.

Okay, change of plans.

Two orgasms, plus a few extra minutes. That should be enough for a few more weeks of rewards.

Hopefully.

I raise my head so that Xavier can see my face before slowly turning up the speed on the vibrator. The more I turn it, the less I can feel my lips. My whole face, really.

Heat rushes to my clit and then out through my pelvis, down my thighs and up into my stomach so quickly, it feels as though my clit is actually on fire.

Everything goes dark, and I’m really hoping it’s only because my eyes closed and not because I passed out. Any muscle that is capable of clenching, clenches.

My breasts are tighter, the nipples aching.

Electricity zaps along my limbs, and my breathing is short and sharp.

“Oh my god, oh my god, ohmygod, ohmy…” The words sound far away, almost like they are underwater.

I’m burning from the inside out. I need to come, I need it so fucking bad. Wet, sloppy noises come from the toy, and the inside of my thighs feels slippery.

The edge is rushing toward me. I’m tight, so tight, I just need to…

I grind down onto the machine and fucking explode. Rocking my pelvis against the toy, I fuck the dildo in and out of me as I chase every flicker of fire from my orgasm, only turning down both dials when I become oversensitive.

But I make sure not to turn the rotation off, just the vibration.

My lungs burn as I inhale deeply, trying to catch my breath. My skin feels hot but cool, and sweat coats my back as I look at my phone and almost lose my shit.

Xavier’s eyes are not the only ones staring back at me. Both the lightest blue and darkest blue stare back at me now too.

Hudson and Darcy.

There is a fourth box, but it has a D with a pulsing green light around it.

Derek. But he hasn’t answered yet.

That’s fine.

“You are now up to seven rewards. Will you go for a few more?”

I nod my head, letting it drop forward. “Yes, Daddy.”

“Whenever you are ready, little dove.”

It doesn’t take long for the urge to move again to build. I’m really hoping that this second orgasm won’t be so quick. I just need to make it into the double digits.

I adjust the dial on the rotation to increase it the smallest amount, this time resolving to have it up to maximum before I touch the vibration.

“Play with your breasts. Squeeze your nipples. Play with yourself for us.” Darcy’s voice is thick and heavy, and it soothes something within me.

I turn up the dial again, gasping at the faster pace, then let go of the controller to cup both of my tits. Using my thumbs, I rub back and forth over my tightened nipples, sending sharp zings into my core. I apply more pressure, capturing my nipples between my thumbs and the side of my index fingers while squeezing my tits.

Rising up on my knees the smallest amount, I then slide back down, moaning the entire time. Little flickers of heat are building again, but there is also a hint of, again? Really?

Yes, fucking really.

I release one tit and turn up the dial again, and it hits the maximum setting. Grinding down on the toy, I roll my hips back and forth, rubbing my clit against the ribbed pad. I don’t stop until finally, fucking finally, my clit starts to come back online.

Little tingles. Little streaks of pleasure.

Yes. That’s it.

I can do this.

I can come for them one more time. I can.

Placing my hands back down on the saddle, I start increasing the speed of vibrations as I fuck myself on the dildo, again.

I couldn’t give two fucks about the moans and noises I’m making, I just rock on this lower speed until I need more. Until the burn inside of me is screaming for it to be higher.

Heavy breathing comes from the phone, but I don’t look up. I need this orgasm.

Turning up the dial a little more, I have to fight to keep myself pressed down, a zip of oversensitivity still lurking. The soles of my feet feel weirdly hot as I turn the dial up even more. Not quite on the highest setting but fast enough that the silicone is back to the wet vibrating noise.

“Oh god, it’s right there. Fuck,” I moan, drawing out the word.

I’m lightheaded. All my muscles are clamped tight, my veins are burning, my lips are numb, I can barely breathe.

All sound disappears as I feel myself rising up, the edge right there in front of me. I turn the dial that last little bit, and where my last orgasm was a huge explosion, this one is more like tipping over the edge. My entire body convulses with each clench of my orgasm, over and over again.

I slump forward, pressing down harder into the vibrations. Every single part of my body feels hot and heavy. And it takes until my throat aches for me to notice that I’m quietly screaming, like my subconscious knew I couldn’t be loud but had to make noise to let out all this energy.

As soon as it turns from pleasure to discomfort, I flick both switches off, not bothering to slow anything down.

I stay hunched forward, my arms barely able to hold me up as I force in lungfuls of air. Shivers rack my body from the air-conditioned air moving over my flushed and sweaty body.

Fucking Soul Snatcher 3000.

Eventually, I manage to straighten up, and I try to focus on the camera.

There is only one set of eyes staring back at me. The intensity of the dark gaze makes my heart beat awkwardly in my chest.

Derek.

We stare at each other for what feels like hours but is probably only seconds before he disconnects.

A second later, a notification pops up and I see Xavier’s name.

Gingerly, I ease myself off the dildo, wincing as things rub awkwardly, and then crawl forward to grab the phone out of the holder. Flopping down onto my back on the rubber floor, I hold the phone above my head and open the message.

Xavier: You’ve earned yourself seventeen more rewards.

I look at the last message sent before this one and my chest constricts. It’s my message in the group chat, begging them to let me explain.

Laughter bubbles in my throat.

This man is… This man is mine. Savage as fuck. But also, mine. Even if the others don’t want me anymore, I’m keeping Xavier. And I’m pretty sure he is keeping me.
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The hot water from the rainfall showerhead cascades down my bowed head, and I watch as the water runs into the drain. A shiver like ice starts in the center of my back, curving up and over my shoulder, and down into my legs as a stray thought about that amazing fucking machine pops into my head.

I’m still not positive that my brain has settled in my head properly. Everything is still the tiniest bit floaty. Tingly. It’s been a few hours since my last orgasm, and I spent most of that time in front of the TV, curled up with a blanket and with Teddy, constantly replaying Xavier’s heartbeat. Blue and Rocky were there, too, but they were backup dancers to Teddy’s lead.

I would have happily stayed there for the rest of the day, but food was delivered by one of the security guys. The usual knock at the door and me asking them to leave it by the door. Wait. Then open it to get the food.

As much as I’m sure those G.I. Joe wannabes are discreet and all that shit, I don’t need them to be all up in my business. Or my daddies’ business.

This apartment is just for us, no intruders allowed.

Dinner included several Mexican dishes, enough for four actual adults, not my mini-adult size. The upside was that I got to try a little of each.

Thumbs-up on the enchilada, bowl, and burrito. I can take or leave the nachos. There was a whole lot going on, almost too much.

Also, I think I’ll be eating naked a lot more often. The whole thing was some sort of Marie Antoinette bullshit. Reclining back, food scattered around me, tits cooled from the air conditioning, and pussy getting aired out.

Definitely a repeatable activity.

Another repeatable activity is standing under this rainfall showerhead. I’ve typically only used the adjustable head at face level, but tonight I felt like washing my hair.

Water pools in the cup that I’ve made with my folded arms and boobs, overflowing my forearms and down my stomach. I have zero idea how long I’ve been standing here, but it’s long enough the hot water should have run out. But it hasn’t. Though I don’t know what this magic is, I approve.

This shower, cuddles with Teddy and a blanket, and deluding myself into thinking I can smell them on the pillowcases are the only things getting me through them not being here to give me cuddles post-orgasms.

I’m not sure I can spend a whole other day here tomorrow alone. I’ve gotten all my studying done, even gotten a chapter ahead in all four classes. My first two assignments have a basic structure that I need to spend more time on, but my brain is fried.

Maybe I should go back to the dorm tomorrow? Or maybe… maybe I could ask Hudson if his offer to go shopping this weekend is still available? That could work. As soon as I can manage to leave the magical powers of the shower, I’ll—

The bathroom suddenly goes completely dark. I jerk to look up at the room, but the darkness is so complete that I can’t even see the door or the light that should be shining through it from my bedroom. The only sound is that of the running water splashing onto the tiles.

Oh, and my own fucking pulse inside my head. Because that’s incredibly fucking loud.

Did the building lose power?

My heart aches with how hard it’s pounding in my chest. I try to take some deep breaths to ease the tightness as I reach for the taps to turn the water off, the magic suddenly gone.

I’ll find my phone, and then there will be light again.

It’s fine, I’m fine.

I have to fight really fucking hard to stop thoughts of dark, malicious eyes and even darker curls. I’m safe here. Tray hasn’t found me. And even if he has, he isn’t smart enough to figure out how to get into this building.

Plus, there is Rambo downstairs and three separate swipe panels. It’s most likely that the building lost power.

Everything is fine.

As I find the taps, relief starts to burn away at the nerves that have taken over my mind.

Cool air swirls around me, and I only have a second to acknowledge that there shouldn’t be any cold air in this shower before a large hand wraps around my throat, squeezing, and drags me back until my back is against a warm, solid body.

A warm, solid, hard, naked male body.

Oh shit.

My throat constricts on the partially inhaled air, and I instinctively raise my hands up to the hand and pull as hard as I can, lungs screaming for a single inhale. Real fear tears through my veins as I come to the conclusion that no matter how much I yank, scratch, or fight, I can’t get him to let go.

I can hear the choking noises coming from my throat as I gasp and try to get in even a tiny mouthful of air. My lungs burn. I need fucking air, right now.

If he won’t let go, then he is going to have to hold all of me.

The man grunts as he is forced to take all my weight after I bend my knees. As soon as he is hunched over me, I throw my head back and nail him in what is hopefully his nose. There is an angry groan, which makes my heart spike. But I don’t give a fuck. I’m not fucking dying in the shower of a fuck apartment.

Heart hammering, I reach for his arm again and manage to get it slightly loosened, but any success I might have found is destroyed when his other hand comes into play. With the practiced ease of someone who has attacked hundreds of people, I’m turned toward the wall and shoved against it, face-first, my cheekbone glancing off the cold tile.

Pain flares, but I don’t stop trying to get away. I kick back with my foot and try to scratch at the arm that has its hand lost in my hair, pulling it so hard, I think it might actually come out.

But then I hear it. The noise that tells me that I’m ultimately going to lose this battle but that also settles something in my heart.

A schnick of a blade popping free.

There is a dark, quiet laugh as I slump against the wall. “Oh, don’t go quiet now, little dove. Fight for your life. Show me how much you want it. I’d love to watch your blood swirling with the water as it runs down your body.”

Hunter.

Adrenaline makes it hard to think, and I might throw up. My entire body trembles from a combination of confusion, terror, being pressed against the cold tiles, and no longer being under the warm spray of the water.

A thin line of fire runs down my spine, from the base of my neck all the way to my tailbone. I suck in a breath when the blade starts to dip between my ass cheeks.

Am I really going to stand here and let him do this to me?

Fuck, no.

Pressing both palms into the tiles, I shove my entire body back. There is a painful zing on the inside of my crack, and for a second, I think I may have impaled myself on the blade, but then it’s gone and the pain doesn’t increase.

My tiny moment of hesitation costs me, though.

After a harsh tap to each of my ankles, my legs are spread apart, and I have to scrabble to get purchase against the slick tiles.

The knife reappears, aimed at the base of my throat. “Good girl, that’s it. Save yourself.”

The words are gravelly and quiet, right next to my ear, lifting all the tiny hairs along the curve of my neck and down my shoulder blade.

My eyes close as the blade shifts with each of my breaths. I’m definitely going to have a mark there with how the skin is sparking with pain.

Will he really hurt me? Like actually hurt, not kinky hurt. One is fun, and the other is so definitely not.

The thought paralyzes me, because I don’t really know the answer to that question, do I? I barely know this man. And he has always been on a leash held by the other three. But now, it’s just the two of us, and he fantasizes about my blood spilling from the cuts he makes in my skin.

“Don’t tell me all your fight is gone.” The mocking tone of his voice irritates the fuck out of me. “I expected you to have a little more in you.”

What the hell does he expect me to do when he has a knife to my throat, my legs so far apart that if I lift one, I’ll fall, and his hand gripping my hair like a goddamn clamp?

“Fuck. You,” I reply through gritted teeth. I try to twist in position, but that just causes a flare of pain in my scalp and for the point of pain to turn into a line along my throat.

“You, Emery Nichols, have a filthy mouth for a girl who only turned eighteen a few weeks ago. I can’t wait for it to be sucking down my cock again. Kneel.”

The grip on my hair drags me down, whether I’m ready or not, my forehead and cheek sliding down the tile, hitting every sharp edge, until I’m forced to awkwardly squat with my ass pressing into his hard dick.

“Turn around.”

Managing to drop to both knees, I force myself to turn, putting distance between me and the wall, hands held up by my face like I’m the bad guy and he the good. I’m protected from the spray of water, his body blocking it from me.

Through my wet lashes, I come face-to-face with his fully hard dick as it bobs right in front of my face, the glint of the piercing a real fucking tease. Slowly, I shift my gaze up, tracing over those fucking amazing abs, over his chest and up to his face. The random drops of water from his upper body onto my face make it hard to keep my eyes open, but I fucking try.

My vision has adjusted somewhat to the dark, and I can see him but no real details, and fuck, I wish I could see his eyes. Maybe they would tell me what is going to happen now. Kink or something else entirely.

But all I have is a dark outline of him, his wet curls hanging around his face as he peers down at me. My vulnerability meter is in the “escape now” zone, but this position is messing with my head.

Last time, even though I didn’t know it until the end, one of the others had been with him. But I highly doubt that is the case tonight. Not with how he has been sneaking into my room each night. We are alone. It’s just me, him, and his blade.

I…I think I might actually like this. The fear, tinged with the beginnings of desire. Is this a thing? Being held hostage, at the mercy of another, while sex occurs, in a slightly less than consensual way?

The knife followed me to my kneeling position, and now his hand flexes beneath my jaw as he guides the pointed tip up to press into the hollow on the underside of my jaw behind my chin, tipping my head back even farther.

Mouth really fucking dry, I swallow, but that only causes the knife to bob up and down.

“Open your mouth. Stick your tongue out.”

With my head tipped back as far as it can possibly go, I slowly open my mouth, forcing the point of the knife to press more firmly into my skin. I pause, lips barely parted, and glare up at him.

I swear that asshole smirks at me before he reduces the pressure, allowing me to get my mouth open the whole way without giving me a new hole to drink with.

“Lace your fingers behind your head.”

My core heats as I think about where this is going.

Blow job at knifepoint? I think I might need a trip to a wellness retreat after this, because holy shit, I am unwell for thinking this is hot.

I do as I’m told, bringing my hands to where his hand is still gripped in my hair, and lace my fingers over his. But with one hand on the knife and the other in my hair, how is his dick going to get into my mouth at this angle? Is it going to be like a reverse dunking for apples? I just suck on his balls?

My question is answered not even a second later when the knife is removed from beneath my chin and held up in front of my face. For something so scary, it’s small. The blade isn’t even two inches long, but the edges look fucking sharp. The handle is completely flat.

It’s the weirdest knife I’ve ever seen. Kind of looks like something a spy would carry, tucked into the hem of a jacket or something.

Then it slowly descends toward my tongue.

A spike of fear causes me to flinch, but his grip on my hair tightens and the flat of the blade slides along my tongue.

“Unghh,” I try to protest, but he is applying enough pressure that I can’t move my tongue, or I run the risk of getting cut.

The knife isn’t quite deep enough that it is triggering my gag reflex, but it’s close. Breathing through my nose is the only thing that saves me. With his thumb on the blade, he uses the rest of his hand to grip my chin and pinches the whole thing together in a viselike grip.

He takes a step closer, until his dick is right by my face and dripping with water. The tension on my hair releases, and he pulls that hand free, knowing I’m trapped with the grip of one hand.

Finally, fucking finally, he grabs his dick, lines it up with the handle of the blade, then slides all the way fucking in until my nose is buried in his skin and my throat constricts as the piercing thrusts past my tonsils.

I’m caught completely off guard, having just exhaled, and now with him blocking off my throat, panic signals from my lungs shoot up to my brain. Some of those signals get confused, and my clit starts to throb.

My eyes feel huge, like they are as wide as they can possibly go. From the gagging, from the shock, from the oh-shit-I-can’t-breathe. Pulse pounding in my ears, I try to fight through the fear, knowing he won’t let me suffocate.

Right?

Me being terrified is what he is after. That’s all.

Right?

Just as I’m starting to really fucking wonder if I’ve breathed my last breath, he pulls back, the head of his dick resting on the blade.

My first inhale is a gasping cough. I can’t tell whether my lungs or throat burns worse. Right as I get the coughing under control, he thrusts again, but this time, it’s shallow and he withdraws quickly.

He picks a pace and starts lazily thrusting into my mouth, not quite hitting the back of my throat. The sensation is so weird, with the knife blocking the feel of the slide. What I can feel is the way the sharpened edges press into the sides of my tongue, as well as the point. And how the piercing rubs along the roof of my mouth.

His thumb is still in my mouth, holding everything in place, but one wrong move, and I’m going to end up with a cut. I’ll be fine as long as I stay still and he doesn’t let go.

Closing my eyes, I concentrate on being able to catch my breath, timing it to his rhythm. I need to trust him. Trust that he doesn’t actually need the others to protect me from him. That he is in control of himself.

Trust him.

I reopen my eyes and stare up at him, letting go of the fear about the knife. My neck and shoulders relax as I tip my head farther back, exposing more of my throat to him.

His next thrust slips a bit farther in, and I force a swallow. The motion of his hips stutters, pausing there for an entire heartbeat before pulling back. He repeats his motion, and when he pauses in the same position, I swallow as best I can.

Xavier grunts and then picks up his speed, sometimes pushing all the way in and triggering my gag reflex, but even that is odd. With the knife holding my tongue flat, my throat goes into overdrive on the spasms, but without the full use of my tongue, not much more happens.

But something that is happening is the heat in my pussy. I am so, so empty. My entrance feels hot and open and ready for a dick. His dick. I need to feel him stretching me, filling me all the way until I ache. If I could talk, I’d beg him to fuck me, but I settle for moaning and choking, which only seems to spur him on faster.

My abs and shoulders have begun to ache, and I can barely feel my knees when a slightly metallic taste fills my mouth. Blood. One of us has been cut. At first, I don’t think it is me, but then the knife shifts a little, and a line of fire lights up along the side of my tongue.

He must see something on my face because he pulls out so quickly, I’m left hunched over and gasping. I don’t even have a second to worry about the knife before there is the clink of metal on wet tile.

Xavier squats down in front of me and grips my thighs before heaving me up against his chest. I grab on to his shoulders and wrap my legs around his body, and as soon as I’m looking at him, he closes the distance and kisses me.

His tongue presses against mine, and I can taste blood again. The little zing of the cut being teased and prodded, reopening again and again, so that he can sample the very essence of my life.

With my pussy spread open like this, I can’t help but try to grind on him. I’m so fucking hot and needy that I’ll take a clit orgasm for now and let him stuff me full later.

But he has other plans.

Two steps later, and my back is pressed up against the tiles, neither of us under the spray of water anymore. He releases one of my thighs and reaches down with one hand while urging me higher with the other.

Then his dick is right there, right where I need it. Lowering myself down, I whimper at the stretch, but it feels so fucking good. I’m not going to last long. I’m way too close to the edge. One graze against my clit, and I’m going to explode. I’m sure of it.

Xavier never releases my mouth, his kiss becoming harsher, rougher, until we are barely kissing, just breathing each other’s air as he pins me to the wall and fucks into me. He reaches between us, and then his thumb is circling over and around my clit as he grinds up into me. Fire engulfs me.

I burn from the inside out for this man.

My scream is silent. Mouth open, neck straining, I tip my head back against the wall and stare unseeing at the ceiling as Xavier thrusts unevenly a few more times before a deep groan vibrates from his chest.

He captures my lower lip in a bite hard enough that it hurts, but the pain mixes with the pleasure and shoots off more streaks of pleasure. As his orgasm fades, he releases my lip and drops his forehead to my shoulder. I run my fingers into the damp curls at the back of his neck while he still holds me up. We stay like that for so long, I think I might have started to fall asleep listening to the water fall.

For so long that I’m fairly certain I don’t actually hear him whisper one tiny word.

“Mine.”


Chapter 39
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“You’re still here,” I murmur the moment I crack open my eyelids in the morning, only to find Xavier awake, fully dressed, and watching me from a crouched position by the edge of the bed.

I feel like this isn’t the first time he has watched me in this exact position.

“You know now,” he replies, being about as clear as mud. Bringing his hand up to cup my jaw, he swipes a thumb over my cheek. “Show me your tongue.”

Obediently, I open my mouth and stick it out for inspection, ignoring his weird response to my question. He traces a line down the right side of my tongue with his finger. I watch his face, wanting to see a hint of my Hunter, but get absolutely nothing. Completely blank.

His gaze comes back up to meet mine. “Your video call yesterday, it was perfect.”

Heat blooms across my cheeks, and I lower my gaze to his chin. “I think it made Derek mad.”

“Good.”

I huff with exasperation and shoot a glare at him. “I don’t want to make him mad. I just want him to want me back.”

Xavier grins, eyes lighting up with mischief. I’m so shocked by the unexpected and fucking gorgeous way his face lights up that I don’t register his words right away. “Trust me, little dove. That is not something you need to worry about. He wants you, it’s why he is so mad. This whole situation is messy for him, but he needs a little more mess in his life. You don’t need to be his version of perfect. You are your own type of perfect. And that’s all we need. Be messy for him.”

My mouth is open, the tiniest amount. I know it is, and yet, I can’t seem to close it. Why did no one warn me this man could reach into my chest and squeeze my damn heart with just his words?

The mischief turns to a smirk, and then he kisses my lips, effectively closing my mouth for me. As he pulls back from the kiss, he stands. “Out of bed. Breakfast is ready, and a package arrived for you.”

A package?

He chuckles quietly as I scramble to fight my way out of the sheets and blanket, and fuck me, I want to hear that noise every day. It’s not rough or broken like he hasn’t used it in a while; it’s deep and smooth. One day, I’m going to press my ear to his chest when he laughs, so I can hear the rumble from the inside.

But for now, that is going to have to wait because I’m on a mission. I don’t have to look hard at all to find the package, since it’s sitting on the kitchen counter. I dash the length of the apartment to get to the plain brown delivery box.

A very familiar knife is sitting on top of the box, and I quickly—but carefully—run it across the taped edges. The knife makes a clinking noise when I put it down on the marble countertop, then I open the cardboard to find another box.

This one has a logo on it that I recognize. A “b” in the shape of a music note.

“Holy shit.”

I reach in and pull out the smaller box containing my brand-new headphones that are covered in light pink crystals.

I repeat. Holy shit.

I’m still holding and staring at the gift in my hand when Xavier stops by my side, placing my phone down by the package. “You need to thank Hudson.”

Nodding, I glance to the side at the food and see only one plate and one steaming mug of something. I put the headphones down and turn to face Xavier, my heart falling into my stomach like a lead balloon. “You’re leaving? Already?”

He nods and reaches for his little spy knife, sliding it into a leather holder thingy before dropping it into his pocket. “Just for now.”

I raise up onto my tippy toes and wrap trembling arms around his neck, a sudden lump in my throat. “Please don’t go. I don’t want to be alone. We can play, like last night, but all day long. Show me more of your knives. Mark me again.”

He squeezes me back, fingers biting into my rib cage, then slowly pulls free until he is only holding my hand. With the other, he adjusts my bracelet so that I can see the DHDX on the golden disc. “You’re never alone. And you have my mark. Every time you eat or drink for the next few days, you’ll think of me.”

I cover my hand with his, and even though I know I sound really fucking pathetic, I can’t stop the words from falling out of my mouth. “Please stay. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

He shakes his head and starts walking backward toward the small hallway that leads to the door. “I have things to do, and you have Hudson to thank. You’re mine, little dove. This is just for now.”

My eyes burn as I watch him disappear around the corner and then hear the door open and close, leaving me alone. Again.

Before the hurt can well up and overflow all over, I take a deep breath and turn back to my breakfast. I’m not giving in to that feeling anymore. Nope. I can handle this. Plus, he said it’s just for now. I’m sure he’ll turn up in my bed back at the dorms tonight.

And besides, my plan is working. Darcy and now Xavier. Only Hudson and Derek to go.

I pull the barstool out and sit down, finally focusing on the food. Avocado on an oval-shaped piece of toast, cherry tomatoes, and some sort of crumbly white cheese sprinkled over the top? I pick up a bit that isn’t covered in the drizzled dark sauce and pop it into my mouth. Yep, cheese, with a zingy aftertaste.

And are those seeds? I pick up a little flat green seed and delicately bite into it. It tastes…seedy. But, like, in a good way. Kind of like nothing as well.

Hmmm…

Picking up the mug, I take a tentative sip. It’s the same as the last tea he made me, but this one is sweetened, which makes me grin. He must have hated that.

Picking up the toast, I take a bite and am surprised when the crust is hard to bite through. But once I get the flavors in my mouth, the chewy crust is my last thought.

Fuck, this is amazing.

I pause and hold the toast out in front of me so I can take another look at it. How is something so normal looking so damn good?

Taking another bite, I pick up my phone and open it to a social media app, randomly scrolling, but nothing is catching my attention. I lock my phone with a huff and place it face down on the counter.

What the hell am I supposed to do with my day?

Swiveling on the stool, I turn and survey the apartment, my feet dangling as I take another bite of my breakfast. It doesn’t feel right to go exploring through their cabinets. The urge is there, but honestly, I want them to introduce me to everything they have hidden from view.

Preferably a hands-on introduction.

I could get further ahead in my classes, I guess. But that sounds like a waste of a day. Maybe I could ask Oakley if she wants to hang out?

Yes, that.

I reach behind me and grab my phone, but as I hold the phone up to my face to unlock it, I remember that Oakley mentioned a lunch date with a daddy today.

Fuck.

But also, how the hell do I have no other friends? Shouldn’t I have made more friends by now? That’s a thing, right? Go to college, make all these new besties, then keep them for life? Actually, I probably shouldn’t be using TV shows as my basis for what constitutes a college experience.

Maybe I could ask Will? We’ve messaged several times to organize a study group, the first of which is meeting next week, something about away games this week. He has a few friends who want to join us as well. The more the merrier, if you ask me.

So that leaves today’s itinerary with… zilch.

I may or may not tear off my next bite a little too aggressively, causing some of the cheese to fall onto the floor. Whoops. Eh, I’ll pick it up when I’m done.

Turning back to the counter, I drum my fingers on it, my gaze landing on the headphones. Xavier said that I need to thank Hudson. Did he mean that I should do that today? I’m reaching for my phone before the idea finishes forming.

Opening a private thread with Hudson, I quickly type out my message before I lose the courage.


Me: Thank you for my headphones. I love them.

Me: It turns out that I’m free today. Still want to take me shopping for my last few rewards?


Chapter 40
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With my face tipped back, my eyes closed, and a sage green floral print sundress swishing around my thighs from the light breeze, I soak in the last of the summer sun while I wait for Hudson outside of the apartment building. The skin of my cheeks, shoulders, and arms is deliciously warm, which makes me wish I could live somewhere this sunny all year round.

Fall is only a couple of weeks away and then winter. I frown at that thought. I fucking hate winter. There is literally no other sensation that I hate more than being cold. And I’m always cold if there is no heat source outside of my own body heat.

Fuck, there are times when I’m lying in bed, two or three layers of clothes on and whatever blankets I have available, and I still can’t get fucking warm.

Maybe this year, I can spend a little of the money in my account to fix that? I could get a fancy duvet, with double bamboo duck feathers or whatever. Oh, ohhh, I could get an electric blanket. Holy shit, yes.

Actually, why wait? I should be able to order that shit online, right?

I straighten and start to search the internet on my phone when the quietest fucking car I have ever heard pulls up in front of me. The only reason I even notice it is because the gravel crunches beneath the tires.

Hudson’s black sports-car-looking Tesla has stopped in front of me, and I grin at the memory of picking out his car. They’d all been so sure I’d get it wrong.

Which reminds me—Darcy still owes me a favor. I need to remember that for when I see him next.

The apartment building has one of those little private half-circle driveway things, which I discovered this morning. It’s on the other side of the building to the street walk-up and is where the exit on the far side of the security desk leads to.

A second later, I hear a barely there pop as the driver’s door opens and an Abercrombie model gets out of the car. Hudson and his fucking perfect blond hair. I want to stick my hands in it and mess him up.

He walks around the front of his car, adjusting his white and peach polo before stopping before the curb and pushing his sunglasses into his hair. To his credit, he doesn’t check me out for long—personally, I would have done that with the shades still down—but there is a little twitch at the corners of his mouth when he spots my sneakers.

In my defense, I didn’t think I’d be going out and about. The dress was only going to be worn in the apartment for their viewing pleasure. Without panties. But here I am, with panties and sneakers. Oh well.

Hudson’s gaze returns to my face. “Ready?”

Okay, so no hello, then.

“Yep, where do you want my bags?” I clench the strap of my backpack as nervousness makes my stomach quiver.

He raises an eyebrow and then, as if seeing them for the first time, notices my backpack and duffel on the floor. “I take it I’m not dropping you back off here when we’re done?”

I tip my head to the side and all but roll my eyes at him, laying the sass on as thick as I can, which is hard because the voice in my head is screaming not to push him away. “If today’s shopping trip is anything like the last one, I’m going to go home with an excessive number of bags. How do you think I’m going to get them, plus these bags, from here back to my place?”

Intentionally, I do not use the words dorm or anything that will remind him that I’m a student. It’s just him and me. Hudson and Emery. Viper and Kitten.

Nothing else matters right now.

I can literally see the wheels turning in his head as he starts to turn the problem over in his mind. Not wanting him to get too far down a path that involves him putting me in a rideshare or something after we are done for the day—because I have plans—I pout, lower lip out, chin tipped down a little, and the best fucking sad puppy eyes I can manage. “Please?”

The silent Daddy hangs between us.

My heart is hammering a mile a minute, but I force myself to keep my act going. I have a feeling Hudson actually likes it when I push back, just a little.

Hudson points a finger at me, eyes narrowed and lips tight. “Don’t.”

I straighten up and smile, all innocent and wide-eyed. “Don’t what?”

He strides forward and takes the backpack from my shoulders, his fingers brushing mine. “You know exactly what.”

I fold my arms over my chest, to hide the shiver that small amount of skin contact gave me, and shrug one shoulder. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

He makes a sound of annoyance as he turns to the car, opens the door—which also, how? There wasn’t an actual handle—and holds it open for me. “Get in the car, Emery.”

And we are back to Emery.

I guess I found his limit for how much bratting is okay.

Fine. I can be good. For a little while, anyway.

Quietly, I slip into the car, careful to tuck my dress under me. The seat is a lot lower than I’m anticipating, but I make it work, and once I’m in, I look up to give him a smile, but he’s already shutting the door.

He turns his back on me, hands on his hips as he stares at my duffel on the ground. With every second that passes by, my stomach clenches more. Did I push too far? Is he going to cancel our shopping trip?

Or maybe not far enough?

Opening my phone, I tap on the camera app, make sure it’s facing me, and then I spread my legs, lift my skirt, and take a photo of my baby-blue lace panties. I quickly check the picture and confirm that I can see how the Brazilian-style panties disappear just past my pussy. Perfect.

As fast as possible, I swap over to my messages and go to our thread, where the last message I received from him was a yes and to be waiting at the entrance at ten.

I attach the picture, type out a quick message, and hit send, then turn and watch out the window.


Me: Blue, just for you.

Hudson’s back relaxes as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. He stares at it for several very long, drawn-out seconds before he tips his head back and stares at the sky, phone still gripped in his hand by his side.

Is he praying for someone to give him strength?

I snicker at the thought.

Today is going to be so much fucking fun.


Chapter 41
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“So, where are you taking me?” I ask, after keeping myself from talking for the first ten minutes of the drive. “The same shopping center as last time?”

He flicks his blinker on as we pull up to a set of lights. “No.”

“Can I have a hint?”

“No.”

One-word answers. Awesome. That’s okay, I can play this game in my sleep.

“Am I allowed to try and guess?”

“No.”

“Will I get in trouble if I try and guess?”

He pauses and takes a deep breath, releasing it in a calm, controlled manner. “No.”

“An art store?”

Nothing.

“A clothing store?”

Silence.

“A shoe store?

“Music?

“Jewelry?

“Makeup?

“Perfume?

“Sex toy?”

He makes a choked noise, but that’s it.

I turn to face him. “You really aren’t going to tell me?”

“No.”

“Ugh.” I flop back in my seat and face the front.

Okay, new plan of attack.

“Did you know that Xavier has been sneaking into my bed? I think he has done it every night since that first weekend, but I can’t be sure.”

Hudson’s hands tighten on the steering wheel, but he says nothing. 

“At first, I had no idea. But then little things started showing up in my dorm that I know weren’t there before. New textbooks. Groceries. And, recently, a pink insulated mug for my hot chocolate in the morning. A prepaid Grinder card.”

Tight lines have formed at the corner of Hudson’s eye.

“I started waking up and noticing the blankets on the side of the bed that I don’t sleep on were ruffled. Which is weird, right?” I glance at Hudson again, but he gives me nothing. “Well, anyway, I thought it was weird. At first, I assumed it was my roommate, but I realized I could smell men’s cologne.

“It took me a few more nights, but eventually, I woke up just as someone was leaving my room. I only got a quick look, but I knew it was Xavier.”

I pull a section of my hair forward and start to braid the end of it, like all I’m talking about is the list of things I’m going to let him pay for. “It wasn’t until Friday night at the apartment that I woke up as he was arriving. He’s the reason I got to use the Sybian yesterday. I tried to figure out how to put it together, but I got nervous I was going to break it. He must have built it while I was sleeping. Did you enjoy the call?”

Again, absolutely nothing. The man is stone cold.

If not for the death grip on the steering wheel and the tightness around his jaw and temple, I would think he’s completely unaffected.

“Oh, and in case you were worried about all the marks and things from that first weekend, Xavier helped me out with those too. Had me sending him pictures morning and night to track the healing process. And there was one time, I was a little late, and he turned up to physically inspect them himself. He ate out my ass until I came, so I’m thinking I might be inclined to put anal on the table, eventually. Maybe. We’d need to—”

“He fucking what?” The vehicle comes to a very harsh stop at a set of lights that just turned yellow. That, and the way he practically yells the words as he turns to face me, has a tiny scream escaping my lips.

With a huff, I face him. “He ate out my ass, which was a much more pleasant experience than that stop was. Sheesh.”

The way Hudson’s face turns red is so fucking amusing.

“Oh, and last night, he attacked me in the shower with a knife, then made me give him a blow job while he used the blade to keep my tongue down and out of the way. Was so fucking hot. I basically came the moment his dick slid into my pussy.”

A horn blasts behind us, and I glance out the windshield. Green light. But Hudson just stares at me, well, maybe through me. I’m not exactly sure what he’s staring at, to be honest, but his light blue eyes have gone distant while they look in my direction.

Another horn blast, longer this time. Hudson jolts and turns forward again, accelerating the car.

I give it a minute, to make sure we aren’t going to crash, before I start up again.

“Did Darcy show you the pictu—”

“Not another word, Emery.” The growled order would have been scary, if it wasn’t for the way my name cracked, just the tiniest bit.

“But—”

“Not another fucking word.”

I grin, a massive fucking grin, and wait patiently for the rest of the drive to be over. We’ve been traveling closer to the center of the city, so we must be getting close to wherever he is taking me.

Not long after that, Hudson pulls into a parking garage. We go through the gate and up a few levels until he finds a spot. We sit in perfect silence, which continues as we get out, take an elevator ride back down to the ground floor, then head out onto the street, turning to walk along the main side of the block.

My hand twitches at my side as I force myself not to reach for his hand. And I am so incredibly glad that I don’t reach for his because after he pulls his sunglasses over his eyes, he stuffs both into the pockets of his chinos.

Hudson stops when we get to the corner and looks up at the building.

I swallow, because I caught a glimpse of the building’s sign, but I can’t bring myself to look at it. It’s not even the fucking discount outlet version, where all last season’s stock goes to be sold for more appropriate prices. “No.”

His eyebrow raises above the rim of his glasses. “No?”

Shaking my head, I gesture over my thumb. “I’m not going in there. It is way too much. Just take me to Target or something. I really don’t need anything this extravagant, seriously.”

I didn’t even like the thought of walking past the fancy glass display cabinets and the racks of clothes that have exactly one of each size, with price tags that should get you an entire wardrobe of clothes. And why the hell are there six levels? What is even on those?

Hudson takes his glasses off and looks at me with concern. “Emery, if you truly don’t want to go in there, we won’t. This last shopping trip is to clear out the last of your rewards from our weekend before… well, just to clear them out. If you are concerned about the money, don’t be. I have a budget in mind, and I’ll let you know if you are getting close to it.”

I bit my lip. Hudson obviously takes the action as a crack in my hesitation on my part, so he reaches up to place his hands on my bare shoulders, the little spaghetti straps of the dress doing nothing as a barrier.

“Kitten, let me do this for you. I want to spoil you. Please?”

My throat locks up with the use of his nickname for me, and I know it’s his way of playing dirty to get what he wants, but I don’t fucking care.

I turn, taking the opportunity to step a little closer to him as I do, and stare at the building.

Hudson’s hands smooth over my shoulders as he waits for me to decide. I have to admit, I do hesitate maybe a touch too long because I know that once I give in, he’ll stop touching me.

But eventually, I can’t hold out anymore. “Okay.”


Chapter 42
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The silence coming from the passenger seat is a literal demonstration of Emery’s current state of mind—shock. And maybe a little surrealness.

It’s my turn to take pleasure in her state of distress. We’re still in the parking garage; I haven’t even taken the car out of park yet. There are a few shopping bags in the back seat, and easily twice as many still in the store, marked to be delivered to her dorm tomorrow afternoon after her class with me is over.

She didn’t even get close to my budget limit. I told her so at the register as the final amount appeared on the screen. That was when the true protests started.

There were a few minor ones after I’d put a ban on checking tags for prices before she made decisions. As adorable as it was to watch her making careful selections, trying to balance price with need, it wasn’t the purpose of this shopping trip.

Nope. If this is the last time I get to spoil my girl, I want to make sure she has everything she could possibly need for at least the next twelve months. Anything she touched, if she displayed even the slightest amount of interest, it went into the yes pile.

The salespeople received a very sizeable commission today.

It is well into the afternoon, and I know I need to get her back to her dorm soon so that she can do whatever it is she does to prepare for her week, but I can’t help but want to drag all of this out a little more.

I can see why Darcy is planning to make her an offer to be his muse outside of our arrangement with her. Her profile is stunning, and the way the last of the afternoon rays of sun touch her cheeks and highlight her freckles is an image I wish I could burn into my memory.

She is absolutely perfect.

Unable to help myself, I reach across the center console and move the hair away from the side of her face so that I can see her. As my fingers touch her cheek, she turns to face me, hazel eyes large and beseeching.

“Hudson, I can’t accept all of that. It was way too much. Like, seriously. I think, when everything arrives tomorrow, I might go through it all and send some back. It’s too much. I seriously don’t need all of it. I’m used to not having everything. I can make do.” Even though she is telling me what she plans to do, there is a pleading edge to her voice, like she needs me to hear what she is saying.

And I do, but it isn’t the message she wants me to hear. My ribs ache with the enormity of my sympathy, but I’m not letting her send any of it back. And from the way she has played us at every turn this last week, I know that I’m going to have to go low to ensure that she keeps it all.

“I understand that it’s a lot, but if you try to send it back, all you are going to do is cost me more money. I’ve already left a message with them that if you return any of it, they are to recharge me and resend it to you.” Lies, all of it, but I’m all for playing dirty to win. “So, if you don’t want me spending another cent on you, you’re just going to have to keep it all.”

She hiccups on a laugh, eyes glassy and broken, so very clearly not used to this type of treatment. Emery looks away, and I see the obvious struggle she is having over accepting everything we bought today. “It’s too much.”

“It’s not enough.”

She snaps back around to face me so quickly, a tear does fall. “I do not need one-thousand count sheets or these over-the-top sunglasses.”

Emery opens the case on her lap, pulling out a pair of Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses, the massive dark lenses aimed in my direction. Then she gestures to the back seat. “Or the Coach handbag or the three pairs of high heels. Where the hell am I going to wear any of this stuff? I can’t. I don’t need this much.”

I shrug, turn back forward, and start the car. “Wherever you like. And I think the definition of need is defined by each person’s circumstances. Just because your past has never required them does not mean that your future doesn’t.”

“Hudson, I’m serious.”

My lips quirk, because, yes, my little kitten is definitely serious, if the furrowing of her brow and thin press of her lips is anything to go by. “So am I.”

We literally worked our way through every single level of Saks Fifth Avenue, only skipping the sections that weren’t relevant to our little spree today. She was pretty on the money with her list of store options earlier when she’d been trying to get our destination out of me.

My college experience wasn’t much different from Emmy’s. Dorm-room living, on a partial housing scholarship. While my family was living comfortably back then, we weren’t well-off. They’d helped me get set up in the dorms, purchasing all those initial things that you need when you first move out, but after that, I either had to manage or get a part-time job.

Now I’m the one helping them out, so they can enjoy an early retirement, and ensuring my siblings don’t ever need for anything. I love spoiling my niblings—nieces and nephews—and knowing that their futures won’t be limited by financial constraints.

And from the little I know about Emery’s background and the state of her belongings that first weekend, today’s spoiling of her was a requirement.

While we also did more clothing shopping, I made sure we concentrated on other things that she might not necessarily ask for. Essentials. Things she needs to make her life comfortable, rather than just…how did she say it? Rather than just being used to not having everything.

Bedding. Towels. Skin care. Decorations for her dorm room. Shoes, for all seasons. Outerwear. I’d noticed she was drinking out of a water bottle she’d clearly been reusing for days, if not longer, so that had gone on the list too.

Nothing was off the table today.

With Emery staring back out the window, I put the car into reverse and pull out of the parking space and exit the garage, pausing to allow the cameras to scan my license plate. I have definitely exceeded the free parking allotment of time, so I expect to see a charge on my account with the parking company at the end of the day.

We drive in silence for a while, and I decide to take the longer way back to campus and head toward the highway. If these are the last few minutes of alone time that I can get with Emery, I’m going to stretch them out as much as possible.

We make it all the way out of the city and onto the highway before I feel the vibe in the car shift. I look in her direction, and a sliver of unease slinks around in my stomach at the way she is looking at me while playing with the strap of her dress.

I turn back to watch the road and have to clear my throat before I can talk. “Everything okay?”

“It will be,” she assures me in a voice that screams she is up to something and I’m probably not going to like it.

She wiggles around on her seat, stretching her seat belt all the way out until she has her knees bent and feet tucked under her butt, in a kneeling position.

My stomach swoops in anticipation because I have a very good idea of what she is planning, and as much as I have to say no, I really fucking want whatever is going on in her devious little mind.

“Emery,” I warn, my stomach clenching as heat starts to gather in my gut and frantic nerves burn through my chest. “No. Sit back down in your seat, right now.”

“But I need to thank you. You were so generous today, all this is definitely worth more than the last of the rewards I was owed from the weekend. Let me earn them. Please?”

I can hear the goddamn pout. But I have to hold strong. I have to say no to this. I’m her fucking teacher. I literally have her future in my hands. I absolutely cannot allow her to do this. Fuck, she could be expelled. I could be fired.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why did I think taking her shopping one-on-one was a good idea? Because I’m a selfish fucking bastard who wanted to spend one day with her on my own, without the others to divert her attention.

This was such a bad fucking idea.

But do I open my mouth and say any of that to her? Of course, I fucking don’t. It’s like the damn thing is sealed shut.

My silence is apparently a green light. Delicate fingers reach over and fiddle with my belt as I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles ache. “Emery, I’m driving.”

She has my belt undone and is working on the button of my pants, the waist suddenly going loose.

“Wait. We… you don’t need to thank me. I wanted to buy you all those things. You keeping them is thanks enough,” I grit out, trying to say all the right words, but it’s fucking hard when she smooths a hand over my lower stomach, her warmth making my muscles jump beneath her palm.

Her fingers dip into my briefs, finding the base of my cock, which has already started to thicken uncomfortably in my pants. Her other hand goes between my legs, and she uses it to support herself as she leans over the center of the car, slowly using her other hand to free my cock so that I’m completely exposed.

Warm air ghosts over my cock, and my balls constrict with the knowledge that her mouth is inches away.

We absolutely should not be doing this. Nope. It has to stop. “Kitten, fuck. I’m driving. You have to stop.”

Immediately, she pauses, and I don’t know whether to groan or beg her to keep going. I glance down between my arms at the gorgeous girl with long brown hair, expressive hazel eyes, and perfect lips.

“If you really want me to stop, I will. But I want to do this. I need to do this. All you have to do is nod and then drive. I want you in my mouth until we park or until you come, whichever happens first. Use me while you drive. No one has to know. Think of all the people in the cars that you pass. They won’t have any idea that your dick is in my mouth while you drive.”

I force my eyes back up to the road, but with her hand still wrapped around the base of my cock and all that mental imagery she’s forced into my head, I’m struggling to think. The sensation of her mouth wrapped around me is right there. All I have to do is nod and drive.

But I can’t…can I? Even if no one ever found out, I still—

“Please, Daddy.”

Those two fucking words coming from my broken kitten. This girl—she ruins me.

Why the fuck am I denying this so damn hard? I have been resisting her. For two goddamn weeks. I’ve kept my distance, absolutely minimal interaction. I’ve proven I show zero favoritism.

Why can’t I take this one moment for us? Emery said it—no one has to know. It’s only us in this car. Our little secret. No one ever has to find out.

Fuck it.

I dip my head an imperceptibly small amount, but she sees it. Before I can take a breath to steel myself for the onslaught of sensations that is her mouth, the head of my cock slips past her lips and her tongue circles the crown.

“Fuck,” I grunt, my entire body locking up and my foot easing off the accelerator.

But Emery is having none of that. “You need to drive, Daddy. Just relax. I promise to be good and not distract you.”

“Kitten, you are a distraction just being in the same room,” I mutter as I put on my blinker and move into the slower lane and set the cruise control so that all I have to concentrate on is not crashing. “Having your mouth on my cock is possibly the most distracting thing you could be doing to me right now.”

She gives me a lazy pump, and my thighs tense. I force myself to relax, breathing deeply and putting my head back against the headrest.

Maintaining that relaxed vibe as Emery starts sucking on my dick in a very lazy, almost sloppy, way is a goddamn mission. There is barely any blood left in my brain, and I’m vaguely aware that I really do need to be concentrating on my whereabouts, but all I can manage to monitor is whether the brake lights have come on for the truck several hundred feet in front of me.

I make the massive mistake of looking down, but my view is obscured by her loose hair, so I gather it with one hand, working it away from her face and back. Seeing the way her cheeks hollow out as she sucks makes my cock jerk, and she moans around it.

As promised, she doesn’t do a great deal to get me there, not that she really needs to try. I’m right on the fucking edge, and if she gives even five percent more than this, I’ll definitely come down her throat.

But she wants this to last. My kitten wants my cock in her mouth all the way back to the dorms. And I love giving my kitten anything she wants.

So, I breathe through my nose and let the building need wash over me. My balls grow heavy, and fuck me, I can hardly take the noises she makes, especially when she swallows me all the way down and stays there for what feels like forever.

I murmur words of encouragement and praise, letting her know how good she is making me feel. I don’t allow any thoughts of what this means, and what is going to happen when the car ride is over, to intrude on this moment.

I’ve hated being apart from her, so I’m going to be absolutely fucking selfish in this moment and take everything I’ve been craving and that she has clearly been missing—for us.

At some point, my fingers have woven into her hair, and I gently cup the back of her head, my need starting to take over this blow job. My hips pump in small and shallow thrusts, and the base of my spine starts to tingle with my impending orgasm.

Thankfully, the turnoff is approaching. NU is only a few minutes from the highway, and as much as I want to take this all the way to the parking lot near her building, I can’t. I absolutely will not jeopardize her like that.

I need another location.

It doesn’t take me long to figure out a place—the parking lot near the NU hockey stadium. It isn’t a massive lot, but it will be deserted. The first pre-season game was last week, and this week’s game was away on Friday. Not wanting to take any chances, I go to the very far corner, where there are a few trees and the almost-fully set sun will provide me with the privacy we need.

As soon as I have the car in park, I pull on my seat belt to loosen it, then tighten my grip on the back of her head. Emery stills, her face hovering above my thighs with my cock still halfway buried in her mouth.

I take over and begin thrusting up into her mouth. It doesn’t take long for the simmer that has warmed me to turn into something sharper, hungrier. Emery gags around my cock as I hit the back of her throat, over and over.

Like a good girl, she takes it, all of it.

“Look what you did to me, kitten. Turned me into a fucking mess with all that bratting. Your throat is going to be so fucking sorry tomorrow, teasing me like that for the whole car ride.” I apply pressure and force her face into my skin and continue thrusting so that I’m fully buried.

Her hands reach up to grip my thighs, her fingers digging in as she fights the urge to breathe when she can’t. I release long enough that she can gasp around my still-thrusting cock.

She coughs and chokes until I force her back down. “Fuck, that mouth, throat. Do you like having me all the way in? I love being all the way in. If I could have you like this for me all the time, I would. What would it take, kitten? To have your lips and throat wrapped around my cock for an entire day? Get me hard, make me come, and then do it all over again. How many orgasms do you think you could get out of me? This naughty fucking mouth.”

Words tumble out of my mouth, my need ramping up with every thrust, my orgasm right there. On one particularly deep thrust, Emery somehow manages to swallow or gag or whatever causes the tightening of her throat, and it’s my undoing.

“Fuck,” I grunt as white-hot lightning burns through me. My fingers clench into her hair, pulling, and I pump up one last time as my orgasm smashes into me, leaving me gasping and moaning.

Emery slowly releases my cock before pillowing her arms over my lower thighs, draping herself there as she looks up at me.

Tearstains streak her cheeks, red rims her eyes with their blown-out pupils, and her lips are puffy as fuck. But I barely notice any of that. Instead, I feast on the satisfied smile that blossoms across her face, and I know I’m done for.

Completely and utterly fucked is probably a more apt description.

Because no matter how the conversation goes with Thayne in five days, my future is lying in my lap right now, cum drunk and fucking gorgeous.


Chapter 43
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Emery


Something is missing from this outfit.

I mean, the entire thing is super cute and makes me feel something between a sixties housewife and one of the chicks from Grease. But it’s not… it’s not the right vibe. Especially after the schoolgirl outfit last week.

That outfit made Derek so, so mad, steam practically came out of his ears.

I need to level up this week.

Staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror—the Hudson-approved one for my bedroom will be arriving this afternoon—I try to work out what I can change that’ll give me the reaction I want from Derek.

The pink knee-length A-line skirt, with thick vertical pleats from my waist, couldn’t be more perfect if it tried. My favorite thing about the skirt is the deep pockets. I have no idea why they make women’s clothing with no pockets, or even worse, fake pockets.

I’ve paired the skirt with a white button-up, but instead of doing all the buttons and tucking it into the skirt, like the saleswoman showed me, I’ve tied it into a knot just below my tits. A thin strip of skin shows between the waistband of the skirt and the bottom of the shirt—my hope is that when I have my back to Derek, he’ll see that my marks are all well and truly gone and be hit with the urge to give me new ones.

I’m also wearing my gifted necklace and bracelet, and my brand-new smartwatch. That was one of the purchases yesterday that came home with me in the car.

Just thinking about the car ride back to campus has satisfaction flowing through me. Especially when the cut on my tongue gave me a little extra zing down my spine from the way Hudson’s dick rubbed along it. We’d stayed in that parking lot for what felt like hours, cuddling and kissing like we were trying to absorb each other. By the time things calmed down, it was so dark that I could barely see Hudson’s face an inch from mine.

The one good thing about the darkness was the cover it provided to get back into my building. Getting all the bags to my dorm on my own was another mission altogether, but there was absolutely no way that I was going to let Hudson get caught inside student housing.

I may want them above everything else, but I’m not entirely reckless. I don’t want them to lose their jobs.

It took two trips and one final kiss, but I got all my things into my room. Hudson didn’t say much to me in those last few minutes before my goodbye. He just stared, as if trying to memorize my face. I’m pretty sure he would have kept me there with him forever if I hadn’t yawned.

With my last few bags in hand, I walked to the building’s door and glanced back to see him standing in the opening made by the driver’s door, one hand on the roof as he continued to watch.

I blew him a kiss, then waved before scanning my security pass and dashing into the building. I felt like a thief sneaking into my dorm so quietly, but I managed to get all my bags into my room, with bonus points for not waking Oakley.

Though I still haven’t seen her this morning, I know she’s here because of the murmuring from the other side of her closed bedroom door.

Waking up to an empty bed this morning left me feeling a little off-kilter. I’d assumed that, after figuring out Xavier’s little secret, he would be with me every night and morning. Instead, I struggled out of bed and went out into the main living space, only to find a breakfast wrap, hot chocolate, and a red rose waiting for me.

It didn’t even occur to me to be careful when I picked up the rose. As soon as I reached for it, a thorn dug in and a bead of blood appeared on the tip of my finger. The realization that he’d bought a rose with thorns for this exact purpose hit me.

Not wanting to disappoint him, I returned to my room and grabbed my phone. It was a juggle to get the camera app open with my non-dominant hand, but once I did, I snapped a picture and sent it to him.

Remembering this, I scoop up my phone to see if there is a reply from him, but there isn’t. But I do have messages from my other daddies.

Darcy: Good morning, princess. I spoke with my agent, and she’ll be sending over a contract for you to have a look at as the model for my next collection. I’ll put together a list of lawyers that you can choose from to check the details for you.

Darcy: Drive Derek crazy today x

I giggle—fucking, giggle—at his last message and give it a thumbs-up. But also, a lawyer? Is that necessary? Won’t I just be lying in whatever position he puts me and zoning out for several hours while he draws or paints?

I guess I’ll have to wait and see what the contract says.

As I head back out to sit at the table and eat my breakfast, I open Hudson’s first message to find a picture of the delivery information from Saks Fifth Avenue, followed by instructions.

Hudson: Meet me in my office after our class?

I reply that I will, bubbles of excitement popping in my tummy. My plan is working. Like, actually working. If I’m being completely honest with myself, I didn’t think it would work, let alone this fast.

Xavier. Darcy. Hudson.

Now I just need to figure out how to get Derek to want me again. As much as having three out of the four makes me fucking happy, like, really fucking happy, not having all four is not an option.

Seeing the three of them without him there would be a massive reminder that Daddy is missing. I won’t accept anything less than all four. And I also will not be the reason that there is any strain on their friendship. They come as a set or not at all.

Snickering at my own pun, I take a bite out of the breakfast wrap and moan out loud. Scrambled eggs, bacon, and a smoky sauce. This is fucking delicious. I check the logo on the packaging—not Grinder. The Happy Friends Café.

Huh, I’ll have to look it up later.

Chewing, I redirect my brain to the plan.

Winning Xavier back didn’t really take any effort on my part. I have a feeling he’ll never let me go. The bastard is probably going to follow me into the grave.

Darcy was all pure luck. If Oaks hadn’t thought she’d seen Xavier and tried to follow him, we never would have found out about the life art model job. And him losing himself to his art, while I’d lain there, posed to his liking so that he could draw every line of my body? Damn, I couldn’t have come up with a better plan. Once he gave in to his need for me, there was no dialing it back.

And with Hudson, I simply turned the tables on him and used his kink for semi-public, free-use sex against him. Not that he was that simple of a man, but the back and forth of caring and ice prince told me that he was conflicted enough that I only had to push the right buttons to get him cave.

He doesn’t ever have to know that I turned those buttons into my own personal game of whack-a-mole.

Everything is falling into place. I just need to figure out what will break Derek’s resolve. Could I use the same technique that I used on Hudson, on Derek? Would uno-reversing his kink on him be enough to get him there?

The only time I get with him each week is in class. Which instantly rules out impact play—it’s not like I can ask him to spank me in front of our entire class.

He is an absolute control freak when it comes to the bedroom. So, maybe I need to make him feel out of control. But the question is, how?

I take a sip of the hot chocolate and another bite of the wrap, not really tasting either, as ideas turn over in my head.

Talking to him in class has only gotten me so far. I’ve tried being the super polite student and then the annoyingly interruptive brat, but besides the clenching of his jaw, he barely gives me a reaction.

I need to find a way to tease him. To push him right to the edge without having to get close to him or talk to him, all while sitting among a roomful of other students.

Then it hits me. Derek isn’t just into control and impact play. A memory from that first night, of him sitting in the chair in the corner of the bedroom while his three friends fucked and overstretched my pussy, shoots through me and lights a small spark of heat in my core.

He loves to watch.

His gaze was dark and hungry, like he was holding back while his friends took their turn. Waiting to eat me like I was his last meal.

Well, maybe I need to show him what he’s missing out on. What he could have every day of the week if he would freaking talk to me.

But the question is, how? How am I going to give him a show in a classroom full of people? I can’t exactly carry the Sybian into class, even if I had the time to go and get it this morning.

And I don’t have any sex toys…

Actually…wait. Yes, I do.

Jumping up, I go to my bedside table, open the top drawer, then shove all the panties to the side until I locate the little piece of U-shaped purple silicone.

Holding Hudson’s phone-controlled toy that they basically tortured me with at Lizzote’s and on the car ride home, I know exactly what I’m going to do.

I hike up my skirt and pull my panties down to my thighs before rubbing the wider side of the toy against my pussy. After a few glides over my entrance, it slips inside of me, and I wince a little, the whole thing feeling a bit uncomfortable, which I attribute to my current lack of horniness.

But I will be horny soon, with how the little ribbed piece that is pressed against my clit is already bringing the heat as I move it around, trying to get it in a better position. As I take a seat on the edge of my bed, the internal arm rubs a spot inside of me that makes me want to press my thighs together, and I have to suppress a shiver.

Pushing my panties all the way down to my ankles, I drop a pillow onto the floor between my feet and prop my phone on it so that it’s aimed up at the purple silicone. I set the timer, scoot forward so that I’m fully on display, then start the timer, quickly leaning back until my face is out of the shot, with my pelvis curled like I’m grinding into the toy.

When I’m sure the photo has been taken, I pick up the phone and check the image.

Perfect.

I open the group text thread and type out a quick message.

Me: I found an accessory to wear to class today.

Then I send the picture.

Now my outfit is perfect.


Chapter 44
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Emery


I’m blaming the equal parts excited and terrified butterflies in my stomach for why I arrive to class way too early. Like so early, the lights aren’t even on, and there is no one else in the room.

Forcing a deep breath that releases with a shuddering pace, I push into the room, hoping that magically turns on the lights. Which it does, thank fuck.

Okay, this is fine. Everything is fine. So what if I’m walking around campus with a piece of purple silicone wedged into my vagina that could start vibrating at any minute? No one knows. I’m fine. This is fine.

Although, maybe that’s why I’m so fucking nervous? I have zero control over whether this thing is going to turn on. Will Hudson come through for me? And if he doesn’t turn up, does that mean he considers yesterday a mistake? Not knowing the answer makes my stomach ache.

I make my way over to my regular seat, several rows up and dead center, and set up my laptop, like the good little student that I am. Hopefully, we’ll get our pop quiz results back today. I’ve checked the student portal several times, but nothing has been posted yet.

It doesn’t take long before other students start arriving. The silence of the room is broken by their conversations, and it helps to settle my nerves.

Will enters the room with his friends only a few minutes before class starts and looks for me right away. I probably shouldn’t have been staring at the door quite so obsessively, because the moment we make eye contact, his expression lights up.

As his friends go to the row behind me, he pauses by my seat, crouching down so that I don’t have to look up at him. “How was your weekend?”

I think back to the Sybian, Xavier’s hostage roleplay, and blowing Hudson in his car while he drove. Then I shrug nonchalantly. “Pretty average. Studied, mostly. What about yours?”

“I had that away game Friday night—we won, by the way. Then a party Saturday night. I was hoping that you might have been there to help the team celebrate.” There is a cocky grin on his face, and it takes all my self-control not to roll my eyes at him.

Yeah, sure. He wanted me to help the team celebrate.

Thankfully, I’m saved from having to come up with a reply by the doors opening with Derek’s arrival. Will disappears from my periphery as my pulse shoots up from its nervous hum to a gallop a racehorse would be proud of.

“Good morning.” Derek waits for silence before continuing, his brown eyes scanning the room, never once stopping on me. “After each pop quiz, I like to congratulate the students who achieved the top three best scores. Could the following students please stand…”

“Yasmin Clark, with a score of 95 percent.”

A girl in the front row stands as the door to the classroom opens, and I chance a quick look in that direction, ice flushing through my veins almost as fast as the heat that melts it away.

Hudson.

Oh shit, this is happening.

My nervous system goes into a complete riot. Holy fuck. The vibrator is going to get turned on. Like, actually turned on. Here. In this classroom. With hundreds of other people around me.

I suddenly have very deep regrets about the choices I’ve made.

I mean, I can’t say for certain, but I don’t think I’m a super loud orgasmer, but absolutely any noise I make in this fucking silent classroom is going to be heard.

By everyone.

This was a terrible idea.

“Timothy Bladecki, with a—” Derek cuts off, clearly clocking Hudson’s entrance. “Can I help you, Mr. Gold?”

The venom in his question is enough to make my heart stop.

Hudson is apparently unaffected and climbs the stairs to the back row, keeping a cheerful demeanor. “No help needed. Thought I’d audit your class. See if I have any helpful insights for these young minds.”

“I’d prefer you not distract my class.”

“I promise not to distract your entire class.”

My attention ping-pongs between the two of them as Hudson settles back into his seat and places his phone on the table. Face up.

The message is fucking clear. He is only going to distract one of Derek’s students. Me. He is going to distract me.

I sink down in my chair and wonder if I can quickly work the toy out without anyone noticing. Blood is rushing through my veins so quickly that I feel nauseated and lightheaded.

The room erupts in whispers when Derek glares up at Hudson, but the effect is lessened by the several rows of students between them. If my stomach wasn’t suddenly on a roller coaster while simultaneously battling the urge to pee, I’d be laughing at their clear battle of wills.

Derek eventually looks away, focusing on his computer, hands gripping the sides of the podium like it’s a giant stress ball.

“Ah, Professor King, Timothy Bladecki?” Justin eventually prompts Derek when the silence has drawn out to awkward.

Derek straightens, and where his smile at the beginning of the class was almost completely genuine, now it is mostly forced. “Yes, Timothy Bladecki with a score of 95.5 percent.”

Only now do I notice that the poor guy has been standing since his name was first announced, but because he is on the other side of the room from the door, no one was paying attention.

Okay, while the last name is getting called, I can lean forward and…

“And finally, with our top score, Emery Nicholas with 96 percent.”

My mouth drops open. I… what? What did he just say?

“Please stand, Ms. Nicholas.”

With my hopes of removing the toy completely pulverized, I slowly stand. And as I stand, Derek’s gaze rakes down my body, taking in the way my boobs are very nicely pushed up by the white bra he bought me, and then the skin I have on display around my waist, before pausing right where he knows my accessory is. As if trying to work out if it’s on right now.

My throat is fucking dry, but I force myself to stand tall.

“Please give these students a round of applause.”

As the clapping starts, I gasp and struggle to stay standing upright when the toy starts up. There is no warning, no slow increase. Vibes, on my clit and internally, slam into me, my pussy contracting immediately under the onslaught. Now it’s my turn to grip the desk in front of me for dear life.

I sit before the applause is over, and the vibes stop right away. But before I can catch my breath, a hand lands on my shoulder and a male voice speaks quietly against my hair.

“Congrats, Em.” Will’s proximity is so completely unwanted that I almost scream at him to get away from me.

Fortunately, I know that is not a sane reaction to have, so I try to thank him with a smile. But when I look up, my gaze collides with Derek, who looks like he wishes he could burn Will alive. Quickly, I give Will a smile in thanks, shrug him off, then refocus on the front.

Derek’s furious gaze transfers to me, pinning me to the spot. His smile is in place, but it’s tight, more a gritting of his teeth. My mind is screaming that I’m in so much fucking trouble, like I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar, and that I need to stop this insanity right now. But the rest of my mind is like, yes, burn it all to the ground. Fuck the casualties.

My chest is still heaving when a very gentle, barely there, internal vibe starts back up. It’s just enough to be noticeable, but it’s definitely going to drive me insane.

Warmth starts to build in my core, the pace so slow, I’m able to ignore it for the first few slides of the lecture. Derek’s voice comes through the speakers as he guides us through logarithmic functions, and I manage to take notes.

But like an itch I can’t scratch, it’s all I can fucking think about.

I sit up super straight, tipping my pelvis down into my chair to push against the toy harder, but it barely does anything. What it does manage is to implant the idea that I can rock my pelvis to get more stimulation.

Will anyone notice? Probably. Do I care if they notice? Hard to say.

I mean, I literally know no one in this room besides Will.

And Derek.

And Hudson.

Wanting to turn on two out of three of those people is good enough odds for me.

Doing my absolutely fucking best to continue concentrating on the class, I slowly rock my hips, trying to ease the damn ache that has formed. My fingers move over the keyboard, but my gaze is completely unfocused. I’m hearing Derek, but all I’m concentrating on is the vibrator.

My stomach clenches and my fingers pause over the keys when the arm over my clit starts to vibrate on a very gentle hum.

Oh, fuck.

Swallowing, I instinctively clench around the toy, and all that does is make the sensation feel tighter. Adjusting in my seat, I roll my shoulders back and try to return to my notes.

I need these notes, especially if Derek is going to give us another quiz in a couple of weeks.

I’m tense and on edge while I wait for Hudson to adjust the settings again, but after several minutes, nothing changes. I can almost forget that there are vibes between my thighs and manage to continue typing, even though my tits feel hot and heavy in my bra. Whether the words on my screen are going to make sense to me later is a whole other issue.

But Hudson must be watching me like a hawk, because the moment I start to relax, flowing with the sensations, things amp up again. Both the internal and clit vibes increase, and I have to bite my lip to stop from moaning.

The heat that was slowly pooling spreads. My stomach tightens, and I have to resist the need to curl in on myself.

And, oh my god, I am so wet. So, so, so wet. I can feel it gathering at the entrance to my pussy and am slightly worried that the toy will slip out or start to make enough noise to be heard.

I can’t not rock my hips at this point. Attempting to be even a little subtle, I keep the motions small and short by clenching my butt cheeks. But it isn’t enough.

My tits feel tight in my bra and my nipples are begging to be pinched. Just imagining the little streaks of lightning down to my clit from the sharp pain would help with the fire burning through me.

I pause my typing and reach up to adjust my hair, gathering it all and raising it from my overheated neck. With my eyes closed, I concentrate on my breathing—in through my nose and out through my mouth. I need to be in control of this. I can’t scream out my orgasm in the middle of this classroom.

This time, I do moan when the intensity goes up again. Derek’s attention snaps to me, his gaze dipping down to my table and back up. His face is flushed, body stiff, and the knuckles of his fingers go white around the edge of the podium as he pauses his lecture to look away.

I drop my forehead into the palm of my hand, elbow on the table, like I have a headache, and hope he is the only person who noticed the noise. Either I was quiet enough or Derek has supersonic hearing.

Fuck, I wish I knew what level or whatever Hudson is up to. I barely remember what full strength feels like, but even then, I was so lost to my orgasms that I don’t think I could describe it, anyway.

I completely forget about the class. About the students around me. About everything but the vibrating in my pussy.

My eyes fly open when something hard vibrates against my arm. I stare down at my phone and watch as notifications appear on top of each other. When they don’t stop, I tap on the screen and open the messages.


Hudson: I shouldn’t be doing this with you, kitten.


Hudson: I should have stayed away.

Hudson: You need to look up. He can’t take his eyes off you.


Hudson: Do you think he wants to fuck you or punch me more?

Hudson: Make sure you leave the toy in when you come to my class.

Hudson: And come to my office before you go back to your dorm.

Hudson: This is the highest setting. Enjoy, kitten.

Then the vibes turn up, and my clit fills with so much heat so fucking quickly, it feels like it’s burning.

My mouth falls open, and I slam my eyes shut as my pussy clamps down on the toy. My hips roll forward, pressing harder into my chair as my heart beats wildly in my chest.

I’m burning from the inside out. Completely and utterly on fire. Clenching my teeth, I keep my noises to myself, but fuck, it’s hard. All I want to do is scream and throw my head back as I rush toward the edge.

My phone vibrates again, and just as I can feel myself falling over the edge, I follow the order from Hudson.

Hudson: Look at him.

Raising my head, I make eye contact with Derek, my vision tunneling down to him as fire engulfs me and I explode. The vibrations don’t let up, and my eyes close as the waves of pleasure continue to roll through me, unrelentingly.

Until the vibes cut out.

Everything feels really hot and my lungs ache, because apparently, I haven’t been breathing.

I suck in a massive gulp of air, my vision coming back, and all I see is a feral-looking Derek staring back at me. He’s still teaching, his mouth still moving as he provides the content to the rest of his students.

But I don’t hear any of it.

That bubble of hope that I’ve been carrying around swells even larger.

Because the man who is staring back at me isn’t Derek.

Daddy’s home.

I relax back in my seat, place my hands back over the keyboard, a smile on my lips, and go back to typing as I hear the classroom door open and close.

Derek doesn’t look in my direction again for the rest of the class.

But that’s okay. I have all the time in the world to play this game with him. And I play to win.
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I glance at the time—five minutes left of Derek’s class, and I’m pretty sure this is the last slide.

For the last hour and forty-something minutes, I’ve been plotting my next move. The only thing I’ve come up with so far is to just go and talk to Derek. Catch him while he is still in professor mode and force him to talk to me. Maybe ask him for one-on-one tutoring.

“And that’s all for today. Please ensure you have read chapter five and completed the exercises, as Wednesday’s class will assume you are up to date on the content. We will not be returning to this content until your mid-term exam,” Derek states in that don’t-mess-with-me tone he gets sometimes, closing his laptop.

I have to actively not think about the times I’ve heard that tone, with a slightly firmer quality, because if I do, then I’m fairly certain I’ll combust on the spot.

As quickly as possible, I pack up my things, shoving everything into my backpack haphazardly. I start to stand, but a weight presses down on my shoulder.

I almost crick my neck with how fast I turn to look at the offensive thing touching me. Which turns out to be Will’s hand. Oops.

“Hey, Ems, you okay? You didn’t look great earlier.” My irritation melts away at the very real concern in his light blue eyes.

That all-American boyish charm, softened by his need to comfort me, does something weird to my heart, which I ignore. Doing my best to shove down my annoyance—because how would he know he’s slowing me down from attempting to seduce our professor?—I try to find an answer for him. “Ah, yeah. Just, girl things, you know?”

Understanding dawns and his eyebrows shoot up. To his credit, he doesn’t back off or get embarrassed. “Do you need anything?”

At first, I’m a little lost for words, because who is this guy? There would have been a Tray-shaped hole in the wall the moment I started to say anything about my period.

“Ah, no, I’m good. Just a bad cramp. Thank you, though.” I reach up and pat his hand awkwardly. “You’re a good guy, Will.”

With a smirk, he finally releases my shoulder and sits back in his chair. “I know.”

I laugh and roll my eyes at him. “Whatever.”

He turns serious again. “Are you still interested in that study group? I got a few messages during class about asking you to join.”

Oh, right. “Ah, yeah, sure. Happy to join. Send me the details?”

He grins and pulls out his phone. “You’re going to have to give me your phone number. We have a WhatsApp chat.”

I purse my lips and squint at him. “Promise to only use it for the study group?”

He grabs at his chest, a shocked look on his face. “Do you really think I’m the kind of guy who would ask for your number for a study group and then use it for ulterior motives?”

I laugh, loud, before hitting him with my most serious expression. “Yes.”

Will lets out a put-upon sigh and draws a cross over his heart. “I swear on the hockey gods to only use your number for study group reasons.”

Out of nowhere, one of his friends leans into our conversation, the diamond stud in his left earlobe catching the light. “I don’t know why, but this conversation is turning me on.”

Will puts his entire hand in his friend’s face and shoves him as I choke on laughter. Then he turns a pleading look on me. “Pretend like that didn’t happen, please. We really want you in our study group.”

“Ohhh, you asked her?” the friend says.

“Yes, now shut up before she says no. I was about to get her number.”

“Nice.” The friend turns to me, a massive smile on his face. “Welcome to the study group.”

I shake my head with a chuckle. “I haven’t actually joined yet.”

He offers me his hand over the table, completely ignoring my response. “I’m Vinnie, by the way.”

Taking his hand and expecting a shake, I am completely caught off guard when he stands and leans over the table to kiss the back of it. “E-emery.”

“Nice to meet you, Emery. We both promise not to use your number for anything other than study group purposes, unless you give us the signal,” he states with a wink.

I’m completely speechless. What is even going on right now?

A phone is passed in my direction, open to a new contact screen. I don’t give it too much thought and simply tap in my number and click save. But then I check the name my number is saved under and roll my eyes.

Emery – Hot Math Genius.

Boys. Seriously.

Thoughts of boys turn to men and…

Oh shit.

Whipping back around, I scan the front of the class and find it empty of all teaching staff. My stomach drops and my vision becomes watery.

Derek is gone. I missed my chance.

Fucking Will.

Distracting me. Again.
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I glance at the time on my phone. It’s just after two. I’m dying to hear about how things went in Derek’s class. Did Hudson actually go through with Emmy’s very obvious invitation this morning?

Just as the thought crosses my mind, the door to Hudson’s office opens, and he steps in, glancing at his couch and finding me. “Couldn’t wait for me?”

Shrugging, I stay seated. “Why wait in the hallway for you when you have a very comfortable couch?”

Leaving the door open, he dumps his satchel on his desk and plugs his laptop in, his many monitors lighting up. “Because it’s polite?”

“Never claimed to be polite.” Then, because I like to annoy him, I ask, “How’s it feel to throw the rules in the trash?”

At first, I don’t think he’s going to answer me, but he takes a deep breath and looks right at me, eyes darkening like when we are in a scene. “Liberating. Terrifying.”

I lean forward and brace my elbows on my knees. “But you feel it, too, right? She’s it. She is who we have been looking for. Losing NU isn’t the end of the world if we can keep her.”

Hudson nods and starts to reply but is interrupted by a knock at the office door.

My stomach surges up into my chest and back into its correct location as I spy Emmy in the doorway, looking absolutely mouthwatering. Her cheeks are flushed and her pupils are blown. And she is leaning heavily on the doorframe.

What the fuck?

I turn to Hudson, expecting him to be as confused about her state of arousal as I am, but nope. There is a knowing look on his features, and I have to wonder if he kept the toy on longer than just during Derek’s class. Did he tease our poor girl throughout his class as well?

She leans against the door and stares at Hudson, an imploring look on her face. “Please, turn it off. Or up. Something. I can’t—” Her breath hitches and her eyes close. Clearly whatever setting he has it on is really getting to her.

Hudson leans back in his chair, reclining. “Come here, kitten. Close and lock the door behind you.”

I cock an eyebrow. Kitten, is it? He really has come over to the dark side.

Emmy moves slowly, taking a few steps forward and turning to close the door, where she pauses again, forehead pressed into the gray-painted wood, as she fumbles with the lock until there is an audible click. My lips twitch. How long has he had the vibrator on for?

Eventually she straightens and makes her way over to Hudson, going around to his side of the desk. She twitches a little, one hand clenching as she stands before him while he appraises her.

Standing, he helps her take her backpack off, slipping one arm out of the strap, then the other. “You know, you could have easily avoided this predicament by taking the toy out. Kept up this little brat baby thing you’ve got going on and defied my order.”

Emmy barely moves. Her eyes are glassy, and I’m not even sure she is seeing the office. It’s more like she is floating on another plane of existence.

“But you, kitten, are my good girl. You left it in for me and let me play with my toy while you were surrounded by students. My perfect girl, reduced to a hot, sweaty, needy mess who is going to have to do extra studying to catch up on all the notes she missed today.” Hudson says all of this in a steady voice, like he’s explaining how something simple, like a door, works.

With his hands on her shoulders, he maneuvers her so that her back is to me and her ass is pressed against the desk.

“Up,” he orders and pats the desk next to her ass.

Emmy follows his direction and pulls herself up onto the desk. The moan she lets out heats my blood and starts sending it south. What has this asshole got planned?

Hudson kneels, and all I can see is his blond hair. Her pink skirt shifts, bulging at her hips. “Lift up.”

Emmy braces herself and lifts her hips, then the skirt flattens out and Hudson stands, her panties in his hand, the fabric quickly disappearing into his pocket. He takes a seat again and rolls his chair until he is directly in front of her.

“Now, I’m going to watch what that toy does to my little kitten. Feet up.” He guides her feet to the armrests of his chair, then gathers her skirt, eyes focused completely on her pussy.

Fuck. Me.

My cock is now rock fucking hard, and I have to adjust myself so that it goes down my pant leg, rather than being bunched up uncomfortably in my briefs. Just the pressure of my own fingers has zings of pleasure running down into my balls.

Emmy leans back on her elbows, and her head drops back as Hudson pulls out his phone and adjusts the settings. She moans, deep and loud, as the vibrations increase, and holy hell, it is a sight.

Hudson glances up at me. “Mind helping me keep her quiet? I’m not interested in getting fired today.”

I snort a laugh. “Probably shouldn’t have decided to play her little game, then.”

He shrugs, a tender look coming over his face as he assesses the girl splayed out in front of him. “I can’t resist her. And yes, you were right before. I feel it.”

Standing, I approach his side of his desk, unbuckling my belt and pants, working my cock out so that it juts out and up. Shrugging out of my blazer, I roll it into a ball and place it below her shoulder blades before I lean forward and capture her lips in an upside-down kiss.

Emmy opens her mouth for me, our tongues moving together as another moan erupts from her. Breaking the kiss, I support the back of her head. “Lie down, princess, I’ve got you.”

She lowers herself until my blazer forces her back to arch, making her neck lengthen until her head touches the desk. With her thighs still open and her skirt shoved up, the only thing that would make this better is if her breasts were on display. I make quick work of the knot in her shirt and pull her bra down until her nipples can be seen. Perfect.

I make eye contact with Hudson as I reach for my cock, his thumb hovering over his phone. Lining up the head with Emmy’s open mouth, I nod at him, and as I spread those lips wide, he changes the setting to something more intense.

Her entire body bows upward as she tries to moan again, but unfortunately for her, my cock has already made it to the back of her throat, and those delicious vibrations feel fucking amazing on the head of my cock.

I pull back, pick a leisurely pace, and thrust in and out as I play with her nipples. Tweaking, twisting, soothing. Massaging her breasts. All while she sucks and licks, chokes occasionally. Feeling her tongue along the top of my cock is different, but I really fucking like it. A little too much.

Pulling all the way out, I rest my cock by her cheek to give both of us a break. Saliva connects us as she gasps for air, and I have the very sudden urge to press down on her throat and cut it off.

But then she cries out, a noise filled with sadness and terror, and my gaze snaps up to Hudson. He is completely lost to the scene, eyes blown with his face only inches from her pussy. The cause for the cry is evident when I see the vibrator appear.

Uh, he took it out.

I don’t even need to ask what’s happening next, because he buries his face between her legs and Emmy cries out again. I quickly guide my cock back to her lips, resting the head in her mouth, allowing her to suck and lick, quietening her noises but not stopping them.

Her hands fly down between her legs and grip his hair. Hudson’s hands have disappeared beneath her to clutch at her ass cheeks, encouraging her to thrust against his mouth. And she does. She uses his mouth until there is a long, drawn-out moan, her body tense, her pelvis stuttering, and I am forced to go in deeper to cut off the noise.

Gritting my teeth, I continue to move and have to think very unsexy thoughts, because holy fuck, I am so gone for this girl.

As soon as she stops her motions, Hudson stands, gets his own pants undone and down enough that he can get his cock out, pushing into her with one smooth motion.

I start thrusting a little more firmly, trying to find Hudson’s rhythm, but we are both too lost to the sensation of having Emmy’s warm, wet heat wrapped around us.

Hudson grips the back of her thighs and presses them to her chest, the sound of his belt hitting the edge of his desk even noisier than she was, but it doesn’t stop him.

Watching his cock disappearing into her tight little cunt has my balls drawing up tight and my cock thickening. Through my clamped jaw, I manage to give Emmy a warning. “Princess…”

Hudson makes an animalistic groan before going completely still, and that pushes me over the edge. Cum shoots from my cock and into her mouth. Her tongue works my head greedily, lapping it all up, causing a few extra shudders from me.

We both lean over her, hands braced on the table, trying to catch our breath. I pull free and step to the side and then reach down to stroke her face. Her eyes flutter open, and she gives me a soft smile, still a little high from her orgasm, before they close again.

I look up at Hudson and grin at him. “This was not what I thought you’d called me to your office for, but I approve. Same time next week?”

He rolls his eyes at me.

But he also nods.
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“You were absolutely perfect. Such a good girl for me. You did absolutely amazing.”

The whispered words have been an ongoing waterfall of praise since I was scooped up from the desk and carried over to the couch. All my limbs have felt so incredibly heavy, and I’ve wanted to do nothing but fall asleep, but I forced myself to stay awake and listen to Hudson’s voice.

Being cradled in his lap, head against his shoulder, and just existing in the same space as him has helped with the gaping hole that formed while we were apart.

I have no idea where Darcy is. He gave me a sweet kiss on the forehead before whispering that he would be back soon. I’m pretty sure soon has come and gone, but I’m not going to complain about my current situation.

There is a soft knock at the door and a quiet, “It’s Darcy” before the door opens, the cool air of the room flowing over my legs.

I peek my eyes open enough to see but still appear asleep. Darcy closes the door behind him, glancing my way with a soft smile, then raises a brown paper bag by its handles. “Sugar.”

Hudson must nod, his shoulder shifting a little beneath me. “She hasn’t woken up completely yet.”

He shifts his arms a little, and I snuggle deeper into his hold, burying my face into his shirt. The arms around me tighten. “Shh… It’s okay, kitten. You are okay. Everything is absolutely perfect.”

“Does she seem droppy?” There is a rustle, and then I hear the snap of plastic containers opening.

“Adopted that word, have you?” I can hear Hudson’s amusement loud and clear.

There is a pause. “I like it. I like seeing our world through her eyes.”

Another long, drawn-out pause. “Me too.”

A raging stampede of elephant butterflies charges around in my stomach at their words, and it is a fucking struggle to not jump up and scream for them to please keep me at the top of my lungs.

The couch shifts where my feet are resting and then my feet are raised and lowered into a lap. “Xavier was right, wasn’t he?”

Right about what?

“Yeah, I think so.”

Fuck me, would one of you please elaborate?

But before either of them can do so, a phone rings from somewhere else in the room.

My feet are placed back on the couch, and I have to work to stay relaxed.

“It’s Big D,” Darcy says, amused.

“Who the hell is Big D?” Hudson asks, shifting his entire body beneath me.

Darcy chuckles. “It’s what Emmy called Derek the other day when she answered my phone.”

The phone stops ringing, and I guess it went to voicemail because neither of them seems to have answered it.

Hudson’s chest bounces beneath my cheek as he silently laughs. “So that’s why he looked like his head was going to explode?”

“Probably. The man needs a little mess in his life.”

“He’s just worried that all our lives will be ruined. He’s in damage-control mode.”

There is an electronic ding.

“He left a voicemail. Also, there is a message here saying your delivery is about”—Darcy pauses to calculate—“thirty-five minutes away now. What did you buy? Do you need to get going?”

“It’s everything Emery purchased yesterday that wouldn’t fit in my car. It’s being delivered to her dorm. She has a few more minutes.”

“Ah, right.”

Silence falls over the room. It lasts for so long that I wonder if I should pretend to start waking up now, seeing as how I don’t think I’m going to get any more information out of them, and I need to get back to my dorm to accept all the stuff.

Hopefully it’s only a few boxes.

“This situation is so fucked up. She is fucking perfect for the four of us.” The frustration is obvious in Darcy’s tone. “I hate how the last few weeks have gone down. Staying away for the two weeks that I did manage was painful.”

“One and a half weeks,” Hudson corrected. “And we just have to wait until Friday, then we will all be able to move on, in whichever direction that turns out to be.”

Move on? Friday night? The Obsession event is Friday night. What the hell could possibly be happening at a sex club on a Friday night that would impact whether we can be together?

“Do you have to be so fucking accurate? It felt like two weeks, so I’m claiming it.”

“You are such an artist.”

“Talented and fucking amazing?”

“Emotional and dramatic.”

I try to smother my laugh, but I know I’m caught, so I look over at Darcy. “I’m on Hudson’s side.”

Darcy pretends to act offended, hand going to his chest. “Princess, you wound me.”

I stretch out my legs and arms in front of me until my muscles feel like they are going to cramp. “Do you need a first-aid kit?”

This time, Hudson doesn’t hold back his laughter before leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Fucking perfection.”

“Mean, princess. That is just plain mean.” Darcy turns and grabs something from Hudson’s desk. “But you’re lucky I like it.”

He crouches down in front of me and uses a plastic fork to stab at something in the container, bringing up a piece of juicy, very ripe, strawberry. “You need to eat some of this, and then we need to get you out of here. Your things are being delivered soon.”

Obediently, I open my mouth, and as soon as the flavor hits my tongue, I moan. “I think that is the best strawberry I’ve ever eaten.”

Hudson squeezes my waist before adjusting both of us so that it’s less of a recline and more of a sit. “That’s the endorphins talking. They’ll taste like normal strawberries next time you eat them.”

I pout around my mouthful. “If endorphins make food taste this good, can I have them all the time?”

Darcy wipes some juice from my lower lip with his thumb. “If we could, we would give you the world.”

I stare back at him, my heart melting into a giant puddle of goo in my chest. But then my stomach clenches and my resolve firms. I need to win Derek over before Friday night. Especially now that I know that some sort of decision is going to be made about our situation.

No more messing around with teasing him in class. I need to start taking a much more direct approach. I need to get one-on-one time with him. We need to talk like fucking adults.

I open my mouth and accept the piece of watermelon that Darcy offers me, crunching down a little too hard for the mushy fruit.

I need to win my daddy back.
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“A knife, seriously?” Oakley repeats for what must be the fourth time this afternoon, her eyes as wide as a cartoon character’s.

I nod and take a bite of the spaghetti Bolognese she taught me how to cook tonight. Her teaching me how to cook is something that started late last week when she discovered I didn’t even know how to cook rice.

She’d given me a sad stare for half a second before turning into a head chef and teaching me things I’m sure I should have known by now.

“And three of them are back together with you?”

I nod again, nudging one of the still-unpacked boxes that litter our dorm. Spoiler alert: it was not only a few boxes.

As promised, everything arrived yesterday afternoon. Both Oakley and I stood around in a state of shock at the sheer volume of stuff once the delivery guys left. I swear Hudson added more things when I wasn’t looking because I don’t remember saying yes to half this stuff.

I’ve slowly been unboxing things and tossing my old things into bags I plan to donate back to Goodwill. Only a few items have made it to the trash. And not only has my room gotten a bit of a makeover, so has the main living space. We have shelves and knickknacks, which makes the room feel a bit squishy, but it’s all too pretty not to have up. Thankfully, Oaks is okay with it all.

“I’m honestly not sure if I’m intrigued or worried for you,” she mutters as she pops a forkful of pasta into her mouth. When I don’t reply, she looks up, then waves her fork around as she explains. “The knife thing. We have already established that I’m cool about the multiple daddy thing.”

Cool is not the word I would use to describe her feelings, but okay. Maybe intrigued? Definitely shocked. But also very, very interested, without wanting to show it. Personally, I think the fact that she has multiple, mostly platonic, daddies on her roster right now is probably satisfying some sort of unmet need within her.

Maybe when this whole situation with my daddies has sorted itself out, I can ask them if they have friends that might be interested in Oaks.

“Honestly, same. I had no idea that sort of thing would do it for me, but it so did,” I reply, conjuring up the sensation of Xavier’s blade pressing into my tongue as my mouth stretched around the rest of him, all with a slice of fear cutting into my pleasure.

A shiver runs down my spine and heat pools in my core at the memory.

Yep, totally does it for me. I haven’t mentioned the vibrator in the classroom or Hudson’s office. I like Oakley, but it’s probably best that I don’t mention having sex with my professors on school property.

“As long as you’re happy, that’s all I care about. I would hate to think I introduced you to all of this and it was making you sad.” She glances up from her spaghetti, eyes sharper than I’ve ever seen them. “You are happy, right?”

An overwhelming warmth washes over me, and my throat grows tight at her concern. “Yeah, Oaks, I’m happy. Just need to get through to Derek and I’ll be perfect.”

She watches me carefully for a few seconds, her blonde hair flopping around her face from the scrunchie that is losing its hold on her messy bun. “Any thoughts on what’s going on in his head? Has he given you any indication that things could be worked out?”

I shake my head. “No, to both. I’m not an idiot—it’s definitely the student-teacher thing—but the part I don’t get is why we can’t talk to someone about the fact that we were together before we knew that? Or even, just talk to each other? Like, isn’t there a way to declare the relationship? Or pause it for this first semester, then we can figure out an alternate arrangement or something for the rest of college?”

Oakley chokes on a mouthful that she just swallowed. She coughs and gasps, finally getting it unstuck.

My eyes widen, and I reach for her drink to offer it to her.

She accepts it and takes a long drink, clearing her throat before speaking again, this time with a bit of a rasp. “Did you just say the rest of college? As in, you plan on being with the four of them for at least four more years? As in, a long-term relationship. With four much older men. Sharing you. You being exclusively theirs for four years? What happened to six months? We’re talking no college boyfriends or even fooling around. What if you want to go to a frat party or do a semester in England or something? And what about after college, what if the job you get is across the country? Are they going to follow you?”

I…

Well, when she puts it like that, it does sound a little naive. They aren’t my forever home. They can’t all keep me. As much as I wish it did, the world doesn’t work like that. We just need to sort out the next six months. Then we can talk about another extension.

I mean, if they do all want to keep me, that’s something we can work out ourselves, in our own time. As much as I’m fairly certain I want them for a lot longer, right now, I need to figure out the next six months. Get them back on track with the contract, which is apparently still in place, because I got paid for my weekend again Sunday night.

That has to mean something, right?

I hold up my hands, palms out. “Look, I’m not sure where this is all going, and I may have gotten ahead of myself. But I want them, and they want me. I know they do. I just need to remind Derek of that little fact, then we can all work on a plan. Together.”

She stares at me, sucking on her straw, before putting the drink back on the table. “Em, if this is what you want, I’ve got your back, you know that. Cheerleader, Anakin Skywalker, and all that stuff. Just make sure it really is what you want. Don’t confuse their sugar daddy interest with actual feelings. Right now, they are just clients, and clients can drop you without any warning.”

It's my turn to stare at her as my dinner threatens to make a reappearance. “Why would you put that out in the universe after everything I just said?”

Oakley turns in her seat to face me more fully, puts both hands on my shoulders, and gives me the hardest stare she has ever given me. “Em, you are amazing, and you have that tragic backstory and everything, but this is not Pretty Woman. This is real life. Four older men do not carry one young woman off into the sunset for the rest of their lives. At least, not to my knowledge. This relationship you have with them, it’s transactional. I know you really want this thing you have with them to move beyond contracts and timeframes, and if it does, hell yeah, I’m going to support you, but I want to make sure that you’re being realistic. What you are looking for with them is the extreme exception. It is not the most likely outcome. I just really don’t want you getting your hopes up too high.”

My throat tightens and my appetite disappears. I know she’s right. I do.

I just don’t want to believe her.
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What. The. Fuck.

I glare down at Justin where he stands at the lectern. Just Justin. No Derek.

The jerk is avoiding me. Dipped out before I could talk to him on Monday and then failed to show up to our Wednesday class. Justin didn’t even provide the class with an explanation. Just stood in Derek’s spot, started the presentation, and started teaching.

Not that I need him to actually explain. I know exactly why.

I had a fucking plan for today. I’m even dressed in relatively demure clothing, no boobs on display. And no vibrator shoved up my pussy.

Heat flushes through my body, and not the good kind, so I pull my T-shirt over my head and sit with just my tank top and then reach for my brand-new insulated bottle filled with ice water—thank you, Hudson—and take a long drink. Anger burns a hot hole in my stomach.

I was going to be a perfect little student today, only speaking when called upon, and then I was going to line up with all the other students wanting one-on-one attention and be polite and ask for further explanation of the chapter five reading. Even though I read that last week and understood it easily.

But no.

The asshole didn’t even have the decency to show up, fucking with my plans.

How the hell am I supposed to convince him that we can find a way to be together if he won’t even be in the same room as me?

I need to find another way to get some face time with him. And I need a new plan. Something foolproof. Something that will force him to interact with me.

I just need to figure out what that plan is.


Chapter 50
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Xavier


I capture the hand that is drawing swirls on my chest and open my eyes to find Emery staring at me. Her cheek rests in the palm of her hand as she lies next to me in her bed.

Her hair is messed up—probably from me taking it out of the braid she had it in while I fucked her when I first slipped into her bed. Having the strands tangled in my fist while my cock soaks in the wet heat of her cunt is my nirvana.

My morning wood goes from mostly hard to rock hard at the memory of last night. Emery gasps as I reach over and drag her on top of me, position her over my cock, and pull her hips down until I thrust up into her.

She whimpers, and her face scrunches with discomfort, nails digging into my chest as I hold her up high enough that I can thrust into her without resistance.

“Daddy, I’m not wet enough, please, it hurts.” She winces and tries to twist away, her words bouncing with each of my thrusts.

Fuck, this pussy.

She might not think she is very wet, but she’s wet enough. Her lack of arousal has made her fucking tight, and she clamps around me, her natural reaction to trying to make the pain go away.

I don’t let up, even when she screws her eyes shut. She knows the deal. All she needs to do is use a safe word, and I’ll ease up or stop. But she hasn’t. She just keeps begging me to stop, telling me it hurts, tears starting to glisten along her fucking gorgeous eyelashes.

But no safe words.

My cock throbs with every plea, every broken word that falls from her lips, my orgasm building at the base of my spine and balls feeling heavier with every thrust. Picking up my pace, I chase my orgasm until I’m using my hold on her to drive her up and down on my cock, slamming us together firmly enough that her pretty little pussy lips will be bruised and sore.

“Daddy,” she whines, tits bouncing as the zing of orgasm starts to burn deep in my gut.

Not wanting to have her entire floor hear her, I release one of her hips, clamp my hand around her throat, and squeeze. Her breath is cut off mid inhale and her eyes fly open, terror widening them so that the whites show the whole way around.

I squeeze and lift, dragging her higher as I fuck up into her. Her hands leave my body to grasp at my forearm, nails digging in as she pulls and tugs, fighting for her life.

Slowly, her face goes red, veins appear in her forehead, and wheezy choking noises drop from her mouth. Her nails cause brief flickers of pain, and I wish they were longer, wish they would dig in and do more permanent damage.

For my blood to mix with hers.

Fuck. The thought. It’s enough.

I grit my teeth and thrust up a final time while shoving her down, burying my cock so deep in her I’m sure it’s lost forever, as cum erupts out of my cock. The entire time, I stare at her face, her lips going a little blue as a bone-deep satisfaction comes over me.

As the high of my orgasm recedes, I shuffle down the bed, then grab her by the waist again, lifting and pulling her up to my face. She doesn’t help at all, just gasps and coughs as she sucks in lungfuls of air.

I couldn’t give a fuck. She could be almost dead, and it wouldn’t stop me from sucking the entrance to her cum-filled cunt into my mouth. My cum hasn’t started to leak out of her yet, but I’m a fucking patient man.

I focus on her clit, lapping and sucking, then biting, and it doesn’t take long for those gasps of air to turn into moans as she grinds down onto my face. Her hands dive into my hair, and the sharp sting at my scalp makes my spent dick twitch.

Nibbling on her clit, then swirling my tongue around the little bundle gets her right to the edge, and hoping to shove her over the edge quickly, I reach up and tweak her nipple, imagining what that will feel like for her once I’ve pierced them.

It’s the next thing on my scene to-do list. Handcuffed to my cross, nipples clamped, fuck machine penetrating her, my needle sliding through her flesh as she screams in pain and orgasm.

Fuck. Blood tries to flow south again, but I don’t have time for another round.

The pain in her nipple gets me the result I want, and her hips start to twitch unevenly as she moans out her pleasure. Releasing the tight hold I have on her hip, I allow her to use my mouth for her orgasm, wetness coating my chin.

As she starts to sag, I readjust to get my mouth back on her entrance, tongue licking inside of her, hunting out my reward. Her orgasm coats my tongue, and then I can taste the saltiness of mine mixing with the musky flavor of hers.

The only thing that would make this taste better is if there was a little of her blood mixed in.


Chapter 51
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Emery


Holy. Fucking. Hell.

I skim my fingers over my neck, the phantom sensation of his hand strangling me still there as I lie on my side with Xavier wrapped around me, one of his hands cupping my breast and his thigh shoved between my own.

I’m still fucking tingling from that orgasm.

What the hell just happened?

Did nearly killing me actually make him come?

Is that a thing?

And did I like it?

Because…I kind of think I did. But maybe that’s the post-orgasm glow talking? I’ll have to think about it later when I can’t feel his semi-hard cock between my ass cheeks and my pussy isn’t begging to be filled again.

Fuck.

A noise from beyond my door has me bolting upright. Shit. Oakley is awake.

Oh well, nothing I can do about it now. I look at him over my shoulder. “Want to stay in here, and I’ll go make you some tea? You know, with the bags you left in the kitchen when you broke in last week?”

Xavier tucks a hand behind his head and uses his other hand to run his fingers up and down my spine, eliciting a shiver from me. “I didn’t break in.”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“I have a security pass.”

“And where did you get that, exactly? Because only three people should have access to this dorm—Oakley, the RA, and me.”

“Copied yours.”

My mouth drops open, and I plan to say something, but honestly, I’m not even surprised. So I change tactics, because what’s the point in arguing with him? “Tea? Yay or nay?”

“Yay,” he replies, hazel eyes twinkling and that fucking boyish smirk appearing. And, crap, is that a motherfucking dimple?

Goddamn it.

With a huff, I get out of bed and drag on whatever clothes I can find, which oh, look at that, it’s the pjs he removed from my body when he woke me up before fucking me last night.

My pussy twinges with discomfort as I pull the shorts up, but there is still so much heat in the area. And I already know that, after this morning’s railing, sitting down in my classes today is going to be uncomfortable.

I slip out of the room, trying to keep the door as closed as possible and head over to the kitchen. Oakley is already there, hair piled high in what I’m coming to think of as her signature lopsided scrunchie bun and with a hot cup of something clasped in both hands just below her face.

Her face flushes pink when she sees me, and she ducks her head, avoiding eye contact. “Ah, good morning. You—I, ah. Yes.”

I side-eye her as I fill the brand-new electric kettle with water and put it back on its little stand thingy to boil. “Good morning. You okay?”

“Yep,” she squeaks and steps to the side. Somehow, her face gets even redder. “I, ah, I may have… heard, ah, you. This morning.” She quickly holds up a hand between us, in a gesture that screams I’m innocent. “And that’s totally cool. What a girl does, alone, in the privacy of her own room is totally her business. But, yeah, it was a bit loud.”

Rolling my lips into my mouth as she rambles on is the only thing stopping me from bursting out with laughter. Which would be totally in appropriate and shit, because, honestly, I’d be a little freaked out if I heard her getting freaky on her own in her room.

Slowly, I reach for two mugs, and as I place them down on the counter, I turn to face her. “First, I’m sorry you had to hear that, I’ll try to keep it down in the future. But also, I wasn’t alone.”

Her mouth falls open and her eyes dart in the direction of my bedroom like she can see through the wall. “You brought someone home? But what about your plan to get your daddies back?”

I give her a “are you kidding me” look, mixed with a little “Oakley, don’t be so naïve” as I open the tea bag box and pull out two.

It takes her a second, but then…

“Oh, ohhhhhh. It’s one of them?” she whisper-squeaks, turning to face me squarely. “Ems, are you serious right now? You fucked a professor in your dorm room?”

“And in one of their offices yesterday,” I add helpfully, which only increases her shock.

“Emery!”

I roll my eyes at her. “What, exactly, did you think my plan was? It’s not like I know where any of them live. My only option is to attack them while they’re on campus.”

“You can’t fuck faculty on campus!”

“Well, I did, and nothing bad has happened. There was no earth-shattering kaboom.”

“Yet!”

I concede that point and nod at her. “Yet. But also, that isn’t going to happen. I just need to convince Derek now. Then we can go back to planned dates at the apartment. No more on-campus fucking.”

The kettle makes its whistling noise, and I quickly pick it up and pour the boiling hot water into the mugs, hoping I’m doing this right. The container says to steep the bags for three to five minutes.

Crap, I left my phone in my room. Oh well, I’ll guestimate it.

Oakley’s ears are still pink when I turn back to face her, but she takes a sip of her drink and eyes me over the rim. The stare lasts an uncomfortably long time. It’s like she is examining me or something.

Just as I can’t handle it anymore, she lowers the drink and props her hip against the counter. “Have you come up with an idea to at least talk to Derek?”

I let out a noisy puff of air. “I thought I had. I was going to join the students that always want to talk to him at the end of class yesterday, but the bastard didn’t even show up. Sent his TA to teach for him. He’s avoiding me.”

And, really, I can’t blame him too much after Monday.

“Do you know anything else about his routine?”

“Not really,” I reply as I pick up one of the tags and kind of dunk the bag up and down in the hot water. That’s what you’re supposed to do, right? “I’ve also gone to Grinder almost every morning at about the same time we saw them there, but literally none of them have ever been there. It’s frustrating.”

There is a click from the direction of my bedroom, and both of our heads snap in that direction as a shirtless Xavier walks out.

Fuck.

My focus darts to Oakley, whose mouth is hanging completely open as she watches Xavier approach, press a kiss to my hair, then take one of the mugs before retreating to our tiny two-person table, pulling out his phone, and scrolling.

I’m pretty sure I’m watching her have an actual out-of-body experience.

She points a finger in his direction, and it’s wobbly, before turning toward me, her face a little pale. “That’s Professor Knight.”

I shoot Xavier an amused smile, and I see his lips twitch, even though he is studiously studying his phone. “Yep.”

“In our dorm.”

“Yep, again.”

“He can’t be here.”

“I know.”

“Well, tell him to leave.”

“Look, I could totally do that, but it doesn’t mean he will. He’s been sneaking in here every night practically the entire time, and this is the first time you’re seeing him.”

Her mouth opens and closes like a fish for several moments before it’s like a light comes on and she straightens. “Oh my god! The groceries! And that time your room got cleaned up while you were sleeping. And when our TV was suddenly larger. That was all him?”

I shrug, not acknowledging how weird it is that we are talking about him and he isn’t even four feet away. “I haven’t asked.”

Oakley furiously blinks, almost like her brain is doing a restart or something. “I—but, how—actually, I don’t want to know.”

“Probably a good idea,” I reply before taking a sip of my tea.

The bitter flavor floods my mouth and blergh. I have to work to swallow it instead of spitting it in the sink. Sugar. Definitely needs sugar.

“Okay, so back to our conversation. Do you have any other ideas about how to confront Derek?” she asks in what I assume is supposed to be a whisper, but she isn’t very quiet.

I grab the sugar and scoop in a few spoons, a male noise of irritation from behind me making me smile. “Not really, no. I guess I could go wait in the staff parking lot by his car. He has to leave sometime, right?”

There is a scraping of a chair before Xavier brings his cup to the sink. Oakley and I go quiet as he rinses it out and places it on the drying rack. “You could go to his open office hours.”

Oakley’s eyes shoot to him, then back to me. “Do you know when they are?”

Xavier smirks and heads back to my bedroom. He is back a few seconds later, shoes on, and pulling on his shirt. “This afternoon. Three to five.”

Then he steps in close, captures my jaw, kisses the life out of me, and waltzes out the door like he doesn’t give two fucks if the students in the building see him.

I sigh.

The Monarchs thread on the student forums is going to go absolutely nuts, wondering why he was in the dorms.

It’s only then that I see the pink gift bag, from the photo in the thread earlier this week, sitting on our table.


Chapter 52
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Derek


I will never, ever state that a student isn’t intelligent enough to earn a mathematics degree. However, there are some students—like the one sitting in front of me right now—that should probably consider doing something else with their lives.

With a flourish, I finish writing out the example methods he needs to memorize in order to at least pass next week’s test on differential equations and hand him the piece of paper.

“What I would like you to do between now and the test is to memorize each of these methods. The important part is determining which method is required based on the data provided in the question. I’ve broken it down into each of its components. Learn to identify them before the test and then how to put them into practice, and you’ll keep your current B average.”

Joesph, a student from my second-year calculus class, nods his head as he stares at the page with a furrowed brow. While math might not come to him quite so instinctively as it does for the rest of the students in his cohort, he does make up for it in tenacity. And extra credit.

“Thanks, Professor King. This really helps. Same time next week?”

“Of course, but remember, if there are other students here, you have to give way to them,” I gently remind him. “And please consider getting a tutor. I know that Justin has a vacancy at the moment.”

Joseph ducks his head and immediately starts packing his things into his backpack. “Yeah, I’ll think about it.”

I don’t push him on it. It’s a topic that has come up every week since his very first F last year, on the same pop quiz that Emery hit out of the park. He always promises to consider it, but like clockwork, he is back every Thursday, taking up far more than his allotted ten minutes per student.

Sighing, I relax into my chair, the back reclining the smallest amount. Joesph doesn’t say goodbye as he stands, already lost to the inner workings of his mind.

But what is out of the ordinary for him is the way he pauses in the doorway, then turns beet red in a matter of seconds. “Oh, ah, hi. Sorry, but office hours are almost over. If I’d known you were out here, waiting, I wouldn’t have taken so long.”

There is a murmured response that I don’t pick up, then Joseph ducks his head again, the tips of his ears pink, and disappears before my heart all but explodes in my chest as a person steps into view. The feeling is so visceral that I can’t help but press my palm into my sternum, like that will ease the ache.

Emery.

She fills my doorway with her petite presence.

Sneakers, bare legs, denim miniskirt, white off-the-shoulder T-shirt, and her hair loose, framing her heartbreakingly beautiful face. And that look in her eyes that screams trouble.

Her existence this close to mine is beyond painful.

I have no clue how long we stay like this, staring at each other, her expression neutral. What mine looks like, I have no idea. My face has gone numb. I’m entirely numb and have been for weeks now.

Eventually, she steps into the room and closes the door behind her.

“Hey, Daddy,” she says quietly into the sudden vacuum silence of the room, a smile flirting at the corners of her lips.

“You do not have permission to call me that,” I reply, my throat practically strangling around the words.

“What are you going to do? Spank me?” She takes two steps closer, almost reaching the other side of my desk as she drops her bag onto one of my visitor chairs. “Daddy.”

Then she smirks, chin tipping up a little, laying it on incredibly thick.

This girl…If I wasn’t so fucking terrified for her—for us—I’d have no fucking issue with claiming her as mine. But I can’t, not yet. Not until I know where we all stand with Thayne and Newton U.

We are in an impossible position, and I unequivocally refuse to give Emery hope where there may be none. The others may be willing to throw their careers into the rapidly approaching dumpster fire, but I am not.

Do I want Emery? More than I have ever wanted anything else in my lifetime.

Do I want to give up my career that I have been working toward for almost twenty years? That’s harder to answer. If I’m guaranteed the happily-ever-after ending that I’ve envisioned for the five of us—then yes, in a heartbeat.

But the more likely outcome is that we could all be let go come Monday morning, and Emery, at a minimum, will have a target on her back for fraternizing with teaching staff. At worst, she’ll lose her scholarships and be expelled from the university.

I can’t let that happen. Not with the brilliantly bright future she has ahead of her. I need to walk that fine line for all of us, to make sure we get to keep the pieces of us that we cherish the most.

“Emery,” I warn, heart beating heavily as my stomach clenches. I squeeze my hands around the armrests of my chair, gripping so tightly that my knuckles ache. “You need to leave my office. Now.”

“Mmmm… no thanks, I’m happy staying.” Instead of taking the seat that Joseph vacated, she places her fingertips on the corner near the short edge of my desk, slowly making her way around the side, dragging her fingers along the dark wood.

Each step tests my restraint.

“I’m serious, Emery. You cannot be here right now. If you’re caught, it’s not only my career on the line. You could be expelled,” I plead with her, pushing my chair away from the desk, trying to create space between us.

This cannot be happening right now. I only need one more fucking day. Tomorrow night, to be specific. Just twenty-four more hours. Then we will have all the information we need to make a decision.

“No one has to know,” she replies, the spark of mischief in her eyes something I have missed so fucking much over the past few weeks. “There is no one else in this section of the building. I checked while I waited. We are completely alone.”

“No, Emery.” I state it firmly, but I can’t stop my eyes from tracking her as she closes the gap between us, her shoe bumping the leather tip of my own.

My pulse is racing. I know this game that she’s playing. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out she is trying to goad me into action. She is going to keep pushing and shoving until I snap and lose control, giving in to her little game and letting her win.

“That’s not a safe word, Daddy.”

Fucking brat. Why did she have to go there? Of course I’m not going to use a safe word with her. I’m every shade of green there is.

Instead of continuing to advance on me, she pauses in the space I just pushed back from. Oh, so goddamn casually, she leans back on her hands, pushing her breasts out, and crosses her ankles like she doesn’t have a care in the fucking world.

There is a lump in my throat that feels impossible to swallow around as we sit here, staring at each other. My instinct to reach for her, to drag her down onto my lap, to hold her to me like she is my lifeline and I am floating out at sea, is nearly impossible to fight.

And then the worst thought imaginable pops into my head.

Would one tiny little taste really hurt? Thayne knows we want to talk to him. And even though I didn’t know it at the time, I’ve already slept with her as an enrolled student of Newton U.

I almost physically shake my head to dislodge the thought. No. No, absolutely not.

Something shifts on Emery’s face. It happens so quickly that I have no idea what happened.

“Do you really not want to be my Daddy anymore?” The fucking pout on this girl is irritatingly adorable.

“No,” I reply, trying to shut this down.

The briefest flicker of pain appears on her face before she catches herself.

It’s a fucking lie. Possibly the worst lie I’ve ever told. But hopefully, after tomorrow night, she’ll forgive me.

I’m doing this for us. For all of us.

“I don’t believe you.”

Fuck.

“Well, it’s true. I don’t fuck students. Ever.”

“You fucked me.”

“That was before I knew you were a student.”

Silence.

“Why didn’t you ask? I’m eighteen, living in an area that is basically surrounded by three colleges.”

The wind is completely knocked out of me by her question. There are very few questions that I won’t answer for her, and this…this is definitely one of them.

So, I don’t. I keep my mouth firmly shut. I don’t throw Xavier under the bus. I don’t save myself.

She huffs out a breath and looks away before turning back to look at me, renewed determination on her face. “So, what? I’m just supposed to walk away from all of you? Go and date someone more age appropriate?”

I don’t manage to hold in my flinch, and she clocks it, a sly smile spreading across her face.

“Should I date a boy my own age? Someone who isn’t a teacher. His age will probably mean he doesn’t know his way around my body as well as you though, right? That’s okay, I guess. I can teach him. What about a jock? Maybe even hockey player?”

I will myself to show no reaction, but from the way my jaw aches, I know I’m unsuccessful.

That gorgeous fucking mouth continues to spout words that repulse me.

“Being a hockey player means he probably gets a lot of pussy, so maybe he will know a thing or two. But that could also make him lazy, as well. Hmmm…” She taps her finger against her chin. “The only hockey player I know is Will. You know him, right? He sits behind me in your class.”

Yes, I fucking know him.

There is a growl in my head, but when a dark delight lights up Emery’s features, I realize it wasn’t only in my head.

“We have each other’s numbers now. How long do you think it will be before he asks me out on a date or just to fuck around? Do you think he’ll want me on my knees for him?”

“Emery,” I growl out, unable to clear the image of her kneeling for that fucking child. “Stop.”

“Oh, I know! He could bend me over in the locker room, then share me with his entire team.”

She has the audacity to clap her fucking hands together like she is actually interested in the things she is saying.

“And it would all be okay because they aren’t teachers at NU and they are my own age! It’s perfect, right?” She looks me squarely in the eyes as she says it. “Right, Daddy? That’s what you are telling me I should want, isn’t it?”

A white-hot line of pain pierces my temple as I glare back at her.

“Imagine all those dicks filling my pussy. Will standing by as he watches over the whole thing. Oh my god, do you think he could use a flogger? Just thinking about him holding one is so fucking hot.”

The room shifts away from me.

“Your mouth is fucking filthy.” I hear my voice from outside my body, which is suddenly very hot, and my clothes feel too tight. “Naughty girl.”

“If Will doesn’t know how to use a flogger, could you teach him for me?” She continues on as if she hasn’t heard me.

White-hot rage shoots through my veins and my blood pounds in my ears.

Could I teach him for her? Could I fucking teach him for her?

Slowly, I stand, and so does Emery, fear creeping in around that bratty fucking attitude she’s wearing like a suit of armor at the very clear change in me.  

Well, it’s too fucking late for that now. She pushed and pushed and pushed, and the lock on the cage has finally snapped.  

Now she is going to get what she’s been asking for.

I reach for my belt, slowly unbuckling it. Her eyes drop to my hands, then she swallows before her gaze finds mine again.

“What are you doing?”

“Giving you what you asked for.” I barely recognize my own voice as I pull the belt free of the loops of my trousers.

“W-what’s that?”

“A spanking.”


Chapter 53
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Emery


Derek looks mad. Like, really fucking mad. Furious, even.

Maybe I have bitten off a little more than I can chew.

My stomach drops to somewhere near my feet as I eye the way his belt is clutched between his hands. “I don’t remember asking for a spanking.”

“You did. And you taunted. If you’re going to act like a brat, you are going to be treated like a brat. If you’re going to speak with a filthy mouth, then you are going to have to deal with the consequences.” Derek’s eyes are pitch-black as he folds the belt over, creating a loop, his voice filled with a menace I have yet to hear from him. “Turn around and bend over the desk, Emery.”

Heat mixes with nerves in my stomach. Yep, definitely bit off more than I can chew. “N-no.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Turn around and bend over. Now.”

I shake my head but can’t form any words as cement fills my legs while my heart tries to escape my body. The edges of my vision start to blur as panic alarms ring inside my head.

“That isn’t a safe word,” he mocks, darkened eyes glimmering as he takes a step forward so that we almost touch.

His proximity forces me to look up, straining my neck, and I kind of wish I hadn’t.

I’ve never seen this version of Derek, not even when he had me strapped down to his spanking bench. And definitely not when he sat in the hotel armchair and watched his friends stretch my pussy wide enough to take two dicks.

This isn’t Daddy.

The menace radiating from him makes the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. Jaw tight, pupils blown, with all expression wiped from his face. He looks like he wants to eat me or murder me—I’m not sure which. But I have definitely pushed too far.

Maybe an apology will work?

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t mean it, I promise to be good. I’ve missed you so much and you won’t tell me what’s going on. I just wanted to make sure you still care.” I lower my gaze from his as I whisper the words, terrified that additional volume will only anger the beast that sits just below his skin.

He laughs, but it isn’t an amused laugh. It’s dark and makes my stomach twist and my heart rate increase. “Baby, I care too fucking much. Now, either use your safe word and get the fuck out of my office, or turn around and put your hands on the goddamn desk and stick your pretty little ass out.”

I snap up to look at him again, mouth opening and closing before I finally find some words, even though my insides are threatening to shatter. “Are those my only choices?”

As Derek just stares at me, a sour feeling turns my stomach on itself.

I…

I actually don’t know what to do right now.

Is he going to hurt me? Like, actually hurt me, not like the pain that turns to pleasure? But the pain that stays as pain? Was I really bad enough to need that? I didn’t mean to take it this far. I just wanted a reaction from him.

But if my only options are to take the punishment or use my safe word and leave…I have to take the punishment, right? Because the last thing I want to do is leave.

This is what I came here for—not the punishment, but to form a connection with him again. And if this is how I’m going to get that back, then I have to follow the order.

My throat grows tight and tears burn the backs of my eyes as I turn on the spot and place my hands on the edge of the desk, arms trembling under my weight.

“Stretch out farther.”

Obediently, I place my palms just past the halfway point on his desk, accidentally bumping his mouse and lighting up his computer screen. I wait in place, but nothing happens, except for one of my tears overflowing my lashes and landing on his desk.

Then the belt is placed beside my hand on the dark wood before fingers grip either side of my denim skirt and the entire thing is flipped up to expose my pink-panties-covered ass.

Biting my lip, I manage to hold in my whimper as he drags my panties down to the underside of my ass, leaving me completely exposed to his viewing.

“Your behavior has disappointed me greatly, Emery.” His inhale is audible, and my knees want to cave under his displeasure. “Because this is your first punishment, you are only going to get three strikes. You will count each one. They will be quick. They will not be gentle. Hopefully, you’ll remember this the next time you decide to run your mouth just to get a reaction out of me. Tell me you understand.”

The belt drags along the top of the desk, and as it disappears from view, my heart feels like it is going to explode out of my chest. Another tear falls and my stomach clenches with the knowledge that I have disappointed him so badly. “I understand, Daddy.”

He shifts behind me, making space. “Count.”

That is the only warning I get before there is a whoosh of air and my skin lights up like a thousand needles have just stabbed into my ass cheek. I gasp, practically choking on the air as it collides with the scream that rushes up my throat. Oh, god. “O-one.”

It burns. It burns so bad. Like a giant, fiery brand freshly pressed into my flesh. The skin feels raised already, and I know that these marks will be the worst I have ever received from him.

I barely manage a second breath before I feel the air shift and another stripe comes down. My back arches under the pain, and I throw my head back as I try to absorb some of the heat, fingers digging into the desk. Anything to make it hurt even a little less.

“Two.” My sobs carry the word out into the silence that is the rest of the office, and a tiny piece of me hopes that someone hears the noise and comes to investigate. Rescue me from this situation I’ve gotten myself into. But then I dash the thought away.

I don’t want us to get caught. I want this. I want him. I was bad. I need to do this so that he knows I can be good for him. That I can be his baby girl again.

My heart is tumbling around in my chest and my thighs are trembling, knees barely holding me up, and my body screaming at me to run away, to say red, to save myself. But I can’t. I was bad and this is my punishment.

Then maybe Daddy will want to keep me again.

I was bad.

I was—

“Ah!” I cry out, the third strike of the leather belt coming down right in between the first two, adding more fire to the edges of the others. Tears stream down my cheeks, sweat beading on my forehead and down my spine as I manage to make the final count. “Three.”

My pulse pounds in my head, blocking out all other sounds.

He spanked me. With his belt.

I was spanked.

My brain trips over the thought, unsure how to process what just happened.

But then there is something hot and warm at the entrance of my pussy, pushing in past the lips painfully until it slides all the way in, forcing itself into my tightness.

“Daddy, no, that hurts,” I whine as it registers that it’s not his fingers slipping into me. I slam my eyes shut and try to breathe through my nose as the abused skin of my ass lights up with fresh pain as Derek’s pelvis presses into it, his dick stretching my pussy, my legs trapped by my panties.

The fronts of my thighs dig into the edge of the desk, and then a hand presses between my rounded shoulder blades, forcing my back down until my chest lies against his desk.

Derek pulls back and thrusts back inside of me, hitting something deep that aches with this new angle.

I cry out at the discomfort and try to raise up on my tiptoes, to angle away from the pain, but he immediately puts a halt to that plan by putting a hand at the top of my ass and pressing his thumb to my puckered asshole.

“Don’t fucking move, Emery. You’re going to take your punishment like the good girl you normally are.” The implied threat that he’ll put something in my ass if I don’t is enough to make the tears start up again.

I can’t stop the noises that every one of his thrusts cause me to make, whimpers and moans. Attempting to stifle the sounds and be good for him, I turn my face and crush my mouth against my forearm.

But then there is fire in my scalp and my head is yanked back.

“Don’t hide your pain from me. I want to hear it. Beg me to stop. Tell me how much it hurts. If you can convince me that you truly are sorry, I might even let you come.” That black tone still fills his words, and my pussy tightens around his dick.

But I do as I’m told and stop trying to contain the pain.

I whimper and moan, cry with wrenching sobs, and manage to get out a few words here and there.

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I really am. I promise, I’ll be good. Please stop, it hurts so bad. The m-marks, they burn, Daddy. Pl-please stop.”

But he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches between us, shoves my panties down to my ankles, and then hikes up one of my legs so that my knee rests on the desk and fucks me even deeper.

“No, no, no. Owwwww, my pussy hurts. You’re too big. I can’t, Daddy. Please. It hurts, it hurts. I promise to be good. I’ll be your perfect girl again. Please stop.”

He still doesn’t listen. If anything, he fucks me harder, shifting the desk beneath me with every forceful thrust. All the knickknacks on the tabletop rattle around, and I don’t know if I can take this for much longer.

I open my eyes to try to distract myself. Except, that’s when I see the framed picture, hidden behind books on the shelf next to his desk and angled so that only someone behind the desk can see it.

My drawing.

The one I drew for him at the apartment, with me bent over the spanking bench and him waiting to flog me.

My heart beats heavily and my throat aches.

He still cares.

And if he still cares, that means he must still want me too.

And not just the fuck me against his desk kind of want, either.

Closing my eyes once more, I take a deep breath and try to relax, to help ease into this rather than bracing against it.

Untensing all my muscles as he thrusts into me is difficult, but I fully sag against the table, my foot coming off the ground and just letting his motions rock my body.

It’s like that was exactly what he’s been waiting for because he pulls out, lifts me up and positions me on my back, ass hanging off the edge, before thrusting back in and gathering my ankles in his hands.

“Hold your thighs to your chest,” he growls as he picks up his pace.

I do as I’m told, quickly drawing them back and gasping around the stuffed-full sensation. “Oh fuck, I’m so full, Daddy. My pussy is so stretched.”

This new angle pulls at my clit, bringing a little burn and pull with each slide in.

Derek releases one of my ankles, brings his thumb to his mouth, sucks on it, then lowers it to my clit. “You’ve been so naughty this last week. Flirting in my classroom. Talking back to me on Darcy’s phone. That video call. You’ve been asking for a punishment for over a week.”

I groan and drop my head back against the desk, the lowly simmering heat in my core jumping up as his thumb flicks back and forth over my clit, in time with his thrusts. “I have, Daddy. I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll be good from now on. I’ve learned my lesson.”

“Good girl, baby. I believe you. Come when you’re ready,” he grits out, the harsh edge gone and replaced with the Daddy I’m used to.

He doesn’t ease up with his thrusts or with how he is playing with my clit. My abs tighten with every step I take closer to the edge, heat pooling and spreading throughout my body. My tits ache behind my bra, and I can hear how wet we are together.

“Come on, baby. Come on Daddy’s cock. Nice and loud, give it to me.”

He applies a little more pressure with his thumb, flicking faster, and I’m done. Fireworks explode inside of me, so hot, I’m sure I’m burning from the inside out.

My upper body arches away from the desk, and I let out my moan, not keeping it quiet at all. Derek’s thrusts start to slow, and I wonder if I missed his orgasm, but then he withdraws as aftershocks still pulse through me.

Something falls to the ground, and then I am being picked up from under my arms and dragged off the desk. I fall into Derek and try to stand, skirt still up around my waist, but he puts pressure on my shoulders, causing my shaky knees to collapse beneath me.

I land heavily on my knees, but thankfully I land on something soft. I only get a quick glance down at what I think might be his balled-up jacket before my hair is tugged on and my face is forced up and his dick is shoved into my mouth and the taste of my cum floods my mouth.

“I’m going to come in this filthy little mouth to clean it out. Do not swallow.”

Both of his hands slide into my hair and hold my head in place as he starts to fuck my mouth, not giving a shit that I’m gagging and gasping, that my nose is being smashed into his groin. My hands fly up to his thighs, and I try to steady myself against the onslaught.

He uses my mouth and throat to chase his orgasm, and I do my best to let him.

It doesn’t take long for Derek to pull back and jerk himself off just over my lips. He keeps his dick aimed into my mouth, the head resting on my parted lips, his hot cum coating my tongue in spurts as he moans and grunts through his orgasm.

As ordered, I don’t swallow, staying perfectly still as he braces his hand on the edge of the desk over my shoulder, breathing heavily, his dick still resting just inside of my mouth.

Eventually, he starts to soften, and I’m not sure if I’m supposed to let him fall out. With one hand in my hair, he keeps his dick just inside my mouth as he reaches behind him to pull his chair toward us.

Still holding my head, he takes a seat, legs spread on either side of me, forcing my mouth to stay full of him.

Derek looks down at me, most of his harsh edges almost all smoothed out. “Scoot under the table.”

I do as requested and slowly knee walk until I’m completely covered by the darkness beneath his desk. All I can see is his chest and face, the desk cutting off everything else.

Derek stares down at me, his features softening that last little bit as he strokes fingers through my hair. “My baby girl. So good for me. I have some work to finish, and you are going to keep my cock warm for me while I do it. Remember, no swallowing.”

Then his hand disappears from my hair as he begins to type on his keyboard, leaving me to warm his cock, a glowy feeling flooding my system and making me sleepy.


Chapter 54
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Derek


I stare down at a passed-out Emery, her cheek pressed into my thigh, my cock still in her mouth, with cum having dripped out and onto my slacks.

The flush is gone from her cheeks, and her eyelashes form delicate shadows against her skin. I didn’t notice it earlier, but there is a fuller look to her face that eases a worry I’ve been carrying since our first night together.

As gently as I can, I run my fingers through her hair, not able to get over how soft it feels.

I also can’t get over the fact that she was able to play me so well earlier and that I actually caved. But her asking me to train that dude bro joke frat boy, that is barely older than my oldest flogger, was enough to have me seeing red.

I’m going to have to check her skin before she leaves. I don’t think I broke through the skin, but I was far from gentle.

A heavy sigh falls out of me. Fuck, this entire situation. Thayne is going to be furious when he finds out that not a single one of us could stay away from this girl for three fucking weeks. Although, that may work in our favor to show how serious we are about her.

Who knows what the post-collaring bliss he is currently in will do to his decision-making skills?

What I do know is that I’m not ready to make a choice between Emery and my career. On one hand, I have everything I have ever worked toward, almost twenty years’ worth of teaching and administrative politicking, and my reputation to consider.

University academics are ravenous gossips, and this is their favorite flavor.

On the other hand, I have a very strong feeling that this young woman is my future.

I’d lied to her earlier, for a second time. There was no work to finish.

And even if there had been work to do, there was absolutely no way I would have been able to grade papers while my cock was wrapped in her hot wet mouth, even though I had just come.

Typically, on a Thursday after my office hours, I’d be packing up just in time for the others to stop by my office, since this building is the closest to the staff parking. However, today they’re late. By quite a bit.

As the thought finishes, there is a knock at my door.

“Come in,” I call, quickly waking up my computer screen by moving the mouse with my free hand, to make it seem like I’ve gotten caught up with work and not like I’ve been sitting here, doing nothing for the past twenty minutes.

The door only opens wide enough to admit Darcy’s head. “Why’s the door closed?”

I lean back in my chair, careful not to disturb Emery, and shrug my shoulders. “The last student shut it on their way out. I didn’t bother to get up and reopen it.”

Doing fabulous with the lies today.

Darcy shoves the door the whole way open, and the three of them pile into my office.

“Are you almost ready to go?” Hudson asks as he flops down onto the couch next to Darcy, unbuttoning his blazer as he sits.

I shoot a glance at my very blank computer screen and then back at Hudson. “Actually, I’d really like to get these last few things done. How about you all go to the restaurant and get a to-go bag for me? We can meet at my place and play cards.”

Hudson checks his watch. “That should work. Seven-thirty at your place?”

“Sounds good.”

“I went to this new Mexican place over the weekend”—Darcy has his phone out and hands it to Hudson—“we can go there?”

Hudson accepts the phone and starts scrolling as Darcy watches over his shoulder.

I glance at Xavier, who is propping up the doorway with his shoulder while he does something on his phone.

Things have been strained between us these last few weeks. Knowing he hasn’t left Emery alone, knowing this entire situation is his fault, knowing that I punched him in the face and have yet to apologize, that I almost hate him right now…all of that has created an invisible wall between us that I don’t know how to fix.

Suddenly, Xavier looks up and makes eye contact, a glimmer of mischief in his eye that hasn’t been there since I confronted him in this office. My palms become sweaty as his eyes scan the room, landing on the white strap of Emery’s bag from where it hangs off the chair in front of my desk.

Fuck, why didn’t I move that?

Oh, I know why. Because it would have required me to remove my cock from Emery’s mouth.

His lips pull up into a smirk as he stares at me. Is he going to out me to the others? The moment is drawn out and charged full of tension, at least, on my end.

He surprises me by straightening and pocketing his phone. “I’m starving.”

That seems to be the trigger to get Darcy and Hudson up off the couch, Hudson handing Darcy back his phone.

Xavier steps out of their way, and they start off down the hall. He doesn’t immediately follow, just scans the room again before his gaze lands on my desk.

Thank fuck it’s the kind that has three enclosed sides for a base.

His gaze comes back up to mine, and that serious expression he gets on occasion flattens out all his features. “Don’t hurt her.”

“I won’t,” I reply immediately, one-hundred-percent sure of that fact.

He makes a noise of acceptance and leaves, pulling the door shut behind him.

Once I’m alone again, I glance down at Emery and almost lose my heart to my stomach when I see her eyes open.

We say nothing to each other, but I make her a silent promise.

Whatever happens tomorrow night, I will never hurt you again.


Chapter 55
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Emery


I glance at the time on the oven in the sex apartment—seven-sixteen—then down at my dinner that was delivered twenty minutes ago.

A single serving.

Are they seriously not coming? Again?

Every single one of them has fucked me this week, but they would still prefer to go to their sex club than spend the night with me? I know they are at the club, because my laptop is sitting right next to my dinner and open to the Club Obsession forum pages, specifically the one for tonight’s event.

And bonus points, this page shows the little status next to Derek’s username. And Hudson’s, Darcy’s, and Xavier’s.

In the club.

Not online or offline.

In the club.

They actually still went to the club and left me to hang out in the apartment on my own.

I mean, we didn’t explicitly state that we would all meet here tonight, but I figured after they all stuck their dicks in me this week, I’d at least get the heads-up that they aren’t coming.

Fuck, Xavier dicked me down this morning and said absolutely nothing about going to a sex club tonight.

They could have at least sent me a text.

I drum my fingers on the countertop as I stare at the screen.

What are they even doing right now? Is it just a social thing, or are they there to do kinky things with other people?

My stomach lurches, and the few bites of dinner I ate before getting annoyed and doing some PI work threaten to make a reappearance.

They wouldn’t, would they?

Not after this week. Surely not. Right?

But then Oakley’s words from the other day come flooding back to me.

Right now, they are just clients, and clients can drop you without any warning.

There is an intense buzzing throughout my body, like the pleasant little butterflies I felt on my way over here have been devoured by hornets that aren’t just contained to my torso area.

This can’t be happening.

Not after everything that has happened.

I scroll the event page, trying to see if there is any other information about the event. The gallery is blank of photos from today, which I guess makes sense, since the event has only been going for a few minutes. There are no new comments, aside from the ones where people say they’re excited to see other members.

The bottom of the page is only one more scroll away when I see it.

Guest event tickets available.

I pause.

Could I? Could I really just buy my own ticket and show up?

And I have my own money now. I can spend it however I want. If this gets me one step closer to having them back by my side, then I should do it, right? And besides, even if they weren’t at the club tonight, I could go if I wanted to. They can’t ban me from the club.

Maybe they’ll be happy to see me? They’ll have someone to be with that they know will behave the right way for them. That will enjoy all their kinks, not just one or two, so that they can fuck together instead of separately.

Surely they would prefer me over some random submissive at the club?

Even with the hornets trying to take over my nervous system, I click on the link and go through the process of requesting a ticket and paying the fee.

It doesn’t take long for the ticket to land in my inbox, but the little time I do have to wait sends my anxiety through the roof.

This is totally fine. There is absolutely no need to feel so freaking anxious.

I can get ready. I can get in a rideshare. I can get all the way to the club, and I can change my mind at any point.

I can bail. They’ll never have to know.

The attachment on the email has all the details I need, like location, how to find the front door, my actual ticket information, and a list of rules that I must agree to once I arrive. When I see the rules, my nerves settle a little.

Rules. I can follow those.

Okay, yes. So, yeah, I’m actually doing this.

I mentally flip through the wardrobe I packed and figure that layering might be the best option. I’ll put on the black lingerie, add the garter belt and stockings, then put on the semi-sheer, black floor-length shimmery slip that was a part of my first lingerie haul.

Oh, and I can wear the black stilettos that Hudson purchased for me last weekend.

I’ll be mostly covered, and then can take layers off, depending on what everyone else is wearing. Plus, I’ll put an oversized sweater dress over the top to make sure I’m completely covered up for the travel portion of this mission. Hopefully the club has lockers or something where I can stash my things before I go in.

Happy with my plan, I pull my dinner back in front of me and try to eat a few more bites.

Something tells me that if I can pull this off, I’m going to need the energy.


Chapter 56
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“So, let me get this straight,” Thayne starts once we’ve finished explaining the situation to him, his dark brown eyes narrowed and his jaw tight. “She accepted your invitation off the SugarLife app, you met her at a hotel for the night, extended her contract over the weekend, extended her contract again for six months, and after all that, found out she was a student the next day because you thought with your cocks the entire weekend and never once asked her about anything?”

I shift in my seat on the overstuffed leather couch in the main mingling area of Obsession, the heavy music and mood-lit atmosphere increasing my tension.

Thayne is my mentor in both kink and career, as well as one of my closest friends, but it has been many years since this particular look of disappointment has been aimed at me. “Essentially, yes. That’s the background of the situation.”

His brows raise, almost disappearing into his salt-and-pepper hair. “That’s just the background? There’s more?”

We all agreed that I should be the one to drive this discussion, but as I try to find the words to explain to him how we have further fucked up the situation, none come forth. They are lodged somewhere between my stomach and my throat and won’t come out. I rub my palms against my slacks and force myself to look him in the eye and not be intimidated by the stern face and sharply angled features practically glaring back at me.

But before I can get any words out, Xavier opens his fucking mouth. If we weren’t trying to show a united front, I would launch myself across the small coffee table that separates us. Instead, I clench my hands into fists and watch as any hope of salvaging the situation goes up in flames.

“I knew that she was a student before we all signed the document.”

Motherfucker.

I whip around to glare at him and have absolutely no problem finding my voice now. “Xavier.”

He looks right at me, a direct stare into my soul from his usual spot in the armchair at the end of the coffee table, before turning back to look at Thayne opposite him.

“They had no idea until after it was signed. I haven’t stopped being with her. And I don’t plan to,” he states with a dead stare. “If that’s a problem, then my request for contract termination is waiting in your inbox.”

“Yes, I saw,” Thayne mutters, unhappiness coloring his words.

In all his years as a master and as the dean of the university, I don’t think he has ever had to deal with a situation as entwined as this one.

Both of his subs shift on their knees from their position by his armchair—Hudson’s usual seat—his tone clearly upsetting them. Thayne reaches over the armrest and places his hand on Abigail’s head, and she instantly calms. Reaching for her boyfriend, Wyatt, who kneels beside her, she links their fingers together in his lap.

My heart aches at the display between the three of them, so incredibly happy that Thayne has finally allowed himself a connection beyond the physical ones he has sought since I’ve known him. He’s never spoken about it, but from what I can gather, his first sub—his wife—died, and he blames himself. I believe he has carried the weight of not having saved her like his own personal cross.

What the three of them have, I am hoping to achieve with Emery and the three assholes who are determined to make this situation more difficult than it needs to be.

“You know mine is there as well,” Darcy offers from my right, and I turn around to face him on our shared couch, my jaw clenched and irritation evident.

His tattooed chest is on display as he slouches in his corner of the couch, arms positioned along the back and armrest, as relaxed as the man can possibly be. “I’m with Xavier on this one. Do I want to leave my students behind? No. But if there is a choice between them and Emmy? I’m picking Emmy. Every time.”

How is it so easy for the both of them? And why is it so hard for me?

I know she is perfect for us, for me. Every piece of her, even the brat. And I am man enough to admit that I have been an absolute fucking mess for the past few weeks, knowing that she is out there and not being able to be with her.

Being without her has been a test of willpower unlike any other.

Knowing that I hurt her, potentially broke her, with my words behind the campus coffee shop. I’ve had to avoid the place from the shame of the memory. Not being able to care for her, to take away her pain, has left something inside of me fractured.

With my chest feeling almost as heavy as that first week, I face forward and brace myself to look at Hudson. Did he send in his own request? Am I the only one fighting for a future where we all get to keep everything and come out relatively unscathed?

Hudson’s gaze is fixed to the bottle of beer he is nursing at the high-top table and stools that some of the club’s service subs had positioned for us when they saw we needed more seating options. He appears to be paying no attention to our conversation, which is worrying.

Either he doesn’t care what the outcome is, or he is already decided about his future. And considering that he played into her little game in my class on Monday and then fucked her later that day, all I can hope is that he hasn’t already sent in his request as well. Not to mention, all the little smiles and text messages since then. I fear that he is going to throw his career away like the others. He is one year from tenure. One fucking year.

Unable to continue looking at him, I turn back to Thayne and find him peering at the bowed heads of his subs. He says nothing for the longest time. Abigail, with her huge blue eyes and black hair, breaks protocol and turns to look up at her master.

I have no idea what is happening, but Thayne softens. Actually, softens is the incorrect word. Melts. He melts, right in front of me, under the loving gaze of his freshly collared, pregnant sub.

He heaves a massive sigh, then looks up at me. “You four have put me in quite the position. Well-played on having this conversation the day we get back from our honeymoon, and at the club, no less.”

My heart beats heavily in my chest, and I hold my breath, wanting zero distractions from what he has to say.

Thayne digs his thumb and index fingers into his eyes and then sits forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, expression serious. “There is a form that we can fill out that will allow this situation to continue.”

My heart surges up into my throat, and I start to speak, to mention the code of conduct, but Thayne holds up a hand, stopping me.

“But there are conditions. Firstly, the form is not widely known about, because we don’t want to actively greenlight teaching staff to conduct relationships with students. It is only used in cases where the staff member can show that the relationship was existing prior to the notification of a student status. In this particular case, the notification is a gray area.” He pauses, eyes scanning the four of us. “I’m going to assume that the first night, the Friday night, I believe, you knew nothing about her student status?”

We all turn to look at Xavier.

He inclines his head. “I found out Sunday morning.”

I don’t let my anger re-form, allowing that information to roll over me as I turn to look back at Thayne. Even if this form is a magic wand to our problem, he and I still have outstanding issues that need to be addressed.

Thayne holds up his hand. “Good. Don’t tell me any more. So, you meet the first criteria. Just. The second criteria is that none of you can be her teacher.”

My heart literally plummets into my ass.

Hudson finally breaks his intense eye contact with the bottle and looks up at me. I turn to Thayne and have to clear my throat before I can speak.

“Emery is in one of my classes and one of Hudson’s.”

Thayne’s lips purse, and the disapproval is clear. “Has she handed in any graded assignments or exams with either of you?”

Hudson shakes his head. “No.”

This time, everyone’s attention swivels to me.

“Yes.” I hate the word the moment it leaves my mouth. “A pop quiz.”

Thayne stares at me in a way that reminds me of when he’d taken me on for my dominant training more than fifteen years ago and I held a flogger incorrectly after he had demonstrated it more than once, because I was a cocky little shithead.

“Did you mark it?”

“No,” I reply immediately, fucking thankful that I had the forethought to have Justin handle that. “My TA graded them.”

“That’s something, at least,” he mutters, and I get a miniscule drop of relief that I did that one thing right, at least.

“You aren’t going to like this next part.”

“I haven’t liked any of things that have happened since the beginning of semester, so I’m sure this won’t be anywhere near as bad as these last few weeks,” I reply candidly and honestly. “Apart from telling us that we can’t be with her unless she unenrolls from Newton U or we quit, I don’t think there is anything that could make this even worse.”

“Let’s not go that far. You both need to step down as her professors. Let your TAs take over or pass it off to someone else from your department, but you can’t go on actively teaching her. And you cannot provide any tutoring support to her. She needs to complete every one of her subjects on her own.”

I frown at that. “She has no family, no support network. If she isn’t able to talk to us, her partners, when she needs help, like any other student would, that will leave her at a disadvantage.”

Thayne shrugs, his face devoid of empathy. “That is definitely a factor you need to consider. She’ll have to figure that out on her own. Join study groups, hire a tutor. Whatever she needs to do. If there is ever seen to be any form of academic coaching from any of you, while you are employed at Newton University, she will be expelled for academic breach and behavior unbecoming of a student. You will also be fired, effective immediately, for fraternization with a student and manipulation of academic records. There is no wiggle room on this.”

Silence descends on our little group, and even though the music from the club pulses around us and the area we are in has steadily filled with people having a good night, it is hard to muster up any enjoyment about this condition.

“Are there any other conditions?” Darcy asks.

Thayne nods. “There are, but they are all minor compared to those two. Nothing that you can’t achieve or that will require much discussion, mostly just that you are required to keep me updated on the progress of the relationship. If you extend the contract again or cancel it altogether, I must be made aware so that the paperwork can be updated.”

Hudson shifts on his stool and I glance at him. He gives a subtle nod. I don’t even really bother looking at the other two. They are highly unlikely to ever teach her. As an economics major, her core courses come from the math and business departments. Our teaching and education paths will inevitably cross again.

So, the question is, can I walk away from my first-year students right now? A class I have taught since I was a TA myself? And then any future classes of mine that she may wish to enroll in?

Keep teaching, keep my position, keep my tenure, keep Emery. Everything else will remain the same. I just need to give up this one thing.

“When can we sign the papers?” I ask Thayne, a happiness I have rarely felt lately spreading out its warm fingers through my chest.

“They are already waiting for you in your inbox.” The smug bastard reclines back in his couch, his attention catching on someone walking up to us.

“Devi.” Thayne stands, eyes lighting up at the sight of the Madam of Club Obsession.

The four of us stand, while Abigail and Wyatt remaining kneeling, and turn to face Devangeline, Devi for those allowed to address her that way. Madam, Mistress, or Madam D for those who aren’t.

She smiles, her bloodred lipstick drawing the eye. “Please stay seated. I just wanted to come over and congratulate the three of you again. It was a pleasure and a privilege to watch one of my oldest—and I mean that in the age sense—friends finally settle down again.”

Thayne makes a scoffing noise, and we all have a chuckle at his muttered, “I am not the oldest person you know.”

Devi turns to face Darcy and offers him a black paper bag by its handles. “And to deliver this to you.”

Darcy lights up and reaches for the bag, pulling Devi’s much smaller frame into his for a hug. “Thank you. Would you like to take a seat with us?”

He gestures to the space in the middle of the couch, and Devi accepts, all of us resuming our seats.

But before conversation can resume, another group of people joins us, and when I spot the young woman with them, I tense. Dylan, with Caleb and Logan, fellow masters and dungeon monitors for Obsession.

Her head is bowed, and she is wearing unlinked cuffs around her wrists. Internally, I raise my eyebrows at that. It seems she is currently under the ownership of whom I can only assume is Caleb and Logan, with how close they are watching her. Not having been at the club since before Emery, I am totally out of the loop on what is happening right now.

I feel Darcy staring at me from behind Devi, but I ignore him.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Caleb starts, his hand on Dylan’s lower back. “But Dylan was hoping to talk to you, Derek.”

I move to stand, because I can see this for what it is. This is an amends. Giving Dylan the privacy she deserves for this is something I am happy to bestow.

But Logan stops me with a shake of his head, arms folded over his chest. “Here is fine. She chose to embarrass you in public, she can now apologize in public.”

“If that is what is required, then that is fine with me. However, I do not require this to be public,” I respond, wanting to provide an out. Public apologies are never an easy thing.

“Please, Master Derek, allow me this. I wish to show everyone that I was the one in the wrong.” Dylan manages to drag her eyes up from the floor. They shimmer with a sheen of tears, and her long blonde hair is brushed perfectly straight and hangs around her flushed face.

It’s only now that I notice she is in a plain white cotton shift with no shoes, not one of her typical all-black leather-and-lace outfits that leave very little to the imagination.

Everyone seated around us has gone quiet, providing this moment for just Dylan and me.

I’m also aware that people around the bar and other seating areas have taken notice of the exchange, and not wanting to drag this out, I incline my head. “You may apologize.”

Dylan immediately steps forward, winding her way around the coffee table with our drinks on it, kneels directly in front of me and makes direct eye contact, that shimmer of tears beading over her lower lashes.

“Master Derek, I wish to apologize for my behavior during our last scene. I knew from the moment that we discussed what would happen that I was not going to enjoy the activity, and I should have discussed this, regardless of my fear that I would displease you. I ended up doing so, anyway. I failed you and broke our trust. I am sincerely sorry for causing you to use our safe word during a public scene, when I knew better. I hope that, one day, you will be able to forgive me.”

To Dylan’s credit, her voice holds strong, even as tears make streaks down her reddened cheeks.

As much as the recollection of that scene brings me terrible sadness and anger, I can’t help but feel sympathy for this girl. Young lady, really. She is only a few years older than Emery, with a membership that is only in its second year.

I shift forward in my seat and lean down so that I can whisper in her ear. “Dylan, all I want for you is to be happy. To find your master, or masters, and allow them to help you grow into the woman you are meant to be. I hope that Caleb and Logan are that for you.”

I pull back, and Dylan stares up at me. “I…I think they might be.”

Smiling, I chuck her on the chin. “I’m glad. If you ever need to talk, I hope you know that I am here. We may not have worked out in the long run, but I will always consider you a friend.”

The ghost of a smile appears on her lips, and she releases a watery chuckle. “Thank you, Master Derek. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I straighten in my seat and look to Caleb and Logan, both of whom stand with their arms crossed over their chests as they watch us. One with worry, the other stoically.

“Apology accepted.”

Caleb’s shoulders lower a fraction, and he offers me a thankful smile. “Dylan, please provide drinks for everyone at the table. I think we all need something to smooth out the edges.”

Dylan follows the order and quickly rises before dashing off to the bar. Conversation starts up around us, with everyone asking Thayne about their honeymoon. He allows Abigail and Wyatt to join in, and Darcy quickly engages with Devi about the exhibition event she went to earlier this week, where she picked up his ropes.

I look around at my friends, thinking about the email waiting for me that will allow us to pursue Emery once again, without fear of repercussions for any of us. I curse the no-personal-cameras rule for the main club area. The urge to run to the changing rooms and retrieve my phone from my locker is strong, but I haven’t seen my friends for weeks.

Dylan arrives, carrying a tray of drinks that has something for everyone. Once she has served everyone else, she returns to where she was kneeling for her apology, raises the tray above her head, and offers me her drink. I accept it and she maintains her position.

I check in with Logan, as Xavier has engaged with Caleb, and he mouths, Her idea.

Ah, a bit of service submission as a part of the apology.

I take a sip and replace my drink on the tray and let my mind wander to our precious girl.

Emery should be at the apartment now, eating the food I had delivered. We can all surprise her tomorrow morning. We’ll get the papers signed and delivered to Thayne first thing Monday, and I’ll speak with Justin to see if he is happy to finally take the step of teaching a class on his own.

The weight that has been pressing down on me lifts suddenly, like a rocket launching into space.

We did it. We walked the line. This is going to work.

Emery is going to be ours.

I scan the room, watching the people mingle, but then have to do a double-take, because she can’t be here. It’s impossible. My mind has to be playing tricks on me. She’s at the apartment.

Emery.

Here.

At Obsession. Not fifty feet away and in nothing but black lingerie.

Her eyes are wide, gaze jumping around to everyone in our group. I turn to see where she is staring at Darcy, a portion of his brand-new rope in Devi’s hand as he talks to her about it. Then over to Hudson, leaning down and talking to Abigail, who is still kneeling on the floor at his feet. Then Xavier, talking to Caleb, Logan, and a woman with curly red hair that I don’t recognize.

And then back to me. And Dylan. Who is kneeling for me. Who Emery clearly recognizes.

That weight is back on my chest as her eyes slam into mine, hurt and betrayal tearing at her beautiful features.

No. No. No.

“Emery.” I surge to standing, startling everyone around me. Startling her as well. Her eyes widen even farther as Darcy, Hudson, and Xavier shove to standing when they hear her name.

Before any of us can react, she turns on her heel and dashes back through the crowd, disappearing from sight.


Chapter 57
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Emery


I am literally trembling with nerves as I smile at the woman who has just taken my things and left me standing in an empty, black-tiled, mirror-walled…lobby area, in just my lingerie, pantyhose, and suspenders. I’d opted to give her my heels along with my other belongings, because it hadn’t felt right to keep them on my feet.

The only pieces of furniture in this very echoey room are the big black desk she was standing behind, with its computer and baskets of wristbands, and several red-velvet bench seats that line one wall.

The woman, aged somewhere in her thirties, if I had to guess, clocks my trembling as she comes back from the storage room she’d disappeared into and then reaches over the table to hold my hand. “No need to be nervous. No one will stop you from leaving. You can pop in and out as quick as you please. And if, at any time, you feel uncomfortable or need help, you…”

“Call for a monitor or say red.”

She nods at me approvingly. “Exactly. You’ve got this. You’ve signed the waiver, we’ve gone over the rules, and Master Derek has a copy of your guest ticket in his email. Would you like me to go and get him for you?”

I swallow around the lump in my throat. “That’s okay. He told me to meet him at the couches, by the bar.”

I cross my fingers behind my back at the little lie. All my hopes for sneaking into the club without the four of them knowing rely on those couches being a permanent fixture of the club.

My nerves settle when she nods again, glancing over my shoulder as the elevator opens behind me before turning to look at me again. “Ah, yes, that is their usual spot. Okay, well, all that is left is for you to enter the club. Take as much time as you need.”

“Thank you,” I reply, but don’t give myself any time.

I am too fucking keyed up to cool my heels in the entryway. I need to see my daddies right now. Excited bubbles war with worried weights in my stomach. Will they be happy to see me? Will they enjoy the surprise? Or is this going to land me in more hot water?

Either way, it’s too late to consider leaving. I’m here now, and I want to see this through. After everything that has happened this week, even if this goes poorly, I deserve to know why they are at the club instead of at the apartment with me.

I grip the giant golden vertical handle and push against the door until it moves. As soon as there is the tiniest gap, I’m hit with a wave of noise.

Music, conversation, laughter, and I think maybe a scream?

The door closes behind me, and the cool air of the lobby is gone, replaced by a warmth that will keep even the most scantily clad people warm.

My cheeks heat as I watch a woman walk a man on a lead like he is a dog, crawling along the ground, naked as the day he was born, except for mittens over his hands and a mask that makes him look like a puppy. And oh my god, is that a butt plug tail?

I avert my eyes, not ready to see the things I have researched in real life.

Forcing a few tentative steps, I go deeper into the club. No one is paying me any attention, which is fine with me. I’m doing my absolute best not to look at them. One of the rules was that staring is unacceptable unless there’s a public demonstration going on.

I’m not risking my curiosity getting me kicked out before I can even find my daddies.

Instinctively, I continue toward the center of the room, hoping that is where I will find the bar, and I am rewarded only a minute later, when it appears like a makeshift wall, breaking up the main area of the club from what looks like the sit-around-and-talk area.

My heart rate through the fucking ceiling, I make my way around the few people that have stopped to chat right in the walkway, feeling light and magical when I spot Derek smiling as he looks down at something in front of him.

The crowd shifts around me, and I see Darcy sitting on the same couch as Derek, a gorgeous woman sitting between them. She is facing Darcy as she holds a piece of rope in her hand while he wraps it around her wrist.

My smile falters, then goes cold as I spot Hudson, leaning down from a barstool and talking to a woman kneeling on the floor by his feet. She is talking animatedly with her hands, and he is nodding, those ice-blue eyes locked on her face, giving her his undivided attention.

Xavier is seated, with a woman sitting on the armrest of his overstuffed armchair as they both speak to two men standing close by.

Everything is tingling, and I can’t hear the music over the rushing noise in my head as I return my attention to Derek. He is staring back at me, features tight and eyes narrowed. My gaze drops to the tray in front of him, held up by a blonde girl, not much older than me.

Dylan.

My hand comes up to cover my mouth, because fuck, I think I’m going to throw up.

Derek stands, almost knocking Dylan over, his sudden movement the trigger I need to get fucking moving, ASAP.

I spin around and fucking charge back to the door, my entire body tingling like I’m about to pass out. I’m not polite. I don’t try to fit through gaps. I push and shove, needing to get back out to the lobby as quick as possible, collect my shit, then get out of here.

If I didn’t need my phone to call a rideshare, I’d leave it all behind.

This was a fucking mistake.

A huge fucking mistake.

All of it.

Not just coming here.

But chasing after them.

My hands slam into the heavy fucking door, and I quickly start pulling until it opens enough for me to slip through. I don’t even realize I’m crying until the cool air of the lobby hits my wet cheeks.

Scrubbing my face, I approach the front desk, the woman who helped me in the process of scanning tickets for a group of people. She glances in my direction, then does a double-take. “I’ll be—oh, honey, what’s wrong?”

She immediately pauses in helping the group and rushes over to me. “What happened?”

“I just wa-want to leave,” I reply, with a hiccupped sob. “You said I can leave, right? I can just collect my things and go?”

She nods, eyes filled with worry. “Yes, but it’ll take me a minute. I just put your things in a locker. Can I call Master Derek for you?”

“No!” I all but scream it at her.

Her eyes widen, but she nods, giving my arm a pat. “Okay, it’s all okay. Go and take a seat over on the benches. I’ll grab your things, and you can be out of here.”

I nod and trudge over in that direction, aiming for the corner closest to the elevators and a little hidden from the club’s door.

Unfortunately, I don’t make it to the benches before the lobby is flooded with the noise of the club and my name is being shouted across the room.

“Emery!”

My entire body burns with shame and rejection.

Fuck it, I’m leaving without my shit. I’ll figure it out when I get back to campus, even if I have to walk the whole way there. I march up to the elevator and hit the call button.

Footsteps thunder toward me, slapping against the tiles as I desperately jab the button over and over again.

“Emery.” A hand wraps around my bicep and tugs, forcing me to turn. “Emery, wait.”

I rip my arm from Derek’s grip and glare up at him. “Don’t touch me.”

Darcy, Hudson, and Xavier appear on either of his sides, all of them breathing heavily as they stare at me.

Déjà vu hits like a fucking tsunami as they surround me with my back to the elevator doors.

Tears burn my throat. Fuck, I was so goddamn stupid.

They broke it off with me weeks ago.

I pursued them.

They continually turned me down.

But I didn’t give up.

Goddamn. I was a stage-five clinger, like those women in the rom-coms who annoy the fuck out of me.

Every muscle in my body hurts as I wrap my arms around myself.

“Emery, what—” Darcy starts to ask, but I cut him off.

“This is never going to work, is it?” I ask, already knowing the answer to the question.

Hudson tries to answer, anyway. “Kitten, no, you have it—"

“Wrong?” I say on a laugh, hurt that he thinks I’m that fucking stupid. “You had the choice of meeting me at the apartment tonight or coming here. You came here. You didn’t even tell me you were coming here. Just left me, alone, in the apartment, again. Not much wrong to get about that.”

Behind me, the whir of the elevator starts up, and my heart thumps in my chest painfully.

They look at each other, trying to come up with a plan, I’m sure, but then the woman from the front desk suddenly appears behind them, carrying my things.

“Excuse me, Masters, could I please get through?”

She doesn’t give them the option of moving out of the way, just forces herself through until she stands between me and them, and gives me my things. No smile, nothing. Just waits for me to gather everything.

As though the kink gods are looking down on me right now, the elevator doors open. I immediately take two steps backward, not wanting to turn my back on them, and enter the elevator.

The woman tries to block their path, but Derek manages to make his way around her, using his hand to block the door from automatically shutting. “Emery, wait. We were meeting with Thayne, he is Newton’s dean. Once we all agreed that we wanted to talk to him, we had to take a step back from you so that we didn’t cross anymore lines. I didn’t want to get your hopes up that he could possibly say yes, because we weren’t sure of what his decision would be. But baby, he said yes. There is some paperwork we must fill in, then you can be ours again.”

The smile on his face is so filled with hope that I feel sick, because all I see is the fucking betrayal.

“You came up with that plan?” I ask him, before focusing my attention on the other three. “And you all went along with it?”

If this wasn’t such a serious situation, I would laugh at the way they all nervously shift and glance at each other.

Hudson nods, with a tentative smile. “Yes, that’s what happened.”

I face Derek again. “No, I can’t be yours.”

His mouth drops open and the hope drains away. “Emery—"

I hold up my hand, palm out. “No. No more Emery or baby. No more keeping important information from me. You kept me on the goddamn hook this entire time by sending me the rewards. And paying me! All the stupid mind games. How the hell was that not getting my hopes up? I deserved to know. I deserved to fucking know!”

My chest is heaving as I yell that last part. Derek flinches back from me, but I keep going, driving in my point. “Just like in the chat when you told me to go try some of the easier dates and didn’t trust me to know myself. You didn’t trust me to be able to manage my own emotions and actions. You took my choices away.”

“It wasn’t like that. We were trying to protect you.”

I straighten my spine and glare at him, because I see it now. I see the truth. “Trying to protect me? Or protect your careers?”

He stares back at me, a shattered look on his handsome face, like the math isn’t mathing for him. Good. Now he knows how I felt when they abandoned me behind Grinder. At least I’m giving them an explanation.

Oakley was right.

These men are just clients. They don’t actually give a fuck about me. If they did, they wouldn’t have left me at the apartment, waiting for them alone, without an explanation as to why they didn’t show. They wouldn’t have put me through the last three weeks of torture.

I am so done with humiliating myself for them, over and over.

I step deeper into the elevator, look at him through my watery eyes, and say a single word I’ve never said to him before. “Red.”

Shock registers on his face, his hand falls away, and the metal doors close.

I press the button that will take me back up to the ground floor, then press my back into the cool metal wall. Throat on fire, tears streaming down my cheeks, and the vicious urge to throw up everything I have consumed today.

Such a fucking idiot.

I am no one’s forever home.


Chapter 58
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Emery


The rideshare pulls away from the curb of the student parking lot, and I could fucking scream. My security fob is at the apartment, along with all my other crap.

Crap they bought me.

Maybe I should just abandon it.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. That’s an issue for tomorrow. Right now, I just want to make it up to my dorm, take a shower, and fall into bed.

The ride back to campus was long. So long that I’ve gone completely numb to all the emotions that were tumbling through me, as if my body just decided it couldn’t handle feeling all that at once.

I dig into my bag and pull out my phone, ignore all the notifications, and bring up Oakley’s number as I walk toward my building. The lamps are all lit along the path, and the night is free of clouds. It would actually be kind of pretty if I wasn’t completely and utterly shattered on the inside.

I hit call and listen as it starts to ring. It’s on the fourth ring when I make it to the stairs out front. I start to climb them, but before I can, I sense a presence behind me right before an arm wraps around my chest.

My body doesn’t react as fast as I want it to, but my brain does. “Xavier, leave me—”

I’m yanked around to face Xav—

A face far more scarred than I remember, with dark, beady little eyes, stares back at me. A face I’d hoped to never see again.

Tray.

How the fuck did he find me?

“Hey, Mer, have you missed me? I know I’ve missed you.” His foul breath washes over my face as my temple and cheekbone flare with pain.

My head snaps to the side so sharply, I hit the brick wall. I stumble, cheekbone on fire, and slump into the brick, the skin of my shoulder scraping against the rough texture. I try to hold myself up but cry out as my foot is kicked out from under me and there is a snap in my wrist as I hit the ground. My phone is no longer in my hand, but I can hear Oakley saying my name, over and over.

A metallic taste fills my mouth and my eyelids grow heavy, pain screaming up my arm. I’m shoved onto my back and forced to look up at Tray as he watches me with mild curiosity and zero care.

My vision dims.

The last thing that passes through my mind before everything goes dark is that I wish my daddies were here to protect me.

To be continued…


Bonus Scene
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Want to know what happened when Darcy arrives at Derek’s to finish the poker game? Get your copy of The Game now.

Bonus Scene – The Game

By downloading a copy of The Game, you will be signed up to The Red Door, an exclusive club membership that will show you all the hidden delights Harley has to show you.


Baby Girl
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Available on Amazon


Four daddies missing their baby girl. One baby girl left completely shattered. It’ll take more than a contract to fix what’s broken between them.

It’s over. It’s really over.

All I want to do is move on with my life. Get back on track with my goals and achieve my dream future.

Graduate.

Get a job.

Buy a house.

Adopt a cat.

That’s it. No more sugar daddies. Just the regular life of a college student. Maybe even date a boy or two. I just need to stay strong and think of my future.

But they are making it fucking impossible.

Everywhere I turn, one of them is there. It’s like they are working as a unit to wear me down. At my dorm. In class. Between classes. Morning, afternoon, and night. Even my fucking dorm room. Nowhere is off-limits.

I can’t escape them. They are using every one of their skills to show me exactly what I’m missing.

And the worst part about all of this? I think it might be working.

Baby Girl is the fourth and final book in the Sugar Life series. It is a high-steam why choose romance with four daddy doms trying to win their broken baby girl back.


About Harley Madison
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Harley Madison is the resident Domme at The Red Door. She specialises in edging, O denial, and NSFW reading content. She loves to show her followers a fabulous time and reward them when they are good for her. If you love reading erotic romance with two or more partners, then be a good girl or boy, and purchase one of her books. Now.

Website – Amazon – Goodreads
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