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            About Black Tease

          

        

      

    

    
      A demanding billionaire.

      An innocent girl.

      What happens when he buys her at an auction?

      They are from different worlds.

      He is dangerous and powerful and he likes to play games.

      She has debts to pay.

      In the middle of the ocean, trapped on a luxury yacht, Ellie’s in over her head.

      There’s no way out.

      And the auction starts…

      _______

      This is a Prequel to the Black Series. It features the same couple, the same Alpha hero, and the same strong heroine.

      _______

      Praise for Charlotte Byrd

      “This series thrilled me from the first page and had me completely engrossed.

      The pacing and plot was excellent. It had the perfect amount of twists and turns, luring me into the fantasy of this amazing book.

      The story was well-crafted, starting off with characters I fell in love with. I instantaneously bonded with the heroine and of course Mr. Black. YUM.

      It's sexy, it's sassy, it's steamy. It's everything.

      I loved every second of it and was so thrilled to have had such a treat.” - Khardine Gray, bestselling romance author

      "Her words make me ache and yearn for more." - Dancer in the Dark

      "The story is dark and enticing, taking me deeper into a world from which I never want to emerge." - Lover of Alpha

      "Addictive and damaged, their love burns slowly but deeply." - Heroes and Alphas

      “Their chemistry sizzles right from the beginning. He's the gorgeous and dangerous stranger we all need in our life." - Making Words Up

      "Her words made me fall in love. It slayed me!" - Sizzling Books

      "Left my head spinning! I never wanted it to end!" - Heartbreakers and Heroes

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          When the invitation arrives…

        

      

    

    
      “Here it is! Here it is!” my roommate Caroline yells at the top of her lungs as she runs into my room.

      We were friends all through Yale and we moved to New York together after graduation.

      Even though I’ve known Caroline for what feels like a million years, I am still shocked by the exuberance of her voice. It’s quite loud given the smallness of her body.  

      Caroline is one of those super skinny girls who can eat pretty much anything without gaining a pound.

      Unfortunately, I am not that talented. In fact, my body seems to have the opposite gift. I can eat nothing but vegetables for a week straight, eat one slice of pizza, and gain a pound.  

      “What is it?” I ask, forcing myself to sit up.

      It’s noon and I’m still in bed.

      My mother thinks I’m depressed and wants me to see her shrink.

      She might be right, but I can’t fathom the strength.  

      “The invitation!” Caroline says jumping in bed next to me.

      I stare at her blankly.

      And then suddenly it hits me.

      This must be the invitation. 

      “You mean…it’s…” 

      “Yes!” she screams and hugs me with excitement. 

      “Oh my God!” She gasps for air and pulls away from me almost as quickly.  

      “Hey, you know I didn’t brush my teeth yet,” I say turning my face away from hers.  

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Go brush them,” she instructs.  

      Begrudgingly, I make my way to the bathroom.  

      We have been waiting for this invitation for some time now.

      And by we, I mean Caroline.

      I’ve just been playing along, pretending to care, not really expecting it to show up.  

      Without being able to contain her excitement, Caroline bursts through the door when my mouth is still full of toothpaste.

      She’s jumping up and down, holding a box in her hand.  

      “Wait, what’s that?” I mumble and wash my mouth out with water.  

      “This is it!” Caroline screeches and pulls me into the living room before I have a chance to wipe my mouth with a towel.  

      “But it’s a box,” I say staring at her.  

      “Okay, okay,” Caroline takes a couple of deep yoga breaths, exhaling loudly.

      She puts the box carefully on our dining room table. There’s no address on it.

      It looks something like a fancy gift box with a big monogrammed C in the middle.

      Is the C for Caroline?  

      “Is this how it came? There’s no address on it?” I ask.  

      “It was hand-delivered,” Caroline whispers.

      I hold my breath as she carefully removes the top part, revealing the satin and silk covered wood box inside.

      The top of it is gold plated with whimsical twirls all around the edges, and the mirrored area is engraved with her full name.

      Caroline Elizabeth Kennedy Spruce.

      Underneath her name is a date, one week in the future. 8 PM.  

      We stare at it for a few moments until Caroline reaches for the elegant knob to open the box.

      Inside, Caroline finds a custom monogram made of foil in gold on silk emblazoned on the inside of the flap cover.

      There’s also a folio covered in silk. Caroline carefully opens the folio and finds another foil monogram and the invitation.

      The inside invitation is one layer, shimmer white, with gold writing.  

      “Is this for real? How many layers of invitation are there?” I ask.

      But the presentation is definitely doing its job. We are both duly impressed.  

      “There’s another knob,” I say, pointing to the knob in front of the box.

      I’m not sure how we had missed it before.  

      Caroline carefully pulls on this knob, revealing a drawer that holds the inserts (a card with directions and a response card).  

      “Oh my God, I can’t go to this alone,” Caroline mumbles, turning to me.

      I stare blankly at her.

      Getting invited to this party has been her dream ever since she found out about it from someone in the Cicada 17, a super-secret society at Yale.  

      “Look, here, it says that I can bring a friend,” she yells out even though I’m standing right next to her.  

      “It probably says a date. A plus one?” I say.  

      “No, a friend. Girl preferred,” Caroline reads off the invitation card.

      That part of the invitation is in very small ink, as if someone made the person stick it on, without their express permission.  

      “I don’t want to crash,” I say.

      Frankly, I don’t really want to go.

      These kind of upper-class events always make me feel a little bit uncomfortable.  

      “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be at work?” I ask.  

      “Eh, I took a day off,” Caroline says waving her arm. “I knew that the invitation would come today and I just couldn’t deal with work. You know how it is.”  

      I nod. Sort of.

      Caroline and I seem like we come from the same world.

      We both graduated from private school, we both went to Yale, and our parents belong to the same exclusive country club in Greenwich, Connecticut.

      But we’re not really that alike.  

      Caroline’s family has had money for many generations going back to the railroads.

      My parents were an average middle class family from Connecticut.

      They were both teachers and our idea of summering was renting a 1-bedroom bungalow near Clearwater, FL for a week.  

      But then my parents got divorced when I was 8, and my mother started tutoring kids to make extra money.

      The pay was the best in Greenwich, where parents paid more than $100 an hour.

      And that’s how she met, Mitch Willoughby, my stepfather.

      He was a widower with a five-year old daughter who was not doing well after her mom’s untimely death.

      Even though Mom didn’t usually tutor anyone younger than 12, she agreed to take a meeting with Mitch and his daughter because $200 an hour was too much to turn down.

      Three months later, they were in love and six months later, he asked her to marry him on top of the Eiffel Tower.

      They got married, when I was 11, in a huge 450-person ceremony in Nantucket.  

      So even though Caroline and I run in the same circles, we’re not really from the same circle.

      It has nothing to do with her, she’s totally accepting, it’s me.

      I don’t always feel like I belong.  

      Caroline majored in art-history at Yale, and she now works at an exclusive contemporary art gallery in Soho.

      It’s chic and tiny, featuring only 3 pieces of art at a time.

      Ash, the owner - I’m not sure if that’s her first or last name - mainly keeps the space as a showcase. What the gallery really specializes in is going to wealthy people’s homes and choosing their art for them.

      They’re basically interior designers, but only for art.

      None of the pieces sell for anything less than $200 grand, but Caroline’s take home salary is about $21,000.

      Clearly, not enough to pay for our 2 bedroom apartment in Chelsea.

      Her parents cover her part of the rent and pay all of her other expenses.

      Mine do too, of course.

      Well, Mitch does.

      I only make about $27,000 at my writer’s assistant job and that’s obviously not covering my half of our $6,000 per month apartment.  

      So, what’s the difference between me and Caroline?

      I guess the only difference is that I feel bad about taking the money.

      I have a $150,000 school loan from Yale that I don't want Mitch to pay for.

      It’s my loan and I’m going to pay for it myself, dammit.

      Plus, unlike Caroline, I know that real people don’t really live like this.

      Real people like my dad, who is being pressured to sell the house for more than a million dollars that he and my mom bought back in the late 80’s (the neighborhood has gone up in price and teachers now have to make way for tech entrepreneurs and real estate moguls).  

      “How can you just not go to work like that? Didn’t you use all of your sick days flying to Costa Rica last month?” I ask.  

      “Eh, who cares? Ash totally understands. Besides, she totally owes me. If it weren’t for me, she would’ve never closed that geek millionaire who had the hots for me and ended up buying close to a million dollars’ worth of art for his new mansion.” 

      Caroline does have a way with men.

      She’s fun and outgoing and perky.

      The trick, she once told me, is to figure out exactly what the guy wants to hear.

      Because a geek millionaire, as she calls anyone who has made money in tech, does not want to hear the same thing that a football player wants to hear.

      And neither of them want to hear what a trust fund playboy wants to hear.

      But Caroline isn’t a gold digger.

      Not at all.

      Her family owns half the East Coast.

      And when it comes to men, she just likes to have fun.  

      I look at the time.

      It’s my day off, but that doesn’t mean that I want to spend it in bed in my pajamas, listening to Caroline obsessing over what she’s going to wear.

      No, today, is my day to actually get some writing done.

      I’m going to Starbucks, getting a table in the back, near the bathroom, and am actually going to finish this short story that I’ve been working on for a month.

      Or maybe start a new one.  

      I go to my room and start getting dressed.

      I have to wear something comfortable, but something that’s not exactly work clothes.

      I hate how all of my clothes have suddenly become work clothes. It’s like they’ve been tainted.

      They remind me of work and I can’t wear them out anymore on any other occasion. I’m not a big fan of my work, if you can’t tell.  

      Caroline follows me into my room and plops down on my bed.

      I take off my pajamas and pull on a pair of leggings.

      Ever since these have become the trend, I find myself struggling to force myself into a pair of jeans.

      They’re just so comfortable! 

      “Okay, I’ve come to a decision,” Caroline says. “You have to come with me!”  

      “Oh, I have to come with you?” I ask, incredulously. “Yeah, no, I don’t think so.” 

      “Oh c’mon! Please! Pretty please! It will be so much fun!” 

      “Actually, you can’t make any of those promises. You have no idea what it will be,” I say, putting on a long sleeve shirt and a sweater with a zipper in the front.

      Layers are important during this time of year.

      The leaves are changing colors, winds are picking up, and you never know if it’s going to be one of those gorgeous warm, crisp New York days they like to feature in all those romantic comedies or a soggy, overcast dreary day that only shows up in one scene at the end when the two main characters fight or break up (but before they get back together again).  

      “Okay, yes, I see your point,” Caroline says, sitting up and crossing her legs. “But here is what we do know. We do know that it’s going to be amazing. I mean, look at the invitation. It’s a freakin’ box with engravings and everything!” 

      Usually, Caroline is much more eloquent and better at expressing herself.  

      “Okay, yes, the invitation is impressive,” I admit.  

      “And as you know, the invitation is everything. I mean, it really sets the mood for the party. The event! And not just the mood. It establishes a certain expectation. And this box…” 

      “Yes, the invitation definitely sets up a certain expectation,” I agree.  

      “So?” 

      “So?” I ask her back.  

      “Don’t you want to find out what that expectation is?” 

      “No.” I shake my head categorically.  

      “Okay. So what else do we know?” Caroline asks rhetorically as I pack away my Mac into my bag.  

      “I have to go, Caroline,” I say.  

      “No, listen. The yacht. Of course, the yacht. How could I bury the lead like that?” She jumps up and down with excitement again.  

      “We also know that it’s going to be this super exclusive event on a yacht! And not just some small 100 footer, but a mega-yacht.” 

      I stare at her blankly, pretending to not be impressed.

      When Caroline first found out about this party, through her ex-boyfriend, we spent days trying to figure out what made this event so special.

      But given that neither of us have been on a yacht before, at least not a mega-yacht – we couldn’t quite get it.  

      “You know the yacht is going to be amazing!”  

      “Yes, of course,” I give in. “But that’s why I’m sure that you’re going to have a wonderful time by yourself. I have to go.” 

      I grab my keys and toss them into the bag.  

      “Ellie,” Caroline says.

      The tone of her voice suddenly gets very serious, to match the grave expression on her face.

      “Ellie, please. I don’t think I can go by myself.” 
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          When you have coffee with a guy you can’t have…

        

      

    

    
      And that’s pretty much how I was roped into going.

      You don’t know Caroline, but if you did, the first thing you’d find out is that she is not one to take things seriously.

      Nothing fazes her.

      Nothing worries her.

      Sometimes she is the most enlightened person on earth, other times she’s the densest.

      Most of the time, I’m jealous of the fact that she simply lives life in the present.  

      “So, you’re going?” my friend Tom asks.

      He brought me my pumpkin spice latte, the first one of the season!  

      I close my eyes and inhale it’s sweet aroma before taking the first sip.

      But even before its wonderful taste of cinnamon and nutmeg runs down my throat, Tom is already criticizing my decision.  

      “I can’t believe you’re actually going,” he says. 

      “Oh my God, now I know it’s officially fall,” I change the subject.

      “Was there actually such a thing as autumn before the pumpkin spice latte? I mean, I remember that we had falling leaves, changing colors, all that jazz, but without this…it’s like Christmas without a Christmas tree.” 

      “Ellie, it’s a day after Labor Day,” Tom rolls his eyes. “It’s not fall yet.” 

      I take another sip. “Oh yes, I do believe it is.” 

      “Stop changing the subject,” Tom takes a sip of his plain black coffee.

      How he doesn’t get bored with that thing, I’ll never know.

      But that’s the thing about Tom.

      He’s reliable.

      Always on time, never late.

      It’s nice. That’s what I have always liked about him.

      He’s basically the opposite of Caroline in every way.  

      And that’s what makes seeing him like this, as only a friend, so hard.  

      “Why are you going there? Can’t Caroline go by herself?” Tom asks, looking straight into my eyes.

      His hair has this annoying tendency of falling into his face just as he’s making a point – as a way of accentuating it.

      It’s actually quite vexing especially given how irresistible it makes him look.

      His eyes twinkle under the low light in the back of the Starbucks.  

      “I’m going as her plus one,” I announce.

      I make my voice extra perky on purpose.

      So that it portrays excitement, rather than apprehensiveness, which is actually how I’m feeling over the whole thing.  

      “She’s making you go as her plus one,” Tom announces as a matter a fact. He knows me too well.  

      “I just don’t get it, Ellie. I mean, why bother? It’s a super yacht filled with filthy rich people. I mean, how fun can that party be?” 

      “Jealous much?” I ask.  

      “I’m not jealous at all!” He jumps back in his seat. “If that’s what you think…” 

      He lets his words trail off and suddenly the conversation takes on a more serious mood.  

      “You don’t have to worry, I’m not going to miss your engagement party,” I say quietly. It’s the weekend after I get back.” 

      He shakes his head and insists that that’s not what he’s worried about.  

      “I just don’t get it Ellie,” he says.  

      You don’t get it?

      You don’t get why I’m going?

      I’ve had feelings for you for, what, two years now?

      But the time was never right.

      At first, I was with my boyfriend and the night of our breakup, you decided to kiss me.

      You totally caught me off guard.

      And after that long painful breakup, I wasn’t ready for a relationship.

      And you, my best friend, you weren’t really a rebound contender.

      And then, just as I was about to tell you how I felt, you spend the night with Carrie.

      Beautiful, wealthy, witty Carrie. Carrie Warrenhouse, the current editor of BuzzPost, the online magazine where we both work, and the daughter of Edward Warrenhouse, the owner of BuzzPost.

      Oh yeah, and on top of all that, you also started seeing her and then asked her to marry you.

      And now you two are getting married on Valentine’s Day.

      And I’m really happy for you.

      Really.

      Truly.

      The only problem is that I’m also in love with you.

      And now, I don’t know what the hell to do with all of this except get away from New York.

      Even if it’s just for a few days.  

      But of course, I can’t say any of these things.

      Especially the last part.  

      “This hasn’t been the best summer,” I say after a few moments. “And I just want to do something fun. Get out of town. Go to a party. Because that’s all this is, a party.” 

      “That’s not what I heard,” Tom says.  

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Ever since you told me you were going, I started looking into this event.

      And the rumor is that it’s not what it is.” 

      I shake my head, roll my eyes.  

      “What? You don’t believe me?” Tom asks incredulously.  

      I shake my head.  

      “Okay, what? What did you hear?” 

      “It’s basically like a Playboy Mansion party on steroids. It’s totally out of control. Like one big orgy.” 

      “And you would know what a Playboy Mansion party is like,” I joke.  

      “I’m being serious, Ellie. I’m not sure this is a good place for you. I mean, you’re not Caroline.” 

      “And what the hell does that mean?” I ask.

      Now, I’m actually insulted.

      At first, I was just listening because I thought he was being protective.

      But now... 

      “What you don’t think I’m fun enough? You don’t think I like to have a good time?” I ask.  

      “That’s not what I meant,” Tom backtracks. I start to gather my stuff. “What are you doing?” 

      “No, you know what,” I stop packing up my stuff. “I’m not leaving. You’re leaving.” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because I came here to write. I have work to do. I staked out this table and I’m not leaving until I have something written. I thought you wanted to have coffee with me. I thought we were friends. I didn’t realize that you came here to chastise me about my decisions.” 

      “That’s not what I’m doing,” Tom says, without getting out of his chair.  

      “You have to leave Tom. I want you to leave.” 

      “I just don’t understand what happened to us,” he says getting up, reluctantly.

      I stare at him as if he has lost his mind.  

      “You have no right to tell me what I can or can’t do. You don’t even have the right to tell your fiancée. Unless you don’t want her to stay your fiancée for long.” 

      “I’m not trying to tell you what to do, Ellie. I’m just worried. This super exclusive party on some mega-yacht, that’s not you. That’s not us.” 

      “Not us? You’ve got to be kidding,” I shake my head. “You graduated from Princeton, Tom. Your father is an attorney at one of the most prestigious law-firms in Boston. He has argued cases before the Supreme Court. You’re going to marry the heir to the Warrenhouse fortune. I’m so sick and tired of your working class hero attitude, I can’t even tell you. Now, are you going to leave or should I?”  

      The disappointment that I saw in Tom’s eyes hurt me to my very soul.

      But he had hurt me.

      His engagement came completely out of left field.

      I had asked him to give me some time after my breakup and after waiting for only two months, he started dating Carrie.

      And then they moved in together. And then he asked her to marry him.  

      And throughout all that, he just sort of pretended that we were still friends.

      Just like none of this ever happened. 

      I open my computer and stare at the half written story before me.

      Earlier today, before Caroline, before Tom, I had all of these ideas.

      I just couldn’t wait to get started.

      But now…I doubted that I could even spell my name right.

      Staring at a non-moving blinker never fuels the writing juices.

      I close my computer and look around the place.

      All around me, people are laughing and talking.

      Leggings and Uggs are back in season – even though the days are still warm and crispy.

      It hasn’t rained in close to a week and everyone’s good mood seems to be energized by the bright rays of the afternoon sun.  

      Last spring, I was certain that Tom and I would get together over the summer and I would spend the fall falling in love with my best friend.

      And now?

      Now, he’s engaged to someone else.

      Not just someone else – my boss!

      And we just had a fight over some stupid party that I don’t even really want to go to.

      He’s right, of course.

      It’s not my style.

      My family might have money, but that’s not the world in which I’m comfortable.

      I’m always standing on the sidelines and it’s not going to be any different at this party.

      But if I don’t go now, after this, that means that I’m listening to him.

      And he has no right to tell me what to do.

      So, I have to go.

      How did everything get so messed up?  
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          When you go shopping for the party of a lifetime…

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you still doing hanging out with that asshole?” Caroline asks dismissively.

      We are in Elle’s, a small boutique in Soho, where you can shop by appointment only.

      I didn’t even know these places existed until Caroline introduced me to the concept.  

      Caroline is not a fan of Tom.

      They never got along, not since he called her an East Side snob at our junior year Christmas party at Yale and she called him a middle class poseur.

      Neither insult was very creative, but their insults got better over the years as their hatred for each other grew.

      You know how in the movies, two characters who hate each other in the beginning always end up falling in love by the end?

      Well, for a while, I actually thought that would happen to them.

      If not fall in love, at least hook up. But no, they stayed steadfast in their hatred.  

      “That guy is such a tool. I mean, who the hell is he to tell you what to do anyway? It’s not like you’re his girlfriend,” Caroline says placing a silver beaded bandage dress to her body and extending her right leg in front.

      Caroline is definitely a knock out.

      She’s 5’10’’, 125 pounds with legs that go up to her chin.

      In fact, from far away, she seems to be all blonde hair and legs and nothing else.   

      “I think he was just concerned, given all the stuff that is out there about this party.” 

      “Okay, first of all, you have to stop calling it a party.” 

      “Why? What is it?” 

      “It’s not a party. It’s like calling a wedding a party. Is it a party? Yes. But is it bigger than that.” 

      “I had no idea that you were so sensitive to language. Fine. What do you want me to call it?’ 

      “An experience,” she announces, completely seriously.  

      “Are you kidding me? No way. There’s no way I’m going to call it an experience.” 

      We browse in silence for a few moments.

      Some of the dresses and tops and shoes are pretty, some aren’t.

      I’m the first to admit that I do not have the vocabulary or knowledge to appreciate a place like this.

      Now, Caroline on the other hand… 

      “Oh my God, I’m just in love with all these one of a kind pieces you have here,” she says to the woman upfront who immediately starts to beam with pride.  

      “That’s what we’re going for.” 

      “These statement bags and the detailing on these booties – agh! To die for, right?” Caroline says and they both turn to me.  

      “Yeah, totally,” I agree blindly.  

      “And these high-end core pieces, I could just wear this every day!” Caroline pulls up a rather structured cream colored short sleeve shirt with a tassel hem and a boxy fit.

      I’m not sure what makes that shirt a so-called core piece, but I go with the flow.

      I’m out of my element and I know it.  

      “Okay, so what are we supposed to wear to this experience if we don’t even know what’s going to be going on there.” 

      “I’m not exactly sure but definitely not jeans and t-shirts,” Caroline says referring to my staple outfit. “But the invitation also said not to worry. They have all the necessities if we forget something.” 

      As I continue to aimlessly browse, my mind starts to wander.

      And goes back to Tom.

      I met Tom at the Harvard-Yale game.

      He was my roommate’s boyfriend’s high school best friend and he came up for the weekend to visit him.

      We became friends immediately.

      One smile from him, even on Skype, made all of my worries disappear.

      He just sort of got me, the way no one really did.  

      After graduation, we applied to work a million different online magazines and news outlets, but BuzzPost was the one place that took both of us.

      We didn’t exactly plan to end up at the same place, but it was a nice coincidence.

      He even asked if I wanted to be his roommate – but I had already agreed to room with Caroline.  

      He ended up in this crappy fourth floor walkup in Hell’s Kitchen – one of the only buildings that they haven’t gentrified yet.

      So, the rent was still somewhat affordable. Like I said, Tom likes to think of himself as a working class hero even though his upbringing is far from it.

      Whenever he came over to our place, he always made fun of how expensive the place was, but it was always in good fun.

      At least, it felt like it at the time.

      Now?

      I’m not so sure anymore.  

      “Do you think that Tom is really going to get married?” I ask Caroline while we’re changing.  

      She swings my curtain open in front of the whole store.

      I’m topless, but luckily I’m facing away from her and the assistant is buried in her phone.  

      “What are you doing?” I shriek and pull the curtain closed.  

      “What are you thinking?” she demands.  

      I manage to grab a shirt and cover myself before Caroline pulls the curtain open again.

      She is standing before me in only a bra and a matching pair of panties – completely confident and unapologetic.

      I think she’s my spirit animal.  

      “Who cares about Tom?” Caroline demands.  

      “I do,” I say meekly.  

      “Well, you shouldn’t. He’s a dick. You are way too good for him. I don’t even understand what you see in him.” 

      “He’s my friend,” I say as if that explains everything.

      Caroline knows how long I’ve been in love with Tom.

      She knows everything.

      At times, I wish I hadn’t been so open.

      But other times, it’s nice to have someone to talk to.

      Even if she isn’t exactly understanding.  

      “You can’t just go around pining for him, Ellie. You can do so much better than him. You were with your ex and he just hung around waiting and waiting. Never telling you how he felt. Never making any grand gestures.” 

      Caroline is big on gestures.

      The grander the better.

      She watches a lot of movies and she demands them of her dates.

      And the funny thing is that you often get exactly what you ask from the world.  

      “I don’t care about that,” I say. “We were in the wrong place for each other.

      I was with someone and then I wasn’t ready to jump into another relationship right away.

      And then…he and Carrie got together.” 

      “There’s no such thing as not the right time. Life is what you make it, Ellie. You’re in control of your life. And I hate the fact that you’re acting like you’re not the main character in your own movie.” 

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” I say.  

      “All I’m saying is that you deserve someone who tells you how he feels. Someone who isn’t afraid of rejection. Someone who isn’t afraid to put it all out there.” 

      “Maybe that’s who you want,” I say.  

      “And that’s not who you want?” Caroline says taking a step back away from me.

      I think about it for a moment.  

      “Well, no I wouldn’t say that. It is who I want,” I finally say. “But I had a boyfriend then. And Tom and I were friends. So I couldn’t expect him to—“ 

      “You couldn’t expect him to put it all out there? Tell you how he feels and take the risk of getting hurt?” Caroline cuts me off.  

      I hate to admit it, but that’s exactly what I want.

      That’s exactly what I wanted from him back then.

      I didn’t want him to just hang around being my friend, making me question my feelings for him.

      And if he had done that, if he had told me how he felt about me earlier, before my awful breakup, then I would’ve jumped in.

      I would’ve broken up with my ex immediately to be with him.  

      “So, is that what I should do now? Now that things are sort of reversed?” I ask.  

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I mean, now that he’s the one in the relationship. Should I just put it all out there? Tell him how I feel. Leave it all on the table, so to speak.” 

      Caroline takes a moment to think about this.

      I appreciate it because I know how little she thinks of him.  

      “Because I don’t know if I can,” I add quietly.  

      “Maybe that’s your answer right there,” Caroline finally says. “If you did want him, really want him to be yours, then you wouldn’t be able to not to. You’d have to tell him.” 

      I go back into my dressing room and pull the curtain closed.

      I look at myself in the mirror.

      The pale girl with green eyes and long dark hair is a coward.

      She is afraid of life.

      Afraid to really live.

      Would this ever change?  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          When you decide to live your life…

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready?” Caroline bursts into my room. “Our cab is downstairs.” 

      No, I’m not ready.

      Not at all.

      But I’m going.

      I take one last look in the mirror and grab my suitcase.

      As the cab driver loads our bags into the trunk, Caroline takes my hand, giddy with excitement.

      Excited is not how I would describe my state of being.

      More like reluctant.

      And terrified.

      When I get into the cab, my stomach drops and I feel like I’m going to throw up.

      But then the feeling passes.  

      “I can’t believe this is actually happening,” I say.  

      “I know, right? I’m so happy you’re doing this with me, Ellie. I mean, really. I don’t know if I could go by myself.” 

      After ten minutes of meandering through the convoluted streets of lower Manhattan, the cab drops us off in front of a nondescript office building.   

      “Is the party here?” I ask.  

      Caroline shakes her head with a little smile on her face.

      She knows something I don’t know.

      I can tell by that mischievous look on her face.  

      “What’s going on?” I ask.  

      But she doesn’t give in.

      Instead, she just nudges me inside toward the security guard at the front desk.  

      She hands him a card, he nods, and shows us to the elevator.  

      “Top floor,” he says.  

      When we reach the top floor, the elevator doors swing open on the roof and a strong gust of wind knocks into me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see it.

      The helicopter.

      The blades are already going.

      A man approaches us and takes our bags.  

      “What are we doing here?” I yell on top of my lungs.

      But Caroline doesn’t hear me.

      I follow her inside the helicopter, ducking my head to make sure that I get in all in one piece.  

      A few minutes later, we take off.

      We fly high above Manhattan, maneuvering past the buildings as if we’re birds.

      I’ve never been in a helicopter before and, a part of me, wishes that I’d had some time to process this beforehand.  

      “I didn’t tell you because I thought you would freak,” Caroline says into her headset.

      She knows me too well.

      She pulls out her phone and we pose for a few selfies.  

      “It’s beautiful up here,” I say looking out the window.  

      In the afternoon sun, the Manhattan skyline is breathtaking.

      The yellowish red glow bounces off the glass buildings and shimmers in the twilight.  

      I don’t know where we are going, but for the first time in a long time, I don’t care.

      I stay in the moment and enjoy it for everything it’s worth.  

      Quickly the skyscrapers and the endless parade of bridges disappear and all that remains below us is the glistening of the deep blue sea.  

      And then suddenly, somewhere in the distance I see it.

      The yacht.

      At first, it appears as barely a speck on the horizon.

      But as we fly closer, it grows in size.

      By the time we land, it seems to be the size of its own island.  

      [image: ]

      A tall, beautiful woman waves to us as we get off the helicopter.

      She’s holding a plate with glasses of champagne and nods to a man in a tuxedo next to her to take our bags.  

      “Wow, that was quite an entrance,” Caroline says to me.  

      “Mr. Black knows how to welcome his guests,” the woman says. “My name is Lizbeth and I am here to serve you.”  

      Lizbeth shows us around the yacht and to our stateroom.  

      “There will be cocktails right outside when you’re ready,” Lizbeth said before leaving us alone.  

      As soon as she left, we grabbed hands and let out a big yelp.  

      “Oh my God! Can you believe this place?” Caroline asks.  

      “No, it’s amazing,” I say, running over to the balcony. The blueness of the ocean stretched out as far as the eye could see.  

      “Are you going to change for cocktails?” Caroline asks, sitting down at the vanity. “The helicopter did a number on my hair.” 

      We both crack up laughing.

      Neither of us have ever been on a helicopter before – let alone a boat this big.  

      I decide against a change of clothes – my Nordstrom leggings and polka dot blouse should do just fine for cocktail hour.

      But I do slip off my pair of flats and put on a nice pair of pumps, to dress up the outfit a little bit.  

      While Caroline changes into her short black dress, I brush the tangles out of my hair and reapply my lipstick.  

      “Ready?” Caroline asks.  

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          When you’re asked to change for the first time…

        

      

    

    
      Much to our surprise, when we get to the living room at the end of the hallway, there’s no one there.

      Not a single soul. I make my way through the French doors and onto the deck outside, but there’s no one there either.  

      “Are we just supposed to wait here?” Caroline asks. I shrug.  

      After a few minutes, Lizbeth reappears with one garment bag swung over her shoulder.  

      “Are we in the wrong place?” I ask.  

      “I’m terribly sorry. But Mr. Black wants you to wear this.” 

      I stare at her for a moment.

      Before it hits me that she’s talking to me.  

      “What?” 

      Lizbeth repeats the statement verbatim, without offering a single additional word of explanation.  

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I ask.

      A flash of heat pounces through my body.

      I turn to Caroline for some backup. But instead of offering her support, she grabs my arm and takes me back to our stateroom.  

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I demand.  

      She looks me up and down and shakes her head.

      “I don’t know. That’s actually a very nice outfit.” 

      I know she’s telling the truth because Caroline would never lie about something as important as fashion.

      She opens the garment bag.

      A part of me is still expecting it to contain two outfits.

      But no, it just has one.

      A short, sheer, red dress.

      Strapless.  

      “I’m not wearing this.” 

      There’s a loud knock on the door.  

      “Is everything alright in there?” Lizbeth asks through the door. 

      “I’m not wearing this!” I say loud enough for her to hear.  

      “Yes, she is,” Caroline says. “We’re fine. We’ll be out in a few minutes.” 

      I stare at Caroline with a perplexed look on my face.  

      “This is a beautiful dress. Numi. Her stuff is basically impossible to get. Really high end.” 

      I cross my arms. “I don’t care,” I say.  

      Caroline takes the dress and presses it to her body.

      She looks into the mirror with a forlorn look on her face.  

      “Seriously, Ellie. This dress is major!” 

      “I don’t care. Who the hell is he to tell me what to wear? I mean what kind of manners is that? And who the hell is Mr. Black anyway?” 

      “I don’t know. And that’s what I can’t wait to find out. And for us to find out, you have to put on this dress.” 

      I shake my head no.

      She continues to pester me.

      Minutes tick away and neither of us give in.  

      “If you insist on being such a baby, I’m going to go out there by myself,” Caroline finally says.  

      “Seriously? Who the hell does he think he is telling me what to wear?” 

      We go back and forth for a few more minutes.

      Eventually, I let up.

      I don’t want to stay in this room all by myself all evening.

      And clearly, I can’t go out without putting this on.  

      I go into the bathroom for some privacy.  

      Caroline has seen me naked on occasion but something about this dress is extra uncomfortable.

      It’s not like I’m putting on my own clothes.  

      I pull off my leggings and blouse.

      I hold the dress out in front of me and realize that I’m going to have to remove my bra as well.

      Damn.

      Slipping the dress over my head, I pray that it fits.

      My prayers are answered.

      It does!  

      After zipping it on the side, I look in the mirror.

      It’s short, but incredibly flattering.

      It hugs me in all the right places, accentuating only my best features.  

      “You’re gorgeous!” Caroline’s jaw drops open when I come out of the bathroom. 

      I nod. I hate to admit it, but it is quite pretty.  

      “I can’t believe they didn’t give me something like this to wear,” Caroline says as we walk back out into the living room. “That’s it, next time I’m showing up in a brown paper bag so they’ll have no choice.” 

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          When you meet a brooding stranger…

        

      

    

    
      This time the living room is filled with people.

      Really attractive people.

      Men in their twenties and early thirties are crowding around the bar.

      Others are sitting in leather chairs and on the couch.

      Beautiful women walk around with cocktails in their hands as if they own the place.

      Many are already coupled up – sitting close to each other with their legs pointing toward their partners.  

      Caroline heads straight to the bar and orders us two martinis. I’m happy to have a drink to relax me. Liquid courage, so to speak.  

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot one man sitting all by himself.

      He’s one of the most attractive guys here.

      But it’s the serious, brooding look on his face that really makes him stand out.

      I wonder if maybe one of his friends dragged him here as well.

      I take two big sips of my martini.  

      Following Caroline’s lead, I take a seat at one of the bar stools.

      She has a way of positioning herself in such a way that she’s half facing the room.

      This way, she can talk to me and still let any any interested parties out there know that it’s okay to approach.

      Two guys quickly take the bait.  

      No cheesy pickup lines here. Just straight out introductions. Ben is the taller one with honey blonde hair and grey eyes. He’s the one who seems more interested in me. Alex’s deep blue eyes are glued to Caroline.  

      Within a few minutes, we find out that they are both finance bros – investment bankers who work on Wall Street.

      Ben went to Brown and Alex to Dartmouth.

      They found out about the party pretty much the same way that Caroline did.

      Someone in a secret society talked who shouldn’t have.

      I don’t know whether the person was from the Cicada 17 or not. 

      “At first, we didn’t know if this was a girl-only party,” Alex says. “But as we found out more and more about it, we realized that it was just an awesome party.” 

      “Our boss, Logan, has been to one of these events, but no matter how much we pushed, he would not tell us a thing about it,” Ben boasted. “Except that there’s a masquerade ball.”  

      “Masquerade ball?” I ask.  

      “Yes, apparently only some of us from today will be invited to stay for the main attraction. But, honestly, I heard so many rumors about this place, who the hell knows which ones are true, right?” Ben says and we all laugh.  

      Caroline laughs the loudest, tossing her hair from one side to the other.

      Neither Ben nor Alex can seem to pull their eyes off her.  

      And then, the hair on the back of my neck stands up.

      I’m facing the bar, away from the rest of the room.

      But I can’t help but feel someone look at me.

      From behind.

      Slowly, I turn on the barstool and look around.  

      His dark piercing eyes stare at me from across the room.

      He’s dressed in an elegant expensive suit.

      It’s exquisitely tailored for his long lean body.

      His hair is thick, the color of dark chocolate.  

      The man sits back in his plush chair at the far end of the room.

      He’s the only one not mingling or laughing. Not even smiling.  

      His eyes meet mine and don’t let go.

      After a few moments, I get so uncomfortable, I can’t bear to hold his gaze anymore.

      And yet, he maintains his with grace and ease.  

      “Who’s that?” I ask, turning away from him. “Don’t look now,” I add, but it’s too late.  

      Ben, Alex, and Caroline all look over at the stranger at the same time.

      My cheeks flush in embarrassment.  

      “I don’ know,” they all shrug and say almost simultaneously.  

      The three of them don’t seem to be very concerned with the serious look on the stranger’s face and quickly go back to chatting among themselves.

      But I can’t look away.

      There’s something that’s pulling me toward him.  

      His eyes – are brilliant and deep – the color of the ocean – and they mesmerize me.

      I look over again, watch him watching me, and then look away.

      His gaze is disarming, it makes me feel naked and exposed, and I cannot hold it for long.

      And yet, I yearn to look at him again.  

      “If you’re so interested in that guy, why don’t you just go over and talk to him,” Caroline says, finishing her drink.  

      The thought of that sends shivers down my body.  

      “I can’t just go over there…And say what?” 

      “Tell him your name and ask him how he got here,” she says with a casual shrug. “This isn’t like in a bar. You have the perfect pickup line all ready and set to go.” 

      “No, I can’t,” I shake my head and order another martini. More liquid courage is in order.  

      “Hi there,” a deep voice startles me.  

      Before I have the chance to turn around, I see a big wide smile sweep over Caroline’s face.  

      “Well, hello there, stranger. I’m Caroline,” she says extending her hand. “This is Ben, Alex, and Ellie.” 

      How can she do that?

      Be so casual and confident.

      Does nothing faze her?

      I take a deep breath and look up.

      It’s him.

      The guy from the plush chair.

      The lonely stranger.

      I know that it’s him before even turning around.  

      When I finally do turn, my gaze lands on his broad shoulders and the thick weave of his pristine suit.

      My eyes slowly pan up to his face.  

      Strong square jaw.  

      Confident nose.  

      Tan skin.  

      Hair so thick and gorgeous that it’s begging to be stroked.  

      And those eyes….ahhh!  

      “I’m Blake Garrison,” he says quietly.

      My heart skips a beat.

      The top of his lips curl up into half a smile.

      They are lush and shiny.

      When he licks his lips, my heart skips another beat.  

      “So, what brings you to the party Blake?” Ben asks.  

      “Same as you, I gather,” Blake says and turns his eyes toward me.  

      “I was wondering if I could have a word with you,” he says. “In private.” 

      Caroline’s eyes get wide. 

      Aren’t we a little unacquainted for private words? I wonder.  

      “Um, sure,” I shrug and follow him to the other end of the bar.

      It’s not exactly private, but we are outside of earshot from the rest of the guests.  

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Blake says.  

      Carefully.  

      Meticulously.  

      Each word comes out with great difficulty.  

      “What?” 

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he repeats himself.

      This time, the words come out almost robotically.  

      “I don’t understand. Why?” 

      My eyes search his face for an answer.

      What could he possibly mean?

      Suddenly, I notice that his eyes are inspecting my face just as feverishly.  

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says quietly. “You just shouldn’t be here.” 

      “Why?” I ask.

      And suddenly, my moment of fear morphs into anger.

      Who the hell does he think he is telling me where I should and shouldn’t be?  

      “Because you don’t belong here,” he says.

      His eyes suddenly become overcome with sadness.  

      But I’ve had enough of his cryptic games.  

      “And you would know that, how exactly?” I ask.

      The question is rhetorical.

      I don’t wait for an answer.

      Instead, I walk away.  

      “Ellie!” he hisses.

      But I don’t turn around.

      Instead, I walk over to Caroline and take her arm.  

      “Are you okay?” she asks.  

      I nod.  

      “Let’s have another round of drinks,” I announce. “They’re on me.” 

      “The drinks are free, miss,” the bartender reminds me.  

      Another version of me would feel bad over the social faux pas, but I just let it go.

      The martini that I did have is already having an effect and I feel braver and stronger than I had before.

      Plus, walking away from that rude asshole was a statement.

      A moment of empowerment.  

      “Are you okay?” Caroline asks again.

      I can tell that she’s sensing that something’s wrong.  

      “What did he say to you?” 

      “He’s a weirdo,” I announce. “He said that I shouldn’t be here.” 

      Caroline shakes her head.  

      “Yeah, he just came out and said that out loud.

      I mean, is it just me, or is that a really rude thing to say?” I add. Caroline shrugs.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          When another stranger intrigues you…

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the cocktail hour proceeds without incident.

      Thanks to Caroline, we meet almost everyone in the room and get the basic info about them.

      95% of them are Ivy League grads and the other 5% went to prestigious liberal arts schools like Swarthmore and Wellesley.

      Many work in finance and tech, some head non-profits and the rest are entrepreneurs.

      They all heard about the party one way or another through friends of friends and no one really knows what to expect.

      And none of them know the identity of the mysterious Mr. Black.  

      After mingling for what seems like forever, I decide to get some fresh air and get away from the stuffiness of all those pleasantries.

      Caroline is totally in her element – smiling, nodding, laughing at just the right times.

      Putting everyone at ease.

      Becoming everyone’s best friend.

      But I find that kind of stuff exhausting.

      Even after a half an hour of it, I'm ready to tear my hair out.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go to the ladies room,” I extricate myself from the tall, redheaded guy from Princeton who is on his second story about squash (the game, not the vegetable).

      I didn’t know it was possible for one person to have more than one story about squash, but apparently it is.  

      “Okay, hurry back,” he says flashing me a smile.

      Though his self-confidence and sense of his own importance are quite staggering, he is quite mesmerizing.

      For a second, I get lost in his eyes and almost forget to walk away.  

      “Ellie? You okay?” he takes my arm, bringing me back to reality.  

      “Oh right, sorry,” I mumble. “I’ll be right back.”  

      What was his name again?

      Dax?

      Wyatt?

      Delacorte?

      I’ve never been great with names, and my memory for matching faces with names is particularly bad at this party.

      They’re all so good looking and their names just seem to all blur together.  

      As I make my way away from him, I feel the Princeton guy’s eyes on me burning into the back of my head.

      So, instead of walking straight onto the deck from the main room, I head toward the hallway with the bathroom and then outside.  

      When I finally get outside, I inhale a deep breath of fresh salty air.

      That one breath is quickly followed up by another and another.

      Suddenly, all the boredom that had infected me during the cocktail hour vanishes and the chill of the outside air infuses me with new found energy.  

      “Well, hello there,” a deep voice says.

      It belongs to a man and it’s coming from somewhere behind me.  

      Great, another boring conversation coming up.

      I roll my eyes before turning to face him.  

      “Sometimes you just have to get out of there, right?” the man says.  

      That piques my interest. Intrigued, I turn around.  

      “Are you not having a good time?” I ask.  

      “Eh,” the man shrugs casually, looking far into the blueness.

      The sun is hovering just over the horizon, dipping in and out of the sea, as if it isn't sure if it wants to take the plunge.  

      “Isn’t the sunset beautiful?” the man asks without taking his eyes off it.  

      I turn to face him.

      He’s dressed in an impeccable black suit.

      His starched collar is unbuttoned and the sleeves of his suit are rolled up.

      He isn't wearing a tie.

      It suddenly hits me.

      He must be the only guy here without a tie! 

      “Yes,” I agree unable to pull my gaze away from him.  

      Casually, the man leans over the railing, staring into the distance.

      The wind casually tosses around his short, honey blonde hair without bothering him one bit.  

      “So, where did you go to school?” I ask.  

      This has been the go-to conversation starter throughout the cocktail party and bad habits die hard.

      I’m not really interested, but frankly I can’t think of anything else to ask.  

      “Oh c’mon,” he says turning to face me. “We can do better than that.” 

      Before I have the chance to figure out how to respond, the man effortlessly pulls himself up to the railing and sits on top of it.  

      “Oh my God, what are you doing?” I gasp. “You’re going to fall off.” 

      The railing is made of thick wood, reinforced by thin pieces of metal laid out in horizontal slats.

      Just over it, are the whites of the waves that crash into the ship. 

      “No, I’m not,” he says with a coy smile, wrapping his feet around one of the horizontal slats.  

      He puts his hand on mine. Suddenly, I realize that my hand is on his thigh and I quickly remove it.  

      “You can keep it there,” he says. “It feels nice.” 

      “You’re going to fall,” I say with exasperation.

      He’s toying with me. I can feel it.

      Making me mad.

      And he’s doing it on purpose.  

      “So, you’re not having a good time at the party?” he asks, brushing the windswept hair out of my face.

      I take a step back as soon as I feel his warm hand on my face.  

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I say.  

      “So, is that what you are doing here, on the deck, all by your lonesome? Getting away from everyone?” 

      Is this guy for real?

      Ever since my mom married Mitch, I’ve become quite acquainted with the kind of confidence that runs through the blood of those who summer in the Hamptons.

      But this guy, he’s taking it to a whole new level.  

      After a moment of silence, he jumps off the railing and positions himself right in front of me.  

      “I’m Harrison. Harrison Brooks. But people just call me Brooks.”   

      “Hi,” I say unamused.

      I’m getting quite sick of how casually he infringes on my personal space– both vertical and horizontal. 

      “And you are?” he asks, taking a step closer.

      I can feel his breath on my face. Even though I’m angry and annoyed, I find it intoxicating.  

      “Ellie,” I say, reluctantly extending my hand.  

      “Do you have a last name Ellie?” he asks shaking my hand.  

      “Yes,” I say and turn to walk away from him. Not that you're getting it. 

      “You have spunk, Ellie,” Brooks yells after me. “I like that.” 

      As I make my way around the empty deck, my mind wanders back to Brooks.

      Maybe I should’ve stayed.

      Perhaps I was a bit rude.

      No, he was the one who was rude.

      Sitting up on the railing.

      Coming too close to me.

      Breaking all rules of social conduct and politeness.

      Who the hell does he think he is? 

      And yet despite all of these things – or perhaps because of them – I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about him.

      His deep blue eyes.

      His soft lips.

      His arrogant demeanor.

      His shiny hair.

      Agh, someone stop me!

      I walk back into the main room where the cocktail party was still supposed to be in full bloom.

      But much to my surprise, it isn’t.  

      “Where is everyone?” I ask one of the servants who is wiping down the tables.

      How long was I out there?

      I wonder to myself.  

      “Back in their rooms, I guess,” he says with a shrug.  

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          When you think the party is over, but it’s just beginning…

        

      

    

    
      When I get back to our room, I find Caroline lying on top of her bed in her dress.

      She has a concerned look on her face and she’s picking at her newly polished nails.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “This is it,” she says. “Now, we’re actually going to find out who is going to stay and who is going to go.”

      I don’t know what she means exactly.

      But she’s quick to explain that apparently the cocktail party was a type of sorting event.

      Not every person who attends gets to stay on for the main event.

      “Do you mean the masquerade ball?” I ask.

      “I don’t really know,” she shrugs. “There are so many rumors flying around.”

      I sit down in front of the vanity and examine my face.

      I’m tempted to pull off my eyelashes, but Caroline stops me before I start.

      “Don’t you dare take off your makeup, or change. There’s going to be more stuff going on tonight and you don't want to get dressed all over again.”

      I roll my eyes.

      There’s no way I’m doing anything more today.

      All I want to do right now is take off these high heels, peel myself out of this tight dress and relax with a bag of chips in my sweats.

      Being this fabulous is exhausting.

      But then again, if there are more festivities on the way, I definitely don't want go through the trouble of changing back into this damn thing.

      “Okay, but I’m not waiting long,” I say, glancing at the time. “One hour tops.”

      I flip on the television, and click through the channels.

      Caroline fixes her lipstick and checks her teeth for any stains.

      I grab a water out of the minibar and spill some of it on my dress when I open it.

      “Shit,” I say, patting the spot dry, without much luck.

      Suddenly, there’s a knock at the door.

      Caroline freezes. I roll my eyes and open the door.

      “Will you two please join me in the main cabin in five minutes?” Lizbeth asks.

      I look her up and down.

      She’s dressed in a completely different outfit.

      This time, she’s wearing a long black dress, which cinches her tiny waist in a corset and pushes her perfect breasts up to the sky.

      “Yes, sure,” I say.

      Lizbeth flashes a polite but disapproving smile.

      As soon as I close the door, Caroline practically jumps on me.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she shrieks. “Do you know what this means?”

      “No, not really.”

      “We made an impression. They want us.”

      “For what?”

      I stump her for a moment with the question.

      She stares at me as if I just asked her to multiply 345 by 257 in her head.

      “I have no idea!” she screams, and runs over to the vanity to check her hair and makeup and dress again.

      “Do you think we both have to go?” I ask.

      “What?” she turns around, nearly dropping the perfume bottle in her hand.

      “Listen, the cocktail hour was fun, but I’m tired. I mean, this has been kind of a long day.”

      “Ellie, you HAVE to go! You just have to go.”

      I shake my head.

      Given her level of excitement, there’s no way that I’m going to get out of this anytime soon.

      I decide to just suck it up and get on with it.

      The sooner this starts, the sooner it will be over.

      When we get to the main cabin, there are women everywhere.

      And I do mean everywhere.

      They are sitting on the couches, at the bar, at the tables.

      They are all dressed impeccably in gorgeous dresses and high heels.

      Some have short hair, but very few.

      Most fall into the model category of physical beauty - impossibly tall, thin, and fabulous.

      Some have large breasts, some small breasts.

      “Where are all the men?” I ask Caroline.

      “I have no idea, maybe they’re in another room?”

      After Caroline and I get our drinks at the bar, we position ourselves near the far wall.

      All the seats are already taken.

      Lizbeth clinks her glass to get our attention.

      She’s standing at the front of the yacht, surrounded entirely by windows.

      Everyone looks up and quiets down when she clicks the glass a second time.

      “Ladies. Thank you all for joining us today. It has really been a pleasure to serve you all.”

      There’s that word again.

      Serve.

      Is it just me, or is that a really unusual word to use.

      There are so many other ones like ‘it has really been a pleasure to host you’ or ‘it has really been a pleasure to have you here.’ But serve?

      “So, let me take this time to fill you in about what’s going to happen.

      I know that there have been a lot of rumors flying around about what happens on this yacht party and I’m going to tell you.”

      “Oh my God, I’m so excited, I’m going to pee my pants!” Caroline hisses into my ear.

      “Tonight, we have a very special attraction planned. We are going to have an auction.”

      A hush goes over the room.

      Oh great, I think to myself.

      I don't have any money.

      Auctions are only fun for people who have free cash to spend.

      “But it’s not your typical auction. None of you will be expected to buy anything. In fact, it’s more exciting than that.”

      Well, that’s good, I think to myself.

      At least, this isn’t some elaborate charity ball auction where you’re expected to spend at least a few grand to attend.

      I’ve been to those plenty when Mitch’s firm bought a table and expected the partners to fill it with their wives and children.

      Those auctions were never as fun as the organizers seemed to think they were.

      “Mr. Black’s auction is nothing like any other auction you might have ever been to or may have heard of. What makes it particularly special is that, if you choose to participate, you will be the item that’s auctioned off.”

      Wait, a second, I turn to Caroline.

      Did I just hear that right?

      “Let me explain. The men you have all met today at the cocktail hour are just some of the men who will be bidding in the auction. If you choose to participate, you will stand up on the stage and the men will bid on you. What they’re bidding on is a night with you to do with whatever they want. Sexually speaking.”

      “What the hell?” I whisper to Caroline.

      But she is completely mesmerized by Lizbeth, hanging on her every word.

      “And in the morning, you will get a check for the winning bid.”

      A woman in front of me raises her hand. Lizbeth calls on her.

      “So, how much exactly do women here go for?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” Lizbeth smiles. “Now, we don't know exactly how the bidding process will go, so we can’t make promises. But you have all been pre-selected and you’re all very beautiful. And the men in this room have a lot of money. It’s not unusual for women to fetch 80 or $90,000. Some go for $150,000. We’ve even had one who went for $300,000.”

      Holy shit.

      Did I just hear that correctly?

      My school loans for four-years of college are $150,000. Would I really get a check for that much?

      This seems just too good to be true.

      “And what does it mean that the men get to do whatever they want? Sexually speaking?” the girl to the right of me asks.

      “It means exactly that. Some men will want to talk and then have a little sex. Others want only oral. Others want everything. Oral. Them on top. You on top. Him in your ass. You in his ass with a strap on. Whatever floats his boat.”

      “And what if we haven’t done anal before?” another girl asks.

      “Well, I’m sure you can tell him that and he will be much more gentle. There will also, of course, be plenty of lubricants available.”

      “Are you going to do it?” Caroline whispers to me.

      I shrug.

      I hate to admit it, but there is something tempting about this.

      The guys were really hot.

      I wouldn’t have minded sleeping with one or two of them on this yacht party for free.

      “Okay, if there are no more questions, I will pass out the contracts. Please read it carefully. If you are willing to be auctioned off, please sign it and return it to me. The auction will begin in an hour. If you are not interested in the auction, you will take the helicopter back to the mainland. Unfortunately, you will not be joining us for the next part of the festivities.”

      She makes her way around the room, handing each of us a piece of paper and a pen.

      I read over the contract carefully.

      “This looks pretty standard,” Caroline says. I look at her like she’s insane.

      “Pretty standard? There’s nothing standard about this.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. It just lays out everything that she just told us. Plus, look at this part here. As soon as the auction is over, before the night actually commences, they will wire you the full amount to the account of your choice or give a check.”

      “You think they’re good for it?” I joke.

      “From the looks of this yacht, I’d say they are.”

      I’ve been around plenty of rich people, but the thought of someone actually writing a check or wiring eighty or ninety grand into my account seems unbelievable.

      “I wonder why it has to be before the night commences,” I say, reading the contract.

      Lizbeth overhears me.

      “Because everything that happens here is optional. It’s up to you.”

      Now, that doesn’t really make much sense, but I don't question her. After she leaves, I turn back to Caroline.

      “I think it’s because then it would be prostitution. Now, it’s just some sort of present or a game or something,” I say.

      Caroline and I both sit there for a few minutes debating whether we should really go through with this.

      Honestly, I don't know.

      On one hand, it seems insane.

      An auction.

      A sex auction, in this day and age.

      We’re women.

      We’re supposed to be liberated and free.

      We can have sex with anyone we choose.

      On the other hand, being liberated and free also means that I’m free to participate in an auction if I want.

      Right?

      Would this really make me a prostitute?

      Or do you get some sort of one-night pass?

      I mean, I’ve had a one night stand before after a really nice dinner.

      How exactly would this be any different?

      While one part of me asks that question, another part is quick with the answer.

      It’s different because I wasn’t auctioned off.

      To a stranger.

      To do with what he wants for the night.

      That’s the fucking difference.

      “So, what do you think?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Caroline shrugs.

      I’m actually shocked by this.

      Caroline likes good sex and anything fabulous.

      What could be more fabulous than some hot rich guy paying double the average US annual salary to spend one night with him?

      “Are you serious?” I ask. “I thought you were down for this for sure.”

      “Why? Because I’m such a slut?”

      “No, of course, not. You know I don't think that. I just thought that you would think this is fun.”

      “I do,” she says, hesitantly. “I’m just not sure. Just something about this…sounds strange.”

      I nod. It does. It is very unusual.

      A girl near us waves Lizbeth over.

      “I just had a question. What is the auction like? Do we just stand up there in what we’re wearing now and they bid on us?” she asks.

      “Well, there’s an auctioneer who oversees the auction,” Lizbeth says. “They stand at a podium and you stand near the auction block near them. The auctioneer organizes the bids in standardized increments of about ten thousand and the prospective buyers raise their paddle if they want to place a bid for that particular increment. As far as what you wear… you will wear what you’re wearing now. The bidders do not have the right to ask you to remove any clothing or to show your breasts or anything like that. That’s for later.”

      “Wow, that was quite a thorough explanation,” I whisper to Caroline.

      “Okay, ladies,” Lizbeth says loudly. “If you are ready to participate, please turn your signed contracts over to me.”

      I look over at Caroline.

      It’s now or never.

      It’s not like we’re going to do this together, but there’s something comforting about having a friend go through something with you.

      “I can’t do this,” she says quietly.

      “Oh, are you sure?” I ask.

      She nods confidently, placing the pen on top of the contract.

      “I guess we’re both going home, huh?” she asks. “What a bummer.”

      “Well, actually, I think I’m going to do it.”

      “What?!”

      “I don’t know,” I shrug. “It’s a lot of money. And the guys are pretty hot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          When you are all alone and you suddenly regret your decision…

        

      

    

    
      The fact that Caroline is leaving is making me reconsider my decision.

      This whole thing was Caroline’s idea and it’s hard to imagine being here without her.

      I follow her back to our room and watch her pack up her clothes.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” she asks.

      I shrug my shoulders. I don't really know.

      “Why don't you want to?” I ask.

      “I don’t really know,” she shrugs as well. “I thought I would. I mean, when she first came out and talked about the auction, it sounded exciting. But now, I don't know. There’s something about it that’s just off. I mean, isn’t it a little odd?”

      I nod. “It’s definitely not a normal thing to do.”

      “I mean, don't get me wrong, the guys are really attractive. And obviously rich. I just don't think I can make it up there to the podium. And what if he wants me to do something that I don't want to do?”

      “Like what?” I ask.

      I don't mean to be cheeky, but I wasn't aware of anything sexual that Caroline didn’t do.

      She has had a threesome, she had anal sex, she even went to an orgy.

      I’m pretty sure that she has done everything there is to do, even tried a little bit of bondage and tying up.

      I look at Caroline.

      She is staring down at the floor and shuffling her feet a little.

      “I just can’t do this,” she says.

      She actually looks terrified.

      Suddenly, my trepidation about my own decision starts to feel more like anxiety.

      I’m not nearly as experienced as Caroline and if she’s not doing this, then maybe I shouldn’t be doing this either.

      The whole experience reminds me a lot of going to Six Flags when I was thirteen.

      I went with a good friend of mine and she was all set on riding the biggest rollercoasters.

      Then she chickened out.

      I was afraid to go in the first place, and after she refused to go, I was questioning my decision even more.

      That time in Six Flags, I decided to go along with her.

      But this time, something is keeping me here. I’m afraid and uncertain, but I can’t make myself go.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” Caroline asks, one last time.

      She’s holding her bag and Lizbeth is at the door waiting to escort her to the helicopter.

      I nod.

      Lizbeth has a satisfied look on her face and a small little smile.

      She knows what’s about to happen and she isn’t staying.

      I give Caroline a brief hug and tell her that I’ll see her soon.

      I don't actually know how long I’m going to stay on the yacht.

      Maybe I’ll be back tomorrow, maybe I’ll stay a few days.

      This whole place is so mysterious, I’m afraid that I’m going to make a wrong move and do something improper at any moment.

      When Caroline leaves, my chest seizes up.

      My hands feel clammy and all blood drains from my face.

      What have I done? I feel sick to my stomach and sit down on the bed to calm myself.

      Did I really just stay here all alone?

      How the hell am I going to get off this yacht if I do want to leave?

      Is the contract really binding?

      What if I watch the beginning of the auction and then I want to leave?

      A million thoughts run through my mind at a speed of a thousand miles per minute.

      I feel like I’m going to pass out.

      I lie down on the bed and close my eyes.

      A knock at the door wakes me up. I don't know how long I’ve been asleep.

      “Come in.”

      A girl who was sitting across the room from me walks in.

      She’s tall and thin and gorgeous and looks just as terrified as I feel.

      She introduces herself as Olivia.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, I’m just trying to find another person who stayed.”

      “Really? Did not many people stay?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so. I tried a number of rooms before I got to yours and no one responded,” Olivia says.

      Wow, that does not make me feel any better.

      There’s another knock on the door. Lizbeth comes in and tells us that the auction is starting soon.

      “What should we wear?” Olivia asks.

      “You can wear what you’re wearing now,” Lizbeth says. “Or you can change into something more provocative. It’s up to you and how you want to present yourself.”

      “More provocative?” I ask. I’m already wearing a hip hugging dress and heels.

      “Some girls have chosen to wear only a bra and panties and some even go up there naked.”

      Oh my God.

      My heart sinks.

      What have I done?

      Bra and panties?

      Going stark naked in a room full of strangers?

      Suddenly, I’m coming to the realization that I’m way out of my league.

      The girls who do this must be made of steel and have the confidence of a rich wealthy man.

      They must have gorgeous bodies without a single imperfection.

      “It’s really up to you,” Lizbeth says, probably sensing my hesitation. “The girls have been successful wearing dresses, pants, and everything in between. You really just want to go up there and be your true self.”

      Yeah right, I fight the urge to roll my eyes.

      When Lizbeth leaves, Olivia turns to me and says that she’s going to strip down to her bra and panties.

      “It’s just like a swimsuit and if it fetches a better price, then why not?”

      I shake my head.

      “No, I can’t do that,” I say. “Aren’t you scared, though?”

      “Yes, terrified,” she says, taking off her dress.

      Her push up bra makes her breasts look amazing.

      She’s wearing a thin lacy thong on the bottom.

      Her stomach is flat and almost chiseled.

      “You’ve got an amazing body,” I say.

      “Thanks, you too,” she says politely.

      “Yeah, right,” I say with a shrug.

      My stomach is not really flat and I’m about five inches shorter than she is.

      She seems to be all legs while my legs are kind of on the short side.

      “If you feel uncomfortable, you should just wear that dress. You look amazing in it.”

      I nod.

      That’s probably what I’m going to do.

      After giving myself a brief once over in the mirror, I follow Olivia back to the main cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          When the auction starts…

        

      

    

    
      Lizbeth meets us in the hallway right before we come in and shuttles us out to another room.

      This is the waiting room with some refreshments at the far corner of the room.

      I count the girls as we wait for the auction to start.

      There are ten girls there, all in various levels of undress.

      About four are completely naked, sitting and chatting so comfortably as if they’re wearing their pajamas.

      Then there are a couple in their bra and panties, two just in panties, and two who are still dressed in dresses.

      I’m one of those.

      Suddenly, I feel very overdressed for the occasion, as if I had shown up to a baseball game wearing a prom dress.

      The stage is right in front of us and Lizbeth positions herself at the podium.

      She’s going to be the auctioneer.

      I peek out to get a look at the men in the room.

      There are many familiar faces there including Blake Garrison and Harrison Brooks.

      Some are young like them, but there are also plenty of old men too.

      I’ve never been with anyone over thirty.

      But the men in the audience aren’t just old. They’re really old. Fifties and sixties. Maybe even older. Grey hair and overweight. Shit. What did I expect? I mean, this is a luxury super-yacht. Not many hot men in their twenties can afford this type of party.

      Lizbeth introduces herself to the audience and goes over the rules.

      They are supposed to stay quiet and raise their paddles when they want to make a bid.

      Once she calls out a price three times and no one goes higher, then the girl goes to that bidder.

      They are expected to make out a check, money order, or wire transfer to her choice of bank account before they are allowed to take her to their cabin.

      I tap my fingers on the table nervously waiting for the auction to start.

      A few minutes later, it finally starts.

      Lizbeth calls out the first name.

      Arabella, an excited nude girl in the back, jumps up and runs in four inch heels to the stage.

      I keep waiting for her to trip, but she’s an expert in those things.

      When she gets to the beginning of the stage, she takes a deep breath and walks out with poise and confidence.

      A bright flood light hits her body as the rest of the room goes dark.

      Lizbeth introduces the girl by her name and height but doesn’t say anything else about her.

      Then she starts the bidding at ten thousand.

      Quickly the paddles start to go up.

      The price starts to climb.

      When it reaches fifty thousand, Arabella smiles from ear to ear, turns around coyly and bends over.

      Her legs are spread shoulder-length apart and her head bends all the way to the floor in a perfect yoga pose.

      The bidding continues to climb higher.

      It quickly reaches ninety thousand.

      It stays there for three counts and Lizbeth yells, “Sold for $90,000 to the gentleman in the back.”

      I can’t quench my curiosity anymore.

      I go to the far corner of the stage and peak out to see who bought her.

      The men in the back high-five an older guy who is clearly in his sixties.

      My heart sinks.

      Really?

      Am I really going to have to sleep with a sixty-year-old?

      But Arabella comes back to the room with her head held high.

      She’s over the moon by the process.

      “I made forty-grand last year cleaning hotel rooms,” she says to her friend. “Ninety grand, tax free, for one night of sex? Yes please!”

      A meek little man with glasses and a brief case walks over to her and asks her how she wants the money.

      While they do the paperwork, Lizbeth starts the auction again.

      This time, she calls Olivia. Her eyes open wide and she takes a deep breath.

      “Good luck,” I whisper.

      She fakes a smile and heads to the stage.

      She’s not as excited as Arabella.

      But she walks out there with her head held high.

      Again, Lizbeth starts the bidding at ten thousand.

      That appears to be the starting point.

      Unlike Arabella, she does not do anything but stand there with her hands on her hips.

      She is dressed in a bra and panties and her body looks like it’s covered in glitter under the spotlight.

      Ten thousand dollars might not be ninety, but it’s still an insane amount of money, I say to myself.

      I mean, I make a third of that working all year.

      So, even if I only get ten thousand, that’s okay.

      But no matter how much I try to convince myself, I still feel like I’m going to throw up at the prospect of going up there.

      Olivia’s auction goes up to eighty thousand and she’s bought by a man in his forties.

      When she comes back to the table, she seems satisfied by that number.

      I would be too.

      I think ten grand is worth sleeping with someone who is much younger than Arabella’s man.

      When the little man with the briefcase comes over to Olivia, she asks if she can have the money in cash.

      He says that they don't have that much on hand.

      She debates whether she should get a money order or let the money be put directly into her checking account.

      She’s thinking about the tax repercussions.

      Obviously, cash is best then she doesn't have to lose thirty percent to the government.

      But who the hell wants to walk around with ninety thousand in cash around New York City?

      Finally, she gives him her checking account number.

      I’m so engrossed in their conversation that I don't notice that Lizbeth has started the auction again.

      And she called my name!

      “Ellie!” Lizbeth says again and again.

      Olivia elbows me in the ribs.

      I’m so caught-off guard that I don't even have time to worry about what is about to happen.

      “She’s calling you,” Olivia says.

      I nod and stand up.

      Is this really happening?

      I walk over to the stage. I’m a dead woman walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          When it’s my turn…

        

      

    

    
      The bright spotlight blinds me.

      I can’t see a thing in front me of me.

      I put on a smile and stand with my hands by my sides.

      Suddenly, I’m very well-aware of how much my high heeled shoes are pinching my feet.

      I struggle to breathe in this tight dress, which doesn't allow my legs more than an inch of movement.

      “Let’s start the auction at $10,000,” Lizbeth says into the microphone. “Can I get ten thousand?”

      “Twenty-thousand. Thirty-thousand.”

      My eyes finally adjust to the brightness of the stage.

      Paddles keep flying into the air as the numbers keep climbing high and higher.

      “Okay, how about eighty thousand,” Lizbeth says, clearly pleased with the way the auction is going.

      Am I really going to go for eighty thousand?

      That number floats around in my head as some unreachable goal.

      Somewhere near the back of the room I spot Blake Garrison and Harrison Brooks.

      They are sitting at the same table and raising their paddles each time the number jumps up.

      Please, let it be one of those two, I say to myself.

      At least, I already know them. And they’re my age.

      When the price reaches ninety-thousand, everyone else who was in the running drops off.

      It’s just these two.

      And they keep going.

      Am I really going to go for one hundred thousand dollars?

      That kind of money doesn’t even seem real.

      “Now, just to let those of you know who are still in the running, we do have one very exclusive bidder. He is currently not in the room, but he does a proxy who is bidding for him. He is, of course, watching what’s going on here and communicating with his proxy,” Lizbeth says.

      What? A secret bidder? Who is not in the room? What the hell is that? Who the hell is that?

      “Now, how about we go up to $110,000?”

      I look over and Blake and Brooks hold up their paddles.

      They are determined.

      Stay in this boys, I pray.

      “My bidder would like to offer $150,000,” the proxy bidder in the back yells out.

      “Okay then. How about $150,000?”

      The guys pause for a second.

      Please, bid, please bid, I say to myself over and over.

      I’m trying to compel them with my mind.

      Finally, Brooks raises his paddle.

      But Blake doesn’t.

      It’s too much money.

      “$250,000,” the proxy in the back yells out.

      Lizbeth looks absolutely shocked.

      But she quickly catches herself and pulls herself back together.

      She is a professional after all.

      “$250,000 going once.”

      I stare at Brooks I try to push up his paddle with my mind but he shakes his head.

      “$250,000 going twice.”

      Please, Brooks. Please do this for me, I want to scream out. You can’t let me go away with this mystery bidder.

      “Ellie is sold for $250,000 to Mr. Black.”

      Mr. Black.

      That’s the mystery bidder.

      I’ve heard that name before.

      It was whispered in hushed tones at the cocktail party.

      And now he bought me.

      Of all people.

      For $250,000.

      Now, that’s an insane amount of money.

      The rest of the auction is blur.

      The man with the suitcase comes over and I pull out my wallet to give him my checking account info.

      We wait, he transfers the $250,000 into my account.

      The bank calls to confirm.

      He talks to someone else on the phone.

      Finally, the money is mine.

      I log into my account on my phone and there it is.

      All $250,000 of it.

      What the hell?

      Is this really happening.

      Is this money real?

      It’s all so hard to believe.

      When the money transfer is complete, another woman comes up to me.

      She’s dressed in a short black latex dress and high heels.

      Her breasts are propped up so high they are basically spilling over her dress.

      “I will escort you to Mr. Black’s suite,” she says. “Please follow me.”

      I want to make some conversation with her, but I can’t physically open my mouth.

      I feel numb all over.

      I follow her all the way to the other end of the yacht.

      The rooms get more and more glamorous and ostentatious the further along we go.

      There’s a large library to one side, filled with gorgeous leather-bound books.

      I suddenly have an unstoppable urge to run away and lock myself in the library.

      No, you have to be professional.

      You just got paid more money than you would probably see in your whole life.

      It’s more than enough to pay off my four years of tuition, the taxes on the money and have some left over for a bit of fun.

      It’s the fun part that I try to focus on to keep myself going.

      I could buy a ticket to anywhere in the world and spend a month there.

      Or go to many different places.

      I can go to Europe for a few months.

      Or I can go traveling around South America.

      This is all going to be worth it, Ellie, I say to myself.

      When we reach the last door on the left, my beautiful escort opens it and lets us in.

      I walk through the double doors into a gigantic double room suite.

      There’s a large king sized bed at the far end, in another room, through the open sliding doors.

      The room where we enter is a beautiful carpeted area with a large wooden desk, couch, and chairs.

      I think this is what people used to refer to as the sitting room back in the day.

      Both rooms have floor to ceiling windows with a million lights streaming in.

      Out on the water, the stars are so bright, they almost hurt your eyes.

      “Mr. Black will be here shortly, but first I have to get you ready,” my escort says.

      “Get me ready? What do you mean?”

      “He is very particular. He wants things just so,” she says.

      She walks over to the closet and opens it.

      Inside, I see a bunch of perfect suits and one sheer gown with feathers along the edges.

      She pulls out the gown and holds it up front of me.

      “Please take off your dress,” she says.

      I’m caught off guard.

      I mean, I knew that he bought me for the night, but dictating what I wear, somehow seems wrong.

      But my escort continues to wait.

      Finally, I decide to undress.

      With great effort, I pull off my dress.

      My stomach has all of these lines on it from the dress poking into me while I sat.

      I put my arms in front of it to block her from seeing.

      “Please take off your bra and panties as well,” she says.

      My bra and panties as well?

      This is going too far!

      But then again, I am going to have sex with him.

      Did I really not think that for $250,000 I wouldn’t be expected to take off my bra and panties?

      Once I take off my bra, I kneel down to take off my shoes.

      At least, there’s one good thing about this. I can finally take off these pinching things.

      “Please, keep your heels on,” she says.

      Dammit, I mutter to myself.

      I peel off my panties and drop them on the chair along with my dress and bra.

      My escort takes the gown off the coat hanger and helps me into it.

      There is no front.

      It’s just a long sheer robe.

      A dressing gown.

      It’s entirely see-through.

      “Now, go and lie down on the bed,” my escort says.

      “On top of the sheets?” I ask.

      She nods.

      I find a spot in the middle, propping myself up with the pillows.

      She comes over and opens the drawer on the end table.

      She pulls out a long strap with a cuff at the end.

      “What’s that?”

      “Mr. Black would like you tied up,” she explains.

      Tied up?

      My mind begins to race.

      No, no, no, I can’t be tried up.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “It’s very sexy. He isn’t going to do anything to hurt you…unless you want him to.”

      “Why would I want him to?” I ask.

      She laughs.

      “Because you will. You’ll be begging him to.”

      I understand the words that are coming out of her mouth, but I also don’t.

      I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      Why would I want him to hurt me?

      I give her my one hand and watch as she puts the leather cuff around my wrist.

      She then tied the strap to the bed post.

      Carefully, walking around the bed, she does the same thing with my left hand.

      I pull on my wrists.

      No, this isn’t a joke.

      Both of my hands are tied to the bed posts.

      My escort than leans over me and arranges my robe.

      She makes sure that the feather trim covers up my breasts and other bits and then smiles at herself when she’s done.

      “Okay, one last thing,” she says and pulls something out of her pocket.

      It’s a black mask.

      “He doesn't want me to see him?” I ask.

      My heart starts to race a mile a minute.

      No, I can’t have my eyes covered.

      This is going too far.

      “I’m sure you will later. He just doesn’t want you to see him right away.”

      She puts the mask over my eyes.

      Suddenly, I become a lot more keenly aware of every sound that exists in the room.

      Somewhere in the distance, something is buzzing.

      My escort exhales small shallow breaths.

      The bedspread makes a rustling sound while she leans over me.

      “Okay, enjoy yourself,” she says and walks out of the room.
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      I don’t belong here.

      I’m in way over my head. But I have debts to pay.

      They call my name. The spotlight is on. The auction starts.

      Mr. Black is the highest bidder.  He’s dark, rich, and powerful. He likes to play games.

      The only rule is there are no rules.

      But it’s just one night.

      What’s the worst that can happen?

      One-click BLACK EDGE Now!
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      Sign up for my newsletter to find out when I have new books and stay in touch!

      You can also join my Facebook group, Charlotte Byrd’s Steamy Reads, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peaks of future books.

      I appreciate you sharing my books and telling your friends about them. Reviews help readers find my books! Please leave a review on your favorite site.
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      Charlotte Byrd is the bestselling author of many contemporary romance novels. She lives in Southern California with her husband, son, and a crazy toy Australian Shepherd. She loves books, hot weather and crystal blue waters.

      Write her here:

      charlotte@charlotte-byrd.com

      Check out her books here:

      www.charlotte-byrd.com

      Connect with her here:

      www.facebook.com/charlottebyrdbooks
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      Copyright © 2018 by Charlotte Byrd

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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