
        
            
                
            
        

    

Synopsis


Can two women who trust no one risk all and trust each other? Raised by a single mother on the wrong side of the tracks, Unity Vaughan has fought for everything she's ever achieved. Now, having made a breakthrough discovery at her biotech company, she finds her business a target for industrial espionage and a hostile takeover. She needs an expert to watch her back and spy on her enemies, which is how she finds herself in a bizarre nightclub trying to hire a woman with a flogger in one hand, a camera in the other, and a pair of corseted twins fondling her body. Penn Harte makes her living the way lots of former CIA agents do, selling her unusual skills to the highest bidder. Lately she's also been doing her best friend Lila a favor by helping out in Lila’s upscale fetish club. When Unity approaches Penn with an offer to work for her, Penn can’t believe her luck – she’s already been hired by Unity’s biggest enemy, who wants a blackmail tape. Penn figures she’ll have Unity, the perfect subject for seduction, on film in a compromising position within days. The problem is, Penn doesn’t know if she can see Unity as just another job. Power, passion, sex, and danger drive a high stakes plot in this gripping erotic romance. 
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Chapter One


“There should be a law against you,” said the corn-silk blonde sharing Penn’s table.

“For making women wet?” Penn asked.

The leg touching hers quivered. “Arrogant and hot. How can I resist?”

A concentrated whiff of scent engulfed Penn, as though driven by a sharply exhaled breath. Through a haze of powdery musk she smelled salt and desire. She could close out this deal right now, she thought, but the blonde wasn’t really her type. Too much makeup, and too brittle. Or maybe just too hetero.

Penn was flirting with her anyway. She had time to kill.

She glanced around the low-lit bar, searching the crowd for the man she was supposed to meet. It wasn’t her kind of place. Lobbyists. Bankers. Business execs. No sign of Colonel Gretsky. She returned her attention to the woman on her right and wondered what her real name was. Not that it mattered. If she wanted to called herself Roxy Delice, who was Penn to argue? In certain occupations, her own included, anonymity made sense.

She reached into the shadows under the small round table and ran her hand up Roxy’s firm inner thigh. The ultrasheer stockings crackled beneath her palm. The faint static was the closest she’d come to a current of awareness. She continued past the lace stocking top to the naked band of flesh beyond, determined to give her flagging interest every opportunity. Slippery moisture coated her fingertips, flowing through the flimsy satin panties. She pushed her thumb against the hot flesh beneath the fabric barrier.

Roxy’s breasts rose with a jolt. Her glossy pink lips spelled out her terms. “Normally it’s a thousand for the whole evening, but for you, I’m negotiable.”

Penn had already guessed she was chatting with a professional. That was okay. She was the last person alive to judge how anyone made their living. She held Roxy’s seductive stare. “For you, I won’t charge a dime, either.”

The blonde laughed, revealing a glimpse of someone real beneath the makeup, a girl next door long forgotten. Penn decided she could go there, after all, even though she usually hunted a different type. Degrees of queerness always factored into her enthusiasm, or lack of it. Roxy was probably on the straight side of bisexual. Penn preferred to bed women who weren’t settling for a consolation prize. She was far from second best and chose sexual partners who could appreciate that fact.

Still, Roxy was here and willing, and Penn wasn’t always so picky. She eased her damp fingertips from their snug haven between Roxy’s thighs. The reaction was instinctive, the body straining for renewed contact. Penn heard a swift, hungry intake of breath.

“I guess I could take the night off,” Roxy said unevenly. “Are you worth it?”

“A question I ask myself daily.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

“Well, you have other options.” Angling a sideways look across the room, Penn noted, “Chunky and married at ten o’clock. He couldn’t keep his eyes off that nice ass of yours when you were coming back from the restroom.”

Roxy sized the executive up in a quick, fleeting glance. “Ninety seconds. And he’d expect a discount since he didn’t use the full half hour.”

Penn shifted her whiskey sour aside and wiped her juice-coated fingers on the cocktail napkin. “Who would you normally target?”

“You mean, if I hadn’t decided to let you put your hand up my dress?”

“Out of curiosity, what made you so…receptive?” Penn could have paraphrased with How bisexual are you? But she really didn’t care enough to be interested—another bad sign.

“If I have a drink with another woman, I don’t get hit on by ten guys who think they can get laid for free.” Roxy’s jaded smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I prefer to take my time and choose the right john.”

Penn refrained from asking the obvious question. She wouldn’t get a real answer and, besides, it was no business of hers how this woman had arrived at her career choice. She didn’t want to know. Only one salient fact mattered: was she in the mood to have sex with a woman who’d sparked so little desire in her that she would only be going through the motions?

She sipped her drink pensively and thought about wandering through Inner Sanctum, breathing in the sexual fog, waiting for her senses to react. A walk. A quick, hot look. A mouth worth kissing. Once she spotted the ideal plaything, she would study her for a while before provoking a response. Women knew when they were being watched, and Penn liked to make their necks prickle. An ancient awareness always forced them to turn around eventually, seeking out the predatory gaze they sensed.

Aroused by the thought, she swirled the pale amber fluid in her glass. The chase, in all its incarnations, turned her on. After she quit the CIA, she’d expected her highly tuned instincts to fade, but the change of scenery wasn’t a change of personality. Instead she found ways to compensate for the adrenaline rushes she missed—she worked with the colonel and she chased unattainable women. A shrink would have a lot to work with, if Penn ever felt the need to prostrate herself on a couch and pay money to be told she had issues. But life was short and, in her case, precarious. She refused to suffer guilt over her nature; indulging it was more fun.

“I’d probably choose him.” Roxy indicated a middle-aged man in a brown suit. “Road warrior from Wisconsin. Check out the briefcase. He’s got all the important stuff with him because he doesn’t want to leave it in his hotel room. He won’t tip housekeeping, either.”

“Wisconsin?” Penn couldn’t see where that detail came from. “Cabin luggage tag on the handle?”

“I’m good, but not that good.” Roxy giggled. “I overheard him when I came in. Something about tickets for a Packers’ game.”

“Why him?” Penn scanned the other solo males. There were plenty to choose from. Several had been staring at Roxy’s hard nipples for the past fifteen minutes.

“He won’t score with anyone else in here. He tried already and struck out. But he won’t call an escort service, either, because his wife reads the credit-card statements and she’s not stupid. So he’s desperate.” She cocked her head thoughtfully. “He’s also the undemanding type. And tired. That’s always a plus.”

“You could be a detective.”

“Fidelity testing? Yeah, I’m a real expert.”

“That’s a profitable field these days. So I’ve heard.”

“What’s your line of work?”

“Security,” Penn replied vaguely. “Between gigs, I help out at a friend’s nightclub.”

“Were you ever a cop?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. You seem kind of…lawless.”

“This from a woman who flouts the legislation of our fine state on a daily basis.”

“Don’t get me started on why I’m supposed to give my services away, but men who make porn get to sell their product.”

Penn stroked the professionally manicured hand resting on the table. “I’ve spoiled the mood. I’m sorry.”

“Me, too.” Again the girl next door surfaced in a soft, regretful smile.

Penn sighed inwardly. She had hoped to get beyond her lukewarm interest in Roxy, but the spark wasn’t there. If they had sex, it would be a routine transaction. No challenge. No uncertainty. She would have appreciated that in her twenties, when she was all about instant gratification. But these days she seemed to need hurdles and risks to stay interested. She wondered if her change of job really was to blame for her listlessness. She had a weird loss of urgency around getting laid. Maybe, at thirty-six, she was slowing down. The thought made her cringe, and she was about to make an offer her new friend couldn’t resist when Roxy reached into her purse and produced a business card.

With a mixture of puzzlement and invitation, she said, “Want to meet me some time when I’m not working? Grab a coffee, maybe?”

Penn took the card and mumbled something noncommittal. No wonder the woman was confused. Penn had been sending mixed messages since their first “hello.” Embarrassed, she offered, “Can I walk you to your car.”

“No need. The cheesehead’s on the cell phone to his wife. Watch me make him dump the call.” Roxy gave the guy a big, wet, pouting smile followed by a coy wave. She couldn’t have been more obvious. Or phony.

Mr. Wisconsin flushed and grinned, instantly smitten. It was a Viagra moment.

“Jesus, they’re such suckers.” Penn laughed softly. She had counted on that fact when she had a real career. The CIA derived some of their best humint from sex sting operations.

“If they didn’t think with their dicks I’d be out of a job,” Roxy said with equanimity.

She stood and planted a quick kiss on Penn’s cheek, as though they were friends who’d shared a Friday night drink. Watching them, the john shoved his cell phone in his breast pocket and smoothed his hair. Roxy sashayed toward him, flipping Penn a tiny farewell wave.

Penn strolled out of the bar without looking back. While she waited for the elevator, her beeper came alive and she read the text message she’d been expecting all evening. She dropped Roxy’s card into a trash bin and keyed a reply once she was in the elevator, proposing a new time and place for her rendezvous with the colonel. With each letter she typed, she was aware of her own edginess. She’d just turned down a woman she didn’t want, but she was restless anyway, her libido signaling that three weeks without sex was a drought that had to break soon. There had been plenty of opportunities. Some had even involved the risk of failure with women who were hard to get, usually an unbeatable recipe. But Penn had allowed every hot possibility to pass her by.

Puzzled that she could feel horny but disinterested at the same time, she crossed the parking garage toward her blue-black BMW M6. The car absorbed her paychecks like they were wax polish, but she had a weakness for classy vehicles. This one looked like a large luxury coupé but performed like a Formula One sports car. She pictured a woman sprawled naked across the hood, a regular fantasy. Her senses responded at full volume. If the October weather wasn’t turning bitter she’d be tempted to park somewhere discreet and explore that idea with a Ms. Right-for-Tonight. Assuming she could find one. And also assuming she wouldn’t just give up on the whole idea and go home to watch porn alone and jerk off like a loser.

The M6 unlocked itself as though it had heard her footsteps. In fact, it had simply responded to the plastic remote card in her side pocket. Before she could reach the driver’s door she noticed a woman changing the tire on her white Lexus a few vehicles away. Penn hesitated, but her better angels delivered a swift kick to the seat of her pants and she marched over.

“Do you need help?”

A pair of startling sapphire eyes stared up at her from a pale semi-shrouded face. The woman wore a paisley muffler wrapped tightly over her mouth and around her head, tucked into a bulky camel coat. Her slender, beautiful hands were smeared with grime, which, Penn decided, was completely unacceptable.

“Sit in your car and get warm,” she said. “I’ll deal with this.”

“You’re very kind. Thank you.”

Was she just cruised? Penn looked twice at the stranger and decided her imagination was running wild. Right now, the stranded babe was probably preparing to call hubby and explain why dinner was late. Penn waited for her to close the driver’s door and completed the tire change with her teeth chattering. No good deed goes unpunished, so she broke the crystal lens of her favorite Chopard wristwatch as she removed the jack.

Mumbling, “Goddammit,” she closed the trunk and slipped between the parked cars to tap the driver’s window.

It rolled down and the woman thanked her again in a throaty voice with traces of a Baltimore accent. She was still bundled up like her next destination was a dogsled event. “Have a nice evening,” she said, and this time Penn knew she was being cruised.

If she weren’t freezing and disheartened, she might have done something about the unspoken invitation, but her mojo was inert. Smiling with genuine regret, she let this one go. “Enjoy yours, too.”

She didn’t wait for the woman to drive away. All she could think about was thawing out her hands. The M6’s plush interior was chilly—Penn left the heat-at-rest function disabled, preferring the slight shock of cold before driving. She allowed the cool to sharpen her senses for a few seconds then hit the ignition button. Soothing heat infused the driver’s seat and quickly transformed the frigid space into a warm, luxurious cocoon. She stared at the empty passenger side and felt another rush of dismay. If she planned to satisfy her needs anytime soon, she would have to deal with whatever was distracting her.

Maybe she was bored with being single. It had to happen sometime. She wasn’t aware of any latent nesting urges, but perhaps she was in denial and using sex as a cheap placebo for love. What a cliché: the lonely, emotionally stunted failure unable to commit to the hard work of a real relationship. A basket case addicted to meaningless encounters with strangers who made her feel briefly alive.

Most women her age were in some phase of an LTR. Newly in love, or thrilled and having babies, or disillusioned and moving out, or divorced and getting back in the game. They weren’t creeping around strangers’ apartments at three a.m., trolling for a missing sock so they wouldn’t have to field phone calls the next day because they left clothing hanging off a sofa arm. No, none of them were having that kind of fun.

Fuck them. Penn didn’t accuse happy couples of being tamed into the grind of suburban life, settling for boring sex with the same familiar women who took them for granted. She didn’t respond to the condescending pity of nesters by pointing out that she wasn’t missing out on a whole lot.

Irritated, she backed carelessly out of her parking space and followed the exit arrows into the night. No, she wasn’t pining for a picket fence and a partner who wanted more “us” time. Work wasn’t the issue, either. Gretsky had an assignment to discuss and, although he’d missed their meeting tonight, he would connect soon and her bank account would be replenished. There was plenty of well-paid freelance employment for disenchanted former CIA officers.

She headed automatically for Eighth Street and decided she was getting herself worked up over nothing. She could get a woman anytime she wanted, and if she were honest, she knew exactly what was affecting her game. Lila Sylvette. The problem with no answer.



*



Penn left the M6 in one of the reserved parking spots at Inner Sanctum, strolled to the side entrance, and entered her pin in the biometric lock before inserting her thumb to be read. She was one of the few people authorized to open the side and rear doors from outside the building. She glanced up at the security camera, making sure it was operational. The feed was transmitted to Lila’s penthouse on the top floor and to the security posts on each level. Lila had leased a single floor when she started her club a decade earlier, but as she progressively took over more space it made sense to buy the building. With her father as her silent partner, she’d rebuilt the interior, creating one of the hottest club atmospheres in DC.

“Ms. Harte?” One of the stewards nailed Penn as soon as she walked in the door. “Thank God you’re here. I was on my knees, darling. I swear. Just praying for you to come in early.”

“What’s up, Felix?” she asked.

“A catastrophe in the making.” Felix was prone to exaggeration, but he was one of the best stewards in the club. He tugged distractedly at one of the thick silver nipple rings that peeped through his mesh vest. “We have ourselves a chastity-cage drama.”

“Christ, not again.” Penn dropped her duffel bag on the floor in the staff area, opened a spare locker, and hung up her jacket.

“Things were going so well.” Felix glumly handed her a tank with the club’s logo emblazoned above glow-in-the-dark pink lettering that read “Management.”

Penn unbuttoned her shirt. “Is Lila downstairs?” Her best friend had a way with the clientele and could usually defuse a situation with a few good-humored words and complimentary drinks.

“She’s not having a good day so she went to bed.”

Penn removed her broken watch. It was still functional and read ten o’clock. Inner Sanctum didn’t come alive until midnight, and on work nights she usually arrived around that time so she would be present during the one-to-three-a.m. peak. When the club wasn’t taken over for theme and fetish events, it made money as an upscale urban venue. Tonight, the place would be jammed with the perverati for Lila’s monthly Hedonism party. There would also be a heavy sprinkling of tourists unfamiliar with the club’s etiquette. With the demise of VelvetNation and several other Washington, DC nightspots, a broader range of clubbers had invaded Inner Sanctum over the past year. The regular kink crowd was tolerant of the newcomers but didn’t welcome disrespectful opportunists. Security issues were the inevitable consequence.

“Have you dealt with the problem?” she asked.

“We thought we had, but she came back ten minutes ago. Just hideous. Straight out of Housewife Road and wearing the worst pleather pants. Hubby slapping her ass with a plastic quirt from God knows…Home Depot. They seem to think one of Mistress Adele’s slaves is simply dying for a threesome.”

“So they have good taste, but no brains?”

Felix tittered. “They tied something to his cage and tried to lead him around. I was about to fetch poor darling Lila when you arrived.”

“Let her rest,” Penn said. “How bad is it?” Mistress Adele didn’t take kindly to her slaves being handled without her consent.

“The suburbanites are still walking upright.” Felix sniffed disdainfully. “That won’t last.”

Penn set the tank top aside and yanked a pair of black combat pants from her duffel bag. “I’ll finish changing here and meet you at the security station.”

She had intended to take a shower in her upstairs room, then visit with Lila before starting her shift, but she always took care of business first. Now that the evening lines were starting to form, the head of security and his crew were busy. Lila preferred that her stewards handled minor problems on the dance floor and in the other public areas. Security was only called in if a clubber ignored diplomatic warnings.

Penn laced her boots and made sure the Smith & Wesson compact strapped to her left calf had the safety on. The stewards didn’t carry. She and several trusted members of the security team were the only people armed. Lila hated the idea that guns were necessary at all and flatly refused to carry a weapon herself, a fact that made Penn uneasy. If religious whackjobs were willing to shoot doctors and bomb abortion clinics, queer and kink venues seemed like an obvious target.

She crammed the rest of her gear into the locker and took the narrow side exit to the coat check at the front of the building. Felix was waiting for her in the office next door, watching the dance-floor and dungeon monitors.

“How’s the situation?” Penn asked.

“They’ve adjourned downstairs.”

He pointed to a tall man standing behind a petite blonde, his arms draped over her shoulders. The heteronormatives were engrossed in a scene that made Penn squint at the small screen. Two pale, identically corseted beauties were involved in an intricate bondage-and-whipping ritual. Each was a mirror image of the other. Long, sleek limbs. Small hips. Straight dark hair almost to their narrow, confined waists. Penn could not imagine standing upright in stiletto heels like theirs, let alone moving with their steely grace.

Felix cupped his cheeks between his slender hands. He looked awestruck. “Aren’t they too sublime.” He was downright gushy, a change from his usual bitchiness. “Of course that vile little beast, Nariko, picked them up from the airport. Heaven forbid any of us give offence with our surly presences.”

As he rambled, Penn stared at the monitor in dry-mouthed fascination. She wasn’t surprised by much anymore, but the women transfixed her. There was something intuitive in the way they worked, as though they functioned as two halves of a whole. Theirs was a perfectly conceived choreography that explored the boundaries of pain and pleasure. Each move was precise yet languidly unselfconscious.

The usual churning chaos around the fringes of the dungeon had given way to strange stillness. Penn had the impression that everyone present felt they had a role to play in the tableau before them, if only that of fortunate voyeurs. Even one of the regulars, a bondage master in dated chaps and leather cap, stood with his arms folded and his eyes riveted. The wind seemed to have been squeezed from the trouble-making tourists. Slack-faced, they too had surrendered to the moment.

“God,” Penn breathed. “Are they twins?”



Chapter Two


Cops were tempting. The blond one was a stocky, firm-bodied type with square hands, thick biceps, and a determined jaw. If she noticed Unity’s body beneath the flimsy wrap, her steely blue eyes gave no sign.

“That’s the window.” She pointed as another officer strode into the living room. “Looks like forced entry.”

The slouching male colleague inspected the wood frame. “Any problems in the street, Ms. Vaughan? Peeping Toms? Vagrants? Individuals loitering?”

“It’s a quiet neighborhood.”

Which was why she’d sold her soul to the bank to keep the house when her relationship ended a year earlier. Having spent her childhood in West Baltimore, Unity understood the value of keeping desperate people at bay. Bethesda didn’t see much crime.

“When did you say you noticed the suspicious vehicle?”

“Yesterday, and I saw it here when I got back from the city an hour ago. I think it’s an Escalade.” Unity watched the female cop’s butt as she climbed onto a chair to inspect the security catch at the top of the tall double-hung window. The uniform was a nice touch, even if it was kind of down-home.

The Montgomery County Police wore beige shirts and tan pants. They were well-scrubbed, polite, and respectful, offering another stark contrast to the world Unity had left behind. In Baltimore, cops assumed everyone was a criminal and behaved accordingly.

Officer Reynes jumped down off the chair and paced around the large living room while her colleague shared his thoughts with Unity. “You might want to consider getting a dog.” He rattled off the advantages. “Peace of mind. Good company. A deterrent. You live alone?”

“Yes.” Unity knew she shouldn’t be rubbed raw by this confession. She thought she glimpsed derision in the quick look the officers exchanged. Despising herself for caring what these nobodies thought about a woman living alone in a big, expensive house, she explained, “It was originally purchased as a family home.”

Let them invent a tale of woe for her: Respectable woman abandoned by creep, her hopes of children dashed. Stuck with a home she couldn’t afford to sell in the terrible real-estate market. Algae in her swimming pool. Unraked leaves blowing across her yard. Bad signs to send—burglars were always on the lookout for absent homeowners.

Unity had chosen the house off River Road for its seclusion and the leafy charm of its surroundings. Both advantages were now redefined as scary drawbacks. A determined felon could exploit any number of doors and windows, unseen by passing traffic. Her vulnerable situation was not lost on Officer Reynes.

The well-built cop pointed toward the French doors that led out onto the patio. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you have a rusted deadbolt on those doors.”

“I just use the key in the handle,” Unity said.

“Well, this is a safe neighborhood but you can’t be too careful.” Officer Reynes checked the other windows, her broad, muscular shoulders drawing her shirt taut as she craned to reach the highest catches. “Your security system isn’t exactly state of the art.”

“I’ve been meaning to do something about that,” Unity said meekly.

“Most home-security companies offer a free review service.” Reynes kept up the good advice. “You could get a couple of assessments and quotes.”

“You’re pretty sure nothing is missing?” the male officer asked.

“A few things were disturbed in my upstairs office and the master bedroom, that’s all.”

“Want to show us?”

As Unity led them up the curving wood staircase, Reynes asked, “Did you check your jewelry?”

“I don’t have any.” Unity turned the heavy gold ring on her right middle finger. “Just what I’m wearing. A watch. Earrings. Nothing valuable.”

“Is there a safe in the house?”

“Yes, but I don’t use it. I can’t even remember the code.” She showed them into the master bedroom.

A stranger would see a clean tidy space with nothing out of order, but Unity knew her drawers had been opened and closed, the clothing in her closet had been swept from one side to the other, and her camphor chest had been opened, along with every other container in the room. Several lids were not quite flush. Perhaps the burglar had been looking for diamond rings and costly art. In an up-market neighborhood filled with opulent homes, the least he would expect was some cash, but the emergency stash she kept in her trinket box was untouched. That fact more than any other bothered her. Why break into someone’s home and steal nothing?

She showed the officers. “I keep five hundred dollars in here. The burglar didn’t take it.”

The cops stared at the cash. They seemed just as bemused as she was. Very reassuring.

“Does anyone else have a key to the house?” Reynes asked.

“Only my mom and the maid service. Mom lives in the cabana past the pool. She’s away visiting with my aunt in Nashville at the moment.” Unity opened the internal door to her office. “As you can see from the mess, someone was in here snooping around.”

Bethesda’s finest surveyed the disorder with an air of lame apology.

“Since nothing has been stolen we can’t do much except file the report,” Reynes said.

Her eyes strayed downward, lingering with lesbian intensity at the gaping front of Unity’s robe. A pink hue deepened the bronze in her cheeks. She rested her hand on the holster at her side and her eyes darted elsewhere. Unity pictured her gun belt dropping to the floor, the beige shirt sliding down her deeply tanned arms, her white wife-beater tee clinging to a firmly contoured torso. How butch was she, really? Unity sighed. Some cops just gave that impression, part of the image.

“Oh, you have a cat.” A smile softened Reynes’s squarish face. She crouched and ran her hand along Duchess’s back in a slow caress that made Unity feel desperately untouched.

“I have two, but you won’t see Dandy. He hides when people visit.”

She couldn’t quite ignore the fabric straining across Officer Reynes’s crotch and along her powerful thighs. She pictured the cop sprawled on her back, unzipped, sliding a lubed hand down the thick shaft of a strap-on dildo. Short of breath, Unity turned away from her carnal imaginings and took a few paces out into the hall. A moderately hot woman was in her bedroom, doing her job. But Unity couldn’t ask intelligent questions about home invasion and keeping herself secure. No, she was too busy drowning in hormones.

“Well, thank you for coming by,” she said, stoically enduring a succession of fantasies that streamed through her mind. Handcuffs. A voice in her ear talking dirty. Fingers prizing her open.

The cops followed her to the front door. Defiantly, she let the robe slip from her shoulder just so she could enjoy the predictable stares. Cold air made her nipples knot. Both cops noticed. The slouching male stood up straighter.

Officer Reynes looked hastily at the porch light high above them. “You’ve got a bulb out, up there.”

Yes, it was the perfect opportunity to play the helpless female. Maybe Officer Reynes could swing by later, just to make sure no one was hanging around. Unity would offer her a drink. They would both understand why she was there with her gun and her badge and her competent hands.

“I must take care of that,” Unity said, as if an unreachable light bulb was her biggest problem. She ran her tongue across her dry lips and drew her robe together. “Good night, Officers.”

Shivering in the damp fall breeze, she watched the cops walk away. She had their number. Maybe she would call Reynes and ask what she was doing when she got off her shift. They were grown-ups. It was okay to be direct. She locked the door and leaned back against the solid oak panels, weirdly disabled by her desires. What in hell was wrong with her?

Okay, she hadn’t had good sex for more than five years. But she’d coped just fine. In fact, she’d even developed a slight aversion to the whole idea of getting naked with another person. Why fall apart now?



*



“French fashion-designer mother. British aristocrat father. Thrown out of Le Rosey. So, they’re trouble.”

“I hear you.” Penn knew Le Rosey, an elite Swiss boarding school attended by European royals and the ultrarich.

She’d been stuck there for a week once during a combined CIA/MI6 operation to foil a kidnapping plot. The place was overrun with the progeny of Russian gangsters, many with their own bodyguards camped out in the village to supply drugs and prostitutes when called upon. Security was a nightmare. Roseans occupied an impenetrable bubble of privilege, and the school administrators were at pains to avoid causing ripples in their pupils’ lifestyles-of-the-rich-and-shameless existence. Penn couldn’t imagine what the twins must have done to earn expulsion from that moral vacuum.

“They’re a fixture at Torture Garden events.” Lila continued to list Chloe and Colette’s accomplishments. “They’ve been on the cover of Gothic Beauty, and they did that cat-food commercial—the German one that was banned over here.”

“So you’re paying a fortune for them?” Penn concluded.

“If I’m serious about the European fetish market, I have to take it up a notch. They love them over there.”

“Why are they acting in porn?” If they were Rosey students, they couldn’t need the money.

“I think they fell out with their family.” Lila exchanged a froufrou blond wig for a sleek dark copper, asking, “What do you think?”

Penn dug beneath the hair pile on the dressing table and extracted a gamine light brown piece with honeyed streaks. “This one is softer.”

Lila pulled the wig over her pale, naked scalp and toyed with the wispy bangs. “You’re right. I looked like a hag in those loud colors.”

“Are you nuts? You’re gorgeous.”

“Liar.” Lila smiled up at Penn, her baby blue eyes big and sunny in her gaunt face. Some people manage chemotherapy better than others. Lila wasn’t one of them. “So, anyway, I can’t afford to have the hottest twin dommes on the planet lying around watching wannabe slaves crawling on uncooked rice for the next month. We have to start filming.”

“I said I’d help.”

“You don’t know anything about erotic films.”

“I watch them.”

Lila scoffed. “You watch The
Bourne Ultimatum and war movies.”

“I own some dyke porn.”

“Oh, please. The same six Sappho’s Girls DVDs?”

“They’re hot.” Penn knew her taste in erotica wasn’t the most adventurous, but she had nothing to prove. “What are you worried about?” she asked. “All I have to do is make an appearance every now and then, and throw my weight around, right?”

She was already managing Lila’s club for several nights each week. Could a few actors in a high-class porn movie be any more demanding than the performers and clientele at Inner Sanctum?

“Oh, I don’t know.” Lila wrung her hands. “Maybe I’m crazy going ahead with this. I was even thinking of shooting two films simultaneously, using the same sets but different talent.”

“That makes sense.”

“I’m just worried because I won’t be there much and you can’t possibly know what to look for. Our stuff is so…specialized.”

Lila had carved out a niche at the premium end of the market, making artistically produced fetish porn for the discerning pervert. Last year she had won the Pied Amour Society’s Diamond Pump award for best foot-fetish DVD. Her preference for quality fare restricted the hits to her Web site, but she made out okay on membership subscriptions. Enough to pay the medical bills.

“Hey, if it doesn’t rock my world to watch a nude guy harnessed to a cart, dragging Miss Daisy around, who cares?” Penn said reasonably. “I don’t have to be the ultimate pervert to organize the catering and make everyone think I have a clue. You’ve got a director. There’s a script. And from what I saw down in the dungeon tonight, Chloe and Colette can improvise just fine.”

“Creative talent has to be managed, darling. Egos require massage. I might have surgery soon, if it’s shrunk enough. There’s no way I can handle everything here, too.”

“Of course you can’t.” Penn kissed her cheek. “And you don’t have to. That’s what I’m here for.”

Lila gave her a sweet but dubious smile, then rang a delicate china bell and a narrow-hipped Japanese woman entered the room.

“Hey, Nariko.” Penn surrendered her chair. “Good to see you.”

This gallantry was rewarded with polite indifference. Nariko Amari thought butch lesbians were indelicate and Penn was a slacker who only attracted women who weren’t picky. Penn’s enduring friendship with Lila clearly mystified her.

“Tea, Lila?” Nariko stood with her back straight and her hands folded neatly in front of her. She never fidgeted. Or slouched. Or made a single graceless move.

Lila said, “Perhaps later, after Penn has left us.” She knew how to warm Nariko’s heart.

They’d been working together for five years. Nariko had started out performing at the club in a Japanese schoolgirl routine. After the resentful wife of a fan attacked her one evening and slashed her face, she abandoned her act to become Lila’s accounts manager and personal assistant. Penn didn’t think the scars were all that noticeable, especially under makeup, but Nariko was a perfectionist. According to Lila, she thought she was marred and could not endure her flaws being paraded before an audience.

“What are you doing here?” Nariko regarded Penn as she might a pimple in the bathroom mirror. “Felix is looking for you.”

“He’ll just have to cope,” Lila said. “Good news. Penn’s going to help us keep Chloe and Colette entertained.”

Nariko responded with an impassive nod that made her high ponytail sway like a sheaf of satin fibers. “Certainly Penn will stand out among the mistresses’ usual companions. I imagine one can tolerate only so much exquisite refinement before pining for a brief descent into coarseness. Penn will offer just that change of style.”

“So long as I don’t have to take them to the ballet.” Penn knew better than to get hurt feelings over Nariko’s barbs.

With a faint incline of her head, Nariko conceded. “As always, your resolve is bottomless.”

The double meaning might have escaped a stranger, but Penn knew better. Nariko never missed a chance for a sly dig over her lack of a partner. Bottom-less indeed. Picking up on the blunt inference, she invited her, “Just come right out and say it, baby doll. You know how I hang on your every word.”

After a sober up-and-down inspection of her attributes, Nariko informed her, “Violette finds herself uncollared again.” The submissive in question was a lust-object of Penn’s. “I mentioned you, but she says she is not in the mood for more training.”

The prospect didn’t excite Penn, either. “Violette doesn’t need training.”

Nariko smiled with saccharine disdain. “I was referring to you.”

“Poor sweet Violette,” Lila mused aloud. “She holds her dominants to such impossible standards, that’s the problem.”

“She wastes her energy on lazy egotists who take her for granted,” Nariko declared. “She coached that apology-for-a-domme for over a year and what was the result? Top’s disease.”

Penn kept her opinion to herself. She knew enough from her friendship with Lila and her involvement in the club not to criticize anyone’s D/s dynamics. She had no lifestyle aspirations, herself, a fact that Nariko saw as further proof of a weak character.

“Well, thanks for thinking of me,” she said with irony. “But Violette seems to want a twenty-four seven situation, not just a—”

“Semi-top who can’t go the distance,” Nariko completed, finally accepting the chair Penn had given up.

“Oh, ouch.” Penn knew she shouldn’t allow herself to engage, but she couldn’t resist crooning softly, “Hey, still not getting laid? It shows, Nariko.”

“Is that the best you can do?”

Penn moved a little closer and rested her butt on the edge of the dressing table. “Why suffer? Anytime you want that itch taken care of, all you have to do is ask.”

She was kidding, but not entirely. Nariko had a beauty that was hard to ignore. Her face was captivating, with its flat planes and small mouth. Her nose was long and elegant, and her strong chin seemed at odds with her demure body language. She was easily dismissed by strangers as a neutral presence, but she drew attention like a cool, still statue in the midst of clamor, a soothing distraction to the messy human traffic around her. Penn often had an urge to shake her up, just to see the warm, real woman inside that marble calm.

Nariko sighed, her patience sorely tried. Without bothering to reply, she took Lila’s hand between both of her own and said, “It’s late and you should not be tiring yourself.” Her tone was gentle and she spoke with a lilting emphasis on certain syllables. “I’ll escort Chloe and Colette to the guest apartment and make sure they have everything they need. If Penn manages to come on set tomorrow, I’ll introduce her and explain what is expected.”

If she was waiting for Penn to get annoyed about being discussed like she wasn’t in the room, she would be disappointed. “Sure, I can do that,” Penn volunteered.

Without so much as a glance in her direction, Nariko said, “We’ll start at two in the afternoon. Try to be punctual.”

“Hey, Nariko,” Penn responded softly. “Did I tell you how sexy you are when you take charge?”

A pair of nutmeg brown eyes flitted her way. “Did I tell you how bored I am by your insolence?”

“Frequently.” Penn bent close enough to fan the compact delicacy of Nariko’s ear with her breath. “But I know what you’re really thinking. You want me, you just can’t admit it.”

“Who knew your fantasy life was so richly embroidered?” Mistress of the charming insult, Nariko smiled daggers. “I suppose you find it necessary to compensate for everyday shortcomings.”

“You’re the expert.” Penn parted the few fine hairs that had drifted free of Nariko’s ponytail and kissed the back of her neck.

“Get off me, you oaf,” came the encouraging response.

Penn suspected Nariko enjoyed their games, not that she ever showed signs of weakening. “I love when you play hard-to-get.” She toyed idly with her belt buckle, at arm’s length from Nariko’s face. “One day…”

With an eloquent eye roll, Nariko replied, “In your dreams.” But her gaze dropped to Penn’s crotch for a tell-tale second.

“Gotcha,” Penn said wickedly.

Nariko reached out and plucked a tiny pink marabou feather off Penn’s fly. “When will you learn that you are not irresistible? And, that it is imperative to inspect black clothing for lint?”

“Why bother when I can have you groom me?” Penn stepped in toward her. “Anything else you want to feel?”

“Go find someone who’ll appreciate your…assets,” Nariko advised. “This place is full of bimbos with low expectations.”

“Darlings,” Lila cut across their bickering with equanimity, “I need to vomit, so if you don’t mind…”

Nariko was instantly on her feet, shoving Penn aside with her sharp little elbows. “Make yourself useful for a change,” she commanded imperiously. “Open that bathroom door. Then leave us.”

Placing her arm around Lila’s waist, she walked her across the bedroom, her narrow face pinched with emotion. Penn had never seen her cry, but in her eyes she glimpsed a wounded inner creature hidden from the world, naked and writhing in its solitary hell.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not really knowing who her platitude was for—Lila or all of them.

Her best friend’s pricey fake hair clung to her damp forehead as she looked up. “Go party for me, darling. I want to hear every sordid detail tomorrow.”

“You got it,” Penn promised. She left the apartment before her own tears started to fall.
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