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			Chapter One

			Toto, I don’t think we’re in Queens anymore. 

			Frankie De Luca stepped back just in time to avoid a dancing couple that certainly hadn’t left enough room for Jesus between their writhing bodies. They stumbled toward an elevator located along the back of the dance floor, drawing Frankie’s attention to the massive, golden mouth framing the doors. Welcome to hell? A man sporting an earpiece pressed the button just in time for the doors to open and swallow the couple whole, taking them upstairs to join in the revelry that went on at Serve, Manhattan’s exclusive club for the adventurous. Upstairs was where Frankie was supposed to be headed, but her reflection in the steel doors of the elevator kept her rooted to the spot as the party raged on around her. She’d worn Converse and ripped jeans to a BDSM club. Was she serious?

			Two stylishly dressed women brushed past her, giving her curious looks. Frankie’s chin automatically lifted even though she could feel the holes in her jeans widening by the second. No one gave a shit about her clothes during her day job. Hell, her customers couldn’t even see her attire from the other side of the plastic partition. Driving a cab had its perks. A keen fashion sense might not be one of them, but the job paid the bills. 

			Or most of them, anyway. There was one behemoth expense accumulating over head with way too many zeroes attached. Frankie didn’t do debts. Or charity. Which was what had brought her to Serve that night. She’d come to pay it back. 

			Okay. That was one reason. The other wasn’t so easily summed up. 

			Tonight, she’d get some clarification. 

			Forcing her features into an expression that said I’m supposed to be here, she went toward earpiece-guy, who, upon closer inspection, proved to be just as eye-catching as his surroundings. He lifted a lazy eyebrow at her approach, but she didn’t let his lack of verbal greeting faze her. “My name is Frankie De Luca. I have a meeting with Jonah Briggs.”

			“Really.” The man consulted his clipboard. “He doesn’t usually take meetings.”

			“Believe me. I know.”

			The owner of Serve was notoriously private, despite the recent media circus surrounding his relationship with notable financial journalist, Caroline Preston. It had taken Frankie months to get Jonah to agree to this meeting. In the end, her loose connection to the Preston family had gotten her a fifteen-minute time window, one she planned to use wisely. 

			“It appears you’ve breached the inner sanctum.” Earpiece-guy punched the elevator’s call button and stepped back. “Congratulations.”

			“I’m honored,” she mumbled, doing her best not to stare at the man as she stepped though the doors. When they bumped closed behind her, she jumped a little, then rolled her eyes. Compared to picking up passengers in her cab at three o’clock in the morning, this meeting would be a piece of cake. It was what could come afterward that had her nerves expanding beneath her skin, twisting and crackling. Anticipation or dread? Guess she’d find out. 

			When the elevator doors opened, she peered into the darkened space, expecting to see an orgy in full swing. Instead, she saw a sprawling, tastefully decorated floor, complete with a lounge area. Several couples were speaking in hushed tones, hands roaming, but nothing she hadn’t seen before in her rearview mirror. How disappointing. With a shrug, she turned down a hallway with several doors on either side. One swung open to reveal Jonah Briggs. Arms crossed over his chest, he looked about as inviting as the subway after New Year’s Eve. Too bad the red licorice scent that wafted off him was a comfort whether he liked it or not. 

			“I don’t have much time,” he told her.

			“Me either,” she returned, bypassing him into his office. An oversized, carved mahogany desk took up most of the space in the first room, covered in neat stacks of paperwork and several framed photos of Caroline Preston, interspersed with others of a young girl. His daughter? There was a second door across the room, and an electric blue glow coming from beneath it suggested monitors or televisions on the other side. “Quiet night out there.”

			“Give it an hour.” Jonah took a seat behind his desk, thoughtful eyes flicking over the pictures of his girlfriend, as if it were an unconscious action. “You mentioned over the phone that this had something to do with my daughter.”

			Frankie nodded, refusing to let her gaze dip. She hadn’t liked using another person’s weakness to secure the meeting, but desperate times had called for it. This debt of hers would be repaid by fair means or foul. “You wouldn’t have agreed to see me without knowing everything about me.” No reaction. “So you already know that your girlfriend’s family is responsible for sending me to Columbia University. I’m the first beneficiary of the scholarship they set up in their mother’s name.”

			Jonah leaned back in his chair. “I might know something about it.”

			“Right.” Her response was dry. “I’ve met the Prestons enough times to know they won’t accept repayment from me.”

			“A grant doesn’t require repayment.”

			“Maybe for some people. But I boned up on you, too, and I know you’re not the type to accept something for free, either.” She gave him a meaningful look. “I never could have done this without them and I’m grateful. But when I graduate, it’ll be on my own dime.”

			“What does this have to do with my daughter?”

			Frankie glanced at the photo on his desk depicting a young girl dangling off a jungle gym. “I want to make the payments to you. The Prestons don’t need to know about it.” She forced herself not to play with the fringe on her jeans. “I’d like it set aside for your daughter to use when she’s my age. Kind of an indirect way of paying back the Prestons by sending someone they care about to school.”

			Jonah didn’t speak for a moment. She’d surprised him. Good. “I don’t need your money to send my daughter to school. In fact, that’s a privilege I’d prefer to keep.”

			“Understood.” Damn. She should have anticipated that. “Your daughter can donate it to a charity of her choice when she turns eighteen, then. Or send another poor unfortunate to college with the money.” She secured her poker face. “Take the payment from me or I’ll drop out.”

			“You’re that serious about it.” It wasn’t a question. Again his gaze flicked toward the pictures on his desk. Over a smiling Caroline Preston who would probably be upset if she returned the grant money. For all their newsworthy shenanigans, the Prestons were good people. They had taken a chance on her, changed her life, really. But she already owed too many people in this world. 

			Jonah rubbed his knuckles over his jaw. “I’ll put aside these payments for you on one condition.”

			Frankie raised an eyebrow, not ready to commit until she heard the terms. 

			Jonah’s lips twitched. “If you need the money, you come back and get it.” He stood and extended his hand. “And Ms. De Luca? I’ll know if you need it.”

			“I appreciate your concern.” She shook his hand, sealing the deal. “But I won’t.”

			As soon as he released her hand, she dug in her pocket and took out a white envelope, sliding it across the desk. “Here’s my first payment. It’s not much. The business classes I’m taking make it difficult to drive my cab, but I’ll make sure I match it down to the penny.”

			“Something tells me not to doubt you.”

			Frankie felt her own smile threaten, but it faded when she remembered her other purpose for the night. Her relief over having Jonah accept her terms allowed for anticipation to trickle through her midsection, blending with fear of the unknown. A significant part of her wanted to take her victory and run, but she’d come there tonight to kill two birds with one stone and that’s what she would do. No backing out now. 

			When Jonah sat back down at his desk instead of heading right for the second room, Frankie predicted she’d have about two minutes to appease her curiosity just beyond the door of his office, curiosity she’d been harboring for two years. Before attending Columbia had gone from pipe dream to reality, night classes had been all she could afford. One night, after missing a lecture due to an overtime shift at work, she’d stopped by a classmate’s apartment to copy her notes. Instead, Frankie walked in on her having sex with her boyfriend. Not just any sex, though. The woman’s legs and hands had been bound to the bed while the guy gripped her chin, telling her who she belonged to. Pumping in and out of her. Hard. At the time, Frankie had ordered herself to move. Get away before they caught her. Eventually, she’d managed it, but there had been no mistaking one fact. She’d been turned on to an almost embarrassing degree. In fact, she hadn’t stopped being turned on since that day, but there’d been no appeasement. Where did one go for an experience like the one she’d witnessed? 

			Here. Serve. 

			Frankie backed out of Jonah’s office, returning his wave as he answered a phone call. Her stomach felt like it had been pumped full of helium as she closed the door behind her, finding herself alone in the darkened hallway. To her right, a sliver of light caught her eye—movement behind a slightly ajar door. She squared her shoulders and eased toward it, hoping for a peek of what lay on the other side. Just a peek. 

			What she saw through the crack woke up her hormones and twisted them into a pretzel. 

			A man dressed in all black, right down to his leather gloves, was visible in profile. But it was enough to daze her. Not just darkly, criminally handsome…intriguing, to boot. Every line of his body was tension-filled. His jaw, his shoulders, his thighs. Powerful chest muscles flexed beneath the expensive material of his shirt. He was pulling items out of a leather bag and laying them neatly on an elevated table, every single movement precise. Almost angry. This was a private moment she was seeing, but she couldn’t look away. His energy was hypnotic. 

			If he was in one of these rooms, did that mean he was here to meet someone? To do those things she’d fantasized about since the day she’d walked in on her friend? Jealousy summersaulted inside her ribcage. Ridiculous. He hadn’t even looked at her. She didn’t even know him. It remained there, anyway, turning faster and faster. 

			When he spoke in a taut, yet smoky, British accent, the tumbling stilled instantly. 

			Everything inside her went still. 

			“If you choose to stand there much longer, you will be punished for your lateness.” Golden eyes locked on her. “Choose wisely.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			This…girl is not my partner for the night.

			Porter Evans paused in the act of removing tools from his leather bag to watch her enter the room. It was impossible not to watch her. Her expression spoke of a readiness to take on the world but her fingers were fiddling with a string hanging from her jeans. For the love of God, the sodding jeans alone were going to be the death of him. Had she purchased them in such a disheveled state or done it herself with a pair of scissors? Either method baffled him, but he couldn’t help noticing the skin each hole in the denim revealed. Soft, olive-colored skin. Italian skin. Marked skin. But not from the kinds of pursuits he engaged in. Her knees appeared to be scratched up from a fall of some kind. 

			Soothe her. Porter was so surprised by the uncharacteristic urge, he dropped the flogger he’d been holding, immediately reaching down to straighten it without taking his gaze off the girl. His eyes tracked downward to light on her ancient pair of runners, enough dirt on them to suggest she’d earned those toned legs from physical activity. It didn’t excuse their hideousness. 

			What did excuse it? Big silver eyes. Yes, silver. They were the lightest shade of blue he’d ever seen. Not even enough to be categorized as blue. The contrast they created against her tanned skin was extraordinary, exotic, at total odds with her tomboy appearance. If she’d walked into Serve wearing leather, she never would have made it to this room, not if any other man in the building had a say in it. As it was, though, this ragamuffin—who couldn’t be older than twenty-two—had shown up in his room. 

			And she wasn’t his arranged partner. There was protocol that he always followed when arranging this type of thing and it included knowing what the woman looked like. Her limits. This was not that woman. 

			Was she attempting to pretend otherwise? Allowing this situation to go on any longer went entirely against his personality. He liked terms stated up front. Keeping an airtight schedule. Yet there was an insistent, undeniable need to let the charade play out, if she was indeed trying to fool him. Even if he didn’t quite understand why the need existed, it pulled at him with compelling force. The words that would break the spell refused to come. 

			“Do you need a reminder to remove your clothing?” He lifted his leather bag off the bed and set it down carefully on a nearby chair. “I can’t imagine why. It was very clearly stated in the terms that the clothes come off immediately.”

			Her confidence wavered a moment before that stubborn chin lifted once more, sending long brown hair—in desperate need of a brush—sliding over her shoulders. Lust pooled low and heavy in his groin at that show of mettle. It only increased when she clutched the edge of her shirt and tossed it over her head. Onto the ground. Any other time, he would order his submissive to pick up the discarded garment and fold it neatly. He needed everything in its place, goddammit. But he couldn’t—could not—tear his eyes away from the breasts she’d revealed. A groan even managed to slip from his mouth before he could catch it. 

			She was golden all over, everywhere but the pink tips of her nipples. An image of her arms stretched and bound above her head while he sucked those peaks made his cock rise in his pants. This had been a mistake, going through with the ruse. He was supposed to be appreciative, aroused, but never…tempted. These encounters were a healthy environment to exercise control over himself. Another person. But at that moment, his thoughts were anything but in control. There were…the beginnings of chaos. 

			“Man. Are you always this tense?” She swaggered toward the bed and hopped up onto the padded surface, making her breasts jiggle. “Seems like that should be my job considering you just picked up a horsewhip.”

			He had? Porter looked down to find the leather object wrapped tightly in his fist. “It’s called a crop,” he enunciated. “And I don’t recall giving you permission to get on the bed.”

			“Should I get off?” She reclined back, supporting herself with her hands. “Because that actually does seem like your job.”

			Porter’s restraint caved in on itself, causing reality to blur. In that moment, he forgot this wasn’t the person he’d arranged to see, but someone else entirely. Someone who obviously didn’t know what the hell she’d gotten herself into. The beautiful temptation that had chosen to defy him, to seek punishment. He was all too willing to oblige her. 

			He gripped her knees and yanked her off the bed, and a slight tremor passing through those limbs knocked some sense into him. Just not enough. He whirled her around until she faced the bed, aligning himself flush with her back. Fuck, she curved right into his lap. “I don’t think you heard me. You couldn’t have, since your ass if still being hidden from my eyes by these jeans.” He unsnapped the top button, savoring the way she gasped with awareness of who was in charge. Finally. “Maybe I should just rip them off you. Put them out of their misery.”

			“Fine.” She sagged onto the table. “Just put me out of mine, too, please.”

			She came into sharp focus then. Not just her physical attributes, which were more than enough to keep his attention. It was the plaintiveness in her voice, though, that captivated him. He’d only been in her presence for minutes and he knew this wasn’t someone who begged, or revealed weakness if she could damn well help it. Not unless she sorely fucking needed it. That need demolished him. For so long, he’d been playing out scenes, but they never felt real. She was real. She was happening to him. 

			“If you can’t do it, pal, I’ll find someone who will.”

			“Over my dead body.” He cupped her upturned ass in his hands, where it fit like a dream. “There is a way I conduct myself—my pleasure—to make sure I don’t go too far. Or I will. Do you understand me? I’m not your beginner course.”

			“I didn’t ask for one.” She looked at him over her shoulder, those silver eyes cutting right through him. “Everything, every time, feels like a beginner course. Give me the real thing.”

			Nagging irritation sliced through him at the mention of her having other experiences. Elsewhere. With other men. Absurd, that. But poignant as hell, nonetheless. “You want a spanking? Or should I use one of my tools?”

			Her back began to rise and fall rapidly. “Anything. You decide.”

			“Those are powerful words to someone like me.” He drew the zipper of her jeans down and peeled the denim over her ass. Jesus H. Christ. Her flesh was a meal waiting to be eaten, all but glowing in the dim, reddish light, curving in a manner that demanded a man take her from behind. Often. Even her basic, no-frills panties made him hot. Porter took a fortifying breath. “Give me a safe word.”

			“Um…” She blew out a breath. “Beetlejuice?”

			He gritted his teeth. “Just don’t say it three times. I don’t feel like sharing.”

			Her rich, feminine laugh made his stomach hurt, beyond the all-encompassing arousal he was feeling. Not in an unpleasant way. In an, oh fuck, kind of way. She was like a diamond being unearthed one sand granule at a time. God help everyone in the vicinity when she was fully revealed. “Who knew there was a sense of humor underneath all that black?”

			He swallowed hard. “You know nothing about me.”

			“Show me,” she whispered. 

			“Will I be showing you about me?” He slipped her panties over the curve of her backside. “Or yourself?”

			As he waited for an answer he suspected wouldn’t come, he considered his tools. Why should they have the honor of landing on her skin the first time? His hand wanted that glowing skin all to itself. Wanted to make it glow hotter. Light as a feather, he let his palm glide over her supple bottom, closing his eyes to focus on her breathing, the way she pushed herself into his hand. A present wrapped in a bow. So he tore off the wrapping. He dropped his hand, shook it out once and flexed his fingers, before bringing it against her flesh in a biting slap. 

			She caught her breath on a sob, held it, and released it in a rush. “Oh my god.”

			Porter wanted to lick the handprint he’d left behind. Another new, disconcerting urge he’d never experienced. God, everything about her, down to the sound his spanking made on her skin, was electric. He fought the sudden need to know her name, to say it, but he couldn’t ask because the jig would be up. “Is this your first time?” 

			She dropped her forehead to the bed. “First time I’ve had it done right.”

			More irritation surged, but it was overshadowed by the desire to show her how right it could be. Leaning to the side so he could view her profile, he brought his hand down on her ass again, a touch harder than the time before. Her expression robbed him of logic, her beautiful mouth parting on a cry, eyes squeezing shut, fingers curling into the bed. “Finally came to the right place, is that what you think?” Her flesh reverberated with his next blow. “I’m sorry to inform you that this is most definitely not the right place for you. I have no patience for some wet behind the ears girl with a smart mouth.”

			His words were partially drowned out by the pounding in his head. Liar. When had he become a liar? He could stand there all day making her flesh sting, soothing it. Putting rapture on her face. 

			“I won’t say another word if you keep going.”

			After her whispered plea, Porter couldn’t help himself any longer. He spread his hands wide on either side of her on the bed and leaned down to plant a kiss on her backside. Hot, smooth. Gorgeous. “Oh, I’ll keep going. If for no other reason than to show you what happens when you walk into my room asking for things you don’t understand.” He trailed his thumb down the center of her ass, stopping just before he reached the damp juncture of her thighs. “Spread your legs. I’d like to know the exact color of your pussy before I make it cry.”

			Her hips shook at the command, but she followed his instructions, tilting her ass up and widening her stance. He wished he hadn’t berated her for the way she talked, because when he expected her to speak and she didn’t, he craved the sound. Almost as much as his body craved her wet, rosy core, so sweetly presented for him. He rewarded her with a biting slap, right over the top of it. Another. Another. Quick, harsh smacks that caused that luscious button of flesh to swell with each strike. 

			She came. Her smooth back twisted, legs shooting back together to press, press so tightly as she trembled, moaning into the bed. More than anything at that moment, he wanted to see her face. Wanted to…to kiss her mouth and soak in everything he’d made her feel. So easily. Almost no effort. The exquisiteness of her choked him, made him throb head to toe. He wanted the opportunity to do more, show her what he could do, but as soon as she stopped shaking, she was gone from beneath him. All he could do was step back and watch her, holding his breath. For what?

			When she finally faced him, Porter almost fell to his knees. She looked like she’d been tied up and ridden for hours, slack and satisfied with eyes that should be staring up at a ceiling. His ceiling. 

			“Thank you,” she murmured, before stooping down to pick up her shirt. 

			It took him until she’d pulled on her pants to convince himself of what she’d said. “Thank you?”

			She nodded, sending hair falling over one eye, but she shoved it behind her ears. “Yeah.” Both of her hands found their home in the back pockets of her jeans. “I should get out of here before the person you’re supposed to meet gets here, huh?” She turned toward the door, throwing him a wink over her shoulder. “Thanks for playing along.”

			A muscle in his jaw twitched. “You knew that I knew?”

			Unbelievable. She didn’t even stop to answer him. He didn’t want to examine the panic drilling into his skull when her figure disappeared from the doorway, which was immediately filled by someone else—the tall, curvy redhead he’d actually been expecting. She stepped inside and went down on her knees, bowing her head. “Sorry, I’m late, Sir.”

			No. Wrong. This was wrong. He wanted the girl back here. Now. 

			“Excuse me,” he said curtly, leaving the room. Without his tools. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t packed them just right, made sure they were in a secure place. Right then, he didn’t give two shits about anything but catching up with her. There. Sliding into the elevator like a phantom, slipping right through his fingers. He had no idea what he’d do when he caught up with her, because frankly, he didn’t understand the way she made him feel. He didn’t do well with the unknown. The idea of never seeing her again was worse, though. Much fucking worse. 

			He caught the elevator door just before it closed. 

			“Not so fast.”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Frankie hadn’t lost a staring contest in her life. Not once. But dammit if this uptight British dude wasn’t about to hand her defeat numero uno. 

			She’d been stunned into silence when he’d followed her into the elevator, because Hello nurse, she’d seen the redhead about to take her place. Her scrawny ass didn’t even rate. Yet here they were, still not speaking, sitting on a chaise lounge beside one another on the first floor of Serve while the crowd expanded around them. He’d ordered her a Coke from the waitress, which should have pissed her off. It would have, too, if she had any energy left in her body. He’d drained her of every last ounce. It was often theorized that people who were born blind didn’t know any better, so living without sight didn’t bother them as much as someone who’d lost their vision at say, age fifteen. An hour ago, she would have argued blindness was equally difficult in either case. Now? She had to admit there was some merit to the other theory. Because she couldn’t go back into the darkness. Not now, when she knew what it felt like to see. 

			It appeared as if the brit was waiting for her to crack, justifying her initial impression of him. Her neighborhood was chock full of cops and she’d gotten this same look growing up, when one of them wanted to know who’d hit the baseball through their window. This guy had some sort of law enforcement background, but she wouldn’t put her money on a police officer. Something more…ruthless. 

			“How long are we going to keep this up?” She drummed her fingers on her knee. “Not that I don’t find your company intoxicating, but I have to be back at work soon.”

			“Where is work for you?”

			“Ah, no. I conceded the staring contest, which wasn’t easy, by the way. The least you can do is answer first.” Damn. She’d never felt self-conscious about her job before. Something about the way he radiated disapproval and smelled like luxury made her hesitate. “British men are supposed to be polite, right? Don’t let me down.”

			He showed no reaction. “I’m an antiques dealer.”

			“And I’m Kevin Bacon.” She kept her gaze level as he reached into his pants pocket and drew out a business card, presenting her with it. Porter Evans. Fine antiquities. “What did you do before you sold antiques, Porter?”

			His upper lip tugged. “Security. Of a kind.”

			“Of a kind,” she muttered, tucking the card away in her jeans pocket. Not that she would be needing it again, but it seemed rude to return it. Before he could ask about her job again, she put out her hand. “Frankie De Luca.”

			He eyed her outstretched hand. “You really think shaking hands is where we’re at here?”

			“I have no idea where we’re at. I thought I was leaving.” Refusing to be embarrassed, she tried to snatch her hand back from where he’d left her hanging, but he caught it. Oddly, he looked as surprised as she felt that he’d made the effort. “Shouldn’t you be upstairs with Jessica Rabbit?”

			“Yes, I should be. Is Frankie short for something?”

			“Francesca.” He pressed his thumb to the center of her palm and sensation went rushing through her, centered between her legs. No way. She’d never been as satisfied as she’d been walking out of the room upstairs. It couldn’t be happening again already. “No one calls me that.”

			“Perfect.”

			She started to question that odd response, but the waitress set down a frosty pint glass of Coke in front of her and a tumbler of golden liquid before Porter. When she reached for the wad of bills she kept in her sock, he made a dismissive sound. “I’ve got a tab.”

			Frankie wanted to protest, but the waitress was watching her closely. The price of a soda wasn’t worth the argument, but it still weighed on her. As soon as the waitress left, she picked up his glass instead of her own and took only a small sip. She had more driving to do tonight, but felt a point needed to be made. When she set the tumbler back down, Porter was watching her as if she’d danced a hula on the table. “You might have a tab, but I don’t like owing money to people. It’s why I came here tonight.”

			His mouth formed a grim line. “You’re not working here.”

			“I didn’t say I was. But it wouldn’t be up to you.” She leaned against the back of the chaise and crossed her legs. “You know, this is the weirdest conversation I’ve had in a while and I have a lot of those.”

			“Right. At least I’m not alone in that respect.” He picked up his drink and took a healthy swallow. “Enough pleasantries. I want to know what you were doing in my room. Are you a member here?”

			“No. Are you going to turn me in?”

			He ignored her question. “How did you get upstairs?”

			She couldn’t help an uncomfortable glance toward the nearest camera, mounted on the ceiling. “I had a meeting with Jonah.”

			“Jonah.” A glint appeared in his eye. “I repeat, you’re not working here.”

			“We’ve covered your lack of say in the matter.” She gave in and took a sip of Coke, feeling a tickle in her belly when his gaze zeroed in on her mouth as she sucked the straw. “I’m not here to make money, I’m here to pay it back. I owe money to someone and Jonah is holding my payments for me.”

			“To whom do you owe money?”

			“’To whom’? Don’t you need a monocle to speak like that?”

			“You’re very funny for twenty-two.”

			“I’m twenty-four.” She glared at him when she realized he’d sneakily gotten her age out of her. “It’s really none of your business, but I owe a debt to Oliver Preston.” 

			He pinched the bridge of his nose, laughing without humor. “Unbelievable. I can’t get away from the son-of-a-bitch.”

			“You know Oliver?”

			“You could say that.” His entire demeanor changed, going from weary to rigid. “Why exactly do you owe him money?”

			Frankie sighed into her Coke. Her debts weren’t exactly her favorite topic. Furthermore, why did it feel natural to disclose personal details to this near stranger? Because as soon as he put his hands on you, the world started spinning the right direction. She swallowed the cold liquid, but it did nothing to dampen the fire. “I’m the recipient of a scholarship in his mother’s name. I don’t want it hanging over my head forever. The money could have gone to someone else. Someone that didn’t get the opportunity. I need to close the gap I left behind by taking it.” She shook her head. “I know that doesn’t make any sense.”

			“It makes perfect sense, except for the part about your leaving a gap.” He scowled at her. “What a dreadful way to think of oneself.”

			Dreadful? Oneself? “Maybe monocle should have been my safe word.”

			…

			Porter was a trained interrogator and yet as this conversation went on, his knowledge of the subject seemed to decrease, rather than increase. Odd, considering she didn’t seem inclined to hold back much information. Perhaps the feeling stemmed from him wanting to know more—and more—about her, this exasperating girl who appeared to be intent on making fun of him. When was the last time someone had made a joke at his expense? He couldn’t remember and had no idea whether or not he liked it. He only knew this conversation was far from over. 

			Owes Oliver Preston money, does she? He didn’t like that at all. There was certainly no love lost between Porter and that tosser, although Porter rather thought Preston should thank him. If Preston’s now-fiancé, Eliza, hadn’t cozied up to Porter at Serve all those nights ago, Preston might have never found the brass to make his move. Porter found the grudge Preston continued to hold against him slightly amusing, considering he never would have spent more than one evening with Eliza. Or any woman at Serve, for that matter. 

			The sound of Frankie’s straw sucking up the last remaining liquid in her glass with a slurp brought him back to the present. Her ability to knock back a Coke in under a minute shouldn’t have made his gut tighten, but it did. Bloody hell, it did. Ravenous little appetite, this one. Twenty-four. Jesus Christ. 

			“Look, monocle man, this has been fascinating, but I simply must be going.” She said the last four words in an exaggerated British accent and stood, extending her hand once more. As if he had any intention of letting her go so easily, he took it, surprised when he felt crisp paper pressed into his palm. Money? He met her eyes. “For the drink,” she explained. 

			Then she was gone, ducking behind a dancing couple and vanishing into the crowd.
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