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“You still there, Sam?” I can hear the concern in his voice, but it fades into the mix of nerves and sickness threatening to escape my mouth. Saliva pools at the back of my throat and I swallow, the slight metallic taste an indication that I have scraped my teeth against some soft tissue. My jaw is clenched so tight I didn’t even feel the bite. “Sam!” His tone is urgent almost panicked.

“I’m here…sorry. This is harder than I thought it would be that’s all.” I grip the phone a little tighter, angry that my hand is actually trembling.

“Look, wait there. I can be there in an hour. You shouldn’t do this on your own. I told you this but you never bloody listen.” He lets out an angry breath, which makes me smile. All my life I never had someone care about me the way he does. I am so very grateful. I tell him often enough, but it’s never enough. He saved me.

“No…no don’t come, Leon. I will be fine. It’s just a house.” I swallow that pooling water again. So loud this time I can hear him let out a sigh filled with only a fraction of the sadness welling in me.

“Yeah…just a house. Like Manson was just a guy. Sam you don’t have to do this in person. The solicitor can deal with this shit. Come home. You can beat the crap out of me and make us both feel better.”

I bark out a dirty laugh. I love that he can turn my mood on a dime. “God, I love you.” I feel some tension leave my frame when I push out a fortifying breath. “I will be fine. I am made of much stronger stuff…now.” I add before he reminds me of the empty, broken girl he slowly helped transform ten years ago.

“Call me when you’re done…and the offer still stands.” His silence is filled with hope.

“Leon, I found you an excellent replacement and you need to start using her.” My tone is resolute if a little sharp.

“I know…I know…It’s just when you’ve had the best—” His flattery will get him nowhere…absolutely nowhere.

“You’re my best friend, Leon.” I add softly.

“Which might be an issue if we were fucking.” He is pushing me and I feel all that tension back.

“Leon!” I snap. “Enough…You can be such an arsehole!”

“But you love me?” I can almost see the devilish grin creeping across his dark features. We share similar colouring, rich coffee skin, deep brown eyes and impossibly dark brown hair that falls just shy of jet black.

“I do.” My tone is clipped.

“Did it work?” He asks after a short silence and before I get to ask what, he adds. “Are you feeling all angry and distracted now?” I sniff out a laugh and shake my head though he can’t see that part.

“Yes, Leon…Thank you.” A tentative smile tips the corners of my lips, sleek and shiny with my trademark red.

“My work here is done. Now go and sort the house of horrors…and come home. Where you belong.” He hangs up and I chuckle. He never says goodbye.

I straighten my shoulders and hold on to the false bravado trickling through my veins hoping it’s enough to get me through this next hour.

It’s a beautiful cottage. The perfect picture of an idyllic Home County village dwelling. Honey coloured, washed out stone, four tiny windows under a mottled, red slate roof and an old oak front door with polished wrought iron fixings that wouldn’t look out of place on a church. The Old Rectory, my family home. The garden is bare now, cut back and pruned to within an inch of its life. My mother would spend hours—days—tending the flower beds. She craved the attention it brought from passersby, strangers, people who meant nothing.

The bones of the wisteria cling to the front of the house like some distorted exoskeleton, the branches so thick the blooms would block the sunlight from the windows in the spring. I slide my key into the lock. She didn’t change the lock when I left. Why would she? There was no need, I was the one who left, and I promised I’d never return as long as she lived.

The door opens to a shrill discord of creaking hinges loudly objecting my presence. I push the heavy door wide with a firm shove. The stale, dry air hits me with an aroma brimming with memories. I puff the air from my nose. I have no desire to reminisce; memory lane is for masochists. There is only one room I want to see.

It’s been so long, but I need to remember so I don’t let it happen again. I walk through the dim hall, lit only by the soft winter sun spilling in from the open front door. Everything is neat and tidy with a fine layer of dust that only now dares to settle. Now she’s dead that is. I drag my finger along the welcome table, swirling patterns, irregular and petty. Her coat is still hanging from the gnarled hatstand, and I wipe the dust from my finger on the thick woollen sleeve.

The stairs exhale a painful groan with each step, and I find myself hovering on the final tread. This was the only step that made a sound when I’d lived here. This was my warning. I place my foot down and feel my tummy tighten as the unique sound makes my foot start to shake. I stamp it down heavily. The sound is different this time, and I stamp my other foot, too. No need to fucking tremble, Sam. She’s not here, I reprimand myself. I stride the remainder of the corridor and don’t hesitate when I reach for the door handle of my old room. I step inside.

I’m surprised. I don’t know why I’m surprised, but I thought she would’ve changed it. The small metal framed bed with the pink floral covers and a rickety bedside table with no lamp. The walls are plain light grey, as are the curtains cinched back with a thick rope tie. Above the bed and on each wall hang several embroidered pictures. A different prayer for each of my sins. My lips thin with bittersweet amusement. The walls would collapse under the weight of prayers needed for my sins now. I look to my feet just inside the threshold.

“There…something that has changed. That is new,” I say to myself. The point on my toe all shiny, in patent black knee high lace up boot, flips the corner of the new rug which is awkwardly placed at an angle by the door. “And that is why.” My voice catches, my eyes clamp tight and my hand flies to my mouth, an attempt to stop the sob that’s being wrenched from my chest. Don’t you fucking cry one more fucking tear in this house. I dig my long acrylic nails into my palms with such force the pain is exactly enough to stop my tears. I turn and walk to the window. I need some air. I lift the window catch from its cradle and push the small lead-encased pane, but the window is jammed. I roll my eyes. It’s not jammed; it’s nailed shut.

I let out a sharp laugh that bounces uncomfortably around the still silent room. It’s funny how, with time, your memory tries to trick you. You rewrite your own history. Some memories are exaggerated to make them a little more intense or a little more amusing. Others are suppressed, and some you think couldn’t possibly be as bad as you remember, so you do yourself a favour and forget. I shouldn’t have come.

“Hello!” A gruff voice calls from inside the house. “Hello, Ms Cartwright! Is that you?”

“Upstairs,” I reply and take a steadying breath. I hear Mr Brown, the solicitor in charge of my mother’s estate, climb the stairs and I watch him stumble and trip into the room. Flustered he tries to compose himself. He kicks the badly placed rug exposing more of the bare floorboards.

“Who places a rug there, like that?” He pulls the cuffs of his jacket one at a time to straighten the bunched up material. “Oh…Look at that.” He muses and leans to take a closer look. “I can see why now but still…it seems a stupid place.” He mutters, “What do you suppose that stain is?” He tips his head at the mark but my eyes are already fixed in the shadow on the wood…my mind unfortunately is hurtling into my past.

“Blood…lots and lots of blood.” I don’t recognise the chill in my own voice, and Mr Brown turns to look at me as if for the first time. He doesn’t respond to my macabre declaration. Well, he might have, but I don’t hear him. As much as I fight it, the flashback hits me like the first strike of a palm across my cheek, and I recoil as I stand just as I did back then.

 

 

Sam aged seventeen

 

“You filthy little slut!” His voice is menacingly low and he draws his hand back to strike me again.

“Richard, please!” I cry holding the heat in my cheek from his hand. It doesn’t hurt. I’ve had worse from him. Even his words don’t slice me like they used to, but the fury today distorts his face. Harsh lines twisted into an ugly scowl, thin lips pursed and pulled tight into a hate-filled grimace. He doesn’t look like my boyfriend. He looks like a monster. Clenching his fist this time, he swings and cracks my jaw so hard I feel it like a blade behind my eyes. An unbelievable pain that knocks me to my knees.

“You spread your legs for me quick enough. How do I know the little bastard is mine, hmm?” He sneers at me, down his too straight nose, his blue eyes wild with anger, spit now dripping from his lips.

“Richard, please. I’m sorry. It’s was an accident. That one time maybe, when you…you didn’t wear the condom.” His eyes widen, and I shrink rushing quickly to rectify my mistake. It’s too late he hauls me up by grabbing a fistful of my hair and throws me against the wall like a rag doll. Strange, I never thought him to be that strong, with his slight build. But he is taller than me, and obviously, with the pure hatred running through his veins, his strength is no match for me. “Richard, I didn’t mean it was your fault. You know my mother…I can’t risk taking birth control. She would kill me if she knew what we’d done.” I plead into vacant eyes.

He strides over to me and again grabs my hair, my scalp tender from hairs being torn from their roots. I grab his forearms to try and support my weight.

“Yes…let’s not forget your social-climbing mother in all this. She really believed me when I said I was going to marry you. Christ! To think I would have someone like her in my family…someone like you. A half-bred slut, who’s probably fucked every boy in the village while I was at boarding school,” he mocks.

“Richard, don’t…that’s not true. I love you.” My voice is horse from crying, and I choke back the words when his large hand reaches around my neck.

“Say that again… whore!” He squeezes and I gasp for air. His eyes darken, and I feel him harden against my stomach. Jesus, how can he get off on my terror? The thin cotton dress is no barrier at all. I panic because this doesn’t feel like the times he has abused me in the past. Something has changed in him. He looks unhinged. He needs to calm down or he’s going to really hurt me. I soften my voice.

“Richard, my love, of course I love you. There is only you…you know that.” I struggle to swallow against his grip. He loosens a little, and I let out a breath and try to smile. It catches when I realise, too late and with utter horror, his intention. He pulls his arm right back and levels a punch directly into my stomach. I collapse gasping for air that won’t come, winded and in agony I roll onto the floor. My arms wrap tight across my tummy trying to protect what’s inside.

I flash a glance at the monster before me just in time to see him let his heavily weighted boot swing forward. Easily crashing through my arms, again and again. Pounding his full force and weight into my abdomen. I try to curl in on myself tighter, but he grabs my head and stretches me out. I limply take punch after punch to my face. The pain is everywhere but the only noise I can distinguish is his heavy breathing and the sound of softly crunching tissue and sometimes bone. I can’t seem to scream…cry…I can’t find my voice at all.

“Who makes you happy, sweetheart?” His demonic chant rings in my ears. He always asks the same damn question, every time he hurts me the most. He repeats but emphasises each word this time with a carefully placed brutal kick to my stomach. “Who. Makes. You. Happy. Sweetheart.”

I try to answer because I know from experience he won’t stop until I do. But large floaty black spots seep across my glazed vision, tempting me into the darkness when an almighty cramp shocks me enough to sit bolt upright. Richard steps back and we both look at the large dark mass of liquid running between my legs. My white dress quickly unable to absorb any more of the blood as it drips, drips onto the floor.

“Richard, please.” I cry and hold my hand for him to help. The confusion in his face must mirror mine. Why won’t he help me? Can’t he see what’s happening? Can’t he see I need help?Can’t he see I’m going to lose the baby?

“It looks like we’re about done here, don’t you think?” He pulls his cuffs down and brushes at the specks of my blood that now pepper his sleeves. Little streaks and smears cover the pristine white material. “What’s good for getting blood out of cotton?” He inspects the material like it is the only thing remotely significant. I’m haemorrhaging badly, and the agony is barely masking my utter devastation. I drag myself toward the door just as it opens. My mother steps into the room and gasps. Not because she has seen me or the blood, but because having Richard in my room is strictly forbidden.

“Mr Brookes-Hamilton, I know you intend to marry my daughter, but please do not take liberties with my kind nature.” She gushes with her false reprimand, but her colour drains when he pushes the door a little wider to reveal me in a crumbled heap, losing more blood than I can spare.

“Mother…please.” I manage to cry before I sink back into myself.

“Oh, Grace, what have you done?” Her grave words are laced with accusation and venom. “Mr Brookes—”she pleads as Richard moves to her side. “—Richard please don’t go. I am sure there is a very good explanation.” She reaches for his arm to stop him from leaving but his thunderous scowl prevents her actually making contact.

“Oh, there is, Mrs Cartwright, there is…Your daughter is a whore.” I hear her suck in a sharp breath as his footsteps recede quickly or maybe my level of consciousness fails to distinguish the sound of him walking away and he is still there. I don’t care anymore, I just need help.

“Mother, please, you need to call an ambulance.” I reach for a hand that isn’t offered and freeze when I recognise that expression of stone and hatred settle on her implacable face. Her beady blue eyes narrow and her cheeks burn with anger. She looks like she is desperate to once more spew all her hatred and bile. But not today it seems. I know that everything bad that has ever happened in her life is my fault. She’s drilled it into me since I could talk, and now I have just ruined her chance at a life she believes she deserves.

My hand falls to the floor, skidding in the sticky mess and I slump down, flat on the boards. I manage to turn my head and meet her gaze…She could freeze ice with the warmth of her compassion for me. She’s not going to help my baby…she’s not going to help me. She steps back through the door and leaves me in an ever-increasing circle of my own blood. She leaves my baby to die and I don’t doubt for a moment she hopes I will too. I pass out to the sound of a solid click of the door closing and the turn of the iron lock.

 

“Miss, are you all right? You don’t seem to have heard what I just said.” I feel the cold chill as the sweat from the flashback that instantly coated my skin, just as quickly dries. I shake my head even if the residual image is too fresh to ignore. My heart is still racing, but I hold my arm out as steadily as I can.

Mr Brown is a portly man, and that is being kind. He is most likely in his early sixties with thinning grey hair and tiny, wire-rimmed glasses. His beady eyes comically widen when he really sees me for the first time. I get this a lot. Even living in a cosmopolitan, vibrant city like London I know I stand out, but in a sleepy village such as this, I must look like an extra from Underworld in a Miss Marple Sunday afternoon special. My choice of wardrobe was very deliberate today, though. It’s my armour. I offer my hand, and I swear he bends as if to kiss the back of it. I raise a brow and he stiffens with embarrassment. He shouldn’t be embarrassed; under any other circumstance it would be charming. In certain situations it would be expected. He opts now for a light shake and I offer him a warm smile.

“Grace Cartwright, I presume.” He is slightly breathless and I think there might be a little drool on his chin. I pull my hand sharply from his hold and straighten my back. His expression flashes from gentil to guarded.

“I legally changed my name when I was eighteen, Mr Brown. I’m Sam Bonfleur. I took my grandfather’s surname.” I correct.

“And Sam?” He nods but starts leafing through the pages of papers he has clutched to his chest.

“After a drink.” I gave it no more thought at the time other than I didn’t want to be called Grace ever again.

He chuckles as if I were joking. I wasn’t.

His sudden frown causes more deep-set wrinkles to form. “I’m glad you could come today. Your mother had many antique pieces I am sure you will—”

“Sell everything. I want nothing. Honestly, I didn’t think she would’ve kept me in her will at all.” I keep my tone level and, with considerable effort, maintain a much softer timbre than I feel. Rage and sorrow blend and course through me; my nerves are raw and knots the size of footballs roll in my stomach. Mr Brown shifts uncomfortably and won’t meet my eye.

“Um yes…you are right. Sadly, I believe that was her intention.” He clears his throat. “There was some irregularity in the documentation and essential forms weren’t completed correctly. In such cases the will is nullified and by default the estate would be bequeathed to the closest living relative.” I scoff derisively at his misplaced assumption and inwardly smile that my mother would be turning in her grave at this outcome.

“Only living relative.” I correct and draw in a steadying breath. Did I honestly think she would’ve softened over time and this be her final gesture of forgiveness? Of course not, she was evil, and evil is timeless. I shake myself free of the useless thoughts. “Regardless, it is what it is. You have my instructions. I just came today…” My voice catches, he doesn’t need to know why I came. He doesn’t need to know my gory past. “Sell it all.” I repeat.

He looks a little shocked but nods. “I know it’s of little comfort, but you will be a very rich woman, Ms Bonfleur.” His smile falters on his pallid face, and there is sweat beading on his top lip. I make him uncomfortable. I smile. I like making men uncomfortable.

“I am a very rich woman already. I don’t want a penny from the sale. I don’t want to take anything for a keepsake. It is all to go to the charity I listed. You have something for me to sign?” I hold my hand out expectantly.

“Why did you come then? We could’ve done this over the phone or at my offices.” His tone is a little irritated when he hands me a small stack of papers with little markers. I quickly work my way through signing my childhood away.

“I needed to remind myself. I needed this fresh in my mind so I won’t do it again.” I curse myself that I mutter this out loud enough for him to hear. I return his pen and he nods with kind eyes of understanding.

“Fall in love.” He offers with a knowing look but my bitter laugh cuts him dead and now I do feel like I have to clarify…He does need to know.

“Not fall no, sometimes that sadly can’t be helped. But I needed to remind myself why I will never again tell someone I love them. All men lie, Mr Brown, but once you tell a man you love him, he seems to think it gives him certain rights, rights to hurt and control you.” I take my time to look him up and down, my glare accusatory. I feel only a tinge of shame that I judge all men by the one very bad apple, especially when I know it isn’t true. Leon isn’t like that, but it is better to be safe, to live by this rule than die being sorry. “Never again will I let someone control me.” I step past him but turn when he coughs for my attention.

“Sorry, Ms Bonfleur, but I need a forwarding address. I can’t use the PO Box I’m afraid, but perhaps I could send it to your office,” he stutters.

“My office?” I hold back a smile.

“I noticed you had passed the bar. I assumed you were practising law somewhere?” He is checking his notes again, and I let out a light laugh.

“You have been busy.” I turn to face him, drawing up to my full five foot ten height, six foot in my heels. His cheeks pink and he drags a finger across his shirt collar. He has the decency to look a little sheepish.

“You took some finding.” He shrugs and I bite my lip. He obviously didn’t look hard enough or he wouldn’t be asking this question. Or maybe he did.

“I qualified but I don’t practice, Mr Brown.” I raise my brow and fix him with a glare to see if he withers…To see if he is hiding my secrets and trying to play me but he doesn’t flinch. Satisfied he knows no more than he has alluded to already, I hand him my card, my smile widening with the stretch of his upturned brow. “Send whatever you need here. This is where I work.”

“What do you do?” He flips the black card over. There is nothing on the back and just my signature on the front and the club address.

“I’m a whore.” I smile sweetly at his sudden dropped jaw.

 

It’s not until the houses start to crowd together, vying for prime location space that I start to relax. The endless expanse of lush green fields diminish to tiny pockets of manufactured parks and protected communal areas as the train speeds closer into the heart of the city, toward my home. My real home. Leon was right. I didn’t have to be there in person to sort the sale. Documents could easily be signed and witnessed elsewhere but something made me want to remember. No, not something…someone. Jason Sinclair.

Despite what I call myself, I don’t fuck for money. I fuck because I want to fuck, and I wanted to fuck Jason…very much. A hook-up with a hot guy at Bethany and Daniel’s wedding. That was all it was supposed to be. I knew his reputation for absolute dominance. He’s a silent partner in the club I work for, for Chrissakes, but I felt safe to cross the line in a civilian setting. I could blame the whole ‘weddings make people crazy’ notion but… well, I might’ve mentioned Jason Sinclair is fucking hot! Taller than me by several inches but eye level when I’m sporting my six-inch killer heels, broad, built shoulders that narrow to perfection in his immaculate three piece navy suit. Light brown hair with natural flecks of gold that just beg to be gripped and tousled. But his eyes, oh God, his eyes. As if the rich honey with the same golden highlights hypnotically swirling wouldn’t captivate a mere mortal. The intensity with which he wields his most potent weapon, well I was a fool to think hooking up was anything but his decision.

A one-time thing, I could handle a one-time thing. It is all I have ever done since leaving home. Not so many as to warrant my moniker but always just a one-time thing. I can feel the hairs on my neck dance as a delicious chill sweeps my body when I recall the moment when he put his strong palm around my neck and squeezed a little too tight. I came so hard I couldn’t breathe. I wanted it…I wanted more, but more shocking still, I realised I wanted him, and that thought terrified me.

That is why I didn’t return his calls and that is why I came today. I needed to remind myself why I won’t let another man control me…ever.
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“You know I can’t eat any of those.” Leon stretches his over-sized frame on my couch. The muscles in his torso flex and contract with the effort he is putting into his waking yawn. His hand automatically dipping into his lounge pants…checking. I snicker. He lifts his head to see me peering over hob on the kitchen bar.

“Is it still there? I raise a brow and point my palette knife directly at his crotch. His hand unashamedly massaging himself. He winks but doesn’t remove his hand.

“You know it.” He lets out a satisfied sigh. “But I am worried the little fella might not be working properly, and as my best friend, I feel it is your duty to help me out.” It never gets old. Almost ten years of trying to get in my pants, and he is as fresh as the day he found me in that club. Saving me from making the biggest mistake of my life.

 

I left home on my eighteenth birthday, took the train to London and checked into a hotel. I was on a mission. A new life, with no rules, no boundaries and no limits. After all, I was a whore. I may as well live up to the name. I had no family and no friends thanks to my strict upbringing, but I was determined to change all that. I found myself in a sleazy nightclub slowly getting drunk with the nastiest guy I could find. Shaved head, thick neck with bulging muscles so large they distorted the ink on his skin to unrecognisable markings. I don’t remember his name, but I do remember the second he was called away an arm swept around my waist, the briefest of conversations, and the next moment, my feet barely touched the ground as I was whisked away from the danger zone and out of the club. I remember at the time I didn’t feel scared. I should’ve been scared, but I was either numb or stupid; Leon told me I was stupid. The guy at the bar I later found out was Eastern European mob, had just slipped something in my drink and was just checking if the van out the back could take one more. I pinch myself every day at my lucky escape thanks to my Knight in Giorgio Armani.

 

“But not today.” The stock response I fire at him with a smile and a kiss. He rolls himself up to a sitting position and drags his hand through his shoulder length glossy dark hair. “Today, I am making Danish pancakes…a lot of Danish pancakes so you have to eat them.” I flip the tiny delicate circles in the pan and whisk some more mixture for my next batch. It’s a ready mix packet that all I have to do is add milk and even then, with my innate skill in the kitchen there is no guarantee they will be edible.

“I’m leaving for my flight in an hour, and I don’t want the plane to have trouble taking off because I have a shit tonne of your ‘coping strategy’ setting like concrete in my gut.” He slaps his toned, flat stomach with a loud tummy clenching sound. “What’s got you in such a state anyway?” He saunters over to the kitchen completely at ease with his near-naked appearance. Sliding onto the high stool, he picks up a handful of the pancakes and slowly munches them despite his protestations. He closes his eyes and moans, an overly sexual sound, savouring his enjoyment. I roll my eyes and throw the oven gloves I’m holding at his bare chest. He catches them and holds them hostage in his lap.

“Behave.” I warn, and he hands them back looking a little sheepish.

“Sorry, Sam…I can’t help myself sometimes.” He grins.

“Try harder. You’re living here now, and I don’t need—”

“Actually, from what I can see, that is exactly what you need…unless you are really trying to give Mary Berry a run for her money?” He takes another two pancakes. I turn the heat off and start to tidy away. “Come on Sam talk to me, baby girl. I won’t leave until you do. Then I’ll miss my flight. Then my mum will be mad at you because I will blame you, and she is mean when she’s mad.”

“Your mum doesn’t have a mean bone in her body, Leon. It’s why you are the way you are…adorable.” I scruff his shaggy hair, but he growls and straightens out of my reach.

“So what’s your excuse?”

I know he’s joking but it still stings. I hate that I didn’t just appear from thin air, anything would be preferable than a connection to a woman more concerned with social status and reputation than whether her daughter lived or died.

“Skipped a generation. You should’ve met my grandfather.” I smile softly and he takes a moment to pull me into a hug. Tight, secure and filled with love. He kisses my head and whispers.

“Yeah, I would’ve liked that.” Leon lifts me back onto the stool. “So?” His head tips to the mountain of carbohydrates I have diligently crafted into little Danish treats. Enough to feed an army.

“Jason.” I exhale, and he waits for me to continue. “I had a cryptic and very personal message on my voicemail this morning. It’s kind of shaken me up a bit. I mean, I know I see him around the club. It’s not like I’ve avoided him since the wedding. I really couldn’t, but he hasn’t tried to make contact in over a year. Why would he pick now?” I nibble distractedly at the tip of my fingernail. Not really biting, they are acrylic, and I would probably lose a tooth before the nail gave way.

“Ah, well that might have something to do with me.” His finger starts to draw nervous patterns in the sugar that is covering the marble top.

“Leon…what did you do?” I try to keep my voice level but I can feel my heart begin to race.

“Nothing…nothing bad.” He briskly rubs his hands clean and rubs them on his pants. He then places them on my thighs and leans forward with his most sincere expression. His dark, dark eyes crinkle with concern and warmth. “I saw your Jason—” I scoff an interruption, but he’s not put off and repeats, “I saw your Jason last night at a party. We got to chatting. He’s actually a really nice guy…anyway I may have let it slip that I am not…in fact…your boyfriend.” My bones cease to function and I collapse into myself letting out a frustrated groan.

“Oh, gahhhhhhd.” I start to rub the instant pressure in my brow. Flour falls from my fingertips down my face, settling on my lips, under my nose, and I sneeze, sending a plume of flour from the kitchen surface into a billowing cloud that completely hides a very sorry looking Leon. Good, he should be sorry. He has just made my life so much more complicated. The powder settles, and I change my mind. He doesn’t look sorry at all, he looks self-satisfied and smug. I could kill him right now. I have the tools, but he smiles and shrugs and I remind myself once more that he saved me.
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With Leon out of town until the New Year, Christmas Eve is eerily quiet, too quiet. As much I would like to continue to ignore Jason—actually a huge part of me wants to hide completely—I won’t. That is not my style. I don’t hide. I meet head-on.

I pull the belt at my waist tight enough to pinch in an attempt to block the icy wind from reaching my scantily clad body. The thick cashmere full-length coat is doing an admirable job against the subzero Christmas weather. Even so, the short distance from the cab to the club door is enough to have my teeth clicking together, the sound drowned only by my heels on the steps to the basement destination. I swipe my card and wait. The new owners installed state of the art security. The front door won’t open unless they know exactly who is outside. Not just a visual through a peep hole, but name, date of birth, blood type, and most importantly, bank details. Despite this intrusive level of information exchange, members hand it over without question. This is the exclusive club in London for the scene, with a wait list so long, if you don’t have a personal recommendation would-be members would probably die by the time a space opened up.

The door opens and a giant beast of a man steps aside to let me in. He is the most intimating man I know. I offer my brightest smile even though I know Gus’ stony façade will not crack.

“Hey Gus,” I give my body an exaggerated shudder to try and get some heat into my bones. I check my coat and am acutely aware of the loss of its protective warmth. I rub my hands vigorously up and down my bare arms. The chill of the evening clings to the sexy slick PVC halter neck cat suit, but it will quickly warm once I get inside.

“Hey.” Gus’s gruff response makes the corners of my mouth curl with pleasure. He is a fierce looking mountain of a man, and I don’t doubt he rattles a few of the most hardened alphas who strut in here, but he is just a big bear, especially to me. I lean up even in my heels and my natural height to plant a colourful kiss on his cheek.

“Merry Christmas, Gus.” I wait with my hands on my hips, one dipped, and narrow my eyes. Gus looks over my shoulder. There is just me and him, and no one is going to call him out for cracking a bit of Christmas cheer.

“Merry Christmas, darling.” His deep voice rumbles with an echo through the empty corridor.

“Is it busy?” I tip my head toward the heavy, rich, red velvet curtain separating the entrance door from the stage. Every time I step through that curtain, I am here to perform, I have my costume, I have my act, and the main reception room of the club I like to refer to as my stage.

“Not exactly.” Gus replies.

“How come you’re working tonight?” I’m curious because, although they always have someone on the door, Gus is a senior someone, and this is Christmas, after all.

“I could ask you the same thing.” He raises a teasing brow.

“Oh, no rest for the wicked, Gus. You know that.” I wiggle my brows. He grunts out a deep laugh and rolls his eyes.

“You’re not as wicked as you pretend to be, darling, and I’m not wicked at all. Working tonight means I get until New Year to spend with the family.” He puffs out his chest with unabashed pride. Gus has a large brood, six children, and has been happily married to his childhood sweetheart for twenty-three years. He is the poster boy for getting it right.

“Oh, wow, that is great…I mean I’ll miss you and all…” I give a playful wink.

“Yeah, yeah, go on now…time is money,” he quips.

“Ain’t that the truth.” Although in my case, I think my issue has more to do with idle hands. I have been smart with my money. The necklace I got on my eighteenth birthday pretty much secured my future, if not the husband, as my mother had hoped. After my rocky start, and with some guidance from Leon, I found a job I love and I am extremely good at. I rarely have to spend my own money, so I save. My nest egg is such that I really don’t have to work, but I hate having down time. I despise having time to think…time to remember. I turn and slip through the gap in the curtain. Show time.

 

I can’t help the shocked laugh that escapes my mouth when I freeze just inside the entrance. It’s like a surprise party, and someone forgot to send out the invitations. The opulently decorated room has been transformed into Santa’s sinful grotto, with a thousand sparkly handcuffs, extra-large diamante nipple clamps and tinsel covered cat o’ nine tail whips hanging from the ceiling and light fittings. With the subdued lighting and featured spotlights, the whole room sparkles magically but it is empty, well almost empty. The striking distinctive outline of the not so silent partner sits at the bar nursing a glass of his favourite single malt.

I draw in a deep breath and make my way to take the seat beside him. It’s not like I haven’t seen him, spoken to him, tried desperately hard to ignore the spark of feeling I get whenever our paths have crossed these past sixteen months. I have. I have tried and failed. I confess I panicked when I started to feel my control slip because, despite my visit home, I am drawn to him. So like a coward that is most unbecoming of a Domme, let alone a notorious one such as Mistress Selina, I called in one massive favour. Leon became my boyfriend. The ultimate barrier and cock blocker extraordinaire. It would appear that favour expired last night and now it is time for me to face the music, pay the piper and swallow what Jason chooses to shove down my throat. He is a Dom and he is not a fan of liars.

 

I slip silently onto the high bar stool, but he knows I am there. His head tilts almost imperceptibly before he turns to face me. His deliberate slow movements increase my anxiety, a foreign feeling and one that sits uncomfortably, competing for attention with my racing heart. His predatory look takes in every inch of my body, I can almost feel it leaving a scorched path across my skin. My full-length one-piece cat suit barely leaves any skin on display but his gaze leaves me feeling naked, exposed and vulnerable. I pull my shoulders back and straighten my back because I am none of those things…I am London’s best Dominatrix.

“Samantha.” The timbre of his voice is deep and gravelly and my name sounds like sin on his lips. I know those lips.

“Jason.” I manage to say his name without inflection despite my heart rate spiking and that familiar ache that begins to build.

“You know I prefer Sir.” He fixes me with a stare that would make any submissive quake, and therein lies the problem.

“Ah, we both know that is not going to happen.” I accept the drink Jason has managed to magically order without me noticing. “And I am Mistress Selina here as you well know, Jason.” I bite my lip to stop from smirking with satisfaction at the sudden narrow stare flashed my way.

“Since I am your boss, what if I insist on Sir?” He sips his drink, and his lips tip with pleasure.

“Jason,” I take pleasure in the way his name rolls deliciously around my mouth. I emphasise each syllable with a sensual tone that makes his jaw clench. “You’re not my boss. You just happen to own the place where I choose to work.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Selina.” His low grumble makes the hairs on my neck stand as though little shots of electricity have been fired through them. “And I’m not your boss…yet.” My body gives an involuntary shudder and I internally berate myself. His expression is utter wickedness and evidence enough that he noticed the shiver he’d clearly caused.

He lets out a breath and I find I’m holding mine. “It’s been a long time since it’s just been the two of us. If I didn’t know better I might think you were scared to be alone with me. Are you scared to be alone with me, Selina?” His sensual tone curls around my stage name like pure sin. His soft volume drops a level and I find my body leaning in. No. I’m being drawn to him. I have to fight to release my breath in anything remotely level. I grip my glass and choose to down the liquid to give me a moment of respite from his scorching intensity.

“Hardly, Jason.” My voice is surprisingly calm even as I can feel my cheeks begin to heat with the lie. “We’ve seen each other plenty of times.” I let out a light laugh, and his mouth may quirk with pleasure but I get the feeling it has very little to do with my comment.

“True but we have not been alone since…” He pauses and stares deeper into my eyes. I can see the exact memory dance in his lust filled eyes. No doubt a mirror of my own. “…the wedding.” I interrupt but barely suppress the sexual tension sizzling like a live current between us. I am grateful for the dimly lit room when I feel my face burn with the memory. He lets out a deep and dirty laugh.

“The wedding,” he repeats slowly.

 

 

Eighteen Months Ago

 

I had found myself squeezed against Jason in the tiny chapel at the hospital for Daniel and Bethany’s surprise wedding. Surprise for Bethany that is. It was standing room only as the few seats available were taken up by family, but I didn’t mind. I was happy to be a part of their day, but as the temperature in the room rose, so did my own body heat. Every furtive glance from Jason, every intentional brush of his hand against my thigh or hand elevated my pulse. I knew exactly what he was doing. There wasn’t much space, but he really didn’t need to be that close. I thought I tipped the balance of where this was going when I stepped to angle myself against his body and reached up high on my toes to whisper in his ear. The words were irrelevant, but I took a deliberate moment to breathe his clean woodsy scent deep into my lungs and exhale just as slowly. His eyes dipped to meet my gaze, nothing hidden in the stare we shared, dark with desire and pent with lust.

When I stepped back, the draw was still there. Like a tangible field of sexual tension radiating around our bodies. The ceremony finished, and the guests were being ushered along the corridor into a makeshift reception room, and that’s when, as the last to leave, Jason dragged me into a room I hadn’t even noticed. That would be because it wasn’t a room as such, it was a large storage cupboard…with a lockable door. I didn’t get a moment to protest, not that I would have, but instantly, his mouth was on mine, his hands frantic at the tiny buttons on my blouse. My palms first flat on the firm curve of his chest muscles, swept down to his belt, and with deft fingers, I quickly had his trousers dropped to his thick, taut thighs. Frustrated with his slow progress, he growled and tugged at the bottom of the material, lifting the blouse over my head. He froze for a moment at the sight of my frantic attempts to draw in more air. I don’t ever remember feeling so out of control, so wild and needy. My breasts rose and shook with the effort, smooth mounds barely contained by the delicate ivory lace balcony bra. My nipples were taut peaks, aching for his touch, and my skin glowed with the sheen of perspiration.

“Are you a screamer?” Jason’s deep tone was hoarse and breathy.

“I’m not usually the one who screams…no.” I exhaled and Jason’s lips tip into a wicked understanding.

“So I don’t need to gag you?” He raised a brow and my eyes dropped to the slow draw of his tongue across his soft, full lips.

“I’d like to see you try.” I slapped his chest forcefully.

“That makes two of us.” He growled and pushed roughly against me. Hard enough that he was flush against me grinding his solid length against my soft centre.

“In your dreams, Jason,” I scoffed with arrogance and understanding. He knew what I was and he knew this would be different, but it was still on my terms. At least I thought it was. I pushed back and ground against him. We both drew in ragged breaths. “No gag.” I confirmed and moaned as Jason grabbed my breasts, cupped and squeezed them with his large hands, his fingers finding the hardened peaks and pinching to the point of and just beyond pain.

“Ah!” I gasped.

“No gag…are you quite sure?” His wolfish grin and arrogant tone set the challenge.

“You wish!” I bit back with confidence. I promised myself I was not going to make a sound. Dominant Jason Sinclair…King of the club had met his match.

“That I do.” He pinched my nipples to punctuate his declaration and I blinked rapidly in lieu of the cry at the back of my throat. My lips spread into a salacious smile once the pain ebbed and I pulled him by the tie and crushed my lips to his. The moan that escaped his chest was almost as loud as the cry I suppressed.

 

 

Now

 

“Yes…the wedding. What is it about weddings?” he muses.

“I’m not sure it had anything to do with it being a wedding.” I laugh lightly.

“No…You might be right. It had much more to do with you looking hot as hell, a convenient storage cupboard and a lockable door.” He tips his glass and nods for a refill. I do the same, suddenly feeling like I need the liquid courage to play with the inferno sitting next to me. “After though…You didn’t return my call.” His gaze darkens.

“That would be because there would have been no point.” I quickly down the sweet coffee liqueur and mouth a large ice cube. I take my time playing with it in my mouth, relishing the effect I am now having on the implacable Mr Sinclair. He swallows thickly, his eyes never leaving my mouth. I know I am playing with fire, but it feels so good.

“And why is that?” His casual tone betrays the heat in his eyes and the intensity of his glare. “Did you not have fun? Because I seem to recall you had a great deal of it.” He leans forward and pushes his hands between my legs and grabs the edge of the bar stool. My legs spread of their own volition just enough before I try to rectify the error. Clamping tight against his wrist, he pulls my seat closer to him. His muscular thighs trap me, his hand wedged between my legs. Heavy lidded eyes bore into me with a fierceness that burns through my veins like wildfire, his thumb languidly stroking my inner thigh.

I take a moment and relish the utter pleasure these strange erotic feelings coursing through me evoke. My heart is beating a hypnotic pattern in my chest, hard and fierce. I am acutely aware as the precarious balance of control I hold so dear begins to slip. I feel the shift like a physical change and it is alarmingly seductive how natural it feels to give over to someone as absolutely dominant as Jason. It’s too seductive. I raise a brow, my calm façade a mask to my traitorous emotions. I use the tips of my fingers to remove the remaining ice cube from my glass, quickly palm it, and stretch out to hold it flat and hard against Jason’s rock solid erection. The ice water soaks his trousers but doesn’t diminish the heat in my palm one bit.

“Fuck, Sam!” he barks out but doesn’t move. If anything he grinds into my hand and releases a deep moan. I can’t help laughing; that was not the reaction I was anticipating but then I should’ve known he wasn’t likely to run. He was much more likely to rise to the challenge he obviously thinks I am.

“Jason.” I sigh reluctantly removing my hand. “Two Doms don’t make a right. We would not play well together. The wedding was an exception. I will give you that it was an amazing exception but—”

“But nothing.” He growls his interruption.

“See, that’s exactly why I didn’t return your call. I’m not one of your little submissives, and you sure as shit aren’t going to kneel for me anytime soon…although…” My index finger lightly taps my lips, which carve a wicked grin at the very notion.

“Yeah, keep dreaming beautiful, because that is all that’s ever going to be.” He sniffs derisively, but his eyes narrow while he slowly sips his drink. “But you weren’t always a Domme Selina?” His serious tone and leading question instantly kills my flirtatious mood.

“Oh, you have been busy.” I straighten myself creating a cool, noticeable distance.

“Daniel was just as much my wingman as I was his before he met Bethany, and you know that. I’m not being intrusive; I am stating a fact. You weren’t always a Domme.” His dismissive tone is doing little to calm my irritation.

“I doubt Daniel would’ve disclosed any details, but if he did, he would’ve informed you it was one time and it was the very last part of my training. My instructor insisted I understand both ends of the whip as it were.” I clarify stiffly.

“Quite right, too.” He nods in agreement.

“But that doesn’t make me a sub, Jason.”

“No, Samantha, it doesn’t, but you enjoyed it, so that does, in fact, make you a switch.” His gaze seems to sear right through me with fire and so much desire I’m starting to melt. What exactly I am struggling with? Is it that I actually like the turn this conversation has taken? No…I can’t… I won’t let it go there.

“Not necessarily but your point is what exactly?” My attempt at annoyance seems to amuse him. He moves his hand from his drink to lightly pinch my chin making sure he holds my full attention. Not that I could look anywhere else…not that I’d want to.

“My point, Selina, is that I want you to switch for me.” His lethal glare scorches my breath from my lungs as I let out an inaudible gasp. “So tell me, Selina, what is it going to take?” His assured cockiness is interrupted by my incredulous laugh.

“Oh, Jason, that is sweet, and I’m flattered, really I am.” His instant scowl darkens at my flippancy and condescending tone.

“What is it about me that you think is sweet exactly? Do I look like a man who doesn’t get everything he wants?” He slips his hand around the back of my head and grabs a tight hold of my long, sleek ponytail. I don’t flinch but my heart does feel like it is trying to beat its way through my chest.

“Do I?” I retort and hold his fiery gaze.

“Damn-it, Selina, you most definitely do not look like a man.” He laughs out, then his lips quickly bite back a grin. “Give me one day.” He pauses to let the words sink in but the evident confusion must be etched on my face because it makes him clarify further. “Give me one day to change your mind. Spend the whole day with me and if I can’t convince you to submit to me…then…”

“Then?” I tip my chin for his answer but my movement is still restricted by his hold.

“Then it will be the first time I do not get what I want.” He grumbles, and I laugh loudly shaking free from his grip.

“And if I do agree to submit… it will be a miracle.” I taunt.

He stands, stepping into my personal space, putting pressure enough to widen my legs to accommodate him just that little bit closer. “I’ll pick you up first thing in the morning.” He leans down, his words kiss my neck like a tempting promise.

“Tomorrow? It’s Christmas Day.” I sag a little when he moves away, fighting the moan at the sudden loss of heat.

“Perfect day for a miracle.” He pauses at the doorway, holding my gaze for long seconds before stepping through the curtain leaving me a mess of heat and confusion.
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“What the fuck! You scared the crap out of me, Daniel! What are you doing here?” The door to my office swings open, and apart from the night security guard, I thought the whole office block was empty. As it should be this late on Christmas Eve.

“I am going to ask you the very same question. You are going to make me feel like Ebenezer if you tell me you are working.” He flicks the main light on because I have been hunched over my laptop with just the glow of the screen to illuminate my office. I blink and rub my eyes at the instant bright light.

“No, not working, just trying to find unobtainium. It’s proving a little tricky.” I slap the lid of my laptop shut and stretch my spine out with my knuckles, cracking a few pockets of air as I do. I feel the late hour now, and I am suddenly tired. Daniel strides into the room and walks straight to the shelf where I keep my best whiskey. He pours two fingers in each glass and hands me one. Taking the chair opposite, his face is impossible to read even after all these years of working as his number two. But his raised brow is indication enough that he is listening.

“I got a second chance with Sam. Just one day…tomorrow. I don’t want to blow it but I have sort of left myself no time to actually sort anything special.” Daniel lets out a clipped laugh and sips his drink.

“I wouldn’t waste your time.” He notices my back straighten, but waves his hand to stop my misunderstanding. “Back down, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant Sam, or more likely Selina, will have been to every fancy restaurant, gallery, concert…whatever in the city. You name it, she will have seen it all on the arm of one of her clients. I doubt she would consider anything like that special. What else have you got?” He swirls the amber liquid and fixes me with his intense boardroom stare. Usually I don’t have a problem with that particular look because, in a business setting, I am never without answers and solutions. In this instance, however, I have left myself absolutely no time. I have no solutions to my own problem. I hold both my hands up in surrender.

“I’ve got nothing. I was planning to spend the morning at the Mission, Skype the family in the afternoon and then watch all the versions of A Christmas Carol on Netflix…Hardly earth shattering, heart stealing activities.” I take a large gulp and wince at the hit of alcohol. I let out a heavy sigh.

“Is that your plan? You want to steal her heart?” His voice is level, and his face is again implacable. I’d hate him for that if I didn’t consider him one of my best friends.

“She may have kicked me to the curb after the wedding, even when I knew there was something more. I felt it, and she sure as shit did, too. Maybe that’s why she ended it before…I don’t know. Whatever the reason, she shut me down. I’ve given her time, but it’s enough now. I know she still feels the same. You can cut the fucking sexual tension with a chainsaw when we’re in the same room and up until tonight we’ve never actually been alone. Tonight, I made my play. Had the whole Christmas miracle thing as my backdrop. She didn’t stand a chance. Anyway, it’s Christmas, and I promised to change her mind about us… if she’d give me one day.” His lips curl with a knowing smile, and I feel tension build at the bridge of my nose. “I know…I know…I may not have been thinking with my head…not entirely anyway…It’s Christmas Eve…everything is shut…I’m totally screwed.” I take another long draw of my drink.

“You do know what she does for a living?” His tone almost sounds like a warning. I fire my own judgmental scowl at him. “Look, I’m not saying that to be an arsehole. I just want you to go into this with your eyes wide open.” He shrugs lightly, and I relax because any hint of judgment was clearly on my end.

“I’m no fucking saint, Daniel. I own a sex club, and I didn’t buy any club, I bought the club where she works exclusively. So yes, I know what she does, and it doesn’t make the slightest difference to me.” I focus on the swirling liquid, a mix of gold and lightning bouncing off the cut crystal. I murmur more to myself. “There is something about her—”

“Does she know you’re the sole owner of the club? Does she know why you bought it I mean?” He interrupts my musing.

“She thinks I’m a part owner, and no…that might creep her out.” I have the decency to look a little sheepish. I definitely had my own selfish reasons for buying the club. For one, I could be there on a regular basis without looking like a manwhore. But, more importantly, as the owner, I was able to censor the membership list and, subsequently, Sam’s pool of potential clients. I also told myself at the time I just wanted to be close in case she needed my help. It took no time at all to realise that Selina could more than take care of herself, and I was kidding myself that she was any type of damsel in distress.

“You want my advice? Be honest the first chance you get. One thing I do remember about Sam is she doesn’t like lies. In fact, from memory, she thinks all men are liars so you, my friend, are not off to a stellar start.” He grins.

“Maybe not, but that makes two of us, and I am not technically lying” I sniff at the hypocrisy of my statement. “What else do you remember?” I pause, hoping my loaded question is heard loud and clear.

“Hmm.” His brows knit together with unease. “You put me in rather an awkward position, Jason.” He narrows his eyes, but I hold his stare.

“I know.” I raise my brow for him to continue. For him to answer my question.

“Only because you are pursuing this as a relationship I will answer as my conscience allows. I was asked to complete Sam’s training. Her mentor believed in order to give pain one must understand pain.” He repeats what Sam had told him earlier. “I didn’t fuck her. That wasn’t the point of the session.”

“What was the point? Or was it just about the pain?” I find myself leaning forward eager for the insight.

“It was about pleasure,” he replies without inflection.

“Did she enjoy it?” My jaw tenses at this, and I feel an angry heat burn in my chest. Stupid I know; it was a long time ago. Before I’d even moved to London, but the thought that someone else gave her pleasure through pain drives me a little crazy. That’s what I want…me and only me.

“You would have to ask her that. I don’t believe she was disappointed with the outcome…” He pauses, but my stomach is already churning with distaste. “Honestly, I don’t think pleasure is what she took from it. She has too many barriers for one session, but then, the purpose wasn’t to train a sub. The purpose was for her to understand her role as a Domme, and that was an unmitigated success.” He switches back to my more urgent concern, effectively halting any further questions I might have that he is clearly not going to answer. “If you ask me you have solved your own problem. Take her with you tomorrow…be with her. Be with Sam not Selina. You want to be with her. She is never going to believe that if all your interactions are at the club. Show her you understand the difference.” He knocks back the remaining whiskey and places the glass on my desk. His words sink in with the same warmth the liquor is causing in my bloodstream. He is right. That’s perfect. I leave my glass with the remaining finger of whiskey untouched.

“When did you get so smart about women?” I stand and grab my jacket from the back of my chair.

“Since I married an exceptional one.” His retort is deadpan, like I have asked the most ridiculous question.

“Too bad it hasn’t rubbed off on you then…coming to work at eleven thirty on Christmas Eve—” I quip and switch the lights off as we both leave my office.

“I dropped Bethany at Sofia’s family for midnight mass. I may have left her gift in my office safe.” He smiles and holds his hand out.

“Fuck! That is a first. Good to see you’re just as fallible as the rest of us mortals.” I laugh and shake his hand before I turn to leave. “Merry Christmas. Send my love to Bethany,” I call to his retreating back.

“Good luck tomorrow, Jason…you’re going to need it!” I almost miss the last part as the lift arrives with a loud ping, but I heard it…loud and clear.

[image: ]

I arrive just before seven in the morning, and Sam instantly buzzes me up. I don’t generally get overly excited. I keep control of all things including my emotions but I would be lying if I didn’t acknowledge the anticipation I feel is causing a nice little buzz. I can’t believe I didn’t see the solution sooner. I think it was a case of forest for the trees, but once Daniel pointed it out, everything just fell into place, and I am more than happy to take it from here. She doesn’t stand a chance. My lips carve a wicked smile just as she opens her front door.

She dressed in a loose fitted cashmere, long, scooped neck sweater with long sleeves. The sweater rests just mid-thigh. Her skinny leatherette leggings hug her curves and leave little to the imagination. She is holding a black leather jacket and is standing almost eye level with me in black ankle boots with killer heels. She is tall, five foot ten maybe, but she still has to lift her chin to meet my eyes. She looks a little flustered, her chest rises with little rapid breaths, and she has a flush to her flawless cheeks that just makes my balls ache. Her hair is long and loose, and falls in soft waves around her face. Her eyes are so dark they look almost black but are soft too, and are framed with the longest lashes I have ever seen. She doesn’t have a scrap of makeup on, and she is flawless.

“Fuck, you are beautiful!” She looks a little shocked at my words or maybe the ferocity with which I delivered them but gives me a tentative smile all the same. Daniel said to be honest. I may as well start as I mean to go on. She steps forward but I carefully guide her back into her hallway. “But you may have to reconsider the foot wear.” I can’t believe I am saying that. Those heels look amazing, my cock twitches at the thought of her legs spread wide wearing nothing but those very boots. Nevertheless, they are wholly wrong for this morning.

“One doesn’t reconsider Louboutins, Jason,” she quips. “Unless you are planning to take me on a hike around the streets of London?” She lightly laughs at what she believes to be a rhetorical question.

“That’s exactly what I have planned.” My tone is as serious as my expression.

“You’re kidding.” Her laugh is a bit incredulous but falls flat when I remain silent with only an impatient rise of my brow. “Um…okay.” She steps back into her flat. “Come in while I find something suitable.” I smirk at her confusion and follow her inside. My large frame fills her small entrance corridor. Looking flustered, she quickly disappears into what I assume is her bedroom. I get a tingle of satisfaction that I have evoked this reaction when she is always so collected. I move closer to her door, which she left slightly ajar. I can hear her swipe through hanging clothes in her wardrobe letting out an exaggerated breath as she does. She sighs and there is the sound of her slumping to the floor.

“Problem?” I lean on the frame, and the door drags on the carpet when I push it wide open. I casually cross my arms. She looks my way. Her eyes crawl up my body at a glacial pace, greedily taking in every inch of my body, hovering at my thighs, crotch, torso, biceps, and back to my crotch. She quickly flicks her gaze up to my eyes with a shake of her head. I try to contain my shit-eating grin.

“Hmm?” I’ve distracted her, and I get that warm buzz again.

“Is there a problem? You seem to be huffing.” I bite my lip to keep from laughing at the irritation dancing in her eyes. I am glad I don’t laugh because in the next instant, she shoots to her feet and strides toward me pushing me hard in the chest. She manoeuvres me back out of her bedroom and into the hall.

“Other than you being in my bedroom you mean? Yes, I have a bloody problem…these”—she waves some worn, pale pink bunny slippers in my face like a furry weapon—“are the only bloody things I have that don’t have a heel. So, sorry, but this date…this day…is now cancelled.” She throws the bunnies down to emphasise her anger.

“I can only assume you don’t lose you temper that quickly in the club or you would have to be the worst Dominatrix in history.” I chuckle and step up to her, placing my finger on her lips silencing her anticipated come back. “And I happen to know you’re the best.” Sam flips from instant rage to pliant at my touch. “Nothing is going to stop this day from happening. So step away from the bunny slippers and let’s go. Don’t want to be late.” I flash my best smile, which she can’t help but reciprocate, and I take her hand. She kicks the offending slippers back into her bedroom, grabs her bag, and lets me lead her out of the flat.

 

I park my Audi R8 at the back of a large warehouse on the outskirts of the East End of London. The sign above the side entrance gives nothing away: The Mission.

“Wait here, I won’t be a moment.” Sam nods, her face the perfect picture of confusion. I return moments later, open her door and proudly hand her a pair of combat boots and a thick pair of socks, both items in her size. She takes the boots and, without question, swaps her designer heels for the replacements from the army surplus. I reach for her hand again, and my chest squeezes when her lips spread into a shy smile just as her fingers tighten around mine. She trusts me, there is no reservation in her eyes, no uncertainty, and I fucking love that. This is what I felt sixteen months ago, and it makes today more perfect. I just need to make sure she won’t shut down again.

I confidently lead her into the building, my eyes never leaving her face. However, practised she is at maintaining her other persona, her calm, her mask, the part of her that performs so well as Selina, she could not have prepared herself for what was going on inside the large building. Her face lit with understanding when she stopped just inside the door.

An organised army of maybe fifty people stacking blankets, loading waiting vans with boxes of food, drinks and kindness. Two larger mobile kitchens were already pulling out of the building when Sam turns to me, her jaw dropped, but she doesn’t make a sound. I’ve made her a little speechless. I slip a thick fleece lined hi-vis jacket over her slender shoulders and turn her to face me. I bite my lips together, unable to fully suppress my smile. I tug and shuffle the jacket closed and zip it up to her neck. Tipping her chin, I cover her lips with mine, the tenderness makes her gasp with shock, and my grin widens with pleasure. That is twice I’ve surprised her in the space of five minutes, impressive even by my standards.

“Shall we?” I wait for her to slowly open her eyes. She nods shyly and squeezes my hand.

“Okay, we’re going out with this team here for the breakfast run but we have to finish stocking the van. All this needs to be in there.” I point to neatly stacked supplies, which are already being loaded into the waiting van. “This is Rita and Ray.” I introduce Sam to the two helpers at the table of supplies. Rita and Ray smile, and Rita gives a little wave before grabbing an armful of blankets.

“Hi.” Sam gives a tentative smile and starts to help with the loading. I keep to her side. The loading takes no time at all, and every second of it I spend with a closely guarded eye on Sam. Despite my initial confidence, I am still taking a risk bringing her here; I know that. But I also know Daniel was right. I had to do something exceptional. I know her clients are rich and probably lavish her with expensive gifts. I know her independent nature is not to be underestimated, and I know money is not going to impress her. I needed to find the chink in her kinky armour. At the very least, I had to challenge her preconception of me enough to push her to reconsider what we could be.

I pull her into the back of the van, and she giggles when she loses her footing and lands in my lap. It’s such an honest sound, light and innocent. I could listen to that all day…well, that and her gasps. I’d quite like to hear those an entire day, too. I take the opportunity of her fall to wrap my arms tight around her, keeping a firm hold in place as the van pulls out of the Mission.

“You can let me go, you know. I won’t fall.” She tips her head to meet my gaze but doesn’t pull away.

“And that is why I am not going to let go. I have waited far too long, and I want you to fall.” My voice rumbles with a deep, earnest tone that makes her shiver. Her eyes hold the intensity of my gaze and reflect it back tenfold.

We spend the morning handing out blankets along the embankment, under the arches and in shop doorways. Anywhere people with nowhere to go find it secure enough or sheltered enough to rest. I carry the blankets, and Sam carries trays of warm soup, returning to the van for refills.

“You’re very quiet,” I remark on our last return journey to the van. Sam has been warm and friendly, taking extra time with those wanting to chat, and respectful of those who don’t, but she has been silent for a little while, and that troubles me.

“Just….” She hesitates, and before we reach the others I turn her to face me, lifting her chin with a single finger.

“Just?” I hold her gaze, deep eyes filled with so much turmoil.

“It feels wrong that I have enjoyed this. I mean it’s awful and tragic that in a city with so much wealth there are so many people like this, but I’ve…” She shifts uncomfortably.

“It’s not wrong. How about you try not to feel uncomfortable about helping and look at it like this… that you have rightly enjoyed spending time with me.” I tilt my head and wiggle my brows, which just makes her laugh out. I place my hand over my heart, and my mock wound. “That was supposed to be my most seductive look.” She laughs louder and slaps her hand to her mouth to quiet the noise.

“Oh, I’m sorry, but that was not seductive. Remember, I have seen you being seductive. I have been a victim of your seduction.” She waves a warning finger, which I eagerly grab. My eyes focus and narrow on her fingertip. I take it into my mouth and grip it with my teeth. She freezes, but a burst of sudden heat flashes adorably across her cheeks. I can’t hold in the deep groan that escapes from the back of my throat. I suddenly wish we were anywhere but a grimy back street in the heart of the city, and I seriously over-estimated my control if I think we can spend the rest of the day chilling to various versions of a festive Dickens classic.

We arrive back at the warehouse and join the other volunteers for a cup of tea and a mince pie. Sam blows the steam off the nuclear hot liquid. “So Jason?” Her perfectly arched brow is full of curiosity and something else, maybe confusion.

“So Sam?” I slowly sip my own drink. I share and hold the intensity of her gaze but wait for her to actually ask what is clearly concerning her if the tiny lines that now furrow her smooth forehead are any indication. I sit back and silently observe her. She is so beautiful, breathtaking really, but today, I witnessed much more. Today, I saw behind her mask. Her heart is filled with kindness and empathy, freely given without reservation or judgment. Her true nature unwittingly exposed couldn’t possibly be part of a performance when it so clearly came from her soul. She continues to hold my gaze. Her lips curl in a tender smile.

“So Jason…You do this a lot?” She leans forward and rests her chin on her steepled fingertips.

“Take a stunningly beautiful Dominatrix to a soup kitchen on a date? No, never. You are my first.” I mirror her image and lean so we are now inches from each other across the table. I notice her breath hitch a little when my arm brushes hers. Her eyes darken, and she is just about to sweep her tongue over her lips. I know this because my mouth is equally dry. Her tongue darts out, and it takes all my restraint not to grab the back of her neck and chase her tongue back into her sweet mouth with my own. I do lean in closer though, so my breath is now skimming her neck as I whisper. “I want you to be my first, Sam.”

I clear my throat the same time a tiny gasp leaves her lips. Those fucking lips. Her eyes widen when the meaning of my words settle. I am no more a virgin than she is, but if she were to switch for me, she would be the very first Domme to submit to me. It’s a heady thought, and my cock is forcing its own painful opinion on the subject, uncomfortably large in the confines of my jeans. I can see the lure of this idea is just as intoxicating to her. Desire is blazing like a raw fire in her eyes. She physically tries to check herself, straightens her back and drags her body away from my trawl. But I can sense her wavering resolve. My eyes narrow and hold her gaze. I draw in my bottom lip and drag my teeth across the flesh. Her eyes are drawn to the sensual movement only to close tight at my knowing grin.

Filled with a surge of confidence and sense of inevitability, I suck in a deep breath and choose to break the tension. “Actually, I don’t do this very often but I do volunteer at the advice centre, mostly helping with sourcing apprenticeships and some basic IT training. The Stone Foundation donates funds to several outreach projects in London, but the company encourages actual volunteering, too. This project is special…to me.” I cough to cover my error. Today is not the day for full disclosure, I doubt any day will be. She noticed my hesitation; it was hardly subtle, but I am grateful she doesn’t pry. “Volunteering’s not just for Christmas, Sam,” I tease and flash another bright smile, dispelling the momentary darkness just as quickly as it appeared.

“Oh, no, I know.” Sam flushes, strangely embarrassed. “I think this is great—” she starts to mumble.

“You could always volunteer,” I interrupt, and Sam scoffs.

“Because what these people really need are tips on being a whore.” She laughs off her joke that not only flatlines but fucking pisses me off. I snap, my volume tempered because of the surroundings, but my fury is evident in my tone.

“Don’t do that…ever!” Sam’s eyes widen with genuine shock. “Don’t disparage who you are, Sam. You would be valued, however you chose to help.” She struggles to swallow and pinches her eyes tight. When she blinks, I can see the wetness on her lashes. Fuck! I lean over and take one of her hands in both of mine. “Besides that’s not what I meant. I meant your legal knowledge would always be welcome.” Sam pushes back from the table, standing abruptly, her chair skidding loudly across the floor.

“What?” she whispers.

“Sam, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to upset you. Your flatmate was quite chatty, and he may have mentioned you passed the bar together.” I step quickly around the table and close the distance until there is none. I cup her face. She places her hand over mine.

“May have mentioned? Or did you interrogate him, Jason? Did you deliberately get him drunk? Tell me the truth, or this date ends right now.” Her soft tone couldn’t sound more serious.

“We had some drinks together, but it wasn’t my intention to get him drunk. He wasn’t drunk when I left. But I won’t lie, when he started talking about you, I did ask more questions than may have been appropriate for a casual conversation. I want this, Sam; I wouldn’t have asked it if I didn’t.” My knuckles stroke the incredible softness of her cheek. “I am in no position to judge the choices you make with your life, and I don’t. But I did want a little more information, and Leon was like a fucking gift horse.”

“Leon…always thinking he knows best. I don’t blame you. He probably targeted you.” She shakes her head and lets out a resigned puff of air. We are standing in a strangely intimate hold oblivious to our surroundings. It is only the noise of old metal shutters being pulled closed that breaks this trance. I take her hand in mine, grab our coats from the back of the chairs, and lead her outside. We leave the building, I swing her into my body, and she hits me hard, the impact is enough to wind her. She gasps, and I take that moment to seal my mouth over hers and claim that very breath as my own.

My tongue dives and dances with hers, hot, urgent, possessive. She fights and parries my every move. Her hand grabs my jacket, pulling me tighter to her soft pliant body. A deep groan vibrates through me, causing her to shudder. She sucks in deep steadying breaths. “How would this even work, Jason?” She tries to ask calmly but her panting betrays her riotous emotions.

“Say yes, Sam. The rest is just details.” My hand slips to her neck, my thumb tracing the rapid pulse at her jaw. The pressure is firm, and Sam’s eyes widen with the sinful intent this simple grip holds. She hesitates, and the pressure on my grip increases, so subtle, barely at all, but the heat from my hand mainlines like a shot of pure, erotic fire straight to her eyes. I sense the exact moment she decides. I am instantly rock hard. She hasn’t said the word, and she really doesn’t need to. It is like an unveiling of some great treasure. She is alight with acceptance and understanding. Her body thrums under my fingertips.

“Yes.” Her voice is barely audible, her affirmation is consumed by my passion, so raw it bruises her swollen lips and robs what was left of her resolve.
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This is new territory for me, and my body fails miserably to hide its strange mix of excitement and sudden surge of nerves. I don’t get nervous…ever, but my fingers tremble, shaking the keys in my hand as I fumble with the lock on my apartment door. He threw me a complete curve ball by taking me to the Mission this morning. I did not see that coming from the enigmatic co-owner of London’s elite sex club. I can’t believe I said yes. I’m not surprised my body is super eager to reconnect with all his hotness. I pinch my legs tight and my mouth actually waters with the erotic recall of what that man is capable of making me feel. That one time, I could barely handle. I mean the sex was phenomenal; we were explosive, but the draw I felt toward him had me running for the hills. What he is asking for now I know is more than sex, but how much more terrifies me.

I’m relieved Jason agreed to come back to my place and didn’t insist we go straight to the club or his flat. I need to regain my balance. I feel the subtle shift in power like a physical presence. My heart is pounding, and I am very much outside of my element. At least here I have the comfort of being on my home ground.

Maybe that is why Jason agreed so readily, happy to make this concession because he sensed I was already struggling with the choice I’d made. Intuition is a very seductive quality that I can now add to his ever-growing list of positives. But I am under no illusion about what I’m giving up so he needs that very long list. He covers my fingers and holds them still enough to help twist the key in the lock. I drop my head and exhale a deep sigh.

“Sam we don’t have to rush this. I want to do this right. I want this more than anything, so I will take it slow with you.” His tender words are going to end me, I just know it. A tentative smile creeps across my lips as a warm feeling begins to spread deep inside, a soothing sense of calm. I feel reassured by his softly dominant tone. I nod and push the door open. The door clicks shut behind him, and there is a moment of strange, awkward silence. Other than Leon, I have never actually invited a man back before, but then I have never agreed to switch, either.

Before I get another second to hesitate Jason spins me into his arms fast and slams me with shocking force against the wall in the narrow hallway. I gasp out in surprise only to have the sound swallowed but his passionately demanding kiss. His tongue dives desperately between my lips, tasting, swirling with mine, eliciting unbidden moans from deep inside both our bodies. His hands are pressed on either side of my head, caging me with his large frame. I fist his sweater, curling my fingers and pulling the thin material from his body. My fingertips graze his skin, so warm and tempting, I fight the desire to venture further underneath. I fully admit I am a mixed up mess of confusion. I would normally take exactly what I want for the win, demand to be given what I need to satisfy my own lust. But this isn’t that game, and we haven’t exactly taken the time to set out the rules of play. I forcibly rest my hands against his trim waist and draw in a deep, steadying breath when Jason breaks the kiss.

“So much for taking it slow.” My voice is breathless, ragged pants of air.

“There is much to be discussed.” His gaze holds me captive. His voice is soft and mesmerising. “How we proceed with this relationship, Sam…with me as your Dominant… I intend to take slow. But how I feel right now has nothing to do with that and has fuck all to do with being slow. I need to be inside you…now.” The sexual tension radiates off him like a palpable force, permeating my every nerve ending with wanton desire and rendering me almost speechless…almost.

“Oh.” One breathy exhale is all I can manage.

“Oh,” he repeats. His lips curl with a knowing, nefarious smile that makes my tummy tighten with anticipation. In one swift sequence of smooth manoeuvres, Jason grabs my hand, strides purposefully straight into my bedroom and dramatically swings me into the centre of the room. He steps me flush to the bed, pushing me back. He follows my reclining body with his; only millimetres separate our combustive heat. He lifts and pulls my sweater over my head and pushes me flat, his fingertips splayed on my chest. He must be able to feel my heart thumping from the inside. “Don’t move.” His deep voice is gravelly with lust. He crawls back down the bed, hooking his fingers in my waistband and dragging my leggings and panties all the way down my legs. He takes his time, and I squirm with the build-up of delicious pressure at the apex of my legs.

He kneels on the floor and cups his large palms around the back of my knees, pulling me toward the edge of the bed. Scooping my legs over his shoulders, he clamps his hands around my hips and lifts me so my centre is within kissing distance of his lips. “Fuck, I could die right now, because this is heaven.” His words blur with the cry that escapes from deep inside me, the moment his tongue touches my core. Soft, then firm, the pressure is perfect as he works his mouth from my tender folds to my needy nub of nerves. His lips cover me, and he sucks for what feels like a lifetime. His hands grip hard because my whole body is thrown into a wild display of spasms and convulsions. If it wasn’t for my cries of ‘don’t stop’ I’m pretty sure he would think I was having a seizure. God, this feels so good. I thread my fingers into his short but surprisingly soft hair, making my need to grip a challenge. It’s a futile attempt to control him though, because my hand is just pulled along any which way his head chooses to go. He inserts a finger, maybe two, and curls them around, swirling and teasing my most sensitive tissue inside.

I push my head back into the mattress, and my back strikes the perfect arc as every muscle in my body tenses; not even a breath escapes me when I freeze. He holds me there on the crest for days. Christ it feels like days because I sag with utter exhaustion by the time my muscles relax and I am cognisant again.

He looks at me through his dark lashes and sensually drags his bottom lip through his teeth groaning with pleasure as he scrapes the taste of me from his mouth. “You look sleepy.” He lets my floppy legs slide off his broad shoulders, and I don’t have the strength but to let them slide off the side of the bed, too. I hear a buckle chink and some clothes rustle and drop to the floor. I can’t move. He chuckles as he stalks up my body, slowly rousing it with gentle kisses. “You can’t be sleepy.” His tongue flicks my perky nipple through the delicate lace of my bra. He nips the end through the material, holding it hostage in his teeth. I sigh and stretch, sinking my body away from his bite, just enough that I test his hold and up to the point where it hurts. I whimper and can feel his lips carve a smile against my breast. I lift my head just as he releases me from his teeth but grabs and moulds me in his hand. “I’m still hungry.” He sucks my whole nipple into his mouth, hard. I feel the draw from my toes. The lace of my bra is now wet and feels rough against my soft skin, the suction is incredible. If I didn’t know better, I would swear he’s trying to mark me. His large hands sweep under the edge of my bra, around and under my back. He releases the clip and pulls away, triumphantly swinging my bra like a trophy.

I laugh at his goofy grin, but the heat in his glare evaporates any humour from the room. This man is lethal. He wedges his knees between my thighs and slides onto his side, half on me, half supporting his full weight. One arm is draped across his muscled, cut torso, his hand fisting his impressive cock. I still haven’t had the chance to take him in. In the cupboard at the wedding, I could feel his body was toned, felt his muscled back and chest but he kept his suit on the entire time. Even now we are a tangle of limbs, I can’t really see his body, but I can see his cock. Large doesn’t do him justice. I thought his hands were big but they look more like a child’s as he languidly strokes himself up and down. His grin widens when he catches my stare, he chuckles when I snap my jaw shut. How did I not remember that, and why the fuck did I not return his call!

Oh yes, because this isn’t just sex; this isn’t the thrill of a casual hook-up and this isn’t me in charge. This is much, much more dangerous.

He leans over my body and pushes the velvet head between my folds, and it feels surreal, delicious and erotic, and wrong. I clamp my legs together but he is firmly wedging them wide.

“Condom!” I cry, but it sounds more like a screech because he physically recoils at the volume.

“Sorry?” He looks down to where we are almost joined. He nudges a little further, and I curve my spine sharply, ensuring minimum safe distance.

“Condom, Jason,” I repeat, but his eyes narrow, and he breathes in deeply through his nose like I have said something irritating.

“You’re clean…I’m clean. You told me last time you were on birth control. I don’t want to wear a condom with you, Sam.” He grates out the words slowly with a touch of menace.

“You can’t be serious, Jason. I’m a whore!” That made him flinch, his jaw clenches, and his eyes look like they could burn my soul right out of me. He is furious.

“I don’t give a shit what you call yourself, Sam. Give me one damn reason why I can’t fuck you bareback. One reason relating to health that is, because I won’t accept any other reason.” His tone softens. I can’t believe he doesn’t care that I’m a whore.

I mean I can’t believe that he obviously cares but not about that, and he doesn’t even know the truth.

I am in so much trouble.

I shake my head, and with agility and precision, he rolls me onto my back, sinking balls deep in one violent thrust. We both let out a groan filled with angst and ecstasy. He drives deep and deeper still with every pump of his hips, and I meet him stroke for stroke. Fire and lust course through my veins, my fingers grab and claw at his body. His shoulders are solid under my fingertips, and taut muscles flex and move with each undulation. His hands sweep every part of my body, light and searching, coveting. His whole body covers mine. His body leads and mine follows. We move together as one, in tune, in sync…in lov— “Arhhhhh” I scream when he pulls me tight, angles his hips and sucks hard on my neck. Overwhelmed, out of control and out of nowhere I come…hard. Tiny white stars streak my vision, I can’t breathe, and that sound I made is probably the last noise I will ever make. The power of speech has left me.

Relentless, and giving me only the briefest moment of respite, he pulls me up into his lap. We are almost nose to nose. He takes over and lifts my hips, making the necessary movement for me. I am incapable; only his strong arms are holding this limp body rigid. His lips cover mine, his mumbled words wash over me, but I can’t understand what he’s saying. I am floating somewhere near, held in his arms and just on the edge of heaven.

A deep groan leaves his throat, and I feel it rumble into my mouth as he continues to consume me with reverent kisses. He stops, and I swear time stands still. Our bodies are slick, our collective breath held. I can see the vein in his neck pulsing wildly, an indication that the only sound to be heard would be the synchronised beating of our hearts. Long seconds pass, and the silence is broken by a soft exhale. I watch as the corners of his lips turn up into the most amazing smile.

“Hey,” I say. He laughs and slides onto his side. I am still on his lap, albeit on our sides, and he is still buried inside me. He tugs the cover over our bodies and pulls me a little tighter against his chest, even if there really was no space at all to begin with. God, this feels good.

His hand traces my hairline, his finger gathering the stray hairs that are now stuck to my forehead. He carefully tucks them away and just stares at me. His soft brown eyes glow golden and shine bright. His dark brow and strong jaw are relaxed and those lips…smiling. “Hey.” He tucks my head under his chin and kisses my hair. I don’t think I have ever felt this cherished.

I get a sinking feeling all too soon because I know this isn’t real. This isn’t what he wants, and I am not going to ruin this and pretend that it is. I am not that naïve…not anymore. I hate that I am doing this, because what we have right now feels kind of perfect. But there is no point if we are not going to be honest. Whatever this is, it has no future if we can’t be honest.

“So Jason, now that you have that urge out of the way. When do we start?” I try to keep my tone light, but even I can hear the curt edge. His eyes narrow, and he purses his lips like he has some nasty taste in his mouth. I instantly feel bad and try to rectify my mistake. I soften my question. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that but this”—I wiggle my finger between us because there is no distance at all due to the way he is still holding me—“this isn’t what you want is it?”

“Actually Sam, this is exactly what I want.” He tips my chin, closing my mouth because yet again he has rendered me speechless. “I want a relationship. Granted, we—and I mean both of us—it won’t ever be a conventional relationship, but I want this. I want your body; I want your time, and I want your submission. But there is no rush. We can sort all the details later. The important thing is you said yes.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “I got exactly what I wanted for Christmas. I got you.” He holds my stunned gaze with utter sincerity.

“I…I don’t know what to say.” I manage and he barks out a laugh.

“Did you get what you wanted?” he teases, and I can feel him swell inside me. I sigh.

“Hmm, well, I don’t remember asking Santa for several mind-blowing orgasms, but then he is magical, so maybe he just knew,” I mock.

“Several you say…I only counted two. But the night is young, and I do have another present I wanted to give you.” He flings the covers back and leaps from the bed, his semihard erection bobbing under its own weight, tempting me. I crawl over to the edge and stretch my hand out to try and grab me some.

He steps away. “Nah-ah, naughty girls have to wait for their treats.” He bites his bottom lip, and his eyes drag salaciously over my nakedness. I am pretty sure I could tempt him back, but he obviously has plans.

“You going somewhere?” I tuck the loose sheet around me and watch him step into his clothes.

“We are going to the club.” He wiggles his brow, his face alight with mischief and wickedness. I roll my eyes.

“This is you not rushing. I’d hate to see you in a hurry. You must be like Wylie Coyote on speed.” I shuffle to the end of the bed with a little sadness swirling in my tummy. It’s going to be hard to believe he wants more when the first thing we do is head for the club. But if I don’t trust him, I should just back out now and I don’t want to, not really. I have reservations, huge reservations, but trust isn’t one of them.

“We don’t have to go. But I thought as it is closed to the public…”

“No, no, it’s perfect. The sooner the better. The anticipation is killing me.” I stand with the sheet wrapped like a toga, loose and dipping low. He steps up to me and lifts me into his arms. There is safety in these arms; I feel it in my bones.

“I want this more than you know, but we really don’t have to start today.” The concern etched on his handsome face combined with his tender words is my undoing.

“I want to.” I don’t need to tell him twice. I wouldn’t get the chance. His lips consume me, his embrace surrounds but in-spite of his secure hold, I fall.

 

I have been silent since Jason pulled his car into the reserved parking space at the rear of the club. I know the club is closed, but I also know why we’re here. Besides, Jason is one of the owners, so hours of business don’t really apply to him. Honestly, my heart hasn’t really recovered a normal beat pattern since we finished in my bedroom a short time ago, but I try to take some calming breaths nonetheless. I take enormous comfort from Jason’s protective arm around my waist and then his tender hold of my hand as he leads me through the back office. He leaves me for a moment—to get a key, I presume—then he leads me along the corridor and stops just outside one of the private rooms. The only sound is the blood rushing with the fierce pumping of my heart, but I doubt he can hear that. He swings the door wide open and motions for me to step inside. The lion’s den, where, up until this moment, I have always been the lion tamer: strong, in control and with wicked whipping skills. Not for the first time since agreeing I question my sanity.

Jason makes me crazy, causes me do crazy things at the very least. Why on earth would I relinquish control like this? But Jason steps up behind me, and all I feel is burning heat and desire for him, to please him. He wraps his strong arms around my waist, holding me tight against his frame; his embrace is so secure it steals my breath. My body is alive with tiny electrical currents dancing over my skin. I tingle from head to toe with longing, lust, and a need so raw I am helpless to do anything but listen to it. Listen to my body and trust that Jason is the right man to relinquish everything I hold dear.

His soft lips caress my neck, and I move to give him all the access possible. He takes his time breathing me in, peppering my skin with a million light kisses, down my neck, along my collarbone and settling on my desperate lips. Gentle and reverent attention morphs into urgent and needy, and an uncontrolled moan escapes the back of my throat. My twitchy fingers ache to hold him. His hands are intertwined with mine, and he is holding them firmly at my side. His deep chuckle and smile against my lips is evidence enough that he knows exactly the effect he has on me. He pulls back and drops all contact, smiling wider at the instant result of his absence and my involuntary deflated posture.

 

“Hold out your hand.” His deep tone drops a little lower, I recognise the authority in the timbre of his voice. I get a flash of a thousand prickles on my skin. The sensual lighting reflects the glow of instant perspiration. I am surprised with my own innate response to his unmistakable switch from affable to dominant, a testament to his natural commanding aura. The ease with which he wears his cloak of Dominance is unmistakable, and I find I am intoxicated. I immediately offer my hand in supplication. His eyes shine dark and crinkle with pleasure. He reaches into his back pocket and slowly releases a long strand of diamonds; they must be almost a metre long. I struggle to swallow the thick, dry lump in my throat. The cool weight sparkles in my palm. I know from the clarity of the crystal shine, that these are the real deal.

“I want you to wear this,” Jason states without inflection, “and nothing else.” He pauses but remains impassive despite my sudden sharp intake of breath. I am a little stunned and hesitate a moment too long and in a much sterner tone he adds. “Strip…now.”

I jump a little but check myself. I am by no stretch a newbie here, yet you wouldn’t know it today, since I’m very much acting like one. I straighten my shoulders and step back. I tug at my sweater pulling it over my head, one hand clasped tightly around the diamonds.

Jason turns his back and takes a seat in the winged back chair in the corner of the room, shadowed slightly in the darkened room but no doubt with an unobstructed view of me. I kick off my shoes and pull my leggings down my legs. My confidence in undressing is completely at odds with my riotous nerves, which are alive with anxiety. My legs start to judder when I rest on each one in turn to remove my panties, shaking uncontrollably. I quickly slam each foot flat to stop the visual verification of my uncertainty. I unclip my bra and stand for a moment staring at the darkness in the corner, only Jason’s suede walking boots visible.

I let the chain drop to its full length and put my head through the large loop. The diamonds glint and sparkle even in the dimly lit room. The chain falls over the curve of my breast, my light coffee-coloured skin a stark contrast to the pure crystal shards of light reflecting across the room. The necklace hangs low and skims just below my belly button. It is cold on my skin, but that isn’t the reason my nipples are hardened peaks or why my breathing is now shallow, rapid pants. Jason makes an exaggerated, disgruntled sounding cough, an ‘ahem’ noise. I pull my brows together for a moment of thought. What could I have done to cause his displeasure? It takes effort to think this way. I am not used to putting myself on the other end of the whip…so to speak. I shake my head and sniff at my own ‘special’ moment. I drop to my knees. I lower my head and place my hands on my thighs palms up, my knees spread but not wide, first position.

We haven’t discussed boundaries or limits, and I am really not prepared to give up too much too soon, not when we have yet to start our proper negotiation.

The chair scrapes with the sudden movement of Jason standing, he takes three large strides and is directly in front of me. His foot taps the inside of one of my knees. I resist the pressure, my jaw clenching tight enough to make my head pulse with the pressure. The thought that this is never going to work flashes across my mind and I exhale in a loud puff through my nose. Jason drops to his haunches and lifts my chin so I am staring directly into his golden brown eyes. The look of adoration goes some way to appease my anxiety. His dark, lust-filled stare is deeply erotic and calms me enough that the slightest pressure from his other hand has my thighs spreading wider under his fingertips. He groans with satisfaction and draws in a deep breath.

“Hmm, fuck, Sam…You have no idea what you do to me like this. I am one lucky man.” His smile is so genuine it steals my breath like a hit to the chest. My own timorous pleasure at his words tips my lips into a reciprocal smile. He stands up, keeping his hand under my chin forcing me to arch and stretch my neck to keep eye contact.

“Tell me what you are, Sam.” His deeply possessive tone sends an erotic chill up my spine and settles in a swirl in my tummy. I struggle to swallow the lump the word I know he is waiting to hear are creating in my throat. “Sam,” he repeats with more force, “tell me what you are.” His grip tightens. His eyes darken with resolve and unmistakeable possession.

“Yours.” I barely get the word out. My voice is croaky, but I feel the truth of my declaration like it is carved into the ancient oak of the St Andrew’s Cross he is no doubt going to tie me to. As if reading my mind, he scoops me up, with no effort at all, into his arms and carefully places me on the plinth that holds that very cross. He methodically straps my ankles and my wrists and only pauses once he is finished. I don’t bother testing the restraints. I know he is more than proficient at his job; I am just struggling with mine. I haven’t ever been a willing submissive for my own pleasure, and this new role is testing me on every level.

“What are you, Sam?” His throat obviously constricts, and he slowly swallows. The gravely words escape on a whisper.

“Yours.” I raise my chin and meet his gaze. I feel a fire burn inside me, a scorching flame, fuelling the sort of strength I know I am going to need… if I am, in fact… his.

“Mine.” He cups my neck and swoops in to steal a kiss that takes us both by surprise with its intensity and urgency. He rests his forehead against mine while we both regain our breath. He runs his hands down the length of the necklace then twists and loops it until it is wrapped several times around my neck. He unclips it to make the last few loops. The single strand is now a tight choker, holding my neck straight and high. “Safe word, Sam, what’s your safe word?” His lips are at my ear, and his cool breath chills my skin, goosebumps dance on the surface like little beacons of panic.

“You said we’d go slow, Jason.” My voice is pitched with worry, and his hand instantly soothes with a gentle stroke down my cheek. He plants a tender kiss on my lips.

“We will go slow but I want you to be able to stop this if it even gets to be a little too much. I am not going to ruin this opportunity with my impatience…” I nod with relief and understanding. “So a safe word?” he repeats.

“Switch,” I say after a moment of thought. I struggle to swallow, my throat is so dry. Honestly, I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt so conflicted, so turned on, so alive. I have been numb for so long I no longer have the strength or will to fight this pure desire saturating my soul.

He gives a curt nod and flashes a wicked smile. He slips two fingers through the choker tightening it and restricting my breath in one move. I gasp, my body tenses, and my muscles flex against the restraints. I feel the intensity of my desire like a molten pool of liquid building in my core. My eyes widen when the next whispered words cut the sexual tension with a precision scalpel.

“Not anymore, Sub.”
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Jesus, I am a lucky man. I’d pinch myself right now if I thought she wouldn’t notice. She notices everything; her eyes are bright and curious, scrutinising my every move. Dark pools of desire blend with a mixture of wide-eyed innocence and trust. That fucking trust is what makes me the luckiest man alive. She may have reservations about the role I want her to play but she trusts me enough to try, and that is such a fucking turn-on. She’s not just a Domme; she the best damn Domme in the city, and I have her tied up and trembling.

Luckiest. Fucking. Man Alive.

I stand inches from her naked body, naked save for the diamond choker I bought with her delicate neck in mind. My jeans hang loose, and I ditched my shirt the moment I sat down to watch her strip. The heat between us is charged, and tiny sparks like a live current jump the sliver of distance between our bodies. I draw in a deep breath. I can smell her arousal, and she is intoxicating, sweet, and sinful. My hand is still twisted into her collar, and with the smallest clench of my fist, I can restrict her airway, but my hand is relaxed…for now.

I place my finger on her mouth and push between her soft, full lips. Her sweet little tongue eagerly wraps around my digit, and she sucks me in on a moan. My cock hardens, uncomfortably restricted in my jeans, but this feels so good. I pull from her mouth and draw the wet tip of my finger along her collarbone and slowly down between her breasts. Her gaze never leaves mine but her lids flutter closed when I reach the tiny landing strip of hair pointing directly to her centre. I sink my hand between her legs and swirl my thumb in a steady pattern around her clit. Her breath hitches, and she bites back a whimper that lurks at the back of her throat. I bite my own lips to keep from smiling but flash a wicked grin when I sink two fingers into her fresh wetness. That whimper she tried to hold back escapes, and her hips sink on my hand, greedy for a little more. She sighs with a grumble of frustration, tugging against her restraints even as her lips curl with a knowing smile. This is a game she is familiar with, I am sure. She sucks her lips into her mouth, and I can see she is struggling to hold her tongue. I help her out and cover her mouth with mine. My smile spreads wide as I try to crush that grin off her lips. My tongue dives and plunges, tasting her and swirling in a delicious dance with hers. I pull away, and she wraps her lips tight around my retreating tongue, sucking it back into her mouth. I can feel the erotic pull of her sucking me like that deep in my balls.

A low groan rumbles from my chest, and she giggles. This may be a challenge for her, but I can see she is fully prepared to test my own skill set every step of the way. I relax with a deep sense of calm because this is no challenge at all. I believe we are made for this, made for each other, and her breathtaking smile and soaking wetness clenching around my fingers are all the evidence I need.

“Do I make you happy, sweetheart?” My breath whispers across her skin, but she is instant ice in my hand. Her eyes glaze and all colour drains from her flawless skin.

“Switch.” She mouths the word but there is no sound. I only see it because I am staring with utter confusion at her face. She’s like a statue, a shell, no little tells from her sweet body silently begging me for more, no sighs or cries…nothing. One second she is warm and sentient to my touch; the next she is frozen.

I have so many questions, but I don’t voice them now. I lean up to unstrap her wrist, my hand stretching across her face. She flinches away from my reach, and her body begins to shake. She’s sucking in large gulps of air, but she seems to be struggling to breathe. Her chest rises with building panic, and her lips are tinged with blue. Shit.

“Sam, look at me.” I keep my voice calm but stern. I don’t know where the fuck she has gone but I need her back with me. Just me. “Look at me, Sam.” I repeat just as firmly. Her eyelids flutter, and her brows knit like she is trying to concentrate, but she doesn’t seem to be able to focus. Her eyes fix on mine, but they are vacant pools of sadness. I manage to unclip her arms and hold her steady, afraid she will fall if I release her. Her arms fall lifelessly to her sides and she sways unsteadily. I deftly unclip her ankle straps and sweep her into my arms before she falls. I step quickly over to the bed and grab the loose silk sheet at the end. It’s large enough to wrap around both our bodies, but it’s thin, and the room is air conditioned to a cool temperature. It won’t afford much warmth, but my body heat will. I cocoon her in my arms and wait. I slide us up the bed and lean against the headboard. Her body still trembles, but her rapid deep breathing has calmed.

I rest my lips on her hair and lay kiss after kiss, gently rocking and squeezing what comfort I can. I am good at what I do. My role as a Dominant is as natural to me as breathing. Although one can learn how to be a good Dom, to be the best, I believe, has more to do with natural inclination than anything that can be taught. I know how to read people. I see them in their masks, and I see them at their most raw, but it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see that, for Sam, I just triggered something bad.

I’m not sure how long I’ve been asleep, but I wake when I feel her wriggle in my arms. They protectively lock on instinct in a frame around her. I look down and see her big soulful eyes looking at me with such sadness it cleaves my chest apart. I bury it, though. She doesn’t need my worries piling on top of whatever shit-storm she is currently processing.

“Well, that was new.” I exhale a light laugh because I can see her face is a picture of turmoil and devastation. I can deal with sadness. What I don’t want is regret, and she needs to know nothing has changed. Her lips falter with her first attempt to smile at my comment. She swallows thickly and draws in a deep, slow breath.

“I need to leave.” She drops her head and averts her eyes. I try for calm, but it comes out as a frustrated, loud exhale. She shifts to move but I just grip a little tighter.

“You need to talk to me.” She shakes her head.

“Jason, you don’t want this…trust me. This is all wrong.” Her voice catches, and I don’t know whether to shake her or just hold her some more. I hold her. I lift her chin up so she can see my eyes. I have to credit her strength because she doesn’t shy from the contact. “I can’t give you what you want.”

“I want you, so I think you can.” I know she feels unbearable sadness for whatever reason, but I won’t let her give up on this. I flash my most confident smile, which causes her brows to wrinkle with suspicion. Suspicion is better than sadness. “You would feel more comfortable at home?”

“I would.” Her voice is filled with resignation. She closes her eyes this time, but not before I see the hurt settle in deep. She drops her head, again.

“Okay.” I lift us both from the bed and place her carefully on her feet. Her hands reach for my hips to steady herself, but she quickly lets go. I don’t say a word when she turns and walks away. I don’t speak as we both quietly put our clothes back on, and I remain silent until she is sitting in the passenger seat of my car.

“I won’t be a moment. I have to lock up.” She doesn’t even look up just nods and stares at her cupped hands. Now I happen to fucking love submissive gestures like this, but this is fucking killing me. I slam the door, making her jump. It takes me less than five minutes to pack my duffle bag with enough clothes to last the week. I throw the bag over my shoulder into the back seat when I slide into the front.

“Home?” I check one more time.

“Please.” Her voice is such a sad whisper I want to reach over and pull her into my arms all over again, and I will…soon. “I’m sorry Jason,” she adds. Her eyes shine with moisture, and I have to grip the wheel to prevent myself from tearing her from her seat. She needs to be home…where she feels safe.

“I know.” I rev the engine to a loud roar so I’m not sure she heard me, but she has already retreated in on herself, so it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is getting her to talk to me, and she won’t do that unless she feels safe.

The streets are empty, dark and rightly deserted. I keep casting my eyes her way and notice she has dipped her head and tilted to see the Christmas lights that hang across some of the main London roads. She’s smiling, so I decide to take the long way home, weaving my way down every festively lit street I know. She turns her head to me when she realises what I’m doing, her smile is brighter than a million Christmas lights. No one in their right mind would actually chose to drive around London, deliberately picking longer routes. But it’s Christmas Day, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see a lonesome bushel sweeping down Bond Street.

This year, the most expensive shopping destination in town has large white peacock feathers spanning the width and running the entire length of the road. A canopy of mock diamonds sparkle overhead, a poor cousin to those on display in the Graff or Cartier windows or the ones that still lie flush against Sam’s neck.

We drive slowly along Piccadilly. The arcades on either side tend to go all out with the decorations, and this year is no exception. But the window displays are always worth checking out. I pull up and park outside Harrods, something that would have you clamped and fined within five minutes on any other day. Each window has a fairy tale theme, and the one we are looking at is Cinderella. I don’t think they could’ve fit anymore sparkle in that tiny space.

“Beautiful,” I say but I don’t mean the display because that pales in comparison to what I have sitting beside me.

“Cinder-fucking-ella,” she sniffs out and looks over to me because I am silent and clearly waiting for her to clarify. “I can relate to the evil stepmother, but honestly, there is no such thing as Prince Charming.”

I grin and her eyes drop to my lips when I drag my tongue slowly, deliberately along the seam.

“I agree. I personally prefer the big bad wolf. You know exactly what he wants, he can see you better, hear you better and—” I wink when her laugh finishes my dirty train of thought. Yeah I can definitely eat you better.

I pull the car into a space a few houses down from Sam’s place and switch the engine off. She turns to me with a brave face and a tentative smile.

“Thank you, Jason, and I’m—” I don’t hear the rest of whatever excuse and brush off she had prepared. I reach over into the back seat to grab my bag. I open my door, and I take my time stepping around the front of the car. I keep my eyes fixed on her, and she closely watches my face, but I’m giving nothing away. I open her door and wait, smiling to myself at the look of complete surprise painting her face. “Um…” She takes my offered hand, and once the car is locked, I pull her into my arms. My hand threads into her hair, skimming the choker and cupping her head.

“Sam, you’re an intelligent woman. You didn’t really think that was the end, did you?” I raise my brow and keep my smile wide.

“I…Jason…” She stiffens and her brows furrow. She’s working up to making some sort of objection I just don’t care to hear. I cover her mouth with mine. We have plenty of time to talk. Right now, she needs to remember just how good we taste together. She instantly relaxes in my arms. My tongue sweeps across her sweet lips, and she breathes out a light moan that mainlines straight to my cock. I walk her back and press her against the hood of my car, her back curves with the pressure I’m putting on her small frame. Sprawled and pressed together our bodies collide. We lay with heat matching that rising from the engine underneath, zero to full throttle in no time at all. Fuck, she feels so good. I use one hand to protect her head, her thick dark hair falls in a halo pattern, glossy and rich and a sharp contrast to the matte black paintwork of my car. Her dark eyes shine, and although I am pressing her body flush to mine, she is somehow able to make tiny undulations beneath me. The sexiest fucking movements ever. They are driving me insane. I hold her fixed against my mouth. My other hand drifts down her side. I grip around the back of her thigh and pull her leg around my hip. She doesn’t hesitate, her demand for me equals my own for her. Urgent, breathless kisses, swiping her tongue around in a delicious duel with mine, her hands fist and pull me hard against her. We could go right here. I know it. I stand back, leaving her heaving in much needed oxygen. I drag my hand slowly down her body, between her breasts, resting in the centre where I can feel the power of her heartbeat in my palm. Just where I want her.

“Still think you can’t give me what I want?” My voice sounds gravelly and heavy with lust. “Still think this is wrong?”

Her lips spread wide into a wicked smile. “Well, we are in the middle of the street.”

“And fucking outdoors is wrong?” I quip and nudge my straining hard-on against her centre. She laughs out but covers her mouth to hide the sound. I hate when she does that, I love that sound. I pull her hand free.

“Not at all, but curtains are twitching and public fucking isn’t my thing.” I pull her up from the car and push her hair out of her eyes, which are now smiling.

“Good to know. See? Now I know one of your limits.” I pause a moment before I go on. “This was my fault, Sam. I was too eager and I should’ve known better. I do know better. Let me make this right.” I keep my light tone but shift it mid-sentence to soft and sincere. “I know you want this, Sam…as much as I do.” I kiss her lips; I can’t stop myself. “Do you trust me?” As much as I want this, as much as I can’t keep my hands off her, this is the clincher or deal breaker. Because in any relationship, but more so with BDSM, if we don’t have trust… we have nothing.

“I do.”

My smile is so wide my cheeks ache. I really like the sound of that. “Good.” I thread my fingers through hers and relish the instant grip she gives in return.
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Sam ran herself a bath and I have been searching in her kitchen for something to cook. I wasn’t necessarily expecting there to be all the ingredients for a full-on Christmas dinner, but I did expect a little more than this. The refrigerator is almost as empty as the day it stood in the showroom save six bottles of Bollinger and a litre of milk. The cupboards are filled with cans, ready pancake mix and tubs of weird protein powders for gaining bulk, some cereals, and very little else. I am using what she did have. A small tub of cream, some dried pasta, overripe tomatoes, and a sorry looking basil plant from her window ledge. The sauce takes less time to cook than the pasta, which is simmering nicely, and she did have a packet of those part-baked baguettes, so I am just waiting for them to turn golden. Then we are good to go.

The aroma fills the small apartment. It’s a cosy space considering the extra height of the ceilings and large windows. A converted first floor apartment of a much larger Victorian terrace house in the fashionable and expensive West End of London. The living space is open plan. Just off to the left of the kitchen is a small dining table with four chairs and a low hanging chrome light in the centre. It is laid out with fresh flowers and now holds two place settings. The seating area has two small sofas, not matching but with various cushions and throws rugs. There is one leather armchair, and I am pretty sure that is a sex lounger disguised as a chaise-lounge tucked against the far wall. There is a massive television with a stack of controls for both an Xbox and PlayStation. I know the apartment has three bedrooms. I have only seen one, but I get the feeling Sam is sharing her home with a guy.

Sam enters the room in the cutest pyjama set I have ever seen on a Dominatrix. White with a million pink frolicking bunnies, but on closer inspection, they aren’t frolicking, they are fucking. I laugh, and her cheeks colour and she giggles. She raises her perfectly shaped brow to challenge me to say something, but I just smile and pour the pasta to drain. She slides on the stool opposite and leans on the kitchen island. I have set the plates ready for food.

“That smells good.” She sniffs in a deep, satisfied breath. “Can I do anything to help? Actually, don’t ask. I didn’t even know I had pans.” Looking more than a little sheepish, she points to the pan with the simmering sauce.

“You don’t say.” I mock and start plating up. I’m no gourmet chef in the kitchen, but I can cook. Surely it’s an essential life skill. “Do you mind telling me what you were planning on eating today?”

“Apart from you…” She drops her voice low and sultry, and I nearly drop both plates. Fuck, I’m instantly hard, but I’m happier she is back to her confident self. She jumps down from the stool and follows me to the table. “I would’ve ordered take-out.” She shrugs and shakes her head like I have asked the dumbest question.

“It’s Christmas Day…nothing’s open.”

“It’s London, and I think you’ll find everything is open if you know the right people.” She dips her finger in the sauce and sucks it clean. That would’ve been boiling hot, and she didn’t flinch. So, high threshold for pain. Not helping the hard-on but good to know. I drop the napkin in my lap to hide my tenting jeans.

“Oh, I can do drinks!” She leaps from the table with excitement. Pulling a chilled bottle of Bollinger from the fridge and grabbing two glasses from a high shelf, she sashays back to the table. “My oven is hot.” She twists the cork with the bottle supported between her thighs, and I am all kinds of distracted. Was that a euphemism? Because if it was then mine is hard…fucking hard. “Is there something in the oven Jason?” Her knowing smile has me adjusting my pants. Shit! The bread! I jump from the table and run the short distance to the kitchen. I open the oven to a billow of steam, which fortunately, is still white. The ends of the bread had started to turn and catch but the rest is fine. I bring it over to the table pulling chunks apart and handing Sam a piece. I’m all about the presentation.

I raise my glass for a toast and she eyes me with suspicion but tips her glass to meet mine all the same. “What shall we toast, Sam?” The glasses hover millimetres from each other.

“To wishful thinking.” Her smile falls flat, and I shake my head.

“Oh, I think we can do better than that. How about to truth and trust. I already have one and I’m getting the other tonight.” Her eyes narrow but she chinks her glass against mine and takes a small sip of the bubbly.

“You are awfully confident about that, Jason.” She eyes me over the lip of her glass, her expression a mix of I’m not sure because she has regained some of her former sass but there is a tinge of sadness, too. I don’t answer but take a big gulp of Champagne. We eat the meal in comfortable silence, and when she places her cutlery together on her clean plate, I take one of her hands and hold it between mine. I lean toward her and smile when she mirrors my move.

“Tell me, Sam, did me tying you up turn you on?” Her breath catches as my words float on a soft exhale toward her lips. She tips her tongue out to wet the sudden dryness before she answers.

“You know it did.” She exhales softly.

“I did know, but I wanted you to acknowledge the truth.” She tries to slip her hand free, but I hold it firm and kiss the individual fingertips. Her breath catches on her reply.

“The truth doesn’t really matter does it?” She sighs, stretching out some tension in her neck by rolling her head from side to side. Her hair falling in the loose ponytail as she moves. She straightens her shoulders and flashes me her most seductive smile. Her sinfully breathy voice washes over me. Her words are like audible Viagra. “Of course you turn me on. Look at you. Even if you didn’t look like Apollo, you fuck like a porn star. I’d have to be in a coma not to get wet around you.”

“Hmm, flattery will get you fucked, Sam, but it won’t stop this conversation from happening,” I reply deadpan, but laugh when her shoulders sink. I wonder if she has ever had someone read her like this.

“I wonder if you are so used to getting your own way that you even realise when you are in manipulation mode.” She flutters her eyelashes with mock innocence and finally pulls her hand free only to place it on her mock wounded heart. I chuckle and push back from the table. I take her hand and lead her to the softest looking of the sofas, the one near the sex lounger. “Don’t insult me trying to deny it. Just know it won’t work on me. I won’t let you top from the bottom so we better just get that straight right now.” I roughly pull her to sit between my legs, my arms around her, my thighs encasing her, and her back to my chest. As much as I mean those words, when her eyes well with sadness it will take a much stronger man than I to deny her a single thing.

“It turned you on when I restrained you, so that wasn’t an issue for you?” I rephrase my question, and although I feel her initially tense, she also relaxes back against my chest. I languidly stroke the length of her arm and across her tummy. “Just the truth baby, nothing more.” I kiss her hair.

“It did. I was nervous, but yes, it turned me on…a lot.” I smile into her hair. This is progress.

“That pleases me.” I pause to let that sink in. “How does that make you feel?”

“I…I…That turns me on, too. I like to please you.” My thumb rests on her wrist, and I can feel her little pulse beating double time.

“And you do—”

“But—” I silence her interruption by cupping my large hand over her mouth, which makes her giggle.

“Shush…we’re making progress.” I laugh, too.

“I have to ask, Sam. You flinched from me after you safeworded out. Did you really think I would harm you?” The fact that I have to ask this cuts me to the core, but after her meltdown, I really can’t take anything for granted. She twists in my arms and tucks her knees up under herself, so she is kneeling in between my legs. She strokes my cheek, and her eyes are filled with remorse.

“Not ever. Not you.” She drops her head, unable to keep eye contact, but I won’t let her avoid me like that. “I’m so sorry, Jason.”

“Don’t…You have nothing to be sorry for. You did nothing wrong.” My thumb catches the stray tear poised to tumble down her cheek. “I want you to tell me who did?”
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This is a clusterfuck. The last time I felt this vulnerable was the day Richard destroyed me and my mother abandoned me, that day, over ten years ago. I may have felt a little lost when I left home, when Leon took me in, but I haven’t felt this raw since the day I was left to bleed. I don’t want to relive any part of my childhood, I don’t want to remember that day or my relationship with Richard. But I know if I want to have more than a one-night-stand with Jason, it’s exactly what I will have to do. I let my head sink back against his hard chest and feel the strong thump-thump of his heart. I savour the quiet, gentle breaths he takes that make both of our bodies rise and fall. The calm before the storm. This is my choice, I know. I could shut him down. Tell him it’s none of his damn business and hide, like I have done every time anyone has dared to get close. Everyone except Leon and now Jason.

His hands are large and strong. So much power and control at his fingertips. I don’t doubt for a moment he could easily crush me with his physical strength, but there is more to control than overpowering someone. I am five foot ten, slender build, and I have men twice my size quake when I enter a room. No, it’s not about brute strength; it’s about trust. Do I trust Jason enough? Not just to give up control, but do I trust him enough to let him in?

He delicately traces his finger the length of my arm, circling my palm and dipping across my tummy. Feather-light and hypnotic, I fall a little more under his spell.

“Sam?” His voice is level, but I can feel the heavy weight of the unanswered question. I draw in a breath, and he slips his fingers between mine, entwined and secure, and he grips my hand.

“My mother.” I am surprised how emotionless my voice sounds. She only died recently, but still I feel nothing but bitterness and bile for that woman. My only living relative, the one person who was supposed to love me and protect me, but instead, she gift wrapped me and gave me to a monster. I hate them both. Richard’s abuse was mostly physical, but the mental abuse I lay firmly at my mother’s feet. The guilt, the shame, the hypocrisy and hell I lived, every day was her poisoned gift to me, her only child.

“My mother pimped me out to the son of the wealthiest family in the village. Insisted I date him, ignored the bruises and cuts even when I told her exactly who had done them. When I dared to break up with him because I wouldn’t let him fuck me, she locked me naked in the coal shed for a week with no food, my penance for sinning. I wasn’t allowed to say the word fuck, there was no way she wouldn’t kill me if I actually did fuck. She made me beg him to take me back, promise him anything. To her anything meant my heart and hand or some misplaced romantic notion. But to him it meant I was going to become his personal fuck toy.”

“Why didn’t you leave?” Jason’s words startled me. I had started to drift to a much darker place. His rough, sexy timbre grounded me back to now.

“I was sixteen, Jason. I had no other family, and because my mother was so strict, I had no friends, either. I didn’t have a mobile phone until I left home at eighteen. We had a television, but only for the news, and I had to use the computer at school for any homework. I was very sheltered,” I pause, “but not at all protected.” He hums in understanding. Solutions always seem so simple from a distance. “I left the first chance I got but it was too late, the damage was done.”

 

Sam aged sixteen

 

I pull my bedcovers over my head shutting out the first light peeking through the gaps in the curtains. I don’t have to fake illness to try and avoid the day. I feel like shit. My stomach is in knots and I am consumed with an overwhelming sense of dread. I hate that she made me call him. I hate that she made me beg him to take me back when I finally had the strength to break it off. I knew what he wanted. I knew what he was going to take regardless, and I knew she’d kill me if I let him. Either way I was fucked.
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I don’t remember her being this twisted, this deranged when I was little, but as soon as I started to grow into a woman, I was apparently destined for hell. I wasn’t allowed friends let alone boyfriends. She would walk me to school and pick me up. I did my chores and homework, and as slight as she was, she was quick with a belt and fierce, with a volatile temper. It didn’t take me long to step into line and accept this was my life.

That all changed when I was fifteen and the Brookes-Hamilton family moved into the Loughborough Estate. Their land stretched the length of the small county and surrounded the village where I lived.

I was waiting for my mother after school, like I always did, when he walked over to me. He stood so close and bold as anything, he stroked my face. He twirled a long strand of my hair around his finger before tucking it behind my ear. My mouth must have fallen open because he chuckled and I quickly snapped it shut. I remember the heat in my face and the strange feeling in my tummy. He was handsome, taller than me with white blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. He had a light tan and smooth skin. I wasn’t sure how old he was, and even though he wasn’t in school, he was still school age, maybe a few years older than me.

I felt excited at the time to receive his undivided attention. I thought I was mostly invisible to everyone, but he’d noticed me. I shrank back from his touch though, when I saw my mother approach.

I shouldn’t have worried about her wrath; she knew exactly who he was, and in turn, he charmed her with his perfect enunciation and immaculate manners.

It wasn’t the prospect of his family’s money that flashed in her eyes. We weren’t rich, but we were doing okay, and we had my inheritance. No, money wasn’t her obsession. She was driven by a misplaced sense of injustice that she was born into the wrong class of people. She was corrupted with her need to be better than anyone else. Evil intent lit her dull grey eyes with the understanding that before her in the form of Richard was her golden opportunity.

For the first few months it was like living in a Jane Austin novel. I was chaperoned on my dates with Richard, and she dangled my inheritance before him like an archaic dowry. He was the perfect gentleman, and any reservations my mother had about his intentions evaporated when, one afternoon, he declared he would make me his wife as soon as I turned eighteen. She couldn’t have been happier, and I felt like I had died before my life had even begun. I liked him. At the time, he was sweet and kind, a little obnoxious at times, but I didn’t love him. I hadn’t lived any part of my life as my own, how could I possibly just become someone’s wife? I didn’t know who I was or what I wanted. How could I know if he would make me happy? How could I know if I could make him happy? It was a joke, a horrible, twisted joke. But once he made this announcement, I no longer required the chaperone, and I was no longer safe.
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My mother strides into my room and briskly pulls the curtains wide. I pinch my eyes shut. Even with my head under the covers, the glare from the sun is too much.

“Why aren’t you up?” she snaps and starts to pull at my blankets. “He’ll be here in no time at all. You have to look your best.” She has this sing-song voice when she’s happy that is just on the nausea-inducing side of being too sweet. It makes my stomach roll and my toes curl. I don’t want to look my best. I don’t want to see him again, but as with so many things, I don’t get what I want. I pull myself up and scowl at her back as she picks her way through my limited wardrobe. I am probably the only girl in school that loves her uniform because it’s the most fashionable thing I get to wear.

“He doesn’t just want to hold my hand, Mum. What am I supposed to do?” My voice is soft but I hope she can hear the desperation I feel because it fell on deaf ears the last time I tried to reason with her. She spins round and launches herself across the room, slapping me hard across my cheek. Raising her hand to strike again, I know better than to try and protect myself. I just close my eyes and take another hit. She grabs my hair and yanks me from the bed. I crumple to the floor and my scalp screams as she tears the loose hairs on the edge of her grip. I cry out and try to stand to stop the pull.

“You listen to me, Grace Cartwright. I did not raise you to be a whore. No man will ever want a whore as their wife, and make no mistake, you will be his wife.” She releases her grip and I slump to the floor rubbing my tender scalp. Her eyes are wild, her nostrils flare, and for a moment, she looks more demon than human. She certainly doesn’t look like a mother. “You will not ruin this chance we have to become the family we always should have been.” She straightens her shoulders and lifts her chin high, looking down her haughty nose at me. I want to scream, ‘I’d rather be an honest whore than a pretentious snob’, but I bite my tongue because she honestly scares the life out of me. The last time I answered back, I starved and nearly froze to death.

“What if he doesn’t really want to marry me, Mother?” I plead, my cheeks still blazing. She waves her hand dismissively.

“Don’t be ridiculous. He knows about the necklace.” She shakes her head at my silly suggestion. Christ that fucking necklace! More like a millstone. My grandfather bequeathed it to me, some family heirloom that is supposed to be oh so valuable but it just makes me feel so utterly worthless. Like no one could possibly want me for me. I am not enough, I will have to buy my way into someone’s heart. A position reinforced on an almost daily basis by my mother. “Richard will marry you, I made sure to show him…he understands.” She snickers and taps her nose like it’s a sweet little secret. I hate her so much. I don’t care whether his proposal was genuine. He told my mother a formal announcement would be made on my eighteenth birthday. But that is three years away, and I know with absolute certainty that there is no way he would be happy just holding my hand for that length of time.

“He’s strong, Mother.” I swallow the lump in my throat. At this moment, I fear her temper more than I fear him and the scowl that distorts her face makes me recoil further back against my bed. She steps up to me and pinches my chin between her bony fingers; her nails are like blades against my skin. The pressure increases with each hate-filled word she utters.

“You listen to me, Grace. God may have given you the body to sin, but it is on your head if you chose that short path. I will not tolerate it. You will be no one’s whore, Grace. I’ll see you in a coffin before I let that happen. Do I make myself clear?” Her calm tone is as eerie as it is cold. I can feel the trickle of blood down my chin where her fingernails finally broke the skin. I nod silently and feel her hand relax. “Now, let’s get you ready!” She claps her hands together. The blood on her fingers also drips down my face onto my nightdress. Her brow furrows with darkness and a challenge that I am not equipped to accept. I won’t defy her. She terrifies me. She may be deranged but that doesn’t make her any less capable of carrying out her threat. I flash a quick and insincere smile, silently praying that my crushed spirit, which she would interpret as insolence, is hidden beneath my cheery exterior.

“What shall I wear?” Every muscle in my body works to make my voice sound bright and excited when all I want to do is cry.
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“Do you always have to dress like Mary Fucking Poppins?” Richard sneers and pulls the top buttons of my blouse loose. He pulls his car out of our drive and revs the engine loud and unnecessarily. I close the buttons back up to my breasts as he managed to undo them to my waist.

“It’s not my fault, Richard. You know my mother.” I let out a resigned sigh when he sniffs with derision.

“Ah, yes, your mother. I guess I have her to thank for our little reunion. I should perhaps send some flowers. Nothing says ‘thank you for pussy’ quite like flowers.” He grunts out a sleazy laugh. His hand drifts to my knees and he pushes his fingers roughly between my legs. I clamp them tight. “Come now, sweetheart, you know I’m gonna make you happy.” Sickness crawls in my stomach, and I shudder. He laughs loudly but returns his hand to the steering wheel.

The private drive to Richard’s house is about a mile and winds through dense woodland, and this time of year, the ground is covered with a thick blanket of bluebells. Shards of sunlight filter through the heavy spring canopy, dropping spotlights of sunshine on the beautiful flowers. It’s magical. I can’t hide my smile at the view, but it freezes on my face when I look at Richard regarding me with no warmth in his eyes. His car churns the gravel driveway as he speeds past the front of the house and fails to slow down. He continues down an unmade part of the drive that is more overgrown. I rub my arms at the sudden chill I feel, despite now being out of the shade of the woods and in the open, heading toward the lake.

“Where are we going?” I shift, ill at ease, and hold my arms across my waist, a useless barrier, I know. Richard drops his hand to my knee once more and slides it roughly up my leg to the very top of my thigh. I clamp my legs to stop him hitting his target. He howls out a sickening laugh.

“The lake house…thought we shouldn’t have your first time in the house. My parents are home, and you might be a screamer.” He spreads his lips wide with pleasure.

“Richard I…I don’t think I’m ready. I don’t want—”

“Sweetheart—” His interruption is sharp and his tone is clipped. “This isn’t about what you want though is it? This is about what your mother wants and what I want. I thought we understood each other, Grace. If that isn’t the case, I can take you home.” He tilts his head with mock compassion, but his smile is more sinister than sincere.

“No,” I shake my head. I can feel my eyes tingle with imminent tears. My nails pierce hard into my palms and I blink rapidly to stop the flow. I swallow the lump and try to force a smile that barely curves my lips. “I’m just nervous.”

“Stage fright.” He squeezes his hand at the top of my thigh so hard I know it will bruise. “I have something for that.” His eyes glaze with a dark vacant glare that freezes my heart. He screeches the car to stop in front of the wooden steps leading to the weathered lake house. Several cars are parked on either side.

His friend’s cars.

“Are you having a party?” I can’t help my naive hopefulness filling my voice. Richard regards me carefully and then sniffs out a bitter laugh.

“Not a party no, more like a show and not tell.” He snickers and leaps from the car. Every part of me wants to run. I slam the lock down on my side of the car. He drops down to meet my eyes. He raises a brow, shaking his head at my pathetic display of defiance. He clicks the door open with his remote and pulls is open before I can hold it shut. Gripping my arm he yanks me from my seat and throws me against the bonnet of the car. His large body quickly pinning me immobile.

“Richard, you’re scaring me.” I cry out, my body is shaking and I hope he can hear the fear that is surging through my veins and turning my stomach. He wedges his body between my thighs, pushing my legs wide, one hand on my hip and one gripping my jaw.

“Do you love me, sweetheart?” He says through angry gritted teeth.

“What?” I choke out my surprise.

“It’s a simple question, Grace. Do. You. Love. Me?” With each word he increases the pressure of his grip until tears spring to my eyes from the pain. I try to nod but his scowl looks more demonic than human, and I give him his answer, fearing for my life if I didn’t.

“Of course,” I whisper.

“Of course what, sweetheart?” he growls.

“Of course, I love you.” I can’t swallow the lump in my throat, my mouth is so dry.

“Good. Then you will do everything I demand without question or hesitation understand?”

I nod but quickly reply, “Yes.”

He drops his head to my forehead and lets out a heavy breath. His body is a dead weight on mine and making it difficult to breathe. I start to panic as I struggle to draw in another breath. His eyes cloud and I fail to see any life in the dull blue colour.

“Now is your time to prove just how much you love me, sweetheart. I told my friends that I am your Master and you will do anything for me. But they obviously didn’t take my word for it.” He pushes up and I draw in a gasp of air and cough in an effort to get more oxygen. He pulls me hard against his body. His hand pinches a clump of my hair and he yanks it sharply. “You will obey me, Grace, because you love me and want to make me happy.” He taps my nose playfully, and I am speechless as I look at the devil himself straighten his clothes and drag his hand through his floppy hair. He takes my hand and leads me numbly up the steps. “The best way to get rid of stage fright is to have a very appreciative audience.” He swings the double doors wide, and I recoil at the stale, dusty smell, and ominous tension that hits me like a brick wall. I don’t move. I can’t. I am terrified. Twenty of Richard’s buddies line the outside of the room, beer, cigarettes or both in their hands. Smoke swirls like a toxic gas. I just pray it is poison enough to knock me out. I don’t want any part of this nightmare. The room is hazy, dirt curtained windows hindering the natural light of the midday sun. My stomach drops when all eyes turn toward me.

I squeeze Richard’s hand noticing the small sofa dressed like an altar in the middle of the room. My eyes are wide with panic, Richard peers down his nose, eyes cold and a sneer distorting his lips.

“Please don’t do this, Richard. I beg you.”

“That’s a start at least. On your knees, bitch,” he snarls and I drop to my knees and hope to die.
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I shudder now at the memory and at the retelling.

Jason shifts to the side and slips around so he is on his side and I am lying flat with him staring down at me. His finger traces my hairline, along my jaw and over my lips. A soft pattern he follows with his dark eyes, his gaze is deep and intense. It causes an equally deep furrow on his brow and mars his perfect face with obvious concern.

“What are you thinking?” The silence is understandable. I laid some unpleasant baggage to process at his feet, but he did ask, and the longer he just watches me, the more unsettled I feel.

“The trigger wasn’t anything I did. It was what I said.” I nod even though it wasn’t a question. “It’s very likely there will be others.” Again a statement, but I stiffen because this feels like a brush off. I laid myself out there or at least started to and he sounds like he is starting to make a list of reasons. But, as if reading my mind he takes the hand I had started to wrap protectively around my waist. “Hey, Sam, look at me.” His fingers lock with mine as do his eyes. “I’m just letting you know I know that trigger; it won’t happen again, but given what you’ve told me, others might surface.” His tender voice and confident smile warm me. “We will deal with them exactly like this. We will talk. You know how much shit gets fucked up because people don’t just talk. That won’t happen with us.” My lips smile wide when he says that and he chuckles. “Oh, you like that, huh? Yeah baby, we’re an us, and I want full disclosure. Half of the shit Daniel and Bethany went through wouldn’t have happened if they’d just fucking sat down and talked. I don’t play games like that.” His voice drops with a husky whisper. “There are much better games to play.”

“Full disclosure? I’m not sure you can handle that, Jason.” I sigh as his fingers sensuously walk down my tummy and dip under the edge of my panties. But I slap his hand hard to prevent any further exploration. “Besides I don’t hear any of your deep, dark secrets.”

“Hmm…That might be because I don’t have any.” He wiggles his fingers, but I keep my grip firm.

I scoff. “Now I find that very hard to believe.”

“Oh, please, don’t tell me you’re one of those who believe anyone that is involved in kink has to be fucked-up or damaged?” His eyes shoot to mine with instant worry. “Fuck, I didn’t mean to be dismissive. Shit, I’m sorry, Sam—”

“Don’t. Stop that shit. You do not have to wrap me in cotton wool, Jason. I deal with my damage, and no, I’m not one of those people. Assumption is the mother of all fuck-ups in my profession. What I mean is everyone has baggage. Mine, I know, thanks to a few enlightening years of therapy, but not surprisingly, is a result of my mother and Richard. But even ‘normal’ people have hang-ups, quirks, kinks.” I offer up my explanation.

“Oh, baby, I am the King of Kink.” This time, with his abrupt movement, he manages to slip his whole hand right between my legs, his fingers just hovering at my entrance and coated in a slick wetness because…because he has been stroking my skin for the last half an hour.

My back arches a little to press into his contact, but I keep my voice level, impassive. “What I mean is, you’re a successful businessman, single, and hot as hell, why are you not someone’s Mr Happy Ever After?”

His gaze lingers on mine, heat seeping into the dark swirls of chocolate and gold flecks that make his eyes shine. “Simple. I’m not normal. I own a sex club, I like to tie up and beat naughty girls until they howl my name and come apart in my hands. There is nothing I haven’t tried and will always want to try. I think I mentioned I’m a kinky son of a bitch.” His finger sinks inside me then two and three. My eyelids flutter closed so he doesn’t see my eyes roll with the delicious sensation he is just beginning to stir. “I’m not looking for Happy Ever After, Sam. I’m looking for Extraordinary Ever After, and that level of normal is hard to find.” His mouth captures mine when I exhale a deep sigh. His thumb is slowly circling my clit, and I begin to rock into his palm in earnest. His tongue is deep and swirls in a sweet fight for dominance with mine.

God, I love the way he kisses. I don’t kiss very often. Even with my one-night-stands I just want to get off. I don’t like the intimacy that comes from a really good kiss. This isn’t a good kiss. This is a life-affirming, heart-stopping, soul-stealing kiss. Around and around sweeping, diving, consuming me with just his tongue, his soft, full lips and all that passion focused on that one simple act. It’s not foreplay it’s the only play. Sweet and soft, demanding and possessive, scorching hot and not too wet… making me soaking wet. He owns me with this kiss and from the smug spread of his lips when he breaks the contact, he knows it, too.

“Blindfold?” His words take a moment to sink in, and my tummy tightens with the possibilities.

“I would love to.” My words falter with understanding and his comically raised brow. “Sorry, you mean me.” I bite my lip to hide my smirk.

“You have no idea how much that look and your sassy mouth makes my palm twitch.” His grumbled words are heavy with desire and light with the sensual threat. I grind myself harder on his hand, but he moves away to reduce the contact. “Ah ah. My way, baby, we do this my way.” His tone is a mix of playful and stern. I know he is being cautious, and I love that he seems to be adapting his role as much as I am switching mine. “You have been blindfolded before, I assume?’

“Richard was the only relationship I have ever had and he was a Dominant, so yes, I have been blindfolded before.” I state and I swallow the pooling saliva in my mouth at the flash of images bombarding me of the times he did. My stomach turns, and Jason must feel my reaction because his hand freezes with his fingers still deep inside me.

“Sam…” His voice is strained, and I can see the muscles in his jaw dancing with fury, and I can hear his teeth crunch together with the force of his clenched jaw. “I think we need to be clear. He may have been your boyfriend through no choice of your own but he was no Dominant. He was an abusive fucking arsehole and a coward. He was given you. A beautiful, bright and sexy as all fuck woman—just a girl then—who he had the chance to cherish, but he chose abuse. You of all people should know the difference.” He brushes my cheek with light tender kisses, and I pinch my eyes shut tight to stop the tingle of tears.

“I know the difference now…I didn’t know there was any difference then. He told me what he was and showed me what that meant for me.” I suck in a stuttered breath. I hate that I am still affected like this. This is why I don’t talk about it. This is why I hide this shit away. I try to sit, but he positions his weight just a little further onto mine, effectively pinning me to the sofa.

“Sam, I don’t mean to upset you. I just want you to know that I am likely to lose my shit…badly, if I have to think about what that dick-head did. So we need to find a way where we can discuss this without causing a meltdown for either one of us. He deserves not a second of your time, not a single thought. Any pain you experienced by his hand I will erase. Your pain and your pleasure belong to me now…it belongs to us…Understand?

“And, the only time I will give him will be if we ever meet because then I can teach him how bad I am with a Bullwhip.” His voice drops lower when he continues. “I’m not a religious man, but I will pray every fucking day that I get the chance to do just that.” The menace and certainty in his words should chill me, but I glow from the warmth spreading through my veins.

His mouth covers mine, and he captures my bottom lip between his teeth. He bites enough to make my eyes widen and his to crinkle with pleasure. I feel it like a jolt of high voltage electricity firing though my body…our pleasure.

“Ready?” Although, both his hand between my legs and his fingers inside me have barely moved since I mentioned Richard’s name, when he smoothly removes them I whimper with the loss of contact. At the same time, he slides right on top of me, and I am momentarily breathless with his full weight before he kneels upright.

“Yes.” I don’t hesitate. I have no idea what I’m doing and I have no idea if this thing between us really stands a chance but for the first time…ever, I feel alive.

His eyes narrow but the stern expression is softened by his pursed lips. “I am happy to re-educate you, Sam, but please, do I really have to start from scratch?” I feel like an idiot but I am going to chalk that one up to being an idiot.

“Sir…sorry, I meant to say, yes Sir, or would you prefer Master?” I can’t help myself. I have been in charge for so long. This may feel right but I just can’t make it that easy. He barks out a laugh and his face lights up.

“Oh, baby girl, and there was me thinking we’d have to work up to using the gag.” He pulls a slim, dark silk tie from his back pocket. He’s like fucking a Boy Scout. I don’t get the chance to voice a word only a disgruntled squeak escapes when he takes advantage of the gap my dropped jaw has created from sheer surprise. Forget Boy Scout; he is more like a bondage ninja, quickly securing the tie, without pulling a single hair. He also rolls my tank top up and fashions a make shift blindfold now that the tie was needed elsewhere. Satisfied and smug don’t come close to describing the expression fixed across his handsome face just before my eyes are covered. A tiny piece of me wants to feel pissed at the speed with which he has secured me helpless, but a much larger part is comforted with the knowledge that, regardless of our relationship, he is a good Dom and knows exactly what he’s doing.

This feels right. No, this feels perfect. I trusted him with my truth, I trust him with my body, and that is enough. It has to be, because whores don’t get the happy ever after.

His weight shifts, and his breath kisses my cheek. “I prefer Sir, as you well know.”
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I never feel I have to prove myself. I never have to go searching for someone to play with. I am damn good at what I do, and I get a good deal of my pleasure from just knowing that there is always someone kneeling and waiting.

Until now.

Just looking at her drawing in slow, steady breaths and watching her pulse jump in her neck with excitement, maybe nerves, it’s like the ultimate high. I can’t explain it better than that. Nirvana. This stunning woman owns every room she chooses to enter, has more people than I care to think of wanting to serve her. To submit, worship and treat her like the queen she is and yet, here she is, trusting me, submitting to me. The pleasure I feel coursing through me is potent. I can’t help an underlying feeling starting to form and gain purchase deep inside me. If she is brave enough to switch, she will own me.

Her hands grip my thighs, and her white knuckles are evidence that she is feeling more nervous than excited. I know this isn’t going to be easy, but I want this so fucking much I’m willing to adapt and give her just what she needs. And right now, she needs to relax, have a little fun and enjoy the ride. I loosen the tie and remove the gag, but place it close by on the nightstand just in case.

“Put your hands above your head and hold the edge of the sofa.” She obeys me instantly, stretching her toned arms over her head. Her rib cage pushes her tits high like an offering. Her shallow pants make the soft flesh bounce, her hard, peaked nipples just begging for my mouth. I swallow the instant dryness and fight the urge to mould her in my eager hands. Instead, I adjust the painful erection that is causing absolute agony in my jeans. “I don’t want you to move. Do I make myself clear?” I expect her to hesitate, simply because taking orders is a new concept for her. She takes in every word, but with her eyes covered, and the gag in place, I know she can’t answer me with her voice. She gives a vigorous nod. Her skin flushes with desire, and her breathing becomes a little deeper. I place my hands on either side of her waist, and she sucks in a sharp breath but doesn’t otherwise move. God, she’s amazing…she feels alive under my fingertips, raw energy pulsing through my fingertips, contained and explosive at the same time.

I drag my hands down her body peeling her pyjama bottoms all the way down her long, slender legs. I work my way off the end of the sofa and just gaze at my prize.

Fucking jackpot.

The room is warm, but her body is peppered with gooseflesh, and she begins to tremble. I don’t move. The only sound is my steady breathing and her rapid pants. Time slows, and I watch for the moment when her lips tip at the corners, her face softens, and her frame relaxes.

I’m impressed. Her understanding of my intention took barely ten minutes. “Good girl.” I encourage. Her smile widens as does mine. Success, her first real test was for her to simply relax and accept. Her second was to take pleasure from my pleasure which, by the spread of her smile, I would say is another win. I walk around and loosen the tie and remove the gag. She turns her head toward me but immediately rectifies her error, snapping quickly back into place. I stroke her cheek with my finger and playfully tap her nose. “Present yourself,” I command but keep my tone soft. She hesitates again, and I know it’s not because she is unclear about what I am asking. “Tell me, Selina, when you give a command how long do you expect to wait before you are obeyed?” She lets out a light laugh and starts to draw her knees to her chest. I tap her knee and push her leg flat. “Nah ah. And tell me, Selina, when you ask a question does it amuse you to be ignored?” My voice is thick and gravely, the humour and playfulness dwindling with each passing second. She answers instantly this time.

“I’m sorry, Sir. I expect them to answer immediately; I demand they obey instantly.” Her left cheek has a slight dip where she is either sucking it in or chewing on the inside.

“And do you think I deserve any less respect than you?” My tone is softer to compensate for her obvious agitation.

“No, Sir, not at all, I just—” Her voice catches and I stroke her cheek to soothe her concern.

“I know…shhh…I know, beautiful. Let’s try that again, shall we?” I stretch my neck to release the tension, but it doesn’t pop. All my tension is further south. “Present yourself.” I choke back a cough when she pulls her knees to her chest, spreads and holds them wide with her fingertips. My ‘good girl’ praise comes out more like a strained groan. She bites back a smile but sucks in a sharp breath when she feels the sofa dip and I take up the best position in the world. Inches away from her… wide, wet and open. “Pick a number between one and twenty.”

“Three.” She shouts out instantly but drags her top teeth over her bottom lip to suppress her smile.

“Chicken.” I rumble out a deep laugh. Whether it’s too much pleasure or too much pain she’s clearly not feeling that brave. “Very well. I will bring you to three orgasms.” She opens her mouth to speak but wisely thinks better of it. But I am intrigued enough to ask her thoughts. Normally, I wouldn’t tolerate chitchat or questions that weren’t solicited or at least about safety. But nothing about this…us, is normal. “You wish to say something, beautiful?” Her smile spreads so wide when I call her that, I intend to use the moniker often. She shakes her head in denial, but I know she does. “You can speak. In fact, your reticence just means I want you to tell me now.”

“You’re being sweet.” Her response is brief but instant.

“Hmm, I said I would bring you three orgasms. I never said I would let you have three orgasms.” I cover her body with my frame holding myself above, just an inch or two. Heat and fire jumps between our bodies, and I lean down to whisper across her lips. “Will you still think I’m sweet when I deny you all three?”

“No, Sir.” She exhales a shaky breath as I pull back onto my haunches. Her mouth parts, and I place my two middle fingers on her lips. Her tongue darts out, a quick inspection before retreating.

“Open your mouth. Make my fingers wet.” I slip them inside, and can’t help the groan that escapes the back of my throat when she wraps her hot tongue around my digits, twisting and pulling them deeper into her mouth. When I pull them free, my cock twitches painfully like a fucking jealous bitch, and all I can do is endure. Agony and blue balls will have to wait. My focus is her…re-educating Selina and seducing Sam. I drag my wet fingers lightly down the centre of her body. Skimming the indent in her collarbone and the swell and dip between her breasts. I lightly touch her belly button, which makes her catch her breath but she lets out a much deeper exhale when I slide once more inside her heat. I waste no time following my fingers with my mouth. My tongue swirls her clit, flicking lightly, at the same time, curling my fingers deep and stroking the soft flesh inside. She instantly tenses, but then she’s already soaking from having my fingers inside her before so I’m not really surprised she’s taut and just about ready to explode. I soften the movement of my fingers. I don’t want her climbing too quickly, but I don’t want her crashing over the edge, either. It’s all about balance.

She holds remarkably still because I know from the short, panting breaths and her little angry sighs she is frustrated as hell. I sweep my tongue flat with firm pressure from the tip of her nub of nerves to where my fingers sink into her soft centre. She’s so damn wet, and I can’t get enough of her taste. My lips cover her, and I suck and mouth, pulling her folds gently between my lips, grazing her clit with my teeth and pump harder with my fingers, building her pleasure, teasing her higher and higher. Her muscles twitch against my fingers, her tummy clenches with the need to roll her hips against my hand. At the first tilt of her pelvis, I relax and pull away.

The little heartfelt cry that escapes the back of her throat almost has me helping her out, but I wouldn’t want her thinking I’m sweet. Her jaw is clenched and her fists, resting on her knees are curled, white-knuckle tight. Her sweet little body is resisting the inevitable loss of her climax with tiny judders and spasms. I blow cool air on her core and she nearly kicks me in the head with her convulsion, throwing her bent legs out straight. I duck quickly enough but pull them flat to either side of me for safety.

I scooch down for round two. I deliberately take a little longer this time, pausing almost every minute because I can feel her instant response to every touch, every swirl of my tongue, even the warm air I puff from my nose has her climbing. She fails to hold back her cry this time, and I am glad she can’t see my shit-eating grin because that would probably make her mad.

She’s strong and sassy, bright and resourceful, every inch a first class Domme, and the last thing I want is to make her mad. I want her pliant, agreeable, but more than my next breath, I want her as my sub.

She attempts to control her breathing, and I give her a little time to recover. My hands sweep up her legs, along her sides, over the perfect swell of her breasts, skimming her skin with feather-light touches, trying to cool the searing heat that is colouring her flawless skin. She’s on fire, and her body continues to tremble with pent up pleasure.

“How you doing, beautiful?” I watch her nod her head but squeeze her lips flat, biting back any chance of sound. “I asked you a question, Sam.” My tone has a bite, which instantly grounds her and reminds her of her job.

“I’m good, thank you, Sir.” She swallows thickly and once more bites her lips flat.

“Only good?” I strum my fingers idly on the inside of her thigh.

“I’m very…frustrated, Sir.”

“I’ll bet. Still think I’m sweet?” She snorts out an uncontrollable laugh, and it’s my turn to bite my lips to stop myself from laughing. She is trying so hard, and her lapses, instead of requiring a punishable intervention for breaking protocol, I find adorable.

“Sorry Sir, forgive me. I don’t find you sweet…well, I do, but not right now.” She rushes to make amends and clarify.

“Is that so?” I trace my tongue up her inner thigh along the crease where the top of her leg meets her apex. I sweep my tongue up her centre and swirl in little circles over her clit. The tiny patch of hair, waxed with precision into a narrow landing strip hides a puzzle piece tattoo. I hadn’t noticed before but I am guessing that is the point. Interesting. I pause for a moment tracing my finger over the ink, not much bigger than my thumb and almost entirely covered by the hair. I’m distracted enough to realise she hasn’t answered my question. She’s holding her breath, feeling my gaze and the weight of my own unasked question. But it would be unfair to ask her now. Now she has to answer me. She’s trusted me enough to open up about her past; I want to give her the choice to open up some more.

“Sam?” My tone a reminder to us both.

“Yes…sorry, yes Sir. I don’t think you’re sweet. Would you like me to tell you what I do think you are?” I close my eyes. That mouth will be the death of me…death by blue balls.

“That depends. How long would you like me to continue?” She shudders and gasps when I sink my tongue deep and clamp my lips tight around her clit.

“Ah…ah…I-I don’t want you to continue any longer than you said please, Sir.” She puffs out sharp, steadying breaths when I pull back. “Sorry, Sir,” she adds, but it sounds more like a plea. I push my fingers inside. Her folds are swollen, and her needy nub pulses with the rush of blood surging through her veins. She is so ready to fall with maybe one, two thrusts of my fingers. My thumb applies a little pressure below her clit and rocks up in a gentle motion but it’s enough. Her muscles clamp around my fingers, her thighs twitch and I pull right back. Her whole body sags on a whimper.

“Apology accepted.”
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“You’re very good at this aftercare thing.” She sighs heavily and sinks back against my chest. The warm, bubbly water swishes around her breasts. Soft peaks of foam dot the other exposed parts of her body and mine. I may have rubbed and massaged every inch of her body, but this isn’t my standard aftercare routine. I just can’t keep my hands off her.

“I’m glad you think so.” I scoop a handful of ginger scented water high and dribble small amounts like a waterfall, trying to hit one of her perfectly perky nipples. I repeat and try the other side, too. I’m all about balance.

“Is this official downtime?” She tilts her head to the side and lifts her chin. I know she’s asked a good question, but I cover her mouth with mine, pulling her hair gently. She tries to slip onto her front, but my solid thighs clamp tight to prevent her—a tricky task given how slippery she is. She groans with frustration.

“I think until we establish some rules and protocols outside of a scene, I believe it’s safe to assume all our time is downtime. What with your sassy mouth and all.” I tease and tweak her nipple at the same time.

“Ha! Sassy mouth. You really have no idea.” She scoffs her interruption.

“Exactly my point.” I pinch the other nipple for emphasis. She falls quiet with my sterner observation. “I want to go easy, so we will need some guidelines or your arse is going to be red and raw,” I add for clarification but press a kiss into her hair to soften my previous statement. This is new for both of us and doubly difficult for her, I believe, so I need to take it slow. She tilts her pelvis and slides her smooth arse the length of my ever present, rock-hard cock.

“And who says that’s not exactly my point?” she purrs, and I growl, my fingers flying to her hips to stop the torture.

“Sam,” I warn, and she stills in my hands.

“Sorry,” she breathes out, but is suddenly too quiet.

“Sam?”

“You did go easy on me. Thank you, and I did love it but…”

“But?”

“This might prove harder than you think, Jason. This might not be worth the trouble.” She lets out a solemn sigh.

“If the trouble you are referring to is you, I would respectfully ask that you let me decide that. And I didn’t go that easy on you. I kept you begging a long time, and I didn’t allow you to come.”

“Oh, please,” she teases. “I would’ve had a cock ring wrapped around you so tight Satan himself couldn’t have caused you more pain. And then I would have made you wait while I watched a whole episode of Buffy if I was going to let you get off…maybe two if it was a cliffhanger episode.” She smirks, her eyes gleam with wickedness.

“Ah now that would make you a sadist, but thank you, because it also gives me a benchmark. Every day’s a learning day.” I wink at her grumble and laugh at her loud exhale of frustration when I won’t release her hips to continue her grind and tease. “Besides, that would only torture me, and this week isn’t about torture. This week is about us.”

“Week?” She squeaks out in shock and manages to slip right round this time. But the bath isn’t really that big, so she tucks her knees under her and wedges them tight between my thighs. My erection bobs, eager and ready. She only flashes a quick glance, but is more distracted by what I have just said.

“Yes, week. A crash course as it were. Cancel your appointments.” I keep my voice level because I try not to think too hard about what that means. “We can play here, at my place, or the club. We will still take it slow. It will just be intense.”

“I think you’ll find that is a contradiction right there.” She just stares at me, wide-eyed and gorgeous. Soft, tiny bubbles cling and slide down her silky body, assimilating with much larger shapes once they hit the surface of the bathwater.

“I think it’s perfect. I think you’re perfect. It can be like a baptism of fire. If, after the week, you are uncomfortable, or we decide this can’t possibly work, then…” I shrug. She furrows her shapely brow, causing a cute crinkle above her nose. “But you know we do work. We are perfect together, and it’s just one week.” I am confident I can make her happy, but I need her concentrated time. The timing couldn’t be better with everything being quiet because it’s the silly season. “I’ll close the club so we can use the facilities without interruption. Our own private playground.” I wiggle my brows playfully.

“You’d do that? You’ll lose thousands. Jason, that’s crazy.” She shakes her head.

“It’s not crazy, Sam. That’s not what I’m afraid of losing.” Her eyes light with hope and pool with tears.

“Jason, I’m a whore.” She drops her gaze. I take a huge scoop of water and dump it on her head. She sucks a breath in surprise and starts to choke. She splutters but recovers quickly and splashes me back. I grab her hand before she drowns us both.

“Sam. There may be more infractions that deserve punishment, but for me, this is the biggest. I will punish you if you ever call yourself that again. I know what you do, but the way you say that, you insult yourself. It’s not who you are. Understand?” Her lips tip in a tentative smile, and her cheeks flash with colour. Her eyes blink rapidly, but her hair is drenched, and she uses the dripping bathwater to disguise the tears in her eyes. She nods, and I raise my brow impatiently. She grins and flutters her lashes in all innocence.

“I understand.” I point my finger to my lips, and she leans in and pecks my pout.

“Good girl.” She flashes her beautiful smile and slides back around, her back to my front or more specifically her backside to my cockside. She slinks her body up and down, up and…down. I think she is about to stretch her legs out and lie back flush on top of me but she keeps her crouched position. “Or maybe you’re not such a good girl.”

“Oh, I’m the best girl.” Her words escape on a sexy-as-hell exhale, which mainlines like a shock of pure electricity to my impossibly hard shaft.

She raises her hips, wraps her hand tightly around my straining erection and slips the head of my cock between her molten folds. She sinks down hard, and a wave of water drenches the sides of the bath and floods the floor. She groans the most erotic sound out and throws her head back on a sigh. Twisting her head round, she flashes me a cheeky wink and starts to pump her tight little backside up and down my cock. Her back dips in to a sensual curve as she leans forward on her hands, resting on my legs above my knees. The water glistens, and soap slides down her skin, tracking its way to the crease of her arse. I could stare at this view forever. Soft, round flesh, bouncing and rippling with each impact drop against me, an erotic little grind against the base of my cock before she lifts herself almost free. It’s my turn to come undone.

She hovers for perilous seconds, which feel like agonising hours because I know just how good it feels to be buried inside. But lucky for me, my previous intimate ministrations mean she is in no hurry to deny herself. She drops down and repeats, increasing the pressure each time at the base of the journey and steadily increasing her pace.

I sit up so I am flush to her back, and her sweet little body glides against my chest as she moves. One of my hand slides around and grabs her breast, while the other cups her neck and twists her head around to meet my eager mouth. She moans when my tongue dives to taste and take, each swipe and dance is reciprocated with equal passion and desire. “Oh, fuck!” I moan out into her mouth, her lips curl with pleasure, and her eyes shine with pure lust and fire. Her hand is wrapped around my balls, and her grip and tug has me thinking of football results and nasty diseases, anything or this is going to end right now.

As fucking turned on as I am, as close as I am, she is not controlling when I get to come…ever. I jerk my hips, roughly breaking her rhythm and making her grasp the sides of the bath to keep her balance.

“You don’t like that?” She drops her chin onto her chest, catching her breath but looks nervously over her shoulder.

“I like it very much.” I watch her eyes, so dark and guarded, almost black and inscrutable. But her face is an unfathomable mix of nefarious confidence and vulnerability. “As you well know.” My tone is a warning. I am under no illusion that she isn’t fully aware of what she is doing. I understand her default setting is to take control, but as I had mentioned to her before: I won’t be topped from the bottom. Even if her bottom is delicious. I push my hand flat between her shoulder blades forcing her to move forward further and onto her hands. I slap her wet arse cheek with a playful strike, and I dig my fingers into her hips. I take control.

Loud, slick sounds of skin colliding, water splashing and desperate gasps of air fill the room. Her muscles grip me like a vise, scorching hot, coating my cock with her arousal. She feels like molten silk and takes me so fucking deep I want to die right here because here is heaven.

“Stick your thumb in my arse.” Her breathy request does two things. First, it makes me instantly want to blow my load and, second, gets my back up that she can’t seem to help herself.

“Sam.” I growl her name in frustration.

“Sorry…please…please,” she pants, and I can hear her desperation. In this instance, I don’t think she’s playing me. I hope for her sake she isn’t. “Sorry, Jason…I …just really…please will you stick…ahhh! Oh, God yes! Thank you… tha…” Her mouth might be working. I can’t see from here, but there is definitely no sound.

I barely get my thumb inside her tight hole when her muscles start to clamp down. I curl it round and stroke the thin layer between my thumb and my cock, which causes me to swell inside her just that little bit more. I didn’t think that was possible. She crashes over the edge. No more breaths, no more movement, well, no external movement. Her body is taut and tense, silently riding wave after wave of euphoria. I feel each crest because her body saturates and spasms around my shaft. Shuddering, she draws in ragged breaths, coming down from her high as the pleasure ebbs. I pull her back onto me, hitting her deep inside and doing exactly what I had hoped.

“Oh, God!” She moans out an erotic sigh. An audible cue but her sweet little centre had already begun to grip, ripple and contract around me. Fuck, she feels so good. My hips jerk, and my jaw is clenched so tight I could crack a tooth. I thrust hard, hold tight, and chase my own release.

 

I’m on fire…she’s on fire and with hot soapy water swirling around us, I feel like I am going to melt. I can’t breathe. I slam the tap on and push the dial to blue. Ice-cold water spurts and splutters, spraying our joined bodies, instantly cooling our fever. I lift us from the bath, still balls deep, but she stretches on her tiptoes when her feet reach the floor and I slip from her body. She turns and steps back, grabbing a couple of towels from the rail. She holds them out for me to choose, and she looks shy, her arms now crossing her body. What the fuck? I take the bigger looking towel with one hand and pull her into my arms with the other. I scoop her up my body and wrap the soft sheet around us both. She drops hers on the soaking floor, we didn’t need two.
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I hand her a hot chocolate. She has her knees pulled tight to her chest and is leaning against her headboard, defensive and protective. I am lying across the end of her bed. I reach up and grab one of her feet. I pull it to my chest and start to rub. She lets out a sigh and wriggles a little lower so her leg is comfortable.

“I get that you don’t like the way I refer to my job but that doesn’t negate the fact that I am a”—I flash a glare that makes her freeze—“that I am a Dominatrix.” She breathes out when I return to my foot rubbing.

“I understand that. I have given it some thought actually, and I would like you to consider something.” I look over to her and she is peeping over the rim of her cup all wide-eyed and curious.

“I’m all ears”—she wiggles her toes in my hand—“and toes.” I suck her big toes into my mouth, and her jaw drops. Her fingers grip her cup like a vice and her whole leg trembles. I release her toe with a loud plop.

“Oh, my god, that went straight to my clit! Do it again.” She pushes her toes to my mouth, and I laugh.

“We can’t keep using sex to avoid this conversations, Sam.” I hold her foot inches from my face, her big toe wriggling as she tries to get closer.

“I think you’ll find we can.” Her breathy tease falls flat. I scowl, and she relaxes with a resigned huff. “Fine.”

“You have your job, and I respect that, but I would prefer if you didn’t fuck guys. Your male clients who require only pain as their sexual preference, that’s fine, but I don’t want you fucking them. Women you can fuck and do the pain thing. I’m cool with that.” I state as a matter of fact.

“Wow, you have given this some thought.” She purses her lips and blows the steam from her drink. I wonder if she is aware that almost everything she does looks sexual to me…gets me hard. I catch her glint and raised brow. Oh, yes, she’s aware. My loose pants do nothing to hide my growing hard-on.

“Is that a yes?” I push.

“Why women?” She takes a sip, and her lips shine with moisture.

“Honestly, I can get off on that idea. Other guys fucking you when I’m not present? Not so much.” I shrug lightly.

“But if you were there?” She’s playing with me. Her sensual, breathy voice is low and alluring, but this game still needs some rules.

“If I was there, it would be my decision and under my direction,” I clarify.

She sniffs out a laugh. “Sadly, that is one fantasy I’m never likely to have.”

“Why? That’s a fantasy of yours?” I shift and drop my hand down my pants to make a quick adjustment. “I don’t mean why is that a fantasy, but why would that never happen?” I massage the intense pressure that has quickly accumulated at the turn of this conversation. I am now uncomfortably hard.

“I know the fantasy itself shouldn’t be a shocker; it’s most women’s fantasy if they are honest. But as a Dominatrix, it would mean giving over too much power. I would fear losing control. No matter how well trained my clients may be. I don’t have that level of trust to give myself over to two men.” She wipes a mock tear. “Alas, poor me…but women you say?” She waggles her perfect brows mischievously. “Interesting that you are okay with me fucking a woman. I get that you would get off on it; don’t get me wrong…” She pauses at my sudden shift in position.

I let her foot go and stalk up the bed crowding her, my arms on either side of her body, pinning her in place.

“I don’t want some other man giving you pleasure.” I growl.

“I think your concern is misplaced then, because if anyone knows how to really give a woman an orgasm, it’s another woman,” she quips confidently.

“You did not just say you get better orgasms from a woman that you do from me,” I warn with a low, disapproving grumble.

“Oh, no, not me personally. I love cock too much for that, but you know, as a guide.” She snickers wide-eyed and shrinking away from me with every taunting word. I take the drink from her hand and crush the grin from her lips, only coming up for air when she is a soft, pliant mess in my hands.

“What about you?” She exhales a sexy, satisfied breath as I roll to her side.

“What about me?” My head rests in my hand, while my other snaked around her waist, always touching.

“If I agree, I am effectively becoming a nun, and you? What are you abstaining from?” she challenges.

“I promise not to fuck men, either.” I reply dead-pan.

“Oh, my god, you’re a comedian, too! Mad skills in the sack and a comedian. I’ve hit the jackpot!” I grab her roughly and pull her onto me.

“And don’t you forget it,” I growl against her lips, which smile against mine. “I’m never going to be vanilla, Sam, but I won’t fuck anyone else unless you agree. Unless we are together, both fucking that someone else.” I hold her gaze to see how she reacts to my stark but honest declaration. I think I hold my breath.

“You say the sweetest things…my very own Prince Charming.” She sighs and fans herself. I snatch her arse in both my fists and squeeze her. She rubs her sweet little self against me. Her eyes are on fire with lust and desire. I needn’t have worried. I roll her onto her back.

“There’s only one way to find out, baby. Let me get my glass butt plug and see if it fits.”

“I think you’ll find one size fits all, Jason.” She chokes out a dirty laugh.

I may not be Prince Charming but I’m pretty fucking sure she’s the fucking one.
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I really need to pee but this feels so unbelievably good, I don’t want to move. Jason slid his glorious thick cock into me in the early hours, sweet, sleepy sex that felt more like a dream. I floated on the very edge of consciousness where ecstasy became my reality. The light filtering through the gaps in the blinds is unseasonably bright for this time of the year. It can only mean it’s either very late in the morning or early afternoon. I think it’s early afternoon because I really, really need to pee. I am acutely aware we must have fallen straight back to sleep, maybe not during but certainly immediately after. He is no longer inside me, but I can feel his cock twitch nestled as it is, between my cheeks. And his large body feels welded to mine, hot, firm and immovable. His arm is a dead weight across my body as I try to prise myself free, wriggling over to the far side of the bed. I manage to roll myself so his meaty hand is the only body part left resting on my hip.

With speed that belies his sleepy state, his hand glides fully around my body, and he picks me up with one arm and pulls me back into his hold.

“I need to pee,” I whisper, which is stupid. He’s obviously awake.

“Ten more minutes,” he grumbles and nestles his nose into my hair, inhaling deeply.

“Ten more minutes and I will pee all over you, and I charge extra for that.” I snort out a harmless laugh, but Jason is on me in an instant with a fierce scowl etched on his handsome features.

“It was joke, Jason. I don’t actually do wet play…not my particular kink.” I try and give him a tentative smile to lighten the dark cloud that hangs heavy between us.

“Not mine either but that is beside the point.” His stiff tone is clipped, his jaw is clenched and his eyes darken with barely contained anger. “Sam, I think it’s safe to assume certain references to your work are going to piss me off.” I stiffen beneath him, and he releases his hostility and frustration in one slow breath. “Look, I know what you do, and honestly, I don’t care. I want you period, no caveats, no if onlys…I want you as you are. But I am also not going to pretend that, when you refer to yourself in a derogatory manner, or reference the work you do in a way that I can’t help but picture someone else touching what I consider mine…that is going to piss…me…off.” His kisses soften the blow of his statement, although I shouldn’t be surprised. Jason may not be a typical submissive-owning Dominant but he is all alpha male—controlling, demanding and possessive, I just wasn’t anticipating adding sensitive to that list.

“Sorry,” I hold his gaze and witness the rage dissipate just as quickly as it came. His lips spread wide into his megawatt smile before he rolls off and releases me. I swiftly slide to the edge of the bed before he changes his mind. “It wasn’t even my joke,” I mumble as I slip his t-shirt over my head. It hangs very loose and falls to my knees. I look over and watch him watching me. He is resting now with his back against the headboard and one arm stretched up and round the back of his head. The sheet has pooled at his waist, and his muscles are taut and flexed from the pull on his arm. He has a light dusting of hair on his sculpted chest, which thickens as is progresses down his body. Not too much but enough to scrape my fingers through and just the right amount to make him look a little wild…untamed. His eyes are stormy with desire and a deep rumble vibrates in his chest but is barely audible. I back away with my hands up in surrender.

“Okay, okay, take it out on Leon when he gets back. It’s his joke.” I back away, because he is lightning fast if he decides he wants me back in his arms, and I’m about to burst.

 

I return to the bedroom, but the bed is empty and there is the smell of melted butter coming from the kitchen. Jason has his naked back to me, his fitted boxer shorts hugging the perfect round muscle of his arse. I know what I want for breakfast. I slide onto the kitchen stool, and he turns when he hears the squeak of the leather announcing my arrival. He is vigorously mixing something making the muscles in his biceps jump and flex enticingly. Yup, that’s breakfast sorted. I slide back off the stool and stalk around the island. He eyes me warily, his own devilish grin warming his features. I swipe a tea towel hanging on a cupboard handle and fold, deliberately slowly into a neat, thick square. I drop it to the floor and watch his eyes light with desire. He raises a knowing brow, and his mixing slows down but still continues, stopping when I sink to my knees. I hear him switch the heat off the stove, but instead of holding my head, cupping gently or gripping with intent, he simply resumes his mixing, slow and steady.

I rake my nails up the thick, defined muscle of his thighs and slip my fingers up the legs of his boxer briefs. I grab the waistband from the inside and pull them down his legs. His solid erection springs free; it barely bobs at all, despite its considerable weight. It is rock-hard and straining to reach his own belly button. I cup his heavy sac and squeeze. He grunts out a deep moan, and I waste no time wrapping my fist and lips around his shaft. My tongue swirls and wipes the pre-cum that is already wetting the tip. I hum my appreciation and notice the muscles in his thighs flex. I can still hear the whisk lap the sides of the bowl, but the rhythm is more erratic. I smile briefly to myself before I pull and suck him to the back of my throat. My fingers tighten at the base, synchronising the pump and gentle twist of my grip with my mouth. I use my other hand to tug and massage his balls, which tighten in my palm. He whispers out a stuttered curse when I try to take as much of his length as possible. A challenge, he is fucking built, thick and long. My lips feel the angry, pulsing vein, and I take a moment to guide my tongue along its length, teasing light flicks that make him catch his breath.

I swirl my tongue, dipping the tip into the slit. He groans and gently rocks his hips. I graze lightly with my bottom teeth, but even that is a little too much judging by the hiss he sucks through his teeth. I pull my lips to offer more protection to his sensitive tip and suck him deep into the back of my throat. He holds still, letting me set the pace, but I can see the tension in his thighs and hear the rumble of pleasure vibrating from deep in his chest. He hits the back of my throat, and I relax and swallow him down, then swallow some more and press firmly with my middle finger directly on the pressure point between his arsehole and his balls.

“Jesus fucking Christ!!” He slams his hand on the counter. The bowl misses me altogether, and the whisk hits my shoulder before hitting the floor. But the cool, thick liquid contents fall with a slick splat down my back, his cock emptying his own essence down my throat. I lap and lick him clean as he pulls from my lips, but I remain kneeling because I am dipping with egg, and moving is going to make this mess so much worse. He takes a moment to compose himself, and looking up, I can see his head is bent, and his eyes are scrunched shut. He mutters something I can’t quite make out, but I think it’s maybe something like praising the Lord. He seems to focus and take me in with wide eyes and a huge smile.

“Fuck, Sam, that was…shit…” He runs a hand through his short hair, the slightly longer top forming adorable spikes. He grabs the other kitchen towels and scoops the mess from my back, although gravity had done an admirable job, and most of the sticky mess is on the floor behind me. Nevertheless, now relatively clean, Jason helps me to my feet and lifts me to sit on the counter. “You’ve left me a little speechless.” His lips quirk. He looks a little shy, and that has left me a little speechless.

“Ah, Jason, did I break your blowjob cherry?” I twirl a long strand of my hair around my finger, and he chuckles, a deep, hearty sound.

“Cute…It fucking felt like it. Everything about you feels like the first time.” He threads his hand around the back of my neck and tilts my head back to meet his intense stare. His words were said with humour and affection, but his gaze is laden with something more serious, something I find disconcerting for someone like me. “And now there is officially nothing to eat in your flat.” He shakes his head with amusement. “Right, shower, then my place.” He bends down and, with sudden force, pushes his shoulder into my waist, effectively doubling me over and scoops me onto his broad shoulder. I squeal and grab his arse for support. I might start to massage as well when he strides from the room in search of my shower. It is a mighty fine arse.
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The journey to Jason’s apartment takes less than fifteen minutes. I thought for a moment he was going to take me to the club. I know he has a flat on the top floor of the building, but we drove past that, turned, and headed towards London Bridge. His house is nothing like I’d imagined. It’s a house for a start. I assumed he would have some swanky penthouse fuck pad with sleek chrome, glass and leather furniture and fittings, stylishly minimalist and clinically cold. His home is a narrow, four-story, mid terrace, Georgian town house, set one street back from the river. But even from the first floor it has an amazing view of the South Bank. He swipes his finger to unlock the front door. The building may be over two hundred years old, but the facilities are very much twenty-first century. He carries both our bags over his shoulder and continues to hold my hand. He really hasn’t let go for a moment.

 

At my apartment, from the kitchen, he’d carried me into the shower and washed every inch of my body. No, that’s not right; he cherished every inch of my body. His touch had been constant with intermittent squeezes and random strokes of his thumb on the back of my hand, my palm, my cheek. He was very good at making me feel…unsettled.

The entrance hall is light with white and black tiled floor and an archway leading to the rear of the house, possibly the kitchen. The walls are duck egg blue, and there is a large gilt mirror dominating the half-landing, adding much light to the space. The cream stair runner is held in place by beautiful golden claws on each tread. I smile to myself but the bitter edges barely curl my lips.

“Sam, is something wrong?” Jason breaks my unpleasant daydream with his equally unsettling insightfulness.

“Sorry. It’s nothing…just the carpet. My mother would approve.” His brow furrows, and his features darken at the mention of my mother. The thought that we have that in common warms me, and I swallow the unpleasant taste her memory invokes. “She thought you could tell a lot about a person’s breeding by their home. You have a posh person’s carpet on your stairs, very thick, top quality, and doesn’t reach the edges. See?” He glances over his shoulder, and his face registers the stairs as if seeing them for the first time. “If she hadn’t already pimped me out, that would probably have earned you a date.” I sniff derisively. Honestly, I barely think of her, but sometimes the ridiculousness of her life lessons hits me hard. Jason steps in front, towering over me, his face is etched with concern.

“I paid an interior designer, Sam, and you know your mother was fucking insane, right?” His voice is so serious, I snort out a laugh.

“Yes, Jason, besides,” I drop my voice a little lower, and he leans down to catch my words, “it’s not about the quality; it’s about the length.” I laugh and scream when he lunges to grab me as I dart around him and make a break for the very stairs. I take them two at a time, but my speed is no match for his long gait and powerful stride. He catches me two from the top, breathless, panting, and in a fit of uncontrollable giggles.

“You’re so funny, Sam. Tell me again, because I am pretty sure you just insulted my manhood’s quality.”

“No…no, stop!” I squeal and wriggle uselessly against his relentless tickling fingers and his dead weight pinning me beneath him. I gasp and struggle to get my words out between the panic and laughter. “The stairs…I meant the stairs!” I cry out.

He pulls back, his finger hovering at my side. “What’s wrong with my stairs?” His face softens, and his lips turn downward with a sad little expression.

I lean up and cover his adorable pout with my eager lips. He takes a moment to engage, only a moment, before his tongue is pushing and demanding entrance. I catch my breath and grin. “There is nothing wrong with your stairs. They are very long, beautifully crafted, very, very big, top quality stairs. I think they are perfect.” He runs his tongue sensually along his bottom lip, and I mirror his action. His eyes widen, and the heat between our bodies has gone from scorching to inferno in a blink of his lust-filled eyes.

“Good.” He growls and captures my mouth and my breath in one determined move. Hours pass, it maybe minutes but it feels never ending. I love that feeling. Kisses with him, I never want to end. He pulls back and a wicked grin spreads slowly across his flawless face. “Just so we’re clear, you meant my cock right?” I collapse with the most unladylike snort-laugh. “Just checking. I don’t know you that well. Who knows, you might be really into interior design. That might be your kink?” His smile widens, flashing straight, white teeth, and he lets out a deep laugh. The sound is relaxed and sexy, curling my toes and warming my heart. He sweeps loose hair away from my eyes and holds my gaze. Intense scrutiny with a mix of lust and fire but also happy. He looks really happy, and I think my eyes must look exactly the same.

I let out as deep a breath as I can manage, given his full weight is still on me. “I definitely meant your cock. Besides, I told you my kink.” I push his chest lightly, and he pulls himself upright, lifting me straight into his arms. I wrap my legs tight around his narrow waist and grip harder than is necessary. The apex of my legs melds against his tummy. He should be able to feel the heat, I wonder if he can feel the wetness. He lets out a deep groan and fists the cheeks of my arse, grinding me tighter to his body. That will be a yes.

“Your kink?” His voice is strained and hoarse.

“Double penetration with the threesome sex I’m never going to have.” I sigh and mockingly fan myself.

“Oh, fuck, Sam. Can you feel how fucking hard I am now?” He drops me a little lower so I am nudging his hard-on with my own heat.

“I can now.” I giggle.

“You said that was a fantasy. You’ve never done DP?” He clears his throat with a deep cough and proceeds to climb the stairs only stopping at the very top. His breath is a little ragged, but I think it’s due to this conversation rather than the exertion of the climb and my extra weight.

“I guess it’s not a kink because it is just a fantasy. And yes, of course, I have done double penetration but only with toys…not how I’d like to in my kinky fantasy.” I smile sweetly but my innocence is lost when I grind my core over the tip of his rock-hard cock. Not that there is much innocence to loose.

He kicks the door to his bedroom wide open.

The room is dark with the curtains drawn. The only light filters in from the hallway behind. He strides in and unceremoniously dumps me in the middle of his bed. I gasp and no longer feel like laughing. The room isn’t the only darkness in here. I swallow the dry lump and bite down on my bottom lip. He towers and I tremble.

“I consider it my job to fulfil all your fantasies, beautiful.” The words rumble with delicious intent, drifting over my body like liquid lust and purest desire. I drop my head back and moan. “Your desire is my pleasure, your pleasure is my goal. I only want to make you happy…That’s not entirely true, I want to make you scream. I live to make you tremble, and I need to make you fall so fucking hard that I own every part of you.” His eyes pierce right through me.

“I’m already trembling, and I think you’re just about to make me scream, so two out of three isn’t bad going for a first date.” I point out.

“Maybe I need to work on that fantasy then, too, if I am to make you fall. If I find another guy I can trust to fuck you with me, Sam, would you like that?” His gravelly voice has my skin tingling. His words are scorching a trail straight to my core.

“Two guys fucking me? Why Jason, you say the sweetest things.” I let out a puff of air and smile, my attempt to lighten the searing intensity of what he is suggesting. His assertion is causing a riot of emotions in my head and combustible heat between my legs. He grabs me behind my knees, roughly pulling me to the edge of the bed. He holds my knees together, his large hands poised to prise them apart. His face is in shadow, but the desire is palpable and radiates between us like a physical entity. Inky black eyes penetrate me.

“Tell me Sam, when I’m buried deep in your arse with someone else in front, fucking you raw…when I fulfil your fantasy, will you fall? Will you be mine? Will I own you then?” He groans.

My head is dizzy. I can’t breathe. Don’t say it, Sam. Don’t you fucking say it! I draw in a desperate breath. I feel the fateful words dance on the very tip of my tongue as my unsettled mind loses its battle with my eager heart and declares that it might be too damn late for that. I think I may have fallen…he already ow—

Oh, thank God! Hard, urgent lips silence me, and I couldn’t be more grateful. This is too damn close. I can’t let myself be this way, vulnerable, naïve, stupid. I may be a lot of things but I don’t repeat my mistakes…I learn from them.
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Sam aged eighteen

 

Despite my mother’s desperate attempt to lure Richard back into my life, her efforts were entirely wasted. Six months after that day, his family emigrated to the States, and although my life didn’t really change for the better, I felt happier for his departure. I would no longer fear running into him in the village or…well, I only ever left the house to go to school or the store, but in my mind, there was always that chance. I kept my head down, took my exams and waited for day I turned eighteen. My suitcase was packed and I had placed it just inside the front door. She sat at the table with a small flat present neatly wrapped with a pale blue ribbon. She grimaced when I entered, her attempt at a smile but she still wouldn’t meet my eyes. I don’t care. I hate her with every fibre of my being. Why would I want to look into those soulless, hate filled eyes?

“This is yours now, Grace. You are to date Gordon St John-Smythe. Your first date is this evening, and he will make an excellent husband. I have told him you are sullied, but he was kind enough to overlook all that when I showed him this.” She places her pallid hand on the parcel and pushes it toward me. My blood boils, and my stomach burns with acid. I clench my jaw, swallowing back the venom for a few moments longer. I unwrap the gift, knowing what it is but needing to make sure it is actually mine.

“This is mine now? Really mine?” I whisper running my finger along the string of natural pearls, looped and nestled in the silk folds of the Cartier box. It is a beautiful piece but I doubted it was genuine. My mother was delusional and all too desperate to believe the romantic ramblings of my grandfather. Regardless, it was important to her, more so than I ever was and now it is mine.

“Yes, it is. Your grandfather was explicit in his will. This belongs to you now.” She goes to place her hand over mine, but I snap the lid shut and pull it out of her reach. Her eyes widen with shock then narrow with the all too familiar hatred.

“Good.” I stand so abruptly the kitchen chair topples over, the loud crash makes her jump. I turn. I don’t rush but stride purposefully toward the front door, pausing to grab the suitcase on the way, clutching the necklace with a vise-like grip in my other hand. I drop the case, open the dark oak door for the last time, and step outside, inhaling a deep lungful of air like it’s my first breath. Her bony hand grabs a fistful of my hair and spins me round. I lose my grip on my case, and it drops by my feet. Her face is thunderous, her eyes cruel, lifeless beads, piercing me but not penetrating. I twist out of her grip and straighten my shoulders, returning her glare.

“Where do you think you are going?” she snarls, but her voice is a tempered whisper, mindful of being overheard. I can see from her ticking jaw she wants to howl.

“I’m leaving, but don’t worry; I’m sure with this”—I wave the Cartier box but not too close—“I’ll find someone willing to trade a warm bed. If not, I’ll always have this.” I sweep my hand up and down my body. Her eyes widen so large, and her face is mottled bright red, she looks like she is about to explode.

“You are not some common whore, Grace,” she snaps.

“Really? Because that is exactly what you made me when you forced me to fuck Richard! When you let him rape me!” I bite out the words quietly, but I might as well have used a bullhorn. She reels back and falters. I have never spoken to her like this…never.

“I did no such thing…You…” She points her finger, her hand shaking with rage. “You did this…you chose that path. You became his whore, and he threw you away, and I don’t blame him.” Spits flies with each angry word fired at me, but after two years of hearing the same tune, I am immune.

“You made me mother; aren’t you proud?” I pick up my suitcase. My tone holds no emotion, my expression impassive. ”I’d rather be a whore than your puppet.” Her eyes narrow at me but flit between me and the box I am clutching to my chest. “I’ll give you a choice: Take me back and let me live my life how I want to and I keep the necklace, or never see me again but you keep the necklace. Me or the necklace?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I don’t want a filthy whore living in my house. I’ll take the necklace.”

I turn and walk down the path.

“You said I could choose…you said I could have the necklace,” she screeches after me.

“Don’t you know, Mother? You should never trust a whore.” Her expression is one of utter rage and shock. It should make me smile, but over my eighteen years, she has managed to suck every human emotion from me. I am a shell, but at least now I am free.

“You are no daughter of mine. You’re a disgrace.”

“That I am.” Perhaps I can smile. My lips begin to twitch.
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This bar looked as good as any, sleazier than most. The dimly lit basement club is filling with a cosmopolitan mix of people, but then it is in the heart of the city. The booths around the edge are only barely visible. A single flame encased in red glass casts a sensual glow, but is too weak to cast anything but shadow on the patrons seated there. The bar itself is at the far end of the room, away from the speakers, which are pumping out indiscriminate beats, loud and constant. People gather in the ever-decreasing space on the dance floor, a writhing mass of sweaty bodies. I try to slide onto the empty stool, but the surface is suspiciously sticky so I just perch on the edge. I am surprised I am not more nervous. I have never been out on my own, never to a bar and never somewhere like this. This morning, my mother called me a whore; tonight I’m going to prove her right.

 

“Can I buy you a drink, gorgeous?” The deep voice at my ear makes me jump. I was miles away. My little flashback was only this morning but it already feels like a nasty, distant memory. Maybe not distant enough. I think a drink would be perfect.

“Thank you…double vodka…straight.” I swallow thickly at his sudden raised brow. Is that okay? Isn’t that what women drink? Richard never allowed me alcohol, always wanted me sentient, and never permitted me the luxury of numbing the pain. The man steps up to the bar, dipping his head, but he flashes me a wide, friendly grin, which makes me relax a little. I steal furtive glances at his profile, up and down his body. I wonder if this is my first client. He is tall, slim, liquid dark eyes that shimmer when he looks back at me and holds my gaze. His hair hangs in long, inky strands that flop and fall into his eyes. A similar length all round that reaches past his neck and has slight waves. It looks thick and soft. I clasp my hands to stop my itchy fingers from embarrassing me. He hands me my drink, stepping a little too close and brushing my fingertips with his when I take the glass.

My hands aren’t shaking, but I can feel my tummy start to turn. Okay, this is it. I knock the drink back and nearly spit it all back out. Fighting my body’s natural reaction just makes me cough and splutter and I make a complete mess of the front of my dress. The man hands me a handful of napkins, and I can feel the burn in my cheeks worsen by his wry smile and low level chuckle.

“Maybe vodka’s not your drink?” He teases.

“No…It is…just went down the wrong way.” I tip the remainder of the liquid, thankful it is only a small amount, and I manage to swallow it down without further drama.

“So?” He pauses waiting for me to fill the gap. So…so what? So…ah, my name. I don’t want to be Grace here. I don’t want to be Grace ever again, but I hadn’t given it any thought. In that instant the bottles on the shelf behind the bar grab my attention. Tia Maria… Gordon’s… Bombay Sapphire… Sambuca.

“Sam…My name is Sam.” His eyes follow mine to the shelf. He regards me carefully, his lips pursed and dark, thick brows pinched together. He is quite handsome. He is smartly dressed in a white button down shirt that fits his broad shoulders and wide chest. His sleeves are rolled up, and his arms are muscular with ink patterns covering all his skin to his wrists. He is slim but fit. Clearly defined muscles are evident with his well fitted clothes. His waist is narrow and the stretch in his jeans fails to hide his muscular thighs and bulge in his…Jesus, stop looking at his…

“So what do you do, Sam?” He smirks when my eyes meet his. They must be the size of saucers, and I cringe that I was caught red-handed staring at his crotch.

“I’m a whore,” I blurt and it’s his turn to almost choke on his beer.

“Excuse me?” he coughs.

“I’m a whore.” I arch my back and lean into him. I can do this. Richard had me flirt with his friends all the time. He got off on it. He never let me be with them but had no problem fucking me in front of them. I shouldn’t be embarrassed at staring at a stranger’s cock when I have had much worse.

“You’re one of Roman’s girls?” His voice is sharp with surprise.

“Um…no.” The man is looking directly over my shoulder, and I follow his gaze to a group of men gathered around one of the booths. I use the term ‘men’ loosely. They are massive mountains, almost as wide as they are tall. Dark, angry scowls fix their faces, and I shudder when they look my way. One of them was just at the bar beside me knocking drinks back until he was called away.

“Well, you’re brave working here right in front of them.” His voice is low and serious.

“Night off,” I add with a tight smile, wishing I had more vodka to quell my rising fear. What the fuck am I doing?

“No such thing, sweetheart.” He grabs my hand and roughly pulls me from the stool. He drags me from the club with no effort at all. I struggle against his grip pinching his hand that is clamped around my wrist, but the minute I start to shout, he has me muffled against his chest. Someone stops us, but before I can call for help, he easily dismisses their concern.

“My girlfriend, she’s had a little too much to drink.” I squeal and wriggle against his iron hold but quickly lose my fight when I hear a low grumble that chills me.

“You can leave her here, Leon. Roman noticed her at the bar. He’d be happy to help you out.”

I suck in a breath and go limp in his arms.

“Tell Roman thanks, but she’s mine. He’ll understand.” The other man chuckles, and the next thing I feel is the warm evening air hitting my bare arms. We walk for a short distance before he pulls me into a deserted alleyway. Shit, this is it…I am such a fucking idiot. All that rage and hurt I felt when I left home, did I really think it would change me? Did I really think just because my mother called me a whore, it would actually make me that person? Shit.

“You are a fucking idiot!” The man shouts at me, and I step back in shock. I was expecting him to pounce, maybe hit me but not this. His eyes are filled with concern. Worry and anger crinkle his brow, and he drags his hand through his thick hair with obvious frustration.

“I’m sorry.” My voice catches and I can feel my eyes prickle. What the fuck? I am a mess, but I don’t need to break. I just need to get back to my hotel and figure out what to do with my life…alone.

I turn to walk away but stop when his hand cups my elbow and pulls me back to face him. His lips creep wide into a warm smile, and I let out a sob. Don’t be kind, please don’t be kind. My hand slaps my mouth to stop the cry, but it’s too late. I can’t hold it in. My shoulders start to shake, and he pulls me into his chest. His strong arms embrace me, and I feel all his warmth seep into my sad self. Everything that happened leading up to this day, this morning with my mother and what could’ve happened just now, completely overwhelm me and I collapse into this beautiful stranger’s hold. Long minutes pass but I eventually pull back, the tears are still trickling down my cheeks but I have stopped the heart-wrenching sobs.

“Where do you live?” he coaxes, his voice gentle and soothing.

“I…I am staying at a hotel.” I exhale with a loud hiccup. Could I possibly look anymore pathetic?

“Okay, but where do you live?” he presses, but I fall silent. Regardless of my fuck-up, I am not going back ‘home’. “Fine, but you’re not staying in a hotel. Roman might have us followed, so you are coming with me. You’ll be safe with me.” He holds his jacket up and slips it over my shoulders, drowning my shaking frame.

“I don’t know that…you’re a stranger,” I state as I start to regain some common sense.

“A stranger you were going to let pay you for a fuck not five minutes ago. Where do you think we would’ve gone to do the deed, hmm?” His tone is mocking but his face is filled with kindness and compassion, and he’s right.

“Maybe I fucked up—” I straighten myself, but he interrupts.

“No maybe about it, sweetheart.” He openly laughs, and as shitty as I feel, the humiliation is now clawing inside and morphing into anger.

“Look, you’re right. I did fuck up, but tell me why going with you now isn’t just another fuck-up. It’s not like math…two fuck-ups don’t make a positive,” I snap, but my indignation is short-lived because a surge of sadness consumes me. I have no one. I have no clue what to do now. I am so lost. I look up, and his features soften with the glaze of my tears, but even I can see the genuine concern etched on his face.

“Here, have my phone. The police are on speed dial, number nine. If at any time you feel unsafe, press it, but trust me, you will be safer with me than alone.” His words are softly spoken. He presses his phone into my hand.

“Why? Why are you doing this?” I’m falling apart and filled with confusion.

“Because I am a really nice guy.” He squeezes my shoulders, pulling me into his solid frame, and he walks us slowly out of the alley.

“Are you going to…um…” I pause my words and stop us both walking.

“No, sweetheart, I’m not. You’re not my type…yet.” I stopped walking, but he chuckles, a deep, friendly laugh, and pulls me back alongside him.

“Please don’t call me sweetheart,” I whisper.

“Okay, Sam. Is that your real name?” He looks down into my eyes. I can still feel the sting of tears behind my lids, but looking into his kind face I don’t feel remotely sad. I’ve got this.

“It is now.” I say with more confidence than I have felt in a really long time.

“Okay, Sam, well, I’m Leon.”
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I had every intention of taking her to my flat at the club. Even as I started the car I thought about which playroom we could use. But catching her delicate profile and soft smile when she notices me looking her way just made that impossible. I know so little about her, but what I do know is a paradox to the image she portrays. I get the feeling her image is a comfortable costume she is too quick to hide behind, and if I want her to open up to me, to really be mine, I have to take her out of her comfort zone. I smile to myself. The irony is not lost that she finds comfort in a dark place with whips and chains and things that go more than bump in the night. She undulates with the touch of my fingers down her side; she shivers and her skin prickles with gooseflesh. Her skin is so damn soft, and her delicate little sighs make me so damn hard. She is lying with her back to my chest, tucked right in, but I am almost bent double from my hips, trying to keep my erection from digging into her arse. She is obviously tired to have fallen asleep so quickly after we made love earlier. Made love…Jesus, when did I grow a vagina? I don’t make love; I fuck. She sighs again, and I lose my tentative hold on being a gentleman and roll my hips against the ripe, round curve of her butt. I freeze when she starts to mumble, her body is instantly rigid in my arms and she is trembling.

“You killed her!” She sobs. “Grace….no….no …please.” Her skin is instantly clammy and she sits up with a cry, gasping for air. Her head drops to her chest as she draws in deep, calming breaths. I place my hand on her back, and she spins in shock, eyes wide with fear but flash only for a moment then soften with recognition.

“Sam?” I sit up and place my arm around her, pulling her still trembling body against mine. She feels so cold, I lay us back down and pull the covers up to her chin. I make a big deal of tucking her in, and she giggles. It’s what I was hoping for because she feels ten times more relaxed in my arms than just a few seconds ago. Long minutes pass and I begin to wonder if she has fallen back to sleep, but she tilts her head up to me. The sadness she holds in her dark brown eyes makes my chest hurt.

“Bad dream?” I ask softly.

“Bad reality.” Her lips pinch to one side, and she gives a light shrug but I turn her chin as she tries to retreat from me.

“Sam, I want to know. If you want to tell me,” I urge. I wait and don’t realise I’m holding my breath until she starts to speak, and I exhale loudly.

“I miscarried when I was young…and…it still haunts me. He still haunts me.” She adds with bitterness.

“He?”

“Richard…my boyfriend. He was angry, and let’s just say I didn’t stand much of a chance. I lost the baby, actually I nearly died but it obviously wasn’t my time.” She gives a tentative smile, which doesn’t reach her eyes.

“What do you mean you didn’t stand a chance? He forced you to have an abortion?” My tone pitched with disbelief.

“No…no he forced me to miscarry. He beat me so badly I lost the baby.” Her voice is barely audible, and her face is wet with silent tears. I use my palm to wipe them dry.

“Jesus, Sam. This is the same guy that—” The words and anger clog my throat, and I have to fight to contain the rage. “Richard…is the one who abused you.” She nods into my chest. I kiss her hair, and for a long time, I am utterly speechless.

“Where is he now?” I am surprised how calm my voice is when I want to tear the bastard limb from limb.

“He lives in the States. He comes to the club sometimes. He claims to be the ultimate Master or some shit. He has a big following, which is utterly terrifying. That people think he is some sort of BDSM guru makes me sick.” She physically shivers and I have to agree.

“My club? He’s been to my club?” I am shocked.

“Yep.”

“Have you ever seen him there?” I can feel my anger start to boil. This is exactly why I bought the club.

“No, thank God. I get the heads up from the admin team if he is signing in. It’s not that I don’t think I could handle it. On my home turf, with my armour, as Mistress Selena I mean, I’m sure I could, but if I couldn’t. If he somehow made me break, I would lose too much, and he is not worth it.” Her tone is resolute but tinged with an unbidden vulnerability.

“I checked all the members when I bought Angus out. We only have two Richards from memory…” I mumble absently.

“He calls himself Master Alpha, but he uses the Greek symbol. Can you believe it? Pretentious arsehole…wait…what? You bought Angus out? So you’re the sole owner?” She sits up and far out of my arms. Shit.

“It doesn’t make any difference.” I add quickly and try to brush the comment off and add with a light laugh. “It doesn’t make me your boss or anything.” I reach for her, but her face darkens with anger, and her eyes flash with hurt.

“You’re damn right it doesn’t!” she bites. “What it does mean is all this truth bullshit is one-sided. I have told you nothing but the truth and you…you…” She points her finger but her hand shakes, a sarcastic laugh spilling from her tight lips. She snatches the sheet from the bed as she stands, angrily wrapping it around her sweet body. She looks furious. She looks sexy but mostly furious.

“I didn’t lie. It never came up.” I find my hands instinctively shield myself between my legs; she looks really mad, and I am very naked.

“Oh!” She laughs bitterly. “Oh, really? Lying by omission defence. That’s what you’re saying? Well, Angus has been absent for the last eight months, and in that time, we’ve seen each other at the club what? Maybe two or three times a week? When did you buy him out exactly?”

“Eight months ago.” I admit reluctantly.

“And why might no one have told me in all that time?” She narrows her eyes with justified suspicion.

“Because only a few people knew, and I said their jobs depended on keeping it confidential.” No point lying now. Her brows rise, then pinch when her eyes narrow once more. If looks could maim, I would be in agony.

“Sam—” I rise from the bed but halt at her hand.

“Don’t you fucking move. If you value what you hold in your hands, don’t move a fucking muscle.” She drops her sheet, and I stand impotent while she hurriedly dresses, murmuring curses under her breath.

“Sam…” I step, but my foot doesn’t reach the carpet just hovers midair before retreating back to its original position.

“You’re such a fucking idiot, Sam…Idiot and I’m gonna kill Leon for setting this up!” She practically screams. She shakes her head and tears fall onto her cheek. Shit no. Her voice is soft and catches. “You know Jason, I don’t give a fuck whether you own the club, but lying…I thought you were different.”

She grabs her bag and is out the door and down the stairs before I can grasp what just happened. I hear the front door slam and panic. This is not happening. I snatch the sheet from the floor and gather it round my waist. I race out the bedroom door, leap down the stairs and run barefoot out into the street. It’s midafternoon but Boxing Day and, thankfully, not a soul around. Not that I would care. I would run bollock naked after her if I had to. A frantic search up and down my narrow street before I see a flick of dark hair disappear around the corner onto the river walkway. I don’t hesitate, my bare feet pound the cobblestone and I skid around the corner to see her stomping away. Her hands clearly wiping her face. I run to catch up; it only takes a few on my long strides.

“Enough!” I shout loud and gruff and a little bit pissed off.

She halts and spins, shock and amusement fight for precedence on her flawless face. I drop the sheet and step up to her and hold her shoulders stiffly. Wide eyes and amusement win.

“I’m sorry I didn’t say something sooner. I should have. But then you might’ve asked why, and I wasn’t ready to answer that, not without sounding like a creeper at least.” I draw in a breath and shiver, the wintery chill in the air hitting all those usually hard-to-reach places. Her gaze is a mix of vulnerable confusion and utter shock, but my eyes are just as intense and filled with the passion I feel for her. “I bought it so I could veto the membership…so I could keep you safe. I really like you, Sam. I have liked you for a long time.” I draw out the emphasis on the word ‘like’ very deliberately. She has to know I feel more. I just don’t want to freak her out any more than I already have. “There didn’t seem any point telling you about the club while you were ‘dating’ Leon. And, it didn’t seem like a first date type of conversation, but I never lied to you. I would never lie to you. I am different. Let me prove it. I have nothing to hide from you, Sam.” I hold my arms out, my nipples could cut glass, and I am literally freezing my bollocks off. She rushes forward and wraps her arms around me, barely covering my naked body with her small frame, but I appreciate the sentiment and relish the warmth. She rubs her hands up my back vigorously.

“You fucking idiot! You’ll catch pneumonia.” She drops to pick up the sheet just as some squeals of laughter erupt from a group of girls on the bridge ahead crossing the Thames. Sam laughs shaking her head. “Fuck, Jason, what we’re you thinking?” She pulls the sheet closed around my body and lays her hand on my chest, over my heart. I move my hand to cover hers.

“I was thinking I would be a fucking idiot to let you go.” Her smile lights her eyes and warms me though to my bones.

“You’re naked on the South Bank. I think you have established a new benchmark for the idiot title.” She snickers. I swiftly bend and scoop her into my arms. Dipping down to retrieve the bag she had dropped. I silence her laughter with my mouth, desperate to taste what I so nearly lost. I slowly step toward home, reluctant to relinquish her lips. I reach my front door. Leaving the house in haste like I did, I am thankful I have a fingerprint entry system. I drop her bag and carry her back up to my room.

“I need to tie you up.” My voice is gravely and hoarse with urgency. It’s more than desire; it’s a primal need I feel in my veins like liquid fire, raw and relentless. I need to reclaim what is mine.

“I know.” Her voice is tentative but her body is awake to my demand. Her eyes darken with pent up arousal swirling seductively in dark chocolate pools. Her chest rises and falls in rapid, sexy breaths, and her tongue traces some moisture onto her dry lips. She needs this as much as I do, she just doesn’t know it…yet.
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“Comfortable?” I tighten the last restraint on her wrist and slip my finger under the tie to check for circulation. I don’t actually keep toys and kit at my home, kind of redundant when you own a sex club, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to improvise.

“Yes, Sir.” Her breathy voice is pure sin. Her eyes meet mine with a mix of fire and nervous hunger.

“Good.” I won’t be long. I walk to the door.

“Jason?” she calls, her tone incredulous. I bite back a smirk and fix her with an impassive expression. “Sir?” she amends, but it sounds dangerously like a snarl. I step back and trace my finger down her cheek, all the way to her collarbone and toward her breasts. I hold her nipple between my middle finger and thumb and begin to squeeze. Her eyes widen, her breath catches, and her legs flex against their hold.

“That tone, sweet girl, now means I will take as long as I damn well please.” Her back arches with the final pressure and sags when I release. I don’t turn back for fear I’ll never get to leave, if her face is anything like the fiery expression in her eyes.

It takes me five minutes to gather the bits I will need but I decided to wait it out for another twenty. I am tempted to sort myself out, I am so fucking hard just thinking about how Sam is waiting upstairs but decide against it. I know exactly where I want to come. I push the bedroom door, her head snaps to face me then just as quickly returns back to the centre. Her breasts rise and fall with her rapid breathing. Perfect swells of soft round flesh, peaked with pert, hard nubs. She swallows thickly and lets out a long, deep sigh.

“How are you feeling, beautiful?” I walk to the side and put the items on the small table. Her head twitches with the noise, but she remains still.

“I’m good, Sir. I missed you.” Her genuine smile is warm and breathtaking.

“I’m glad.” A deep groan rumbles in my chest when she whimpers at my soft touch, cupping and squeezing her breast. “Don’t close your eyes.” I reach back to the table for the ice. She jumps at the first drop of freezing water that lands in her stomach. Her eyes are wide but the effort to keep them like that is clear from the clench in her jaw and her thin lips. I trace the cube swiftly and lightly across her skin, leaving a thin trail of liquid along the edge of her hip bone, up her side, touching the curve of her collar bone and down the valley between her breasts. Her skin prickles with the chill, and she trembles and gasps when I circle her nipples. I drop the cube in her belly button, and she bites back a squeal, her back arching slightly. The muscles in her legs flex and tense against her restraints.

I pick up another cube and palm it, sliding it down her tummy and in between her legs. She jerks and cries out, her eyes scrunched tight.

“Open your eyes, beautiful.” She tilts her head to scowl at me. I am now perched in between her legs with a raised brow. She huffs out but calms her riotous body with some steady breaths. She meets my imperious gaze with her steely one. “Cold?” I blow on her folds with warm breath but slide the cube over her glistening entrance. I drag my bottom lip in at the memory of her taste. Her eyes follow my tongue and but narrow at my deviant grin.

“Sir, a little yes.” She shivers, a visual confirmation of her plight.

“Would you like me to warm you up a little?” My warm breath kisses her core and her hips tilt fruitlessly to try and edge closer to my mouth.

“Yes, please, Sir.” Her eager, exasperated plea makes me smile, and I swipe my very warm tongue along the length of her silken, soaking folds. Her legs wrench and try uselessly to clamp around my head, a futile attempt to prevent the onslaught of pleasure or maintain it. Either way, she growls out in frustration when I evidently, and too quickly, pull back.

“Something you want to say, Sam?” I coax.

“No, Sir,” she grits out and maintains may gaze. I stand and walk over to the candle that has been slowly burning into a nice pool of liquid wax. I pick it up and hold it high.

“Good. How are you doing, Sam? I’d like you to answer honestly without fear of consequence,” I explain.

“Oh, good, well, in that case, Sir, I am fucking off the charts horny and really, really want you and your massive cock fucking me until I can’t breathe.” She rushes her words, breathless and urgent.

“I meant with the restraints, but I think your answer has pretty much covered that.” She giggles, and her cheeks flush to an adorable pink.

“Oh, sorry, yes, they are fine. Everything is good…really good.” She smiles, and her mouth forms a silent ‘O’ when I let the first drop of wax fall from the jar. Her eyes are like saucers and her little chest is frantic with rapid pants. I continue to dribble the almost too hot liquid over her torso. Hitting her breasts, her nipples, around her belly button and the top of her landing strip. The crease where her thigh meets her apex is particularly sensitive, and she bucks wildly when I hit very close to her clit. Her whole body is a trembling erotic display of submission, her wetness is dripping onto the bed sheets, and I can’t wait to bury myself inside her.

Just one more thing. I pick up the large blade from the table. Her eyes are half dreamy, half glazed but snap open with the glint of the knife. Her gaze flicks from my eyes to the right side of my stomach where the skin puckers with some poor stitching and an angry scar.

“War wound from a family altercation,” I clarify, but she doesn’t look remotely convinced. “Do you trust me, Sam?”

“Yes,” she answers immediately despite the reservation in her eyes.

“Then I suggest you hold very, very still.” I lie on the bed next to her and spend the next twenty minutes carving the dried wax from her skin. The blade is smooth against her skin. The wax comes away in satisfying ribbons, curling away from her body like butter on a warm knife. Only a sudden movement would cause any blood to flow, and Sam is perfectly still. I can feel her heart beat a strong staccato under my fingertips as I follow the blade with my hand and sweep the wax from her skin. I have traced, touched, and teased every inch of her skin. She is alive and trembling, and I can’t wait a second longer.

I stand, slide my lounge pants to the floor and crawl between her spread and tethered legs. I swipe my cock from her entrance to her clit, up and down several times. Her eyes fix on mine, pleading and fierce with lust. I sink inside in one thrust, and she cries out. Her muscles contract like crazy and take me completely by surprise. Her thighs flex and clench, her back curves in a perfect arch, and her hands grip the ties like they are her lifeline. She comes hard around my cock. It takes all my resolve not to follow her release, but this one was for her. I pump gently inside, easing her down. Her gasps for breath turn to whimpers and sighs, her body limp and sated.

My hips continue to move, my thrusts becoming more urgent. I love the way she feels around me. I love it when I’m really deep. I shift up the bed and rest my hands on either side of her shoulders. Her body undulates beneath mine, grinding with me, meeting each thrust with irresistible fervour. I stop before it’s too late and pull out. I fist my cock and continue to pump hard. Both our eyes train on the thick ribbon of come that shoots from me onto her tummy, the force splashing the edge of her breasts. I pitch onto one arm, and with my free hand, I smear my essence all over her skin. And that one, was for me.
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“Are you sure you can eat all that?” She smiles shyly as she folds her menu and hands it to the waiter.

“I worked up quite an appetite.” Her sensual tone is low and sexy, leaving very little to misinterpretation. My cock twitches, and I wince when it rubs a little too close to my zip. The waiter loses all his composure and fails to clasp his hand around the proffered menus, letting them spill across the floor. Sam snickers when he scrambles to the ground to pick them up. He apologises and swiftly departs. She wriggles her brows, full of mischievousness.

“You get that reaction a lot, I assume.” I adjust myself and sit back, my finger lazily tracing the rim of my water glass. Her eyes flick to my adjustment then to the waiter making a hasty retreat.

“I don’t know what you mean.” She flutters her lethally long lashes.

“Hmm.” I pour some of the champagne, happy to watch her shine. She is still wearing my diamond necklace and the tiny rocks pale in contrast to her luminescent skin. She is stunning and that necklace looks fucking perfect just where it is. She notices my eyes settle at her neck and her fingers reach to touch. Her tender smile hits me hard and warms my soul.

“Will you wear it?” I ask, and for a moment, her smile widens so much I think she might be about to agree.

“You know I can’t.” She shakes her head lightly.

“I’d like you to wear my collar, Sam.” I lean forward, rest my elbows on the table and fix her with my most serious gaze. She mirrors my image in every way, a challenge.

“And I’d like to tie you up and torture you, but from what I do know about you, that is never going to happen, Sir.” Her voice drops to a whisper with the last word.

The waiter arrives with the drinks, and a second follows with the first of our many dishes. She sits back and takes a big sniff of the delicious Asian fragrances drifting up in billows of scented steam from the little baskets placed before us. She has eagerly opened each one and rearranged the baskets in what looks like order of preference. I chuckle when she wastes no time with her chopsticks. I feel bad that we haven’t eaten today, but then, she is very distracting.

We pretty much inhale the Dim Sum starter and comfortably wait for the next course. When I remember one of the many things I want to discuss.

My brows must furrow, because before I say a single word, Sam speaks.

“Uh oh, this looks serious. Let me guess, I should be eating my meal off the floor,” she quips, but her eyes flash with something quite dark. I get an unpleasant twist in my gut at the notion.

“Um no. Humiliation isn’t my kink.” I sip my drink. All the same, my mouth is dry. I have no idea how she is going to take this. “Sam, I have asked you to stop seeing certain clients, and I need to know you will be all right for money…I mean, I would like to make sure you don’t need money.”

“Are you offering to pay me, Jason, because wouldn’t that just make you a client?” Her voice is flat but she’s bitten her lips flat, and I don’t know if she’s holding back hurt, rage or laughter.

“Fuck, no!” I snap, but lean in, adjusting my speech to a more tempered volume. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

“Relax, Jason. I was teasing.” She fails to suppress her smile this time. I scowl because it seems not telling the truth causes her to run out but insinuating I am going to pay her for sex is a laughing matter. This is fucked up. “Sorry…sorry, my bad. Not something to joke about. I get that.” She purses her lips in mock seriousness. “It is very thoughtful of you but, really, I am fine for money.”

“Really?” Not that I doubt her ability to charge a premium price, but she lives in one of the most expensive parts of London. She left home at eighteen, and I struggle to see how she manages to maintain the lifestyle she does.

“Leon’s rent covers my living costs—”

“Leon lives with you?” I interrupt.

“Yes. My best friend shares my flat,” she clarifies with a touch of attitude in her tone. “As I was saying, his rent covers most my expenses. I have no mortgage, and if I get to keep my other clients, I can still make my other investment commitments. It’s all good.” She cups my cheek, but I’m still reeling from her sharing a flat with Leon. He is a player at the club, very attractive, and until two days ago, I thought he was her boyfriend.

“Leon?” I repeat.

“Leon saved me. I owe him everything. I trust him with my life…just in case I am not being understood.” She arches her perfect brow but then hums out her musing. “Hmm although, he does have an annoying habit of thinking he knows what’s right for me.”

“You regret him talking to me?” My voice is soft. I can’t help the stabbing pain just below my collarbone, maybe a little lower.

“Oh, no, not at all.” She pushes herself out of her chair and slides onto my lap. With the fixed table and wall seat there is no room, but we manage to meld together. Her slim arms wrap around my neck, and my arms slip around her waist. “Like I said, he saved me, and not for the first time.” Her lips cover mine for long, sensual minutes; only an embarrassed cough interrupts our intimate embrace. The waiters layer several dishes on the table, with a glossy colourful feast on each individual plate.

“Oh, yum!” She slides back off my lap and settles in her seat for round two.

“So how did you two meet?” I take the bowl of sticky rice she offers me and start to load my plate.

“In a bar…a sleazy bar. I had left home, checked into a hotel, and went to the first bar I could find. Not my proudest moment. He spotted me and saved me from making the biggest mistake of my life. I had no idea what I was doing, or what I was going to do with my life. He sorted me out, helped me find my way.”

“Excuse me if I don’t champion him as a true friend, because he sounds more like your pimp,” I scoff. Her shoulders lift in a dismissive shrug.

“Anti-pimp more like. No, no, you don’t understand. I know how lucky I am to have him in my life. I know exactly where I would be if he hadn’t dragged me out of that bar.”

I raise my hands up in surrender. I know a futile conversation when I hear one. Despite his initial help, he is high on my ‘jury’s out’ list.

“All I had when I left home was the damn necklace my mother had used all my life as a type of dowry to try and get some rich titled guy to marry me.” She lets out a resigned breath, but I can see the pain still evident in her eyes. She shakes herself and stabs at some crispy chilli beef, scooping it into her mouth. She chews slowly, collecting herself. “Leon took me to Sotheby’s to get it valued. It had once belonged to Queen Mary. I couldn’t believe it was genuine. I was expecting them to laugh me out of their offices and tell me it was from Accessorize or some chain store. They took a week or so to establish provenance but gave me a valuation at the time of around a million pounds. When it went to auction, it sold for over double that.” She shrugs nonchalantly. My chopsticks are hovering about an inch from my mouth. I drop the sticks. “It was my grandfather’s. Part of me wished I could’ve kept it. It was the only thing I had, other than a few clothes, when I left home but he wanted me to have it, and I needed to sell it to live.”

“Two million?” I repeat.

“About that…so really, you don’t need to worry. I bought the house I live in and converted the four other floors into flats. I still have to work; the money is all tied up in property, and this is not a cheap city to live in, but I can cut back on clients without it hurting. Without it hurting me, I mean. The clients wanting pain pay more.” I open my mouth as she has her own chopsticks at my lips with something; I have no idea what, but I chew and swallow. She is just full of surprises.

“And who’s Grace?” I take a sip of my water.

“Grace?” Her back straightens, and she looks confused.

“Your nightmare, you called out Grace. Was Grace the name you gave your baby?” I ask softly but she shakes her head.

“No…no, I’m Grace…that was my name but I legally changed it.” She draws in a deep breath and flashes a smile clearing any sadness with her own radiance. “I think I’ve done my bit…How about you?” She sips her champagne, there is still a mountain of food, but she doesn’t look nearly finished. I like that. I hate it when women don’t eat; it’s like air and sex…natural.

I run my hand through my hair. “Not much to tell. Normal family, met Daniel at Oxford, but he dropped out, and I stayed. I helped him regroup when his company was in trouble. He had the financial backing from Jack Wilson but needed someone he could trust as his right hand.” I pause, and the silence swells between us like an ominous tide.

“You’re right; that was not much to tell.” She sits back and eyes me carefully. I hold her gaze because she knows there’s more.

There is always more. The choice is mine. I teeter. If I am open, we will have a chance to continue down this path. However precarious and fragile our relationship may be, we will at least have a chance. If I bluff and hide, this ends right now. I can feel it.

“I have a twin brother.” She takes another sip of her drink but says nothing. “He got mixed up with the wrong people. I’m not making excuses. He knew what he was doing, he just didn’t care. He was a drug addict, stole from his friends and family, lied every time we tried to help him get clean. One night, when he was high, he came home. Our mum tried to help him, and he lashed out, knocked her to the ground. I came in just too late. She was unconscious. I flew at him, but he had the kitchen knife my mother had been using. He turned just at the right moment. The knife entered under my ribs, sliced up a few organs. I was bleeding out, and my mum was…she could’ve been dead for all he cared. He ran and I was glad.” Sam reaches across the table and takes my clenched fist, peeling the digits open from the white knuckle grip.

“Your scar?” Her eyes dip to my left side from earlier. I nod.

“I was in Intensive Care for a few weeks but made a full recovery. My mum has no recollection of anything that happened that night. A blessing, but she was broken when Will never returned.”

“Do you know where he is now?” She squeezes my hand, and I welcome the warmth.

“Florida…He’s a marine biologist.” I sniff out a laugh at her obvious confusion. “He went missing for two years but surfaced. He was clean and studying for a degree funded by an outreach programme where he volunteered. He was too ashamed to come home, but his counselor convinced him it was the right thing.”

“The Mission…That’s why it’s special?” she asks remembering my words from yesterday. Jesus, was it just yesterday? I nod.

“They saved him when we couldn’t. He’d be dead if it wasn’t for that programme. I don’t doubt that for a moment.” I can feel a pinch and tingle behind my nose. He’s my brother, and I could’ve lost him all too easily.

“You forgave him?” Her tone is a little sharp but brings me back from my own nightmare.

“It wasn’t him, Sam. Again, I’m not making excuses. I think he was weak to take that path, especially when he could see the damage he was doing. But once he was on that path, he was no longer my brother, he was a different person. When he came back to us, he was Will again. I had to forgive him. My mother was broken, and he healed her. He healed the family.”

“I never forgave.” Her tone is bitter.

“And I wouldn’t if I were you, but this was different, don’t you think?”

“Yes. Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that. I just think some things are unforgivable.” She shakes away the dark cloud. “So, twin brother, hmm?” She gives an impish grin.

“Jesus Christ, Sam.” She winks, and I laugh and pat my lap for her to join me. She shakes her head still picking at the food. “Do you have hollow legs?”

“I’m stocking up .Who knows how long until you feed me next?”
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“I’m not going.” I tuck my legs beneath me on the sofa and push the mass of shiny red material Leon has just dumped in my lap on to the floor. He huffs and picks it up, swirling my six-foot, handmade, bright red bullwhip in his hand. “And I am definitely not using that.” I snort.

“You owe me,” he goads with a challenging peak of his brow. He lets out a frustrated puff when I remain unmoved. “I’m happy the Beauty and the Beast Disney romance thing seems to be working for you, Sam. Honestly I am…I even cleared the way for it to happen, hence I’m calling in the favour. But it’s been four vomit-inducing weeks with all the gooey, lovey dovey eye contact and marathon fuck sessions. Which, don’t get me wrong, I did fear you had healed up in that department. So I’m pleased you’re getting some.” He barely draws breath before continuing his friendly diatribe. “Four weeks, Sam! I need more than what my right hand and a passing pussy are currently providing.” He grumbles and shoves his hand roughly down the front of his jeans emphasising his crude dilemma. “Please, Sam.” He pouts and drops to his knees in front of me.

“You know this is weird right?” He rests his head on my lap, his dark eyes pleading and mischievous at the same time. “You know Charlie is more than capable of helping you out.”

“True, but when you’ve had the best…” He slowly blinks his indecently long lashes before he goes in for the kill. He’s a lawyer by trade and ruthless by nature. “At the risk of repeating myself. You. Owe. Me.” He pitches up on his knees and lightly pokes my nose with each word. A self-satisfied smile spreads wide across his handsome face.

“The reason I’m reluctant is the same reason you think I owe you.” I wrinkle my nose and roll my eyes at his impassive face.

“Jason?”

“Jason,” I confirm. Just his name is enough to make my lips morph into a sappy wide grin.

“Correct me if I’m wrong…but I am never wrong, so just shh.” He pushes his fingers firmly against my lips. “This is the first night in four weeks he isn’t hanging off you like some love-struck teenager. He’s not the only starving man in your life, Sam,” he practically growls but then softens his tone. “I consider it your duty to make the most of this impromptu time out from lovers’ cloud nine where you have been hibernating and spend the evening with me.” He picks up my cat suit from the floor and pushes it into my hands. “I have been very accommodating and have yet to mention the wanton neglect of your best friend duties.” He sits up and leans his frame over me.

“You’re pulling the best friend card?” I quip.

“You bet your arse I am. It has to be good for something other than having live porn in full surround sound streaming through the bedroom walls all night.” I snicker and can feel my cheeks flare with heat.

“I don’t ask often, not nearly as much as I want to.” His jokey tone is softer now, tender with a touch of desperation, and my heart squeezes for my best friend when he adds his closing argument. “I trust you, Sam, like no other.”

“I don’t understand.” I shake my head with resignation. I bet he wins all his cases.

“Ours is not to question why…” he recites in a light triumphant voice.

“Our is just to whip and cry.” I sigh at his triumphant wicked grin.

“You remembered.” He leans in and kisses my nose.

“Every lesson.” I nod and smile with fondness at our unconventional shared history.

“So do I,” he whispers with a flash of his best winning smile. “Shall we?” He springs to standing and holds out his hand, helping me up, his sheer delight and pleasure is plastered across his face with the widest smile. It is enough to cloud my reticence with guilt and rightly make my reluctance misplaced. He is a good friend; he’s my best friend. In all other aspects of his life, he is just as dominant and demanding as any other alpha I know. Equally, in his position, it’s not like he can ask just anyone to beat the crap out of him, or more specifically, whip him raw. A great deal of what we do and who we are is built on reputation and trust. I know he fears he would lose his standing if people knew. This may be true in the vanilla world, but in the safety of the club, I happen to think he has more to lose by hiding who he really is, but it’s his life. And he is not the only one hiding.
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The night of the day I left home. I found myself in a stranger’s flat, having the weirdest birthday I can ever recall. Leon lived on his own in a dank basement flat in a grimy part of Camden. I clutch that phone like my life depended on it and to be fair, alone in a basement with a stranger, my life could’ve depended on it. But this was Leon. He pulls out the sofa bed and set about fixing the sheets. I just stand there watching, awkward and nervous, and wondering every second when he is going to pounce. He pulls back the comforter and I crawl in fully clothed. He tucks me in and goes to the kitchen. He returns with two steaming cups of hot chocolate but after the first searing sip I can feel the burn of something more potent lurking.

“Rum,” he says. “It warms the soul and loosens lips.” He gives a playful wink and sits down beside me, and long minutes pass in comfortable silence. I sip the drink and begin to relax. Leon drags his long legs onto the bed but stays on top of the covers and like me, is fully clothed. He starts talking. I start talking. At some point I drop the phone and lean against his strong chest. He wraps his arm around my shoulders and I relax. No, it was more than that, and it sounds trite, but after just a few hours, I felt like I was home.

That long soul-searching night spent talking with Leon turned into a month sleeping on his sofa couch. He was right; he was one of the good guys.

Newly qualified Leon works as a junior in a law firm. He works long, irregular hours and seems to like coming home after a hard day to a clean flat and a badly cooked meal. My mother had insisted when the time came for me to marry that I would have staff and would never need to so much as heat toast, leaving me with life skills of a preschooler. Still, I could pierce a film and press a microwave button like a pro.

He never once tried for something more despite the obvious attraction. Obvious on my part at least. He is fit and extremely confident in his skin. He rarely wears more than boxer shorts round the flat. His torso is lean and ripped with tight muscles. His smooth, dark, tanned skin stretches over strong, muscular thighs and broad shoulders. On more than one occasion he makes my mouth water. He is kind and beautiful, inside and out. I am definitely attracted to him, but I desperately value our friendship and need that so much more than I need to quell my burgeoning desire. I am grateful for the friendship, but I’m thrilled to be able feel something other than dread when I think about sex.

One evening, Leon returns and drops a pile of University prospectuses in my lap.

“With your results, you could pretty much pick any course you want, but if you pick a London university you are welcome to stay with me. I’ll look for a bigger place, and if you pick law, I’ll be your private tutor.” He slides his long legs over the back of the sofa and sits heavily at my side. He chuckles and tips my mouth shut. I shake my head, I didn’t realise my jaw had dropped open, but I am speechless.

“What are you talking about? I can’t go to University, Leon, that’s crazy.” I shift so I am facing him. It’s his turn to look confused.

“Why not?” His face is etched with concern, his tone very serious. I don’t know what to say. I never gave it any thought. I never really believed my life was mine to make any choices. The silence stretches. He lets out and soft breath and reaches for my hand. He pulls it into his lap and twists to face me.

“Don’t get me wrong I kinda like having you here for me every night, but you are more than this, Sam. You can do anything. You’re free to be anyone you want to be.” His smile falters when he sees my frown deepen.

“I’m…that’s not what I’m supposed to do with my life. Thank you, but I can’t.” I try to pull my hand back, but he clutches tighter, and I shift, uncomfortable with his scrutiny.

“Can’t what?” His tone is sharp.

“I look this way because I am only meant for one thing. I’m not going to University, Leon, it’s not right for me.” I can’t hide my agitation.

“Really? And tell me what is right for you?” His voice is thick with sarcasm.

“My mother thought—” I snap my mouth shut at his bitter interruption.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Sam! Do not finish that sentence! Your mother was insane, and she whored you out to a monster for a shot at jumping up a social class or two. So please, spare me all her parental guidance. The last thing I expected to hear from you was confirmation that she was right.” His anger is palpable. He fires his fury with each word. When I say nothing, he loses it. “Maybe she was right, maybe you are just a whore.”

A silent cry escapes my shocked open mouth, but an instant surge of rage races through me. I pull my hand from his grasp and slap him hard across his face, the force snapping his head to the right. He slowly turns his head to face me, his face impassive, but his eyes darken, and his lips start to tighten into a smug smirk. I slap him again. There is a sharp sting in my palm, but I don’t feel the pain; I just feel warm. I do it again, and his breath hitches. I drop my hand, but he shakes his head.

“Again please, Mistress.”

 

I did my law degree and even qualified as a solicitor but my true talent was exposed that night. Leon saw it, claims he knew the very first night we met, said that’s why he let me stay. I don’t know if that’s really true but we both received what we needed from the partnership. I gained a willing Guinea Pig and he was able to keep his secret. I don’t agree that he would suffer if he exposed his ‘switch’ tendencies but that is his decision. I spent the next four years training before I accepted my first paying client. Although training never really ends and practice not only makes perfect it’s also lots of fun.
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The cab jerks to a stop, abruptly breaking my little reminiscence. Our driver uses some extremely colourful language to critique the other person’s driving skills. Leon’s mouth drops open in mock horror, not remotely offended. His own language is no better than that of a well-seasoned sailor.

“Not that I give a shit, but do you want to tell me why Jason gives me the stink eye every time I come home. I thought we got on before Christmas. He seemed kind of cool and now he, my dear”—he takes my gloved hand in his and pats the tight leather—“is rapidly approaching douche territory. He does know there’s nothing between us right?” He continues to hold my hand but threads his fingers through and squeezes.

I chuckle. “Yeah, he knows. I think it might have more to do with him thinking you’re my pimp,” I add and squeeze one eye shut and peeking to see his incredulity and irritation flare.

“What? You told him I was your pimp?” He pinches the bridge of his nose and puffs out his anger. He doesn’t let me answer but continues to muse. “No, that’s ridiculous, but if he doesn’t think there’s anything going on then…” He draws his bottom lip in, chewing softly, a habit when he is concentrating. “Hmm and he is okay with the Dominatrix gig.” I can almost hear the cogs turning.

“He still thinks I’m a whore,” I blurt but in a hushed tone.

“Why? Why wouldn’t you tell him the truth? He cares about you, Sam, anyone can see that.” His thick, dark brows knit together to form one intimidating scowl.

“I know.” I sigh and shift uncomfortably under his intense glare. “And he doesn’t even care that I am…or that I said I was…you know.” I shrug because I am struggling to defend my position.

“Look Sam, I know why you tell people that. I mean fuck ’em, right? The ones who judge don’t deserve your time. Sure, I get it but I know you use it as a barrier, too. Not just a barrier, you weld it like a weapon. No danger of anything more than a one nighter. No one’s taking a whore home to meet mummy, right?” he adds more softly.

“Yeah,” I exhale.

“But Jason would?” he nudges.

“Yeah.” My voice catches.

“And that’s a problem because?”

“It can’t go anywhere, Leon. We can’t be more than this, so what’s the point?” I can feel a tight pinch behind my nose and I blink the first sign of tears away.

“And why is that?” He won’t give up. He’s relentless.

“Um, he owns a sex club, Leon. How long do you think he will be happy with one woman?” I snap.

“He bought the club for you remember? To keep you safe. Sounds like more to me.”

“He was a regular long before that, Leon,” I add like that is its own justification.

“And you’re a professional Domme. You’re hardly the poster child for vanilla,” he counters.

“My job, my fantasies, are very different from my reality, Leon. I want a normal relationship.” My exasperation is wasted on him.

“Normal?”

“Well, no, not that normal.” I grin and he chuckles before his expression is again all serious.

“You could have that with Jason, but you need to tell him the truth.” His tone is stern, his argument compelling. “You threw a shit fit when he lied to you. Look, I know fuck all about relationships, and he doesn’t even like me, but doesn’t he deserve the same courtesy?” He sits back and crosses his arms, resting his defence.

“I guess.” I won’t meet his gaze. I hate that he’s always right.

“No Sam, you don’t guess. You fucking know! Now stop being such a pussy.” His eyes narrow, but they gleam and spark with a thrill that is indisputable.

“Oh, you did not just call me that.” The cab pulls to a smooth halt in front of the canopied entrance to the club. He remains definitely tight lipped. “You will so pay for that,” I murmur. He pushes a twenty through the Plexiglas and opens the door for me.

“I was counting on it.”
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“I think you like this bit more than the bullwhip.” I finish smoothing the arnica cream along his broad shoulders and help him slip his t-shirt back over his head. His eyes are soft and dreamy. His body moves with the slightest touch from me, and his lazy smile is adorable. I take his hand and lead him to the sofa in the corner of my favourite playroom. The dark walls are covered in a rich red velour paper, which is enticingly tactile. The wall lights are soft flames, and there is a very comfortable chaise for some relaxing aftercare. The St Andrew’s Cross dominates the room, but most of the playrooms have one. This room, however, has no peephole, no windows, and no way of gaining entry once inside. It is completely private and only available to very few members. Leon lays his head in my lap, and I stroke his long hair, threading it through my fingers, my nails lightly scraping his scalp. He shivers with pleasure and sighs. His eyelids drift closed, and his weight noticeably increases as he falls into a deep sleep.

 

We never enter the room or leave together. Afterward, we meet at the bar, and Leon has my drink waiting. He still has this gorgeous afterglow, which warms me. Even if I do wish he could find someone else to trust enough, I am happy that I can help him in this way.

“So where’s lover boy tonight?” he teases.

“He had some international conference call or something, but my phone’s been playing up, so I actually have no idea what time he’s finishing. He always texts or calls, but I haven’t been able to switch the damn thing on all day. I left it at the flat. Useless piece of crap,” I moan.

“Tell me about it.” Marco appears at the end of the bar where Leon and I are perched. Sofia’s twin brother took over as assistant manager only a few months back. He fancied a break from the family restaurant business and jumped at the chance when I mentioned the vacancy at the summer barbecue at Daniel and Bethany’s family home. “The refurbishment next door cut through our data cables. Our computers have been down all day. It’s like living in the Stone Age having to take down everything manually. Luckily Gus pretty much knows everyone so the door hasn’t been too much of an issue. But checking guest applications has been a nightmare.” He drags his hand through his elegant, styled, short hair and flopping fringe.

Leon’s phone buzzes in his back pocket and he grimaces when Marco scowls. Its club policy that all phones are surrendered at the check-in.

“Sorry Marco, I didn’t realise I still had it. I must have been distracted when we came in.” He winks at me and steps around the back of the bar into the darkness to answer the call. But I can still hear the one sided conversation.

“Jason?” he queries and now I pay a little more attention.

“It’s busted, not worked all day. She’s with me though so if…At the club why? Who?”

I have just held my drink up toward a frazzled looking Marco. “I think you need this.”

“Richard who?” I hear Leon’s concern as the drink I am offering up slips from my fingers and crashes onto the glass top surface of the bar. Smashing spectacularly into a million pieces. Despite the mess and noise I freeze, my eyes are as wide as Leon’s, who still has his phone at his ear.

“Not that I can see but…Look, we’ll leave now.” He swipes to end the call and steps back to me.

“Sam, are you okay?” He cups my cheek, but I barely feel his touch, I just feel icy cold. I have avoided him for years when I learned who Master Alpha really was, because I honestly had no idea how I would react. I know now. Why wasn’t I told? The admin team here are excellent. Why wouldn’t they let me know? Oh, the computers. I nod numbly at my own answered question but reach for the whip I had placed on the stool beside me. I need to leave before—

“Grace?”

The voice isn’t as deep as I remember, but still, the timbre turns my stomach. I fix my smile, fix my mask. I’m not Grace. I’m not Sam. Here I am Mistress Selina. I turn and straighten my shoulders. I stand, my five foot ten, and in six-inch heels, ensuring we are eye level. His eyes flash with uncertainty but only for an instant. His thin lips sneer, distorting his face into something less than human, something evil. That look I do remember.

“Not for a very long time.” My icy demeanour is reflected in my tone.

He thinks I am pausing to maybe remember what to call him but I am quiet because I notice for the first time the woman on her knees bent over by his feet. A long chain fixed around a cheap dog collar one end and the other gripped in his fist.

“You may call me Master Alpha,” he sneers and tugs at the chain. The woman whimpers, and I get a sharp burn of acid in my chest.

“Hmm, not in here, Dick,” I muse. He flinches at the abbreviation of his name. He always hated it, not that I ever dared to call him that in the past, but some of his friends would, just to rile him. I draw on every ounce of strength my costume and alter ego affords and hold my coiled whip under his chin. He tips his head a little, and I fix him with my most hate-filled stare. His eyes widen, and he stiffens at the contact. “You’re in my playground now, Dick, and you get to call me Mistress.” I turn toward the bar. Leon is still at my side and Marco pales significantly at the volatile situation unfolding. I smile at him and wink to try and reassure him. I have no intention of creating more of a scene; we already have enough curious eyes focused on us. I just won’t allow him to affect me. He is nothing to me, and I bask in this revelation. “Marco, make sure Dick gets a glass of champagne on me, and that his companion gets the whole bottle. I’d like to make sure she has at least one pleasurable experience this evening.” My smile is sweet with the perfect mix of saccharin and vitriol.

Richard purses his lips, the muscles in his jaw bubble under his manscaped blond stubble. His pale blue eyes darken with fury, but he accepts the offered flute. I step up to him, and he pauses for a moment but steps aside. I wouldn’t be surprised if he couldn’t see the fierce beat of my heart pounding against the skin-tight cat suit. The platform walkway from the bar is clear and I slowly walk toward the exit, Leon is at my side, his fingers twitch to reach for mine but he doesn’t. I can feel the eyes of the room. I almost make it to the curtained doorway…almost. Richard’s voice booms across the room.

“Do you still blush when you are fucked in front of an audience?” I freeze. “Do you still scream for mercy when you take it in the arse?” I turn slowly. He raises his glass and tips to take a sip, his expression full of malice. I shouldn’t be surprised. He was never going to make it easy for me. He never had the whole time we were together. Why would he change that now just because I have?

And I have changed.

I sigh and drop my hip in amused annoyance. I tap my lip as if wondering how to respond. My right hand gips my six-foot bull whip. I know exactly how I’m going to respond. I slowly sashay back along the walkway. I stop when he speaks again.

“You may think you are some sort of big deal, Selena, but face it…you’re just a whore.” This last word is drowned by the sonic crack from the tail end of my whip. Followed almost instantly by his curse and the shattering of his glass. His shocked eyes focus on the large bubble of blood coming from the knuckles on this hand where my aim has sliced his skin. It was a stupid move in such a confined space but I was confident in my skill and the area was clear. It had to be done. I’ll gladly take the consequence for breaking this club rule. Just looking at the surprise on Richard’s face is reward enough but I get a real surge of warmth that comes from retribution. It might not be much, but I made that bastard bleed.

I crack the whip once more with a showy Tasmanian cut back, which loops and cracks loud just behind me. It is perfect for garnering the attention of my target and the entire room. I stride right up to him, he takes a step back, and I snicker and raise a brow. He steps forward but too late for his error to go unnoticed. Perfect. We are nose-to-nose, I grab his chin and crush my mouth to his. His lips soften, and he groans, leaning into me, but I hold his distance with my grip. His urgent tongue is hungry for more, and when I pull back he almost falls forward chasing my lips. His eyes are liquid fire, his need and desire as transparent as the glass I have crushed beneath my boots. His chest heaves to calm his breathless state.

“I may be a whore…but I will never be your whore.” I pat his cheek, my tone is laced with condescension. “But you, Dick…you will always be my bitch.” He stumbles back, his eyes narrow, but he is silent. He looks around, noticing for the first time the enraptured audience. He roughly pulls his companion to her feet and marches away, through the curtained entryway and hopefully out of my life. Around us, the room resumes its normal level of noise and activity, but I remain transfixed on the doorway. Leon sweeps me into his arms and hugs me tight.

“Holy. Fucking. Shit. Sam, that was…shit, I am so fucking hard.” He slides me down his body to let me feel the evidence of his statement. His mischievous grin eases the weight of the tension coursing through my veins. I slap him on his chest but wince when he flinches. He will be raw under his shirt, and I didn’t mean to hurt him…not this time at least. I mouth ‘sorry’ but he shrugs it off.

“You are so not the only one, Leon.” Marco lets out an exaggerated groan and visibly adjusts himself.

“Because that was my main objective, to give you two hard-ons.” I sniff and stretch my neck, the last bit of tension leaving my body with a pop. I slide back on to my stool and lay the whip on the bar. “I’ll have a glass of that, Marco…now the bottle’s open,” I smirk.

“I would say, hard-ons aside, you more than fulfilled your objective.” Leon wraps a protective arm around me, as he was unable to do so earlier for fear of highlighting any vulnerability I was absolutely feeling. “Proud of you, babe.” He kisses my hair, and I can feel his wide smile against my head. It must mirror mine.

“I’m proud of me.” I reach for the glass; all eyes take in my shaking fingers. I let out a deep breath, the adrenaline still making my poor heart race and causing havoc with my nerves, now that I don’t have to hold my emotions in check. I tip the flute back and down the entire glass. Fuck sipping, I’d be mainlining this if I could. Leon and Marco chuckle, and a calm settles over me as the liquid works its magic. “I doubt he’ll come back, but I’m happy I can deal if he does. No more hiding.”

Leon raises his glass, and with a pointed stare, he raises a toast.

“I’ll drink to that, no more hiding.” I close my eyes, acknowledging the portent of his words. No more hiding from Jason. He deserves to know the truth.
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“Fuck! Fuck!” I end my call to Leon. I know it’s nobody’s fault. The computers are down, but I had banned that fucker the day after Sam told me who he really was. And now he is there…with her. I need to leave.

“Problem?” Daniel raises his brow. Our meeting had just started, but I slip my phone in my pocket and grab my suit jacket from the back of my chair, eager to leave.

“The club,” I reply. He stands as I head to the door. “Sam’s ex just showed up, and because the computers are down, he got in. I’ve only just found out, because I set up an independent alert direct with the server, but Sam wouldn’t have got her normal notification, and she’s there now. I have to go.”

“Of course.” Daniel gives a tight nod and follows me through the door. “I’m sure Sam can handle herself.” His tone is calm, and I can only hope his confident assertion is correct. I am well aware of the image she portrays, but I also know the fragile foundation it is built on. I shake my head.

“I’m not so sure. You have no idea what he did to her.” My voice trails, and I can feel anger heat my veins.

“Go, we’ll sort the rest tomorrow.” We walk along the corridor, but it takes a moment to register what he said.

“The rest?” My mind is very much elsewhere.

“The meeting?” he clarifies with a curious raised brow.

“Oh yes, sorry, Daniel. My head isn’t here.” I shrug, but I am more worried about getting to Sam than discussing tomorrow’s agenda.

“Obviously. Do I need to be concerned, Jason? You know our baby is due any day now, so I won’t be around.” If he is really concerned it is far from evident in his tone, and his face is ever impassive.

“You don’t need to be concerned, Daniel. You have been a little distracted yourself since the wedding, and the company is still standing,” I challenge, only mildly affronted at his remark. “If I’m honest, I could do without hand-holding the intern you dumped on me.”

“Ah, Peitra, yes, my apologies. You have to admire her tenacity. I am not one for nepotism, but she was very quick to highlight her business achievements and that she isn’t, in fact, related to me.” He presses the lift button. He shrugs lightly.

“Tenacious is one word. She may not be related to you, but being your wife’s best friend’s cousin meant she got close enough to ask for the placement personally. Something no other candidate was ever likely to do.” My irritation is evident but not entirely related to the topic. I re-press the button. Is it stopping at every damn floor on the way here?

“True, but she’s very bright I thought she would help.” Daniel offers and I raise my brow when I face him.

“If it’s help I need, then let me have Colin, your PA, and not some love struck graduate.” He grins at my comment. I may have only met her one time, but I would have to be numb from the neck up to not know her interest was more than business related.

“Don’t tell me a beautiful woman makes you uncomfortable. That’s a first.” Daniel chuckles.

“Beauty I can handle—”

“Jason, if she’s a problem, reassign her to another department. I only put her with you because I will most likely be on paternity leave and, sitting in an empty office, she is not likely to learn much.” He reaches for his phone, which started to buzz. He nods to indicate he is going to take the call.

“She won’t be a problem.” He acknowledges my comment with a silent grin. The lift doors open to the soft ping indicating its arrival. “We will resume this meeting first thing tomorrow.” I drag my hand through my hair and punch the ground floor button aggressively.

“Make it mid-morning, Jason. Don’t rush in if Sam needs you, okay?” The doors close before I can respond but I’m grateful. He doesn’t need to see that it might not be a case of what Sam needs.
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It’s late, but on Friday night in central London, it may as well be rush hour. It is taking forever to get across town. I’ve never had a full-time submissive, never committed to more than play sessions, and the crushing pain in my chest makes me realise exactly why. I have let her down, and if she breaks tonight, I will never forgive myself. If that bastard lays a single finger on what I consider mine, the murky waters of the Thames will have one more body to take out with the morning tide. I blast my horn at a group of drunks spilling onto the road, clearly scaring the shit out of at least one. The others I see flipping me off in my rear view mirror. Why is every fucking idiot out tonight? I swear the next time I’ll just mow them down. I slam my brakes as I hit a solid line of stationary taillights. Fuck!

The glow of the lights casts a demonic filter over my reflection. All I can see in my red haze of rage is the vision of my girl. I’m too far gone for her image to calm me. I’m too far gone when it comes to Sam, period. As much as she could belong to anyone, I consider her mine because she willingly surrenders to me. It’s the most beautiful thing when she submits to me, open, vulnerable, and that trust just fucking blows me away. But, even at that moment, when her life is truly in my hands, she is never completely vulnerable. That has only ever happened when she is reliving her time with him. She is a remarkable woman, sexy and strong, but the second her memories of the horror she endured at his hands invades her thoughts she is shattered, rendered broken and so fragile I barely recognise her.

Having witnessed this firsthand makes my stomach churn, and I struggle to see how any interaction will not end in disaster. I let out a frustrated howl, slamming the wheel at the impotence of my situation. I’d abandon my car if I thought I could get there on foot any quicker. Wait. I check the map, a mile, maybe two on foot. I swerve my car as close to the curb as I can get, grab my phone from the dash and leap from the car. The driver behind me leans out of his window and screams something. I shrug. It’s an arsehole move to dump and run, but the other cars behind can still get around.

I turn and hit the pavement, strong strides quickly covering the distance I need to get to my beautiful girl.

 

I round the corner to the square. The club is in the middle of a row of Georgian terrace houses, which are mostly offices; very few are family homes. Some, like the building I own with the club have a private residence at the top, but this is mostly a commercial area of the city. This time of night, parking shouldn’t be a problem, but I notice every bay is filled, so either way, I would be blocking a road with my car. Least of my worries. I am just about to swing around the railing and descend into the basement entrance when I pull myself to an abrupt stop. Very nearly too late, which would’ve sent me, Leon and Sam tumbling down the concrete stairs.

I draw in a deep, steadying breath. I grab her shoulders and my fingers eagerly sweep and investigate her coat covered body. Unsatisfied that I am learning anything, I roughly push the garment from her shoulders. I take another sharp breath but not from the exertion of the run. Fuck, she looks smoking hot. Skin-tight, halter neck, bright red, PVC cat suit shines and teases in the light of the streetlamp. I only pause for a moment then continue to cover every inch of her skin, exposed and undercover, I check for anything amiss. She giggles and jumps when I touch her waist at the side and groans once I thread my fingers into her messy bun. I tug and she arches her neck exposing her delicate throat. She hums out a sweet moan, heavy lids with luscious long lashes frame eyes dark with wanton desire, but I haven’t finished. I release her and cup her cheeks.

“Sam are you…? Did he…? I banned that fucker, you have to know that.” My words are a garbled rush, but I have too many erratic, volatile thoughts to make a coherent sentence.

“You did?” Her voice is just as breathless, but she sounds surprised.

“Of course.” I fix her with an incredulous look. How could she think I wouldn’t? “Sam you…I…” I hesitate, unsure what I want to say with my emotions all over the fucking place and adrenaline coursing through me like cocaine. I opt for something safe. “Are you okay?” I search her face for any sign of trauma although it’s difficult to see past her perfection, her natural glow and fire.

“I’m fine.” She offers a wide smile and my whole body sags with relief.

“You didn’t see him? Is he still in there?” I trace my finger down the side of her cheek, and my chest clenches when she leans into my touch.

“Oh, man you missed the show!” Leon shouts out. His face looks fit to burst with laughter. “Sam was fucking awesome! Not that I had a doubt, but I still have a boner from that whip display.” He crudely grabs his crotch, and Sam winces in my hold. I raise my brow in silent query and wait for an explanation. She scrunches her face and peeks sheepishly through her lashes. She bites her lips nervously, and Leon continues to chuckle. She elbows him in the ribs but he just holds his side at the impact and carries on grinning. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger.” He winks but takes a cautionary step back when Sam scowls.

“Please don’t tell me you used your bullwhip in the main room?” I tip her chin to meet my glare. That would garner a lifetime ban for showboating at best, and a serious health and safety issue at worst. Those things are lethal.

“The area was clear, and he had it coming. I didn’t have a choice. It was him or me, and it was never going to be me, not again.” Her tone is resolute and she tries to step out of my hold. Her brows knit together with anger.

“Did you hurt him?”

She scowls at me this time, and I know she is upset by my response. Her dark eyes flash with sadness.

“Just his ego,” she mutters. “He backed down in front of an audience, something I don’t think he meant to do…and I may have sliced his hand.”

I draw in a deep breath and run my hand through my hair. “Fuck!” I squeeze the back of my neck where an instant knot of tension has formed like iron. She takes advantage of my one handed hold to step further away.

“Well fuck you very much, Jason,” she snaps, eyes glassy, tempering the edge of her hostility with obvious hurt. “Sorry I broke one of your precious rules, but that arsehole had it coming and more.” I pull her roughly back into my hold.

“I don’t give a fuck about that, Sam!” I growl but softly place both of my warm hands on her cheeks, her impossibly soft skin cool from the evening air. “Honestly, I don’t.” My gaze captures hers, and I sense she sees the truth and my concern when she softens in my arms. “You did what you had to do.” My thumb brushes the fat tear that plops onto her cheek. “But you have just publicly humiliated a very dangerous man, and that I do give a fuck about. Your safety Sam, I give lots of fucks about.” I kiss the tip of her nose.

“He’s not dangerous, he’s just a—”Sam begins to retort but Leon interrupts with perfect timing.

“A cunt!”

Sam giggles.

“Agreed, but he has progressed or rather digressed since you knew him.” Sam and Leon exchange curious looks before Sam shrugs lightly.

“I know about his arrests, Jason.” Her tiny palm rests on my chest, my heart still pounding. Her voice is clipped with sarcasm. “And I’m sure it wasn’t sexual assault, either, but Leon said the actual convictions can’t have been that serious or he wouldn’t be allowed to travel.” She looks toward Leon who nods, but he is looking intently at me, my gaze is unwavering from Sam.

“He has some very powerful friends, because those two cases were dropped for lack of evidence even though there was plenty at the time. But it’s not just sexual assault, Sam.” I swallow the sick churning in my stomach. My skin chills, thinking that she ever had anything to do with someone like Richard. “Have you heard of Caligula?” She laughs and points to herself.

“Lyrics in a Smiths song.” She gives a sassy little wiggle, which under any other circumstance I would find adorable.

“Not that Caligula.” My voice is low but deadly serious. Leon steps closer his expression devoid of any humour.

“The underground party organisation?” Sam looks between me and Leon with utter confusion. Leon’s face visibly pales and I nod, sharing his disquiet. My arms instinctively tighten around Sam’s waist. “Shit! I thought it was urban myth.” Leon’s eyes widen with worry but Sam lets out a light laugh.

“Um boys, not to dampen this caveman thing you have going on here, but it’s not like I haven’t been to an illegal party.”

“But you came back alive,” I remark coldly. Her breath catches, and I hate that I sound dramatic but this is not a game. “It’s not myth, these parties actually happen. No one knows how they are arranged, and my brother says they most likely happen in international waters. They keep mobile, which makes it difficult to locate and that’s a big ass ocean, which helps with the bodies.”

“What? What bodies? Jason, what are you talking about, and what has it got to do with my douchebag ex?” Sam snaps and pulls her coat back onto her shoulders, wrapping it tightly around her body.

“When I investigated him, Richard’s name came up in connection with Caligula. He is based in New York, but he has a place in Miami. I contacted my brother because he shares his apartment in Florida with a couple of CIA agents, and I passed on what I knew. They didn’t come back with much more, but Caligula is real and Richard is involved. The CIA believes he is the organisation.” I reach for her hand, and am happy when she lets me take it in both of mine.

“Organisation for what?” Her voice is soft, and the streetlight casts a pallid glow.

“Very illegal, no limits party. For high-end clients only. They get the ultimate hedonist experience. For the sex slaves, they get no choice, no safe words and no chance of getting out alive.”

“Jason?” Sam’s voice breaks, and it crushes me.

“I’m sorry, baby. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise, but just…if you see him anywhere, just leave. Call me and leave. I don’t want you anywhere near him, okay?” She nods but she looks rightly shaken.

“Hey, babe.” Leon drapes a protective arm over her shoulder even as I have her in my arms. “There is no way he will come back for more. Unless he’s a masochist, which he isn’t, only the best people are.” He winks at her, and she smiles though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Come on let’s go home. I’m sure we can think of something to do to lift the gloom.” Sam may roll her eyes at his suggestive flirtation, but her eyes still spark and darken all the same.

[image: ]

Sam was actually fine after her initial shock. The likelihood of her ever running into Richard socially is pretty slim. In ten years she never has, and I have set some new security measures in place that will ensure that piece of shit doesn’t step foot inside my building. She also agreed that I could install the same at her home, which makes leaving her this morning or any morning a little more bearable. She asked more questions about my brother than Richard in the end, and that’s why I am confident she isn’t really concerned. Her eyes twinkled with mischief, and she came like a fucking train when I told her all the things I’d let him do to her before I would join in. I have never had a problem sharing, but then I have never had someone like Sam, so if, and I mean if I was to share it would have to be with someone I trust with my life. Ah shit, I really should not be thinking about any sort of fucking with Sam when I have a meeting with Daniel and my new intern in thirty minutes.

My phones buzzes in my suit pocket as I reach my office door. I see Sam’s red lips on my screen and smile. I didn’t notice when she set that picture as her profile, but my cock twitches at my memory of that colour wrapped around my shaft. Her breathy voice invades my senses.

“Jason, tell me what you will let your brother do to me; I really need to come,” she sighs and my balls tighten. I hold the phone to my chest.

“Sandy, will you hold my calls and move my meeting into the boardroom. I will be along shortly, but I have to deal with this matter.” My personal assistant smiles as she jots down my request.

“Of course, Mr Sinclair. I’ll let Mr Stone know. Peitra is already with him. Is there anything I can help with?” She smiles and looks with unnecessary concern at my clutched hand. I glance down at the phone but shake my head.

“No, thank you, Sandy. I am going to have to deal with this.” I push the door closed and turn the lock. This is a first for me. I never mix business with pleasure, and although I am not exactly fucking Sam across my desk, I am about to do the next best thing under the circumstances.

“You have my attention, Sam.” My voice is hoarse and deep. I hear her exhale a deep breath, a little moan escaping with the air. I can almost see her writhing with each draw of oxygen. Almost isn’t good enough. “Switch to video, beautiful. I want to see you when I make you come.” She gasps, and a moment later, her face appears. She is holding the phone above her, and her hair is fanned out in a mass of dark waves on the crisp cream pillow. Her lips curve into a sensual smile, and her tongue darts along her soft full lips. That action alone has me adjusting the very painful budge in my pants. I loosed my belt and flip the button, easing the zipper down. The pain is a distraction, and it’s her I want to focus on. I cup and squeeze to alleviate some of the pressure.

“Oh fuck, Jason, are you touching yourself?” She bites her bottom lip, and her eyes widen with obvious desire.

“You called me, Sam. I think this is about what you need, don’t you?” My voice deepens, and her eyes darken with the commanding tone.

“Yes, Sir,” she sighs, and hiding my movement from her with the angle of the phone, I start to stroke my length. It seems I now have the restraint of a horny teenager rather than a seasoned Dom.

“Kick the covers back. I want to watch you touch yourself.” I swallow thickly. Without hesitation, she does exactly as I say. She is wearing a pale pink cami-top with spaghetti straps and boxer shorts that are scrunched up high between her thighs and the crease at her apex. “Lose the shorts, and pull your top down so I can see your tits.” She keeps the phone high as she wriggles and kicks her shorts free. With her free hand, she pulls her top down and scoops her perfect breasts out one at a time and puts them on display. Her hard dusty pink nipples are pert little pebbles that make my mouth water and my balls ache.

“Spread for me beautiful. I want to see how wet you are.” I hardly recognise my gravely tone.

“Jason…” I cut her breathy plea short with a gruff cough. Her eyes widen, and she flashes a wicked smile that stretches her lips wide. Ah fuck, my balls feels like they are going to explode. I grip a little tighter and can’t help the groan that hits the back of my throat. Her eyes shine with mischief and understanding. “Sorry…Sir.” She drawls my moniker sensually from her mouth.

“You want me to tell you what I would let Will do to you? What I want to do you? And …” I pause to watch her body undulate with each slowly spoken word. Her hips tilt, and she grinds her arse into the mattress and pushes two fingers into her glistening core. “What we will both do to you.” She pulls her fingers out and sinks them back in slowly, swirling and twisting. She curls them at the knuckle and drags the wet tips back out and up, around her clit. I can see her thighs tense, and I watch enraptured as she sweeps small circles before sinking once more inside. I can feel my own cock wet with pre-cum, though not for long if my balls have any say in the matter.

“I want you to suck Will’s cock while I have my tongue buried inside you. I want to taste how wet that makes you.” I hum my own arousal, the sound gently rumbling from my chest. “I think that will make you drip down my chin don’t you, Sam? I think that would make you drip down to your tight little hole.” Her mouth drops as she sucks in a deep breath, her hand briefly leaving her core to squeeze and pump one of her breasts. She pinches her nipple and sighs, quickly replacing her fingers, which slide smoothly back inside. Her hips give a little jerk. She is holding her phone remarkably still considering the rapid beat of the pulse I can see jumping in her neck. Her body, unable to hold still for a moment more, begins to shake and her mouth parts to allow for little pants.

“Sir…please.” Her fingers pump wildly, the heel of her hand massaging her clit and her eyes are pinched shut.

“You need to be wet for us Sam,” I groan.

“Yes,” She’s breathless.

“Why Sam? Why do you need to be so wet?”

“Ah…Sir…please…” She shakes her head with frustration.

“Answer the question Sam,” I growl, low and demanding.

“So you can fuck me,” she gasps.

“Where?” I urge. She is so desperate, I can almost taste it.

“Everywhere.” She chokes out the almost silent words. Her face is flushed this gorgeous pink, and her chest rises and falls with rapid, shallow breaths. She looks stunning, so fucking hot.

“You want us both to fuck you, Sam?”

“Yes.” She nods, sucking in her bottom lip.

“You want my brother in your arse while I fuck you, Sam?” My cock swells in my fist when she screams my name.

“Oh, God…ah…Jason…ah!”

The screen blurs then goes black. All I can hear is muffled sounds indistinguishable from my own ragged breaths. I didn’t come, but fuck, I want to. That was the fucking sexiest thing. I may have to put some serious thought into that fantasy of hers. A few moments pass, and I am able to somewhat uncomfortably zip and button my trousers closed.

“Jason?” Her breathless voice and gorgeous face fills my screen. She bites her lip to suppress her grin, her pink cheeks glow and she looks a little shy.

“I’m here, beautiful.” Just me and my massive hard-on. “Feel better?”

“I do…much, thank you.” She sucks on the tip of her finger and it takes a second to register that that finger has just been knuckle deep inside her. I twist as fresh blood surges back to my painful erection. I try to ignore the very erotic visual or I will never get to my meeting.

“You are most welcome. I consider it my most important job, to make you happy.”

“You do make me happy,” she whispers, her smile is bright but her eyes flash with something, not sure what though since it was too brief. Not sadness, but something.

“Ditto.” I search her expression, but whatever it was is gone and is replaced by genuine shock.

“Do I?”

“Really, you doubt it?” I shake my head, but her silence unnerves me. “Sam, you make me incredibly happy.” My tone is soft and serious.

“You didn’t come.” I must look both surprised and confused, but either way, I’m stuck for how to respond. She clarifies. “You have a look…after… and you… you don’t have that look.” She has pulled the covers to tuck around her, and I hate that I am not there to ease her insecurities.

“Not because I’m not happy. That’s crazy.” I tease lightly. “I didn’t finish because I’m at work and I don’t mix business with pleasure. Until just now, I haven’t so much as Googled the word porn while I’m at work.” I joke.

“So I’m a bad influence?” Her own laugh brightens her spirits.

“That you are, but you’re my bad influence.” I add softly, “If I’m honest I’d much rather wait. When I come, I want to be inside you. It’s all I can think about. You are all I can think about.” Surely she knows this? Her underlying insecurities shock me more than any fantasy she could conjure up. She is the bravest, most honest and sexiest woman I know, how could she ever doubt that? Her lips curl into a shy smile at my words, and I get a warm hit to my chest at her evident joy. “You know there is nothing remotely satisfying about jerking off in an empty office,” I point out in all seriousness. She giggles.

“In that case I’ll make sure I’m hungry.” She exaggerates a long, slow, wet lick of her soft pull lips.

“Now that will make me very happy.” I half sigh, half groan at the ever-present ache deep in my groin.
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The meeting with Daniel was brief. Peitra graduated last year from LSE with a first class honours degree in Economics. She didn’t take to banking, which was her first career choice and was looking to do something in business. I love how that covers a multitude of sins and half-arsed choices. I personally don’t believe she would’ve made it past the interview process with a vague answer like that. But, as Daniel said, she is tenacious and has circumvented the interview process by going straight to the top. However, the top is now about to take paternity leave and I am left with more than just an intern. I’m left with a siren.

Peitra follows me back to my office and sits quietly in the chair opposite my desk while I sit back into my own chair and take a call. She has the same strong gene that runs in Sofia and Marco’s family, dark brown hair, chocolate coloured eyes, and a strong, distinctive curve to the brow line. She is attractive, but unlike her cousin, who is all friendly smiles and comfortable company, Peitra is a femme fatale. I know women, and even if she hadn’t been crossing her legs slowly for the last fifteen minutes or leaning down to fix nothing on her killer heels, she screams trouble. It is more than appearance though, and before Sam, I probably would not have even seen a distinction, but with Sam, the mask, the armour are all appearance. I’m not saying she isn’t seductive, because I doubt there’s a man on the planet who would deny her but there is nothing underhanded or deceitful. However, looking at Peitra I am not convinced I could say the same. I am more likely to believe she doesn’t have a sincere bone in her body.

“Jason…” She smiles and flips her long hair over her shoulder. She dips her chin and looks up through her false lashes. “I know you weren’t expecting to have me shadow you, but I promise I won’t disappoint you. I am very accommodating.” And there it is, capital T for trouble. Her expression fixes in a too-sweet grin. I respond with an impassive look. She isn’t the first woman to try this. It’s comical to think she is that naïve. I don’t believe that for a moment. She visibly stiffens as the silence rests awkwardly. “Daniel has been very sweet, just last week at Sofia’s he was—”

“Let me stop you there Peitra—” I interrupt.

“Call me Pip, everyone calls me Pip.” She gives a girlish laugh, but falters when I repeat with considerably more hostility.

“As I said, Peitra, let me stop you there before I have to endure your entire repertoire to establish some sort of connection. I don’t agree with how you gained this position, but you are here. Your academic qualifications aren’t enough to keep you here, neither is your tentative link to Daniel. As for me personally, I have a girlfriend, Sam—”

“Sofia’s friend, Sam?” Her shock is apparent, and her brows knit with confusion. I know that look. She is really starting to piss me off. She flinches at my sudden scowl. “Sorry.” She swallows thickly. I repeat to prevent any misunderstanding.

“Yes, Sofia’s friend, Sam, is my girlfriend. And if you flick your hair one more time in my direction, you will have a sexual harassment complaint in your file quicker than you can bat your lashes.”

“I’m sorry, Jason—” she stutters.

“Mr Sinclair, and Daniel is Mr Stone. This isn’t family. This is business, and I don’t mix business with anything but business.” I draw in a breath because my tone is harsh, and she has visibly shrunk in her seat. “Look, Peitra, you should know I own the establishment where Sam works.” From her initial shock I can only assume she knows of Sam. I doubt she knows much, just enough to pass judgment. “I am more than proficient at reading women. Please don’t pretend to look affronted. That insults me and you for that matter.” Her face flushes pink.

“Sorry, Mr Sinclair, I really didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Yes, you did. But you should also know you are doing yourself a great disservice if you think that is all you have to offer.” She holds my gaze but shifts uncomfortably before she lightly shakes her head.

“I know. I mean this isn’t me.” She shakes her head. “I did ask Dan-Mr Stone, but the other stuff…that was just for you.” She dips her head, and her face is so red I am tempted to believe she is being genuine. But equally, that could be my male ego wanting it to be true. “I am sorry. I just don’t want you to think I am like this, or that I would use…Um, you’re really attractive yourself.” She slaps her hand to her mouth, and I have to bite back a laugh at her obvious mortification. “Can we just forget this, Mr Sinclair? Rewind and pretend none of this, and I mean none of it, happened. I will work my arse off and prove that I am good enough to be here on my own merit. If that’s okay?” Her voice is sincere and eyes are pleading.

“I think that is an excellent idea.” I watch her body relax. She draws in a deep breath and straightens in her seat. Sitting tall with a fresh, bright smile.

“Thank you.”

I am not entirely satisfied about her motives, but I have, at least, made my position clear. “Right, okay, you are to shadow me, but you’re not my PA so don’t behave like one. If you have a question ask, and Peitra…treat yourself the way you would like to be treated.” She nods and flashes a tentative smile, which is the first natural expression to flit across her face. It looked good.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Leon slumps on the sofa next to me and picks up the tiny baby blue bunny between his fingers like it was carrying some hideous disease. His hand is stretched as far from his body as possible, and his brow is comically piqued with curiosity.

“Something you want to tell me, babe?” He wrinkles his nose with distaste, and I snatch the bunny from his fingers, but my face must display something other than irritation. I feel the unbidden sadness silently prickle behind my eyes. His arm is instantly around me, and my face is warmed against the strong curve of muscle on his chest. The steady thump, thump of his heart is an instant comfort. It’s silly. It’s not like I can’t think about babies without breaking, but his disdain, even as a joke, was too close to home to be remotely funny. “I’m sorry, Sam. I didn’t mean anything. I would be happy for you, you know that. I’d be sad for selfish reasons, but you know I…” He kisses my hair but doesn’t finish his unnecessary apology.

“I know, Leon. Honestly, I think I’m going a little crazy. You didn’t even say anything, you just had that same look as…” I shake my head. I’m being ridiculous. When I meet his stare, his eyes are filled with kind understanding. “I’m sorry. I’ve been on edge since my run-in with Richard last week. I can’t believe I acted out like that.”

He snickers. “Oh, babe, I can so believe you did, but you weren’t to know he was some sleazy psycho. And you can relax, Jason called to say Richard left for the States this morning, and I’m working on making sure he can’t come back.” He ruffles my hair, and I feel all warm and tingly that I have two wonderful men in my life.

“Jason called you, why didn’t he call me?” I reach for my phone, which is perched on the arm of the sofa. My screen is blank. I grimace when I meet Leon’s smug expression. My phone is still playing up, and I haven’t gotten around to replacing it. “That might be why.” I press the start button to try and wake the sleeping device, exhausted by its rapid burst of flashing screens it quickly flatlines. “Can I use your phone?” I wiggle my fingers and he rolls his eyes. I scroll through his call log expecting to have to recognise Jason’s number but I am shocked to see his name as a full on contact with picture and everything. “You added him as a proper contact?” I drop my jaw to exaggerate my surprise. He reaches for his phone, but I pull it back.

“He is important to you,” he states flatly.

“Aw, Leon, that’s so sweet. You’re letting him into our little family,” I coo, but he smirks and raises a brow.

“You didn’t look at the picture, did you?” He grins.

“It’s a bell. It’s not a wedding bell, is it?” I splutter.

“Not exactly, to be very specific it’s the end of a bell.” He looks fit to burst with his own mirth.

“Mature, very mature.” He fails to hold it in and snickers out a light laugh, but rolls off the sofa and out of my slapping range. “Make me a hot chocolate by way of apology for calling my boyfriend a bell-end.” I call after him as he strides toward his room. He makes a swift U-turn and detours to the kitchen instead.

 

“Leon, is Sam all right?” Jason snaps.

“It’s me.” I can’t hide the smile that erupts across my face. “You were worried?”

“I’m always worried when it comes to you, beautiful.” His voice is softer, almost a whisper. “But maybe we can both relax a little now. Did Leon tell you?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“I have my ways, and I know you. Your very responsive body has been all tied up in knots, and I should be the only reason that ever happens,” he drawls seductively, then his tone abruptly changes. “Richard left through a major airport. I had asked our security team to keep an eye on him. Is there anything else you wanted to know?” I pull the phone away from my ear to check that I am still talking to Jason.

“Excuse me?” I stutter. I think for a moment then realise someone must have walked in on him for his manner to change like that. I know he likes to keep his private life private, and maybe he doesn’t want whoever came in to know he is talking to me.

“If there is nothing specific, my intern is here Sam.” He clips. “I will see you later, much later, though, so no need to wait up.” His cold dismissal is a stark contrast to his sensual greeting.

“Oh, no danger of that, dickhead!” I snap the phone shut and throw it onto the pile of cushions on the floor.

“Hey, hey don’t go breaking the only phone we have between us that’s still working.” Leon approaches with two mugs and a bottle of something tucked under his arm.

“Sorry,” I mutter and take the piping hot drink from him. Before I take a sip he drops a large slug of rum by the smell of it into my cup.

“Trouble in paradise?” he teases.

“Did Jason strike you as bipolar?” I sniff only half serious.

“Um, no.” He chuckles.

“No, me either, so he’s just being an arse then?” I grumble.

“Oh, he definitely strikes me as being an arsehole.”

“I said arse not arsehole,” I correct.

“To-may-to….to-mah-to.” He shrugs dismissing my concern and changes the subject. “So what’s with the baby clothes?”

“Sofia’s best friend, Bethany. Her baby is due any day now. It’s why I am not going to cut Jason’s bollocks off when he gets here,” I mutter begrudgingly.

“Jason’s the father?” Leon chokes back his drink, just avoiding spluttering over us both with his shocking question.

“He wouldn’t be alive if he was.” I quip. “No, Jason’s boss, Daniel Stone, is the father. He’s on paternity leave so Jason is working all the hours. I told you about them.” I roll my eyes at his blank expression.

“Probably…doesn’t mean I actually listened.” He nudges me and gives me a cheeky smile.

[image: ]

“Don’t be mad, beautiful.” Jason’s warm breath kisses my neck; his strong arms wrap around my waist. Even sleeping, my tension is evidence that I am still angry enough to resist his embrace. Not too much and not for long, because ultimately, I relax into his hold, and he softens to allow me to twist around. I hitch my leg over his hip, and my hand snakes down between our bodies. He groans with satisfaction but chokes back a yelp and freezes, and I grab hold of his balls, my long finger nails exerting enough force to make their presence abundantly apparent.

“Sam,” he growls out a warning, even rolling his hips into my grasp. His cock swells from semi to rock hard. “I am sorry if I upset you, but I didn’t think it was professional to carry on talking to you like that. I was at work.”

“I am aware of where you were, Jason, but that doesn’t mean you have to be a full-blown arsehole to me. Wait…why would it be unprofessional to talk to your girlfriend in front of your intern?” His eyes widen because my grip just tightened.

“Do you want to let go of my nuts so I can answer that question?” His voice is level, but there is underlying stress in his delivery.

“Actually, no. I want to hold them right here.” I tug a little, closing my fingers around his most precious sac. A deep groan escapes his chest, and he rocks his hips and his hard-on against my tummy. I can feel my own heat melt, but I won’t be distracted. “Jason?”

“She’s been invaluable this week. With Daniel MIA I have welcomed the help, and she’s worked every extra hour I have.” His explanation sounds remarkably like an excuse.

“As she should…she’s an intern, but why would it matter how you spoke to me?” His evasive answer has my hackles rising, and the flash of worry in his eyes is justified. I am holding his life in my twitchy hand.

“I have just been impressed with her hard work. Surprised actually. She’s been very focused and hard working.” His iteration is fuelling my fire. My grip tightens, and he puffs out a sharp breath with the truth. “She has a crush on me, that’s all, and as much as I have made my position clear, I’m still not that much of an arsehole to rub you in her face. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“But being an arsehole to me is perfectly acceptable?” I let go of my hold because this is no longer a cheeky bit of fun. I leap from the bed. He sits abruptly and reaches out, trying to prevent me escaping. I stand away from the bed and roughly pull on my yoga pants and t-shirt, which were lying in a wrinkled heap on the floor. I glance at him sitting bolt upright and naked, his face hidden in the shadow of the room. Only his cut chest is illuminated by the light from the door when I open it to storm out. He is hot on my heels as I reach Leon’s door.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” He grabs my hand as I reach for the handle. His fingers wrap mine, and he crushes me against the smooth metal. I don’t cry out but turn my head to scowl at him. His face is impassive but his eyes darken with rage.

“I’m going to bed. It’s all right, Jason; I’ve made my position with Leon perfectly clear.” I repeat his ridiculous sentiment back at him. He breathes heavily through his nose, and I can see his temper start to fray. Good, fucking arsehole.

“You’re being childish, Sam.” His voice is low and menacing, but I still try and open Leon’s door. It swings wide but not from any effort on my part. Leon stands completely naked, with floppy bed hair falling in his sleepy eyes. I barely notice because he rarely wears much more, but I can feel Jason stiffen behind me. I straighten in surprise, but my shock isn’t at his appearance, it’s the fact he’s awake. He usually sleeps like the dead.

“Children, children, can you please keep it down.” He absently grabs his cock, although not to cover himself, more to massage the semi hard-on he is sporting. “Unless you are planning on joining me, why don’t you both go and settle this…whatever this is…like adults…naked with tongues.” He grins at me, and with his free hand, tips my open mouth shut just before he slams his door. Jason chuckles behind me, and I swing round but collapse against the rock hard impact of his shoulder in my tummy. He scoops me high, and slaps my bottom hard before striding back to my bed.

Dropping me from a great height into the centre of the bed, I squeal and shuffle back away from his encroaching frame. I have to bite back my smile, because as sexy as he looks—and he looks fucking delicious—I am still mad.

“Stop!” I slap my hand on his naked chest as he hovers over me, all hard and hot.

“No, you’re jealous, and I love that, but you have nothing to be jealous of, and I’m going to prove it.” He takes the wrist of the hand holding his chest and the other too, and holds them high above my head.

“Awesome sex doesn’t prove shit.” I fight him and the desperate moan at the back of my throat as he pushes his strong legs between mine and works me wider. I am so damn wet, and I bet he knows it. He draws in a deep breath and purses his lips as his eyes darken with undiluted desire.

“You’re right. Actions speak louder than words, though. Sam, I promise I will never give you another reason to be jealous.” I sniff out a sharp, derisive snort. “You doubt me?” His brows pitch together, and he looks utterly sincere.

“Men lie.” I try to shrug, but my arms are taut, making the action difficult.

“Everyone lies, but I’m telling the truth, and with my actions, I will prove that over time.” His lips cover mine with a sweetly possessive kiss that steals my breath. “You trust me, and I won’t betray that. I know what it means, beautiful.” I sink and sigh when he calls me that. He looks at me like I’m the only girl in the world and so precious because of it.

“Trust me?” His deep stare pierces right through me. I am exposed and vulnerable, and I couldn’t be any happier.

“I do.”

“Good…now for those actions.” He grunts and thrusts so deep I gasp out a silent cry. I am not silent for long.
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“That’s so fricking hot.” Lili giggles.

“I love it when they do that.” Bethany grins and winks at me nudging Sofia at her side. I am having a great night. Sofia arranged an anti-Valentine girls’ night out for Lili, a waitress from her family’s restaurant and a really close friend. She’s a single mum, and since we are all a little ‘loved-up’, we collectively decided to have a night off.

“When they do what? Slap your arse or carry you away caveman style?” Sofia snickers when Bethany and I answer together.

“Both.” We all collapse into giggles.

“I don’t get it.” Sofia frowns in all seriousness.

“What don’t you get, sweetie?” I try not to laugh as her face turns a glorious shade of red.

“I’m not a prude or anything, but spanking hurts. Paul did it once, and I nearly punched his lights out. I think he only got one slap in before I stormed out. It was humiliating.” Her brows are bunched tight.

“It can be, and personally, I’m not into that, but spanking doesn’t have to be humiliating. It can be very arousing.” I notice Bethany shift and I give her a pointed stare. “Want to help me out here?”

“Oh, no, I plead the fifth.” She holds her hands up in surrender. “I am heavily pregnant, and horny as hell. If I start talking about Daniel and sex, I will not last the evening.”

I chuckle and turn back to Sofia. “All I’m saying is it’s very much ‘for each to their own’. Like any relationship, everything is very personal. The point is, you don’t know until you try, and as long as you trust your partner and can happily communicate your wishes, then it can be lots and lots of fun.”

“And being tied up…that’s fun for you?” Sofia asks. I smile when Bethany snaps her lips shut tight and shakes her head, leaving me to fill in the blanks. “Yes, sweetie, that is lots of fun.”

“But you can’t, you know, move? I mean you can’t grind or grab where you need them to be with your thighs. You can’t touch them. It’s so frustrating.” She puffs out a breath to try and expel some of the heat she is holding in her cheeks. She snaps up the shot glass of champagne that comes with the cocktails and downs it in one swallow. I am silent, with a subtle grin while I watch her think about what she just said.

“Is that the point?” Her voice is excited with her self-revelation.

I offer an encouraging smile, and her face lights up, but just as quickly, she frowns again. “But you would have no control over…you know…coming.” She whispers the last word, and we all bust out laughing. “Oh…that would also be the point.” She nods slowly at her enlightenment. “Well, there is no fucking way I am giving Paul that kind of power,” she states and fixes us with a stern glare and serious tone. “And I’ll thank you to keep all this to yourselves. I don’t want him getting ideas above occasionally sticking his dick in my—”

“More drinks I think?” Bethany blurts out. Sofia slaps her hand over her mouth, covering her loose, over-sharing lips and cursing her alcohol addled brain. I get the next round, and we settle back to more mundane conversations and catching up.

I have known Sofia for a few years. We instantly hit it off. She is fun, but more than that, she is a good friend. She works at an exclusive private club, and when I first went there with a client, she cornered me in the ladies. She knew him as a member and had heard rumours. Her face filled with concern, she asked if I was okay, if I needed any help, did I need money, anything. I think she was prepared to call the police and have my ‘date’ arrested. I probably should’ve told her the truth then, but I didn’t, and now it just doesn’t matter. She didn’t judge me then, and these girls don’t judge me now.

It feels really good to relax. I didn’t realise how on edge I was until Jason told me that Richard had left the country, and I physically felt the tension seep from my body. A respite that was short-lived. Since our fight, I can’t hide the fact that I find myself in brand new and totally unfamiliar territory: that of jealous girlfriend. It is like a clawing sickness that clouds my rational brain. I can’t help it; all I can do is acknowledge and try to deal with any fallout.

“So what happened?” Lili asks. “Actually, you know, I don’t think I can handle any more details. This night was supposed to cheer me up. Tales of your hot-as-hell guys is not helping,” she teases and fans herself.

“No details then. We talked…after we’d settled things like adults, that is.” I wiggle my brows. “He apologised and said it wouldn’t happen again. I explained that, despite all evidence to the contrary, I am, in fact, a very jealous person, and if he were serious, he needs to be mindful. I honestly didn’t think I was but—”

Sofia scoffs her interruption. “I’d like to say you have nothing to worry about, but as far as Peitra is concerned, she is very ambitious, and she’s had her sight set on Jason for a while.” She takes a slow sip of her Porn Star cocktail, and I meet her serious gaze. My stomach knots, and I feel a little sick. The super sweet drinks swirling on my empty stomach aren’t helping.

“I have to trust him, Sofs. If I don’t, we have nothing.” My voice catches, and she leans across to squeeze my hand as I anxiously tear my napkin to shreds.

“Sam,” Bethany’s voice is full of concern. “I promise you can trust Jason. He’s a good guy, and he is smitten with you. Not that anyone would blame him. Daniel told me just last week, he had never seen Jason act like he does when he is with you, and he has known him a long time.” Her smile is wide and warm.

“Oh, God, I don’t mean anything like that. Jason loves you.” Sofia gushes. I roll my eyes at her sweet but overly simplistic and deeply romantic filter on all things. I let her nonsense slide. She continues, but her tone is more serious. “Peitra on the other hand, well every family has a ‘Peitra’, I suppose.” She air-quotes the name, highlighting my concern here and gives an apologetic shrug. A sombre blanket cloaks our booth. We all reach for our glasses, and I decide to raise a toast.

“Here’s to fucked up family and fabulous friends!” The mood lightens when we all clink glasses. Sofia and Lili disappear to fetch fresh drinks and Bethany slides round to my side.

“I’m glad you came, Bets, but I am a little surprised Daniel let you out on Valentine’s Day.” I nod to her fit-to-burst round tummy.

“Oh, don’t worry, he’ll be here shortly. I pulled the ‘I’m going crazy and I’ll take you with me’ pregnant wife card. I am hoping he’ll chill a little when the baby is born.” She snickers at my incredulous expression. “Yeah, maybe not.” She notices my hand fiddling with the platinum cuff Jason gave me this morning. “Jason?” she queries and I follow her gaze to my wrist.

“Oh, yes,” I self-consciously place my hands flat on the table, and Bethany reaches for my hand. “Valentine gift. I thought because we were out tonight we weren’t doing Valentine’s Day but apparently…” My voice drifts.

“He must like you very much, Sam.” She waggles her own wrist, her cuff glinting in the spotlight above our table. “I got mine last Valentine. They have to be specially made.” Her eyes sparkle with the reflection.

“I really like him, too.” My chest aches and I get a surge of nervous knots.

“Hey don’t sound so sad. Surely that’s a good thing?” She covers my hand with hers and grasps it tight. My lips try to smile.

“I feel exposed. I don’t do vulnerable, Bets…not anymore.” I lean forward so I don’t have to shout. The background noise has increased with the number of bodies now filling the room.

“You’re only vulnerable if the person you’re with can’t be trusted. Do you trust Jason?” Bethany questions my reservations.

“I do.” I reply without hesitation.

“That’s a good start.” She laughs lightly, squeezing my hand tightly before releasing it.

“Marriage certainly suits you.” Her smile is impossibly wide and infectious. She happily rubs the swell of her tummy, and I get a warm burst of something intense inside. I had always shied away from the notion that a happily ever after was anything but a myth. But when the evidence is sitting beside me I can’t help but bask in the glow and hope some of that fairy tale might filter my way.

Daniel appears at our booth just as Sofia and Lili return with an ice bucket of champagne for us and a soft drink for Bets. Sofia hands Bets’ drink over.

“There you go, sweetie, double vodka and cranberry…you’re drinking for two remember.” Sofia tries in vain to hide her mischievous grin, and Bets drops her head in her hands as Daniel swipes the drink from Sofia’s grasp.

“Hello, Daniel, I didn’t see you there.” She smiles sweetly. He narrows his eyes. His lips are thin and pinched as he carefully places the now tasted drink in front of his wife.

“Good evening, Sofia,” He almost growls her name before addressing the rest of us more smoothly. “Good evening ladies, are you having a good time?” He perches beside his wife, his long arm draped protectively across her shoulders. She leans against his shoulder as we all chat comfortably. The music has started to get loud and people are starting to emerge from the private booths and join the growing number of dancers on the floor. My feet start to twitch and I have enough alcohol in me to throw some serious shapes. I nod at the girls and point toward the floor. Sofia and Lili grab their bags but Bets yawns and slaps her hand over her mouth as her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

“Come on, baby, let’s go home.” Daniel lifts her from the seat and sweeps her straight into his arms. Lili rushes over to hug her. “Thank you for coming, Bets. I think we should do this every Valentine.” Bethany grins at a scowling Daniel, and I laugh.

“I’m sort of with Daniel on that one Lili.” I nudge her. “I’m not sure if Jason wasn’t working whether I would be here at all…no offence.”

Lili shrugs and mock swoons. “Yeah, I don’t think I would be either if I was dating Jason.”

My own laugh falters when I catch the deep frown on Daniel’s face and the brief look that passes between him and a confused looking Bethany. A shared silent moment, I am positive had nothing to do with Lili’s proposition and everything to do with my comment.

I suddenly don’t feel like hitting the dance floor, my stomach churns and I turn to race for the ladies. I bolt the door just in time, as every drink I have consumed in the last few hours hits the toilet bowl.

My knees are numb from the hard marble ground, my knuckles ache from clinging to the rim of the toilet like it’s my only anchor to the world which is spinning wildly around me. I didn’t think I had drunk that much. I know I didn’t, but I feel sick in my soul. I hear the door swing several times as women come and go, but after a while, it goes quiet. There is a tentative knock on my cubicle door.

“Sam…are you in there?” Lili knocks again.

“I think I had a bit too much. I don’t usually drink and those cocktails were lethal.” I offer a laugh, but it falls flat. Lili doesn’t seem to notice.

“Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry. I’ll get you some water; you stay here with Sofs.” I hear the door close once more.

“Hey Sam, are you okay? Did something happen? You were fine one minute.” She mutters, “Bets had to leave, but she looked worried are you—” The noise from the club drowns out her concern as the door lets another someone in.

“I thought that was you. Sofia, what are you doing here? Is Paul with you?” I hear Sofia suck in a sharp breath, but my stomach retches so my focus is elsewhere, besides, I don’t recognise the voice. I just concentrate on keeping my hair from either falling into the bowl or draping along the equally disgusting floor. I freeze at the next word.

“Peitra.” Sofia’s voice is pitched with surprise.

I bite back the liquid that is pooling in my mouth and hug my knees to my chest. My whole body is chilled and trembling.

“What are you doing here?”

“Date,” she gushes.

“I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.” Sofia’s tone drops, and I find I am holding my breath and more.

“Oh, it’s only been a few weeks, and it’s very hush-hush. It’s against company policy, and he’s a bit of a stickler for rules.” She sighs. “Doesn’t stop him fucking me rigid on his desk after hours, mind.” Her high-pitched giggle is enough to induce a fresh bout of vomiting, but I am just dry heaving myself raw. I am empty, fitting really. I grab a fistful of tissue and wipe my lips. I close my eyes and let the pain wash over me, my chest heaves, and I feel like a blade is slicing my heart into slivers, slow and agonising.

“Who Peitra…who are you dating?” Sofia’s tone is sharp but the reply is sing song sweet and unaffected by Sofia open hostility.

“Ah ah…hush-hush for the time being. I’ll introduce you soon enough.” I hear her air kiss and leave. I pull the handle and flush the toilet. Sofia is standing against the sink, her hands are clasped tight and her face is etched with sadness.

“It might not be Jason.” She steps toward me, but I halt her with my hand and a silent shake of my head. I gaze at the mirror and hang my head to my chest because I don’t recognise that shell staring back at me.

I whisper. “But we both know it is.”

“I’m so—”

“Don’t Sofs…please don’t. I’ll be fine. Just give me a minute to get cleaned up, and I’ll be right out.” I flash a bright smile that doesn’t even remotely conceal my devastation. Sofia tries again to comfort me, but I shake my head and pinch my eyes tight. The unstoppable tingles threaten to break. I don’t want to break, not here.

“I don’t believe it. I’m going to check.” She turns and leaves before I can stop her. I glance at my reflection. My face is puffy with blotchy red eyes from the violent heaving. My hair is a straggly mess and looking down, my bare legs are mottled with whatever was on the floor. I dread to think of what it was. I start cleaning myself and make a pretty good effort by the time Sofia has returned with Lili just behind. Sofia doesn’t need to say a single word her face is a reflection but a fraction of my own heartbreak. I take the water Lili is holding and drink it down. I flash a quick smile, which is plastered over gritted teeth. My makeshift mask.

“I don’t know what to say Sam.” She looks nervously between me and Lili. “What are you going to do?”

I twist my bright red lipstick up and carefully apply to my slightly swollen lips. Pressing them together, I turn and straighten myself. My skin-tight black leather vest dress hugs my curves; my cleavage is not to be missed, and I now have my red lipstick armour.

“I’m going to rip his bollocks off.”

 

I approach the private area and face the booth Sofia had indicated, but I can’t move forward. Even from this distance I can see Peitra is pressed against him, her hand grabbing him beneath the table. His face registers surprise or shock, his brows furrow, but he doesn’t make another move. His eyes meet mine. Now that expression is definitely shock.

“Sam!” Jason calls, pushing Peitra’s hand from his lap. He makes to stand but freezes at my deathly glare and sinister smile. I will my feet to move and stop just before the unhappy couple. My pulse is racing, and my mouth is suddenly dry.

“Sam, this is Peitra, my intern.” Jason attempts to make introductions, I can see by the slow movement in his throat that he is struggling to swallow. Palpable tension lies thick between us.

“Oh, I know who she is, Jason.” I snarl his name. He recoils and takes a moment to recover.

“Right, and Peitra, this is Sam, my girlfriend.” His voice is calm but his face is etched with uncertainty. I raise my brow high but snap to look at Peitra when she speaks.

“The whore,” Peitra offers her hand with a sardonic smile.

“Peitra, fuck!” Jason shouts out, his mortification matching his fury. “You apologise right now!” She withers at his furious glare, visibly shrinking in her seat. I stretch and lean over, my face only inches from hers. Her eyes are wide with panic.

“It’s all right, sweetheart.” I glance back at Jason keeping my tone cold and laying a heavy emphasis on my most hated choice of nickname. I turn back to address Peitra pinching her chin between my fingers. We glare at one another.

“But you should know this, little girl…I’m not just any whore. I’m the best. So when he fucks you, remember that it isn’t your nails he will feel dragging down his back, it isn’t your taste he craves on his tongue, Peitra.” I release her chin and pat her cheek with as much condescension as I can place in a palm. “It isn’t your submission that brings him to his knees, and it never will be.” I hold her stunned gaze for a moment longer before Peitra pulls away. Jason tries to grab my arm as I brush lightly past him. I fight to hold the anger, the hurt, any emotion that would reveal my utter devastation inside. I want to run, push and fight my way out, away from them, but I don’t. I float with an eerie air of calm and disquiet.

“This isn’t what it looks like Sam.” My glare at his touch fails to have the desired effect when Jason tightens his grip.

“It never is, Jason.” I spit his name, my voice catches as I try to break free of his hold. “Let me go, or you’ll be wearing your bollocks as earnings for the rest of your life.” My words are filled with vitriol but my eyes glaze all the same. I hate that he has done this. I abhor that it hurts so much, and I hate that I am going to break in front of him and her. I take a stuttered breath, squeezing my eyes tight to stop the tears falling.

“Oh, my God, she’s going to cry!” Peitra cackles out a bitter laugh that is like a sharp slap to my face. I am strangely grateful, because the sadness instantly disintegrates. Jason releases me, his expression a mix of anger at Peitra and—What is that look? Despair, confusion, guilt?—I’m going to go with guilt. I step back, my head high and not a tear in sight.

“Where are you going?” He steps forward as I step away, maintaining the same distance.

“Oh, you know, places to be, people to screw. Time is money and all that.” I retort with a tight, bitter smile.

“Oh, very mature, Sam. You misunderstand what’s going on here, and your first reaction is to go fuck a client,” he growls. I halt my retreat, and he steps forward, towering over me, but I won’t back down.

“At least I’m honest about it.” I snarl.

“Fuck, Sam, jealousy goes both ways. You think I’m not jealous when you work, when you fuck your clients? You think that doesn’t fucking tear me up?” His anger is tempered with a break in his voice that catches me off guard. He doesn’t mean it. He’s deflecting because he was caught with someone’s hand in his cookie jar.

“I don’t fuck my clients.” I lift my chin to meet his fierce, dark eyes, scowling with hurt and anger.

“Whatever you do then. You think it’s any different to know that they are getting off with you, touching you, touching what’s mine?” He reaches to touch my face but I flinch. “Sam?” I can hear his plea in his voice, his eyes look so sad as his hand drops.

“I’m no one’s, Jason. I’m just a whore.” I close my eyes before I turn and walk away.
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“Fuck!” I yell to myself and turn sharply to the table where Peitra is sitting quietly, eyes wide but her lips are pinched tight in a self-satisfied smile that makes my blood boil. I want to tear something apart, I am so fucking angry with myself. Sam must know how I feel about her. She can’t have believed there was really anything going on. God, she looked so hurt, she braved out a good show, but her mask slipped, and I could see her break in front of me, just in her eyes but it was enough. Fuck! I pick my jacket off the seat and slip my wallet out of the pocket. I screw up a fifty pound note and throw it on the table in front of Peitra.

“Jason you don’t need to pay me.” Her saccharin voice resembles nails on a chalkboard. I flinch at her tone and the implication. Fuck her.

“That’s a fifty not loose change.” I snap, and her brows shoot up in shock. “For my glass of champagne.” I slip my jacket on.

“But, Jason, we’ve ordered over a thousand pounds worth of Crystal!” she protests.

“You ordered Peitra.” I flash a tight-lipped smile that doesn’t reach past my mouth.

“How am I supposed to pay, Jason?” Panic and embarrassment colour her face, a mix of pale and pink.

“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” I start to walk past, but she grabs my arm and snarls, all white teeth and pink gums.

“I’m not the whore, Jason!” Spittle flies from her lips, her eyes are narrow with pure venom.

“No, you’re not; my whore has way more class. You are just a fucking bitch!” Her expression is one of utter shock, but I doubt that is the first time she’s been called that. She jumps back in her seat as if I have slapped her. If only. I shake my head as I push through the crowded club, eager to get out. I need to get some air. I need to clear my head, and then I need to make this fucking mess right.
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I waited in my club for two hours before I checked on the room Sam had booked directly after storming out. The room was empty and no one had seen her enter or leave, but that’s not especially unusual. My momentary irritation at wasting my time is quickly replaced with relief that she wasn’t at the club fucking someone else. Her throw away threat was aimed with precision, hitting me hard, but that appears to be all it was, a threat. I know she hides behind her Domme mask and wears her title of whore like a shield, but I don’t believe she would use sex between us as a weapon. Nevertheless, I hurt her and I don’t feel nearly as confident that there isn’t someone else capable of comforting her right now, and I hate that, because that is my job. The taxi pulls up outside Sam’s silent home and idles noisily at the curb at this late hour.

“Do you want me to wait for you, mate?” The driver calls out as I bound up the steps. I shake my head and wave him off. I start to pound on the door and ring her flat number, pressing the button repeatedly. The windows are all dark, but light flickers above the main door before it creaks open. Leon, is wearing at least a towel around his waist, this time.

“What the fuck, man?” He yawns loudly. I ignore his groggy grumble and push past him. His sleepy state is a little unstable and he stumbles after me as I make my way through Sam’s flat. Her bedroom door is wide open but her bed is empty. I switch her light on as if suddenly illuminating the room will reveal her, but there is nothing. I hear the front door slam and turn thinking Sam has escaped past me but I am faced with a dark scowl and her furious flatmate.

“What the fuck are you doing, Jason?” He blocks my way as I head for his room. It wouldn’t be the first time she sought solace in his room. My muscles clench, hands curl into tight fists, and I square up to him. He is almost as tall as me; we are nearly eye to eye. He is radiating anger in waves, but they simply butt against my own.

“Back off, Leon, I need to talk to her.” He places his hand on my chest to stop me from moving forward. I instantly grab and twist his wrist, slamming him hard against the wall. He turned his head just in time to prevent a broken nose but grunts as I lean my full force and weight against his back. “I’m not in the mood for a pissing contest, Leon. I want to see my girl. She’s upset and I won’t let a fucking stupid misunderstanding end this,” I growl in his ear. His initial resistance stops, and when I am sure he is not going to retaliate, I let go. He turns slowly, tightening his towel and eyeing me warily. I hold his gaze because I have nothing to hide and everything to lose.

“What did you do?” His glare hardens, and his eyes narrow.

“Let me see her.” I can feel the tension in my jaw. I don’t have time for this. “I need to sort this out, Leon. It’s important we talk,” I grit out with as much restraint as my frayed temper will allow.

“She’s not here. Honestly, I thought she was staying with you for a few days.” His brows furrow. His expression might be confused, but he is not lying.

“A few days?”

“Her case is gone from the hall. I assumed she was staying at your place.” He steps around me and walks into the kitchen. The light from the refrigerator casts a sickly glow over his tanned body, and I wait patiently for him to consume almost an entire litre of milk.

“Where would she go?” I ask.

His brows knit together in thought. “Tell me what happened, and I might help.” His tone is both cautious and a warning. I step angrily around the kitchen island. He slams the fridge door and we are again nose to nose. “Or don’t and good luck scouring the globe to find her. I’m just looking out for her, Jason. Something I didn’t think I had to do since she got with you. But hey, we all make mistakes.” His snide comment knocks the wind from my lungs. I slide back onto the kitchen stool and drop my head in my hands, feeling like a complete shit. He’s right; she shouldn’t need protecting from me. She shouldn’t ever hurt because of me.

“I fucked up.” I exhale the pain with a deep, steady breath and recall the events of the evening, cringing with every expression of disgust that flashes on his face.

“You did fuck up.” Leon leans on his elbows. His tone isn’t remotely teasing, and my heart sinks, heavy in my chest.

“I didn’t do anything, Leon.” I sigh because it’s a pathetic denial at best. “I did know how Peitra felt about me, and I knew how Sam felt. I thought I could handle some silly crush.” I laugh without humour and heavy with remorse. “It just took me too long to notice what was happening tonight. I should’ve left the minute the champagne turned up. I should’ve cancelled when the venue for the meeting changed. Fuck! I’ve never had to deal with jealousy before.”

“Neither has Sam.” His tone is reprimanding, and I nod, taking his disapproval on the chin.

“I know.”

The ensuing silence stretches between us until and Leon sniffs out a tight, sharp laugh. “What she said to Peitra was pretty fucking hot though!” He grins, and I can’t help a short laugh escape.

“God, it was.” I sniff but shake the memory. “But when I tried to stop her from leaving she threw that ‘time is money’ and she has ‘people to screw’ in my face. That fucking kicked me in the nuts as hard as any steel toe.” I shift, uncomfortable at the memory.

“She was lashing out.”

“Maybe, but that is going to be a deal breaker if every time we argue, she threatens to go on some revenge ‘fuckfest’. I know she doesn’t need the money, and I respect the shit out of her for doing what she wants with her body. She’s the sexiest woman I know, and I know I’m no saint—”

“Jason, you’re a slut. Trust me, you have had way more partners than Sam ever has.” He sniffs out his derisive comment.

“Cheers Leon, but I doubt that.” I pinch out a tight-lipped grimace and narrow my glare, but his face is impassive. “Look, her past doesn’t matter; it’s irrelevant. And I don’t care about her being a Domme, but if she is going to fuck someone else it’s because we both want that, not because she’s out to hurt me.”

“You hurt her.” His reminder is unnecessary and hurts like fuck, but I won’t give up.

“I know. It won’t happen again.” I meet his sceptical glare and hold it. I mean what I say, if I get the chance, that is.

“Good, but I mean it. She has probably slept with half a dozen men in the ten years I’ve known her.” His tone is serious but he can’t be.

“Actual boyfriends I can believe that.” I nod in agreement, because I understand his comment; it just needed my own clarification. “She told me as much. She had never been serious with anyone, not until me, but you can’t expect me to believe she’s had just six clients in that time.” I raise my brow, but his face hasn’t changed, still serious and intently holding my glare.

“She has many clients as a Dominatrix but she’s never fucked anyone for money. Never has, never will,” he reiterates.

“Why does she call herself a whore? I don’t understand.” I shake my head. I’m a fucking idiot. I completely understand. She uses it to keep her distance, to stop herself getting close to anyone. It’s her barrier and her armour. “I mean I do understand, but why didn’t she tell me.” I can hear my voice catch, and his expression softens slightly.

“Self-preservation, Jason.” He places his hand on my dropped shoulder. “I’m only telling you because you didn’t care before. The label didn’t keep you away.” He removes his hand, folds his arms across his chest, and shakes his head. A bitter, knowing laugh escapes him. “I know her, she will be happy now because she didn’t tell you. She’ll retreat into her shell, believing she deserves no more than a desolate, lonely future.” He drags his hand through his long hair and fixes me with a dark scowl. “She will justify the end because you were stupid enough to believe she is capable of—what did you call it?”

“A revenge fuckfest,” I reply, quietly ashamed that I even for a moment believed that was the case.

“Yeah, and if I hadn’t told you, you might’ve gone on believing it, and that path leads to relationship destruction. She deserves more.” He stares at me and smiles.

“I agree.” I get a chill in my bones thinking how that reality nearly came to be. “So where do you think she is?” He shrugs. I curse and almost slap my head. Fucking idiot. I take my phone from my back pocket and swipe the screen. It takes a moment to locate her and filter in some other information that is also very useful. “Okay, well, she’s travelling at the moment. Quite fast and”—I pause while I read the flight details that have just appeared with her boarding information—“she’s heading for Rome. Why is she heading to Rome?”

Leon has a knowing grin spreading wide across his face. “I’m not going to ask how you know where she is.” He leaves his unasked question hanging, clearly expecting an answer.

“After Richard showed up, I put some extra security in place. It’s just for emergencies.” I clarify at his doubtful expression. “So Rome?” I repeat.

“Sanctuary.”

“Hmm?”

“I have a flat there. It’s called Sanctuary, an apartment just by the Spanish steps. When the going gets tough, the tough go shoe shopping.” Leon smirks.

“Fine, put some clothes on, Leon, you’re taking me to Heathrow… now.” He raises a brow at my curt tone, and I draw in a slow, steadying breath. I am grateful he seems inclined to help, at least a little. I need to curb my temper. He is Sam’s best friend, and he is just protecting her too. “Sorry, I don’t have my car back, and you will be quicker than hailing a cab this time of night.” I plead.

“Where’s your car?” he calls over his shoulder as he goes to his bedroom and pulls on some clothes.

“That night I ran to the club, I dumped it at the side of the road, and it got towed. It’s still impounded.”

“Why haven’t you picked it up? That was over three weeks ago.” He looks at me like I am all kinds of special. I shrug lightly.

“I live in the city, and I’ve barely noticed it’s not there.” Leon scoffs and grabs his keys. I follow him out of the door. “We need to detour to my place so I can get my passport.”

“And some clothes,” he remarks.

“Hopefully not.” He tips his finger, a small salute in understanding. At the bottom of the stairs, Leon opens a cupboard and hands me a helmet. He grins and knocks the two hats together. I didn’t even notice the bike parked out the front when I arrived, but I do now. It’s a beast, bright red even in the dim street light, a 1000cc Ducati 916. He slides on and hovers his helmet above his head.

“Does Sam ride on this?”

“Oh, yeah,” he groans.

“Do you mind not making that noise when you’re talking about my girlfriend?” I grumble.

“Hey you’re the one talking about fucking her with others. Just know I want first refusal if that ever happens. Not that I’d fucking refuse.” He slams the helmet down and muffles more groans and curses. Fortunately, I am too focused on getting to Sam to think much about his comment. The last thing I need is a raging hard-on riding shotgun right behind Leon.
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I never give my money much thought, probably because I am nowhere near Daniel’s league of wealth, but having access to the company jet anytime I know puts me in a very privileged position. A position I am more than grateful for tonight as my last minute flight has me only, just over three hours behind Sam. Leon promised me he wouldn’t call to warn her, and even gave me his key to the apartment. I am relieved at least that her best friend is giving me the chance to make this right. I grip the key hard enough to leave an indentation in my palm. My nerves are frayed with the uncertain hope that Sam will do the same and give me a chance. The taxi driver clearly gets bonus pay for the speed of each fare, whether we survive seems to be incidental. The traffic is surprisingly heavy for this time in the early morning and he weaves perilously close to the other vehicles, barely raising a curse when he clips and nudges a few.

The rain is torrential when the driver drops me at the far end of the street near the Steps. I challenge the wisdom that I didn’t take the opportunity to change when I stopped to pick up my passport. But my urgency to get to Sam outweighed any rational or practical thought. My suit darkens as it quickly absorbs the downpour. I am soaked to my skin when I reach the apartment building. There are no names assigned to the apartment numbers but Leon told me it’s at the top. Next to the buzzer is a little icon depicting unlocked handcuffs. I sniff out a laugh at the fitting representation and wonder which one of them considers that to be Sanctuary, Leon or Sam.

It’s still dark, and with the heavy rain, the early morning sun is struggling to cast any light on the street. The buildings are tightly packed together, sandstone coloured, six and seven stories high. This building has typical architecture of the fifteenth century Renaissance period, which is stunning and prevalent throughout the ancient city. The elaborate wrought iron gate guards the more modern glass doors to the apartment block, but it is unlocked. I open the main doors with Leon’s key and enter a spacious marble vestibule. The staircase winds around the square room, and rather than waking the entire building by using the antique looking open lift, I take the stairs. My wet shoes skid, failing to gain any traction on the smooth floor, but the stairs have a thick, green carpet and I am able to take them two at a time.

I take a deep breath when the key sides into the lock. I am soaked to my skin. My heart is pounding like it is desperate to escape my chest. Painful, hard beats thump so loud it’s distracting. My mouth is dry, and I realise I am a mix of nerves and desperation. I have to make this right. The hallway is an extension of the stairway, light marble floor and intricate mouldings that edge the walls and decorate the five metre high ceilings. The narrow strip of carpet silences my footsteps and leads a natural path into the apartment. The living room is empty but that isn’t a surprise. Sam isn’t a morning person. I turn back and walk along the other part of the corridor to the only door that isn’t open. I nudge it open. A large four poster bed dominates the room. Elegant and gaudy gold gilt carved wood columns with heavy red velvet drapes on each of the posts almost hide the sumptuous empty bed. My heart drops at the sight.

I feel a chill of a breeze and see the movement as the wind catches the light chiffon curtain and billows it into the room. My heart stops. The image is breath taking. Sam is half leaning, half embracing the stone column that frames the open window. The curtain lifts and sighs with the natural breeze, dancing and teasing her nakedness. Her hair falls straight and almost kisses the base of her spine, the soft curve of her hip and smooth round of her bottom, flawless. Her long, slim legs cross one behind the other and—fuck me—she’s wearing heels! Six inch, white satin with thin straps, crisscrossed at the back of her ankle. Delicate white feathers dance in the breeze. Fuck, they are sexy. But it’s the middle of the night, or early morning, why the fuck is she wearing heels?

“Fuck,” I breathe and snap my mouth shut, too late to not be heard. She jumps and turns grabbing the sheer curtain to cover herself. Her face is shocked then instantly broken. Shit. I step forward. I can’t stand it. Her eyes are glossy with tears, red and ugly with the pain I’ve caused. She’s so fucking beautiful. I hate that I have marred her perfection. I step forward and she shakes her head. “Sam…” My voice is stern, it’s the only way I can keep it from breaking at her sorrow-filled expression.

Her eyes darken, and she goes to speak, but I worry I won’t like what she is about to say. I need to show her what she means to me first. I need to make her feel me. Then we can talk. I swoop and crush my body against hers. She gasps at the impact against the marble column. My mouth crushes hers and her fists hit my shoulders, thump and pinch and pull and embrace. Grabbing and tearing at my wet clothes with a wildness akin to something feral. My jacket hits the floor. My shirt is ripped in two, quickly joining the ever-increasing heap of my clothes on the floor. Trousers, pants, socks, everything is soaked and resisting its necessary removal but I am on fire. I suck in my first real breath once I am free and naked. She sucks my lips and bites down, sucking again to taste the blood she’s just drawn. I growl into her mouth, and she moans. Her hands thread through my hair and grip and secure me against her. At this moment, I am not sure who is leading this dance, but I am at least glad we are on the floor.

We spin and tumble into the room. Her eyes meet mine, the fire and desire has burned away the moisture, but deep down, I can still see the hurt. I clearly need to delve a little deeper. My tongue pushes into her sweet mouth, fighting and taking, desperate movements to consume and be consumed. Breathless and aching, I pull back, turn her in my arms and press her flat against the full length gilt mirror on the wall. Her breasts are pushed flat, her forehead resting lightly, and my arms cage her. She looks up through her long lashes, her breath deep and ragged. Her eyes shine with lust and passion.

“I want you, Sam.” I grit out angrily through clenched teeth.

“Yes. I get that.” She tilts her hips back to rubs her sweet arse against my painfully hard cock. I hold my position but don’t push back.

“No,” I pause and draw in a steady breath. “I want you.” I repeat and she narrows her eyes, her jaw tightening.

“Yes, Jason, I get that. I’m hardly saying no, am I?” She pinches out a tight smile, but her brows flicker with a flash of doubt.

“Sam, I want you.” My voice softens and she closes her eyes. When they open the lashes are again heavy with tears.

“Don’t.” She closes her lids tight and bites her lips.

“I want you, Sam.” I wait for her to open her eyes. I need for her to see me but she is stubbornly keeping them closed. I lean closer to her ear. My breath makes her tremble. “I love you, Sam.” Her eyes fly open, fat tears burst onto her cheek.

“You can’t love me, Jason.” She shakes her head and searches my eyes for the trick.

“Why?” I hold her gaze with utter honesty. This is no trick.

“People like me—” Her voice waivers but I snap my interruption.

“I’m more a whore than you ever were, Sam. We both know that.” My voice drops at the end of my declaration and a moment passes before her faces dawns with understanding.

“Fucking Leon.” She rolls her eyes then shakes her head with resignation. “It doesn’t change anything, Jason.”

“No, it doesn’t. I want you, Sam.” She shifts uncomfortably under my gaze caged within my arms.

“Jason—” her plea is halfhearted but I need to make things clear before we can hope to get past this.

“Do you believe I fucked Peitra?” I relax with her instant answer.

“No, but you lied to me.” She levels a scowl that could leave scorch marks if I wasn’t already burning.

“And you lied to me.” I parry my defence. She releases a sigh. Her eyes well, and tears stream down her face. She’s killing me with her tears, but I can still feel her barriers holding firm. She needs to let me in. “Sam, I just want you. Do you trust me?” One barrier at a time, her reply is all I need.

“I do but—”

“There are no buts after that, Sam. Trust is the only thing that matters, and I am more than happy to show you how much I trust you.” I watch her throat work to swallow. She holds my gaze, searching. I just hope she finds what’s she’s looking for, because more than anything, I want to give her my all, my everything. “Put your hands above your head.” Her eyes widen with surprise and darken with desire. My voice is hoarse, but my demand is non-negotiable. She slides her hands above her head stretching them high along the mirror. I smile when I see the bracelet I gave her yesterday still on her wrist. Perfect. I unclip the double cuff and slip one off and place it on her other wrist. Her eyes never leave my face but I have to flick my gaze to what my hands are doing. I clip the two cuffs together securing them and her in one of my hands.

“Who do you belong to?” I whisper against her ear, and she tilts away exposing her neck to my lips. I am more than happy with the invitation, but I want her answer. The heat from her skin is like a sensual force field I want to envelop us both. I hover, lips just waiting to take what’s mine. I meet her hesitancy with a growl that rumbles from deep in my chest.

“Jason, I—” She gasps out a strangled cry and moan when I sink my teeth into her neck and suck hard, grazing the softest skin and drawing her flesh into my mouth. Her head drops back, her body trembles, and her hands struggle against my hold. My lips pull and suck her skin dry when I release it slowly and repeat my question.

“Who do you belong to?” She’s breathless, and I can smell her arousal. She is intoxicating, so potent I don’t think my cock has ever felt this big or this painful. She closes her lids and opens them slowly, her eyes are like liquid fire which sears through me, a mainline hit direct to my chest when she exhales the word.

“You.”

I kick her legs wide. Her heels make her just the wrong angle so I need her wider or a little lower. I pull her hips back with one gentle tug of my free hand. Her back dips, and her arse raises. My cock bobs heavy and rests at that perfect crease, sliding against her exquisite softness. I nudge forward and can feel her instant searing heat and wetness, slick and molten against the tip of my cock. Adding to my own arousal, I slide inside, and we both groan with pleasure and mutual ecstasy. I push in deep, and she clenches around me. Tight, hot muscles squeeze, massage and steal my fucking mind she feels so good. I start to pump my hips, and her little sighs and gasps encourage me to push a little deeper. She fights against my hold, her arms stretched high. Her back is curved and her arse is arched and meeting my every push, thrust for thrust.

My free hand dips to her hip and pulls her back hard against my forward push, and she cries out in a gasp. I almost stop, but then she pants out the most erotic moan.

“Please, Jason, harder! Fuck me harder, make me yours.” She cries out again when I slap her arse cheek. Her muscles clench hard on my cock with each slap. “Oh, God, Jason.” Sam’s body starts to tremble, and I snake my hand around her hip and dip my fingers between her legs. I barely stroke her clit when she drops her head with a thud to the mirror and her whole body tenses. Every muscle inside clamps down like a vise. Her back arches, and her hands slap flat against the glass. The sweat from her palms causes our joined hands to slip down the mirror until they are resting on her head.

I let her take a moment, but my hips twitch. Her eyes meet mine but they are not sleepy or stated, they are burning for more. Oh good. I unclip the cuffs and watch her expression fill with confusion. She’s going to need her hands to steady herself.

“Put your hands flat and don’t move them. Understand?” She nods, but I raise my brow. Her lips curl in a tentative smile. We’re getting to where I want us to be, but it’s still going to be a long morning.

“Yes, Jason.”

“Good girl.”

I push into her and grin at her sudden gasp when I step forward and push a little too deep. I pull completely out, and she grunts with surprise and scowls with frustration. I hold my cock and slide along her slit. She is dripping wet, which is such a turn-on and completely perfect. I rest my cock just below her very tight hole, applying enough pressure to make my intention known. She draws in a breath and sinks back onto me, wriggling to get the position just right. Her gaze meets mine, her lips part as she pushes back onto me, inch by slow inch. Her brows register some pain, but her eyes are alight with fire, and she holds my gaze like she holds my heart… by the balls.

I run my hands up her back and grab her shoulders for leverage. She likes it hard. She wants me to make her mine. I am happy to oblige. A sharp, breathless gasp escapes her as I start to pound into her arse. She is so fucking tight and every pump and grind against her round cheeks is ecstasy. Every murmur and cry for more is driving me insane. My hands move around her neck, light at first then gripping more tightly. Her muscles contract tight around my cock. Her eyes widen and register a healthy degree of worry as I slowly restrict her airway. But they darken equally with hidden erotic desire that swirls together, a perfect mix of purity and wickedness.

“Who do you belong to?” I growl out through gritted teeth, using every ounce of self-control to not explode.

“You Jason…I’m yours.” Her face is flushed, and her tiny panting breaths mist the mirror. She groans and tries to manoeuvre her legs together to gain some relief.

She starts to drop one hand but my growl has her holding position once more. I drop my hands from her shoulders and squeeze her bottom cheeks, pink with my handprints and so fucking sexy I can’t stand it. Her reflection is the most beautiful image I’ve ever seen, dark eyes filled with desire, full breasts peaked with hard nipples swaying with each jut of my body against hers and her body full of me.

“Jason, I need to come.” Her voice is strained, desperate and breathless.

“Then come, beautiful.” I kiss her spine between her shoulder blades.

“I can’t…not like this.” She gives a little apologetic shrug that almost makes me laugh. I slip one hand around her front and palm her clit and stick my two middle fingers inside her. The tips brushing the thin membrane and touching my cock as I continue to pump into her arse.

“Really?” I curl gently and apply a little pressure to a soft secret spot. It’s enough, and she screams so loud I’m sure she doesn’t hear me say, “Is that so?”

“Ah…ah! Oh, God, my legs.” Her body is shaking, and I can feel her dip as her legs start to give way. I pull out of her tight heaven, even as I am fit to explode. She lowers her eyes when I turn her in my arms. She looks up with a flash of worry.

“That looks painful.”

“You have no idea.” She goes to wrap her tiny hand around my aching cock but I grab her wrist.

“Let me help you.” Her tone is almost begging. She tries to retrieve her hand, and in failing to do that, she starts to sink to her knees. I tip her chin so she can’t lower herself, her eyes meet mine, my mouth beams into a warm smile that originates deep in my soul.

“I’m not finished with you yet.” My voice is deep, gravelly, full of sensual threat.

“Oh,” She breathes out, a knowing smile illuminates her face.

“Oh, indeed.” I drop to my knees and lift one leg up and press it back against the mirror so she is wide and open for me. I sweep my tongue along her folds, tasting and licking all the wetness. She is divine. Here between her legs, I am in heaven. Those cries of pleasure are my choir of angels, and when she falls I will die because I have already been to heaven. Her fingers thread through my hair, and she pinches tight. My scalp tingles and her hips roll against my mouth. I lap up her enthusiasm as I lap the liquid dripping from her body. She starts to pant loudly but tries to tilt her body away. I growl and cup her arse cheeks, pressing her firmer against my mouth.

“Oh, oh, fuck, Jason…No…no, I can’t.” I purse my lips and suck gently on her clit. I know she must be a little oversensitive by now, but I also know it won’t stop her from coming on my lips like I want. “Oh, Jesus, ahhhh!” She stops making actual noises and forms cute, muffled whimpers as I lick and stroke her back down from her climax. I stand and watch with amusement as she sways, glassy eyed and smiling. I sweep her into my arms and carry her to the bed. She stares up at me with a smile so heart-stealingly beautiful, I can’t help but return it.

I roll her onto her back.

“Don’t move.” Her eyelids are at half-mast as she offers me a satisfied sigh and nods her head. I leap from the bed with two things pressing on my mind; get clean and get back inside. I return from the bathroom having sorted the former and stalk up the bed and between her legs to make good on the latter. She spreads wide for me with minimal pressure and I slip into her heat. As I start to move, her legs hook around my back and the heel points dig into my arse and make me that little bit harder. Fuck, I need to come. She tilts her hips and pulls me tighter, deeper, we both groan. I support my weight and look down into her eyes. They swirl with depths I can only hope she’ll let me explore. I’m under no illusion that winning her heart will be as easy as winning her body, but I can only pray it’s a fraction of the fun.

“Who do you belong to?” I whisper against her soft lips. Her tongue flicks out and traces the seam.

“You.” Her smile is tentative, but I can see it comes from her soul.

“I own you, Sam.” I cover her lips with mine only breaking when we both need air.

“Yes…yes, you do.” She sucks in deep, life affirming breath. Her eyes pool with tears, but her smile is so brilliant I get the feeling they are happy tears. Fuck, I hope they are happy tears. I surge forward, and she meets my powerful drive with equal passion. I feel the tingle explode at the base of my spine and an ache that’s so intense, the pleasure pain line blurs. I thrust relentlessly, chasing my release. One, two, each thrust pushing me closer…so close. She screams as her body takes over, sending us both spiralling and ascending high out of this world and into a blissful state of utter euphoria that lasts an eternity. In her arms, it feels like eternity.

She shivers. We have been lying naked for several hours. It seems as if the sun has slowly risen. I pull the covers over our joined bodies and kiss her hair, her forehead, and her nose. She smiles, sleep creeping across her tired face, sedating her features one by one.

“Death by orgasms,” she sighs. “I thought you liked me?” She fails to fight off a yawn and giggles when it finishes.

“Sam, I love you.” She sleeps as my words drift and float waiting to settle more comfortably on her when she wakes.
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Oh, ow! That first stretch of the morning shouldn’t hurt like this. My muscles scream in agony with the smallest movement. I feel sore in places I didn’t realise could ache and I’m burning up. I feel trapped and a sudden flash of panic engulfs me, only to dissipate like a cool breath in a warm room when I remember why I feel all these things. Jason. His heavy arm drapes my waist, my back to his front, his large frame cloaking me like a shield. The heat between us is searing but rapidly rising to inferno. I try to move, but he grumbles and pulls me tighter. His deep, steady breathing is evidence that he is still very much asleep, and despite my initial discomfort, I am still bone tired and very quickly sink back in to a blissful sleep.

When I wake again, I am alone. The bed is empty and the pillow next to mine has no dip to indicate I recently shared this space with anyone. Did I dream last night? It felt like a dream, unreal and heavenly. I have never felt the way he made me feel last night. The way he touched me, cherished me, and brought me to heights of pleasure that made me dizzy again and again. He told me he loved me. It had to be a dream. Why would he come after me? How would he even know where I’d gone? I let out a heavy sigh, but it felt so wonderful, it felt so real. I can feel the tickle of sadness behind my nose but shake it away and focus my mind on much more pleasant thoughts. I think about the dream, squeeze my eyes tight and attempt to rekindle the embers of the passion that, only a short time ago, lit my blood alive. I need to lose myself again before I have to bear the burden of the harsh reality of truth. No one is ever going to love a whore.

I shake the self-pity away and push my mind to remember. His eyes are staring at me, piercing right through to my soul and warming my heart. The force of feeling is like a shot of pure energy, and I can feel my pulse beat a strong staccato. It’s just a dream but it has such power, I sigh out a shaky breath. My fingers lightly trace down my chest, soft, teasing strokes across my nipples that are instantly hard. I know I am wet just from the thought of my dream, but I don’t want a quick release. I want to savour. My middle finger rests lightly just touching the soft skin around my clit.

“I could help with that…” His deep voice is hoarse, and he coughs to cover the catch at the end. My eyes snap open wide, and my legs slam shut trapping my hand. I grab the sheet to cover my wanton display. I shuffle up the bed, pulling my knees in tight, strangely nervous. He sits beside me and places an offering of delicious smelling pastries and, hopefully, coffee on a tray before me. His sheepish smile is adorable. He lifts the lid from the takeaway cup and hands me what looks like a cappuccino and smells like heaven. I hesitate.

“Unless you really would like me to help?” His grin is pure wickedness “You know you don’t need to ask twice. I just thought you would like some breakfast. Although it’s really nearer to lunchtime. Either way, I thought food would be good.” He is rushing his words, almost like he is nervous. Why the fuck would he be nervous?

“Food is good.” I take the cup and sip while he unpacks a paper-wrapped breakfast feast.

“I didn’t know what you liked. You probably have favourites. Leon said you come here often when you need to get away.” He holds my gaze then closes his eyes for a moment but too late for me to miss the sadness. God this is a mess. He waves his hand invitingly across the selection and I pick the saccottino al cioccolato, which is my favourite. It is literally a pastry sack filled with chocolate. Jason takes a plain cornetto.

The silence is comfortable but brief when I take in what he’s wearing and snicker. He looks down and shrugs with a laugh. He is wearing Leon’s clothes, which are at least one size too small, and Leon likes fitted. The t-shirt Jason has on looks like it’s been shrunk to fit and highlights every curve of muscle on his torso. Not a bad look for muscle beach maybe or a float at gay pride in Amsterdam. His sweat pants are slightly better but are clinging to his calf muscles like they are allergic to his feet.

“You don’t have any clothes?”

“Only what I was wearing last night. I kind of left in a hurry.” I nod and fall silent, nibbling on the pastry and sipping my coffee. “Why did you run, Sam?” His voice is tentative, almost like he fears I will run again. I won’t.

“Why did you follow?”

“Why wouldn’t I? You’re my girlfriend.” He sounds incredulous, his tone pitched with genuine surprise.

“Jason, I don’t think this is a good idea. I’m not the girl you think I am.” I avoid his eyes and pick at the flaky pastry crumbs in my lap.

“Bullshit! “ His tone is gruff and stern. “You’re exactly the girl I think you are. I told you last night I love you, Sam. Nothing’s changed. We just have to talk when we have a problem like a normal relationship.” He reaches for my free hand and entwines his fingers, his thumbs softly stroking my wrist.

“But this isn’t a normal relationship,” I whisper.

“Really? And why is that?” I meet his eyes, which are so dark they look like inky black pools, the flecks of gold invisible.

“Because I’m—” His whole frame tenses, and he sits about a foot taller on the bed, intimidating and radiating instant anger.

“If you call yourself a whore just one more time, I’ll tan your arse so hard the neighbours will feel the burn. You’re not a whore, Sam, and from what Leon told me you never were.” He draws in a deep breath, and his body relaxes with the slow escape of air. “But that doesn’t matter. I want you.”

“Why? No, wait, I’ll answer that. You want me because you think you know me.” I keep my voice quiet, but I can feel my frustration and temper rise together. “You see me at work and think that’s who I am. I know you’ve seen more than that, I do. But ultimately you are attracted to the no-holds barred, sexually adventurous Selina part of me. I think we can both confidently say the crazy jealous part of Sam outweighs my alter ego by some considerable margin.” I tip my chin, but I can feel the pinch of pressure behind my eyes. I hate that I feel so desperate for this not to be true.

“Thanks for giving me so much credit, Sam.” Sarcasm and disdain drip from his words. “You must really think highly of me if you think I can’t see past your killer body and whip skills.” He throws his food down but takes a deep, steadying breath. “I fucked up yesterday but please don’t assume I can’t acknowledge how I really feel about you. This may be new territory for me but that doesn’t make it any less real.” He takes my coffee and the tray and places everything on the floor, returning to face me. His deep eyes hold so much love I just want to dive in and never come up for air.

“Jason.” My voice breaks, he interrupts but I don’t know what I was going to say. That I’m so happy he feels that way? That I’m scared shitless he does or that I feel the same? I’m grateful for his impatience.

“You don’t need that barrier with me, angel. I see you, and I want you.” His lips cover mine, and he steals my breath along with my fragile heart. Long moments later, he pulls back.

“What now?” I compose myself as I internally try to process the magnitude of what he’s just declared and how that changes everything.

“I need to get some clothes so you can show me the city. I take it you have all you need?” His eyes sparkle with mischief and his grin is relaxed and so wide, his perfect white teeth just dazzle.

“I do now.” Barely a whisper but my words seem to make his smile that bit brighter.

“Why were you naked but for your heels last night? My heart actually stopped at the sight but—”

I laugh with an unladylike snort but can’t help myself. I fall back, shaking my head. His brows furrow with curiosity. He waits for my explanation for what it’s worth.

“My happy shoes.” I declare, but his expression looks none the wiser. “It sounds silly to say it out loud, shallow maybe, but they are so beautiful they always make me smile. The most expensive pair I ever bought, but they never fail to make me happy.” I add with a light shrug.

“They work.” His voice dips to a low gravelly sound that has the hairs on my neck alert and prickling. “They make me very happy.”
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I am officially the worst guide in the history of this beautiful, ancient city. After we did a speedy shop for essentials so Jason didn’t have to spend the rest of the weekend looking like the sixth member of the Village People, I take the lead and Jason happily follows. I know where to go, but other than stating the bloody obvious…this is the Trevi Fountain or this is the Pantheon, I am shamefully ignorant of the actual history. I just fell in love with the place the first time Leon brought me here. I am happy to wander in a daze absorbing the culture if only on a visual level. But Jason doesn’t seem to be bothered. He holds my hand the entire time we walk from one tourist trap to another. Many of the streets are too narrow for cars but the plethora of mopeds keep them from being quiet or any safer than the main roads.

Midafternoon we find a small restaurant, and I am grateful to rest my aching feet, but more thankful I had some sandals in lieu of my happy heels. I would be crippled from the miles we have covered this afternoon. As it is, I just have frozen toes. In February, this part of Europe may be blessed with clear skies but this city is not far enough south to stave off the chill of winter. It is not really open toe weather.

We are seated by the window, but it is just one small room with maybe twenty-five covers in all. It is cosy, and the smells from the kitchen cause my tummy to rumble before the waiter even hands me the menu. I feel my cheeks heat because there is no way every patron in the place didn’t hear that noise.

My mouth drops open with complete surprise as Jason speaks rapidly and fluently to the waiter, who grins and a playful expression lights his face before he hurries away.

“What?” Jason’s nonchalant air is tainted by his smug grin.

“You speak Italian?” I have excelled at stating the obvious all afternoon. No need to stop now.

“Sì.” He grins.

“You speak it really well.” I frown at my own redundant remarks.

“Grazie, bella signorina.” He leans forward, closing the distance from friendly to intimate. His words sound extremely sensual as they fall from his utterly enticing, soft, full lips.

“How come?” I am still in shock. He sounded like a local.

“Every summer while at University I stayed here with friends.” He shrugs it off, like speaking one of the sexiest languages on the planet is nothing.

“All summer…What did you do?”

He has the decency to look sheepish. “I was a guide…for the English speaking tourists mainly.”

“And you let me make an embarrassing hash of showing you the city, and you didn’t think to mention this at any time.” I scrunch up my napkin and throw it playfully at his face.

“What? And miss the most enlightening tour of all?” His voice drops, and I scowl. “I’m serious; your reactions to the sights told me more than any guidebook. Your face holds all the information and so much more. There is no way I was going to interrupt.” He holds his hands up in all honesty, but I eye him suspiciously nonetheless.

“Hmm, but the waiter, what did you say to him? He smirked at me, so you must have said something.” I sit back because the heat we are generating is causing some serious discomfort between my legs. I shift, but it does little to alleviate the needy ache.

“I asked if he could bring some bread and olives or turn the music up because my beautiful girlfriend is embarrassing me.” His replies deadpan and serious.

“Oh, my god! You didn’t?” I slap my hand over my mouth and look over to where the waiter is speaking to another man. They both glance my way. Their warm smiles turn to chuckles. I want to die or maybe kill.

“Call you my beautiful girlfriend? Of course I did.” I narrow my eyes and purse my lips. The waiter returns with a basket of fresh, warm bread and some plump, green olives. I bite back my retort but can’t hide my bright, pink cheeks. “You know you look stunning with that colour on your cheeks.” He holds my gaze, and he effectively makes my face burn a little brighter from his salacious reference. Ground, swallow me now.

I devour the bread because it melts in my mouth, and I don’t want my tummy to register any further complaints. The meal that followed was unbelievably good, simple and delicious. I have the fettuccine with a lemon and parmesan cream sauce and Jason has a pizza. When in Rome.

[image: ]

Every minute I spend with Jason feels right. I feel a treasured and special. The only way I can describe it that makes sense to me is that he feels like home. The irony isn’t lost on me, because I hated my home growing up, but that didn’t stop me from dreaming of the ideal of a loving home. Somewhere to feel safe, somewhere to feel loved. I don’t think I allowed myself the luxury of believing I would ever have something like this. I’m nervous about labels but being Jason’s girlfriend feels uncommonly good. Leon is the closest thing I have come to someone loving me and me actually believing them, and that hasn’t been easy.

Richard walked away years ago, leaving me to die. But that final act of cruelty was just one of a hundred I’d endured while we were ‘together’. Sadly, the effects of a toxic relationship will always cause unbidden issues. The damage is done. As an adult, I can acknowledge that and the abuse by my mother for what it was. I can tell myself it wasn’t my fault. I know it was not my fault. But that rot runs very deep and is very quick to erode the edges of hard-earned positive self-esteem, at any opportunity. It’s much easier to believe the bad stuff.

“Hey, where did you go?” His kind smile and softly spoken words continue to chip at my crumbling shield.

“This is new territory for me, too.” I meet his gaze, kind eyes and an honest soul.

“I know, baby. But if one thing your background as a Domme does provide, it’s the importance of communication.” He flashes his killer smile. “I won’t know your limits unless you tell me.” The sincerity and significance of his words lie heavy. But he is right.

“I think I did tell you the other night,” I remind him. He instantly shifts in his seat. His face is impassive, but his eyes flash with a much more devious memory. I raise my brow at his flush of colour. “You’re hard?” My eyes dip to the significant bulge in his jeans. I lean over to close the distance, but my breathy whisper just causes him to narrow his eyes.

“And that isn’t helping.” His tone is a stern warning, but his light kiss on my nose softens the sting. “You didn’t tell me exactly, but you did show me. And that was the fucking hottest thing ever. I have never had someone go all alpha chick.” He shifts again and I swear his bulge gets bigger in its confined denim prison. “I know as Selina you own the club, but this was real life and wow, Peitra looked like she was going to shit herself.” I giggle. He joins with a much deeper belly laugh. “I left immediately, but my departure didn’t improve her mood. I may have called her a fucking bitch.” I splutter the water I was just sipping.

“Really?” I can’t hide my shock. He is fiery, I know, but always professional.

“She is a fucking bitch.” He casually repeats his character assessment of the delightful Peitra.

“Oh, I know she is, but you’re her boss. Isn’t it frowned upon to call employees names?” I admonish lightly.

“She’s an intern, and I am sure she manipulated that meeting—the venue at least.” He scratches his day old stubble pensively. I like the slightly rougher look. He wears the bad boy look almost as well as he wears the sexy business owner. “She probably cancelled the client attending, too.” He comments derisively. “I don’t think there will be a complaint.” He sips his water before continuing. “But she is loosely part of Daniel’s family, so that does make it tricky. Not that he would disagree if I sacked her for gross misconduct,” he points out ruefully.

“That might make family get-togethers interesting. She’s only just graduated; that will kill her career.” I may not like the girl, but her actions have far reaching implications I doubt she considered

“Something she might’ve thought about before she insulted my girlfriend.” He dismisses my concern.

“Maybe you could just put her somewhere else?” I offer with a sly smile. His expression is more one of shock than surprise.

“You’re defending her?” He sits back and stares at me.

“Not at all, but everyone makes mistakes.” I shrug. I’m not a fan but I am also not that vindictive.

“You are too sweet.” He sweeps his knuckles softly across my cheek.

“Don’t go crazy now. I didn’t say where you should transfer her. I was thinking maybe janitorial detail?” He barks out a laugh.

We share a delicious creamy coffee desert and sip on the complimentary Limoncello and watch the world go by.

“Do we need some new rules?” I ask after a while.

“I don’t think we do.” The confidence in his reply is clear in his tone. “As long as we talk first, to avoid any misunderstandings. However hard, it’s better to be honest.”

“Are you being honest?” I challenge his naïveté.

“Hmm?” His brow is furrowed with confusion.

“You said you got jealous of me, my work.”

His brows knit tighter together. “I did say that.” He draws in a breath. “But I am not going to stop you working, Sam. I will deal.”

His tone is sincere, but I am uncomfortable, knowing that the underlying feeling is still there. If it is a fraction of what I felt seeing him with Peitra, then it’s too much.

“I could maybe cut right back,” I muse out loud. His gaze is fixed on me, but his face is implacable. I trace the rim of the glass absently with my finger before sucking the remnant of the sticky liqueur into my mouth. “There is really only one client I would have a problem letting go.” He doesn’t hesitate to fill in the blanks.

“Leon.”

“How did you—” I start but he interrupts.

“It’s pretty obvious he needs you for something, and I know it’s not sex,” he teases.

“Oh…wait, why not sex?” I challenge his assumption. His correct assumption.

“I mentioned something about your fantasy, and he asked for first refusal. He wouldn’t ask if he was already fucking you, now would he?” He counters my challenge with a knowing arched brow.

“I guess not.”

“So you’ve never had sex with him?” His hesitant tone belies his earlier certainty.

“No. I decided early on that I needed a friend so much more than I needed to get laid. I had nothing, no one, and I couldn’t risk losing him. Sex complicates things.” I sip the too sweet liqueur, Jason’s gaze is intense, but I don’t feel his questions are intrusive. I hate secrets, and I have nothing to hide when it comes to Leon. He’s my best friend.

“You never considered him boyfriend material?” His tone is sceptical, and I smile because I understand why.

“He’s very attractive, yes, and I adore him, but no. I love him as a friend. I know if it was a choice between sex and the other for him, there would be no contest.” I sniff out a laugh.

“The other?” He frowns.

“His sexual preference is for me to beat the shit out of him.” The need to sugar-coat is completely obsolete with Jason. I like that; it’s sort of refreshing.

“He’s a Dom!” His shock is a little surprising. Perhaps I did need to soften the truth with some obscure, flowery prose.

“Ninety nine percent of the time, yes.”

“He won’t go to anyone else?” His jaw tenses with the question.

“We’re working on that, but he’s very stubborn.”

Jason rolls his eyes. His response is curt, emphatic, irritation fixed in his narrow eyes. “No, he is smart. I wouldn’t want to give you up, either.”

“Care to find out what you’re missing out on?” I tease.

He laughs loudly. “Ah, I think we’ve established when that will happen, beautiful.” He takes my fingertips into his mouth and nips the tips. The waiter comes and refills out liqueur glasses.

“We did.” I smile at our impossible pact. “Jealousy hurts, and I don’t like the idea that I…” I stifle a laugh at the irony.

Jason finishes my sentence. “…that you are causing me pain?” He raises his brow but smiles. His hand cups my face, and I lean into his warm palm. “The only pain I can’t handle is the thought of losing you.”
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“Wake up,” His deep sexy voice filters into my subconscious, but my body is too weary to respond. He seems determined to rouse me from my blissful sleep. We rested after our walking tour, then Jason took me to the most amazing restaurant high on the hill overlooking the city. Countless courses of exquisite food and too much wine left me almost fit to burst when we came home. Making love until the early hours did me in, and I am pretty sure I passed out with the last earth shattering orgasm Jason drew from my helpless body. I groan and resist my senses’ return to the land of the living.

“Wake up, beautiful.” His soft lips cover mine when I mumble my objection. He continues to pepper my face with a hundred kisses, and I finally giggle when I realise this is a battle I will not win. I like the fight all the same.

“If you want to fuck me, you didn’t have to wake me for that,” I grumble.

“Somnophilia is not my style.” He chuckles and I blink my eyes trying to focus on his face. It’s still dark outside, and I feel like I have been asleep for five minutes. I can’t focus to see the hands on my watch, and squinting at the clock on the bedside table hasn’t helped, because that is obviously wrong. It reads two thirty, which would mean I have been asleep for just twenty-five minutes. “You need to get dressed. Something black and wear the flat pumps you bought today. We need to be quiet.” He rolls off the bed, taking my covers with him. I squeal and try to grab the sheet before it completely vanishes, but I am nowhere near alert enough, since my reflexes are still napping.

“What time is it?” I close my eyes and instantly feel the pull of exhaustion. I start to curl onto my side when I am lifted with no effort at all and unceremoniously dumped onto my feet.

“It’s just after two thirty, and we don’t have much time.” His face is alight with mischievousness, but it’s too early to share his enthusiasm. I am not a morning person even if, technically, this feels like the middle of the night.

“Jason, I am tired; please let me sleep,” I whine.

“Sleep when you’re dead, beautiful. I want to show you something very special.” His smile is a delicious mix of seductive and excited. He looks like a kid in a toyshop, and that in itself makes me a little giddy, too. He is dressed in black jeans, a long, slim fitted, black, roll neck sweater and black trainers. He helps me into a similar outfit, his large hands pulling and tugging me into my clothes. His urgency makes me laugh.

“Where are we going?” I giggle when, from nowhere, he snaps a black beanie on my head. My hair hangs loose around my face, which causes a deep frown.

“Can you tuck your hair inside the hat?”

“Are we doing a bank job?” I snicker but start to tuck and fold my long hair into the hat.

“Maybe.” He winks and nods with satisfaction at my now tamed mane. “Let’s go.” He grabs my hand and practically drags me out of the apartment and down the stairs.

The night air is crisp and cool against my face. My breath forms light clouds with every exhale. I am grateful for the warmth of the hat, although I suspect that isn’t the reason I’m wearing it.

 

It’s a thirty-minute walk from my apartment to the Coliseum, but at the pace Jason sets, we make it in fifteen. I’m a little out of breath but completely exhilarated by our clandestine adventure through the deserted city streets. The ancient monument looks magnificent at night. Spotlights illuminate the structure from the ground and cast a bright light over the hundreds of arches. Each archway in the bottom two tiers has its own light, almost golden in appearance. But by the time the light reaches the third and what’s left of the fourth tier, the shadows cast an eerie glow, and the arches feel more like the empty eyes gazing out from a different world.

Jason pulls me tight to his side, and we walk from the main entrance around until we pass a second main entrance. Jason stops at the front of one of the access arches that are now gated. He wriggles his brow conspiratorially and pushes the emergency access gate. I hold my breath, wide-eyed, and just waiting for the silence to be broken with the howl of sirens. But the only sound I can hear is the thump, thump of my heart pumping an overdose of adrenaline around my body. I chance a nervous glance around but quickly follow him inside. He leads me down corridors, tunnels and stairs until we are below the arena floor level. The wooden floor has long since rotted away. The crumbling stone dungeons for the slaves and the remainder of rooms that housed the animals are all that is recognisable in the decay of this mini underground city.

The quiet is strangely peaceful, especially when I stop to gaze and take it all in, this moment and this feeling of being in a place so ancient. The sense of what happened here all those years ago causes my blood to chill. I shiver and Jason wraps his arms around me, his warm breath kissing my neck as I continue to look up and around at columns, archways, statues, and row upon row of stone seating, reaching to the gods. It’s darker inside, but the light from the exterior is enough to see everything, but even if I couldn’t, I appear to have an excellent guide.

Jason starts to speak the minute we stop, telling me everything from the different materials used in construction to where the noblemen and Emperor would sit. He leads me through the building, talking so animatedly about what would happen here, holding my hand in this moment and conjuring images that transport me back to a more brutal era.

“Jason, this is amazing.” I am totally blown away, my vocabulary not nearly extensive enough to do my feelings justice. His smile widens with my praise.

“You like?” His smile is tentative, but his voice is filled with justified confidence.

“Very much.” I rise up on my toes to kiss him lightly. His arms pull me tighter, and his mouth crushes against mine. His tongue sweeps in, dives and entwines with mine. His attempt to steal my breath is successful. When he releases me, I nearly collapse, grabbing his forearms to prevent my fall.

“I want to fuck you, Sam.” His gravelly tone and the heat in his eyes are like a mainline shock to my core.

“Here?” I can’t help the little moan that escapes my throat at the idea.

“Yes.”

“Won’t we get caught?” I try to look around, but his hand cups my face, and his eyes scorch a direct hit to my clit.

“There is always that possibility. You said you didn’t do public sex, but I really want to fuck you now…right now.” His voice is hoarse, and he steps against me, pushing me flush against the rough wall.

“I was forced to have sex in front of Richard’s friends. I don’t consider this the same thing at all.” Jason stiffens, and his dark eyes darken with anger. I place my hand on his firm chest, pleased his heartbeat is just as frantic as mine. He relaxes under my touch. “And there is nothing I wouldn’t do with you.” I hold his gaze for an eternity before he smiles a wicked grin.

“I’m very glad to hear it.” He growls and crushes my lips once more. One hand slips behind my head to protect me from the hard rock and rough, unbelievably erotic invasion of his tongue. His other hand is quick to release the buttons on my pants. I help him push my jeans to my knees. I work his belt loose and do the same to his jeans. His cock springs free, and I quickly take its heavy weight in my hand, wrapping my fingers and moving firmly up and down. I sweep the pre-cum with my finger and quickly suck it clean before I resume stroking his rock-hard length—silk over steel, heavenly. His hips rock forward into my grip and his hand dips between my legs. I sigh when his fingers slide easily between my soaking folds and sink inside. He languidly drags his middle finger along my centre from entrance to clit. I tremble with each pass and whimper, eager for more.

Agonised by his teasing touch, I sag with relief when he removes his hand and places his cock at my entrance. But I am trapped at the knees by my jeans, and I know I am going to die if I can’t have him deep and hard. Oh, God, I want him fucking me hard.

“Jason, from behind, please,” I beg.

“Really?” He voice sounds as ragged as I feel.

“I need you hard and deep, and that’s not gonna happen with my legs trapped.” My voice holds all the desperation I feel between my legs.

“As you wish, beautiful.” He spins me round and roughly grabs my hips. I barely get the chance to steady myself when he thrusts inside. So. Fucking. Deep. My body starts to shake, and I can’t draw in any air. He has pushed it all from my body with each hard pump of his hips. It feels so good, I can’t take another breath; all I can do is take him. I feel lightheaded and dizzy. He grinds his hips, and a squeak escapes from the back of my throat. He pulls back and surges forward. This time, I suck in a deep breath, preparing my body for the intense pleasure and borderline pain that thrills me with every pump. I throw my head back and cry out. The sound echoes in the night and bounces off the silent stone surrounding us. His drive is relentless and punishing, and I love every single bit of it. I push back to meet each thrust. Our bodies collide with a wild passion I have never felt before. He pulls my hat from my head and fists a handful of hair, pulling it and arching my neck back.

“So fucking beautiful.” He growls and roars as my body takes over. Every muscle clenches and crashes with the first wave of orgasm that hits us both like tsunami. His hips move faster, skin slapping loudly, his fingernails hard against my soft flesh and the pull on my hair just keeps me soaring until another climax takes hold. Bright white lights flash behind my eyes, and the sounds of our panting are drowned out by the blood pumping and rushing in my ears. My legs give way, but I don’t fall. Jason has me supported in his arms. I am aware he is quickly pulling my jeans up and speaking, but I haven’t come back down to earth yet; I am still floating, but my lazy smile vanishes when I recognise the word his lips is forming.

“Guard!” The next thing I feel is his strong hand dragging me at a flat-out pace as we run for the gate we had entered through an hour ago. Our feet pound the pavement once we reach the street, and we don’t stop until we reach the bottom of the Spanish steps. I fall into his arms, I throw my head back and I laugh out loud. I feel so alive, so unbelievably happy. I sigh when I finally stop laughing. His smile would shame the sun as his dark brown eyes search my face. They hold so much love. Can I tell him I feel the same? What would it mean if I did? I think I do; I’ve never felt like this. But if I tell him, will everything change? I told Richard I loved him and he used it like a tool for torture. It changed everything. I don’t want anything to change. I like this, what we have, I like it just the way it is. But if I don’t, when his eyes are begging for the words, will he be upset? Will he still want me?

“Jason, I—” I hate the waiver in my voice. I hate that I am not brave.

“I know you do, Sam.” His knuckles brush my cheek as his other hand slowly supports my slide down his body to the ground. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

“This has been the best night of my life.” I am embarrassed as my eyes instantly pool with tears. I didn’t think I was an emotional wreck as well as a crazy jealous person, but this weekend has been an education on many levels. I blink back the tears. Jason beams at me and in one final, grand romantic gesture, he sweeps me into his arms and carries me up the steps and all the way to bed.
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“You know I’m a sure thing, right? You don’t need to impress me with the fancy dinners, gifts and the private jet.” Sam is sitting beside me, seductively stroking the plush leather sofa as we taxi to take off in Daniel’s plane, heading home. Her smile is shy and I cover her hand with mine and squeeze. Her words might be all confident bravado, but the uncertainty in her eyes belies the insecurities that consume her. She needs time. I get that, but at least I am happy that I told her how I feel. However, actions speak louder and all that…

“You’re not a sure thing beautiful, you are my sure thing.” I try to lift her hands free to kiss her fingers, but they have this death-grip going on, white knuckles and fingernails that look like they are going to pierce the leather on the armrest. “You don’t like to fly?”

She swallows and shakes her head. A nervous smiles flits across her lips. “Necessary evil, but I fucking hate it.” She grimaces and clenches her jaw tight.

“Would you like me to take your mind off it?” I drop my tone and whisper the words close to her ear. She briefly giggles out a relaxing breath but almost instantly stiffens again.

“What do you propose?” She arches her brow, and despite her obvious fear, her pupils dilate. I chuckle.

“Nothing like that until we’ve reached altitude, but if you are a brave girl, I’ll reward you.” I drag my tongue slowly over my lips, my intention perfectly clear by the distracted grin spreading wide across her face. “How about a game? Random rapid-fire questions? The winner gets to come on my tongue.” She squeals out a sexy little laugh.

“You’re either very confident or very flexible.” She teases.

“I’m very confident.” I wiggle my brow and flash my widest smile. I love the way her breath catches when I do that, every… single… time. The impact is the same for me, but I feel it like a direct hit to the chest, completely fucking winded. “So, any questions at all, but you have to answer truthfully.”

“Sounds dangerous.” Her sceptical tone is accompanied by a wary expression.

“Sounds like fun. You start.” I wink.

“Wait, are there rules?”

“Oh, beautiful, there are always rules.” I smirk, and she rolls her eyes playfully. This is already working. Her knuckles are now a pale pink colour. “If you hesitate, you get a forfeit of my choosing.” My voice drops an octave with the salacious warning.

“Are you always this arrogant?” she quips.

“Yes. Now stop stalling. We reach cruising altitude in about fifteen minutes, and I’m hungry.” I turn to face her, and she shifts in her seat, her cheeks colour with a deep blush, but she has actually released her death-grip.

“Bring it on, big boy.” She cups her fingers as a challenge. “But if I win, I get to pick my own forfeit, right?”

“Agreed.” I slowly draw in my bottom lip, and she stifles a moan. The delicate sound goes straight to my balls.

“Okay. What’s the capital city of Uzbekistan?” She smirks, and I purse my lips. She plays dirty.

“You get a double forfeit if you don’t know the answer to the question you pose. Just thought I should warn you.” I hold her gaze and try to read her tells.

“Changing the rules already?” she challenges, her face implacable.

“Clarifying the rules, and the answer is Tashkent.” Her eyes widen, and I close her mouth with my finger.

“Favourite colour?” I don’t pause.

“Red. Is that really the capital?” She bites her lips too late to stop and hide her mistake.

“Oh, Sam, tsk tsk.” I shake my head, and she shrugs sheepishly. “Honest answers remember, and yes, it is. Next question.” She taps her lips with one finger, her brow lightly furrowed in thought.

“Who’s the eldest Marx brother?” She smiles, happy with her random question.

“Chico. Who’s your favourite band?” I reply without hesitation, keeping the pressure on.

“Pink,” she calls out, almost a yell.

“Not a band but I’ll let you have that.”

I raise my brow for her next question. She looks flustered then shouts, “Who painted The Water Lily Pool?”

“Monet. I’m surprised you’re not taking the same opportunity as I am, Sam. It hasn’t gone unnoticed that none of your questions are personal.” I tap her nose when she scrunches it. “Trying to trip me up or afraid to get a little personal?” I tease.

“Is that your question?” She arches her brow, but tenses at my observation.

“No. What’s your favourite desert?” I continue without much of a pause.

“Pavolva, any flavour. I love meringue. How did you find me?” I raise my brow at her first personal question.

“Your bracelet is tracked.” Her jaw drops again, but I continue to elaborate. “I knew the direction you were travelling, but Leon filled in the important blanks, or it would’ve taken me a little longer to get to you. I was always going to find you, Sam.” My tone is completely serious, and her lips curve into a tender smile before her mouth changes shape.

“Oh.” She exhales.

“Oh. I actually understand where Daniel is coming from for the first time.” Her perfect brows furrow, confused at my statement. “He is very protective of Bethany. I understand why given what they went through, but still, I thought at times it was a little over the top.”

“And now?”

“And now, I completely understand.” I hold her gaze, and she blinks at the intensity then peers sheepishly through her long thick lashes when she speaks.

“I’m glad you came.”

I swear my heart misses a beat. “I’m glad I came, too.” I brush her cheek, and she flashes the sweetest smile. I hold her hand, and her cuff slides down her arm. I frown at the loose fit.

“What’s the matter?” Her expression flashes with concern, and she fiddles with her cuff nervously.

“It’s loose. It could come off and then…” I draw in a deep breath but don’t follow through the unpleasant line of thinking. It’s not like I can lock her away, but dammit, sometimes it would make everything so much easier. The need to protect what’s mine almost outweighs the need to be a rational human being. “Tracking only works if you’re wearing whatever has the tracker and this”—I hold her wrist and shake her arm; the cuff almost slips off her wrist, perfectly proving my point—“is a problem.” She worries her bottom lip, and I pick it from her teeth. “If, for example, someone were kidnapped, it’s likely the first thing that would happen is that person would be stripped. We have come up with something but it still relies on access to a smart phone.” I mutter still looking at her cuff.

“What do you mean?” Her face brightens, and she turns fully to face me, keen to learn more. Whether for her own safety or not, I’m not sure, but she knew enough about Bethany’s kidnapping to know this isn’t a topic Stone Enterprises R & D department takes lightly.

“In the unlikely event I ever let you out of my sight and someone took you, if you could get to a phone, all you would have to do is punch in my code, and a secret signal would start transmitting GPS co-ordinates to my head office security and my phone.” She nods. “But what’s really clever is it also sends details of other GPS equipment nearby that I can then tap into. So if you are on a plane or in a car, I can alter the information, slow you down or change the destination undetected. It gives me an unseen advantage and time to rescue you.”

“Oh, that is clever,” she coos with genuine wonder. I grin.

“It’s still a prototype, and it still needs the initial phone to activate the signal, but we’re working on that. It would be much easier if I could just implant a tracker under your skin.” Her eyes widen, and I realise I said that out loud.

“You are not implanting a tracker on me like some dog!” Her tone is indignant, and I hold up my hands in surrender. Not a battle for now; she won’t even wear my collar. I don’t fancy my chances of her ever agreeing to a permanent tracker.

“Just a thought.” I chuckle.

“Well, keep thinking, buddy,” she warns. Her eyes narrow, but she fails to hold her outrage, and her features starts to soften. “You can tell me the pin number though.” She runs her fingernail along my cheek and down my jaw, scratching the two-day-old stubble.

“It’s the day you stole my heart.” I laugh when she frowns deeply.

“Care to give me a clue?” she coaxes. I slap my hand to my heart with mock hurt.

“If you don’t know, I don’t think you deserve to be rescued,” I quip.

“Fine, forget it.” She waves off my wound with a light shake of her head. “I believe it’s your question.” She sniffs, her remark has an indignant air, no doubt a result of my thigh-lipped response to her plea for a clue.

“What’s your biggest fear?” I fire off without drawing breath.

“Telling someone I love them.”

Her answer makes me stop. I hold her gaze. Her eyes glaze with vulnerability, and despite the illuminated seatbelt sign, I unclip her and lift her into my lap. She curls around my body as best she can. Her arms thread around my neck, her knees tucked tight against my chest.

“Why?” I sweep her sable-soft hair behind her ear and lift her chin. She is silent for long moments, but I just wait. A little time is nothing if she will open up a little more.

“I thought I loved Richard.” She swallows thickly, and her lashes are instantly heavy with tears. “I had to tell him I loved him all the time, and he would use it against me. He insisted if I really loved him, then I should do anything he asked. Who am I kidding? He didn’t ask, he demanded. Anyway, whatever he did was always worse after he made me tell him I loved him.” She actually starts to tremble, and I can feel an angry fire burn in my belly. I wish I had taken that fucker out when I had the chance. I take small comfort in knowing Leon will make sure he legally can’t enter the country, and I know from my brother that the CIA is keeping closer tabs on him. I hope he fucks up. I hope he rots in jail and more. But I’d still like my time with him now that I know the damage he caused this precious creature in my arms. I’d like my five minutes for retribution. I wouldn’t need more time than that to sever his dick, slice his balls from his body with my own whipping skills. She settles and lets out a sigh so sad my heart aches. “I’m sorry, Jason. I really care for you but…”

“Yeah, you do beautiful.” I cover her lips to stop her pointless apology. She may not be able to tell me, but I feel it in my soul, as real as her flesh and bones in my arms. Her words aren’t necessary, and if one day she decides they are, she’ll tell me. “No more talking. I’m hungry.” Her eyes flare with understanding.

“Did you win?” she asks

“I have you. Of course I won.” I swoop to steal the breath just poised to escape her sweet mouth.
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“Mr Sinclair, you have a delivery.” I frown at the intercom.

“And you are telling me because?” I am pretty sure Sandy is more than capable of signing a proof of receipt docket.

“Sorry, Mr Sinclair, but you have to sign.” I look out my opened office door and see Sandy peer around the corner and shrug her apology. I push back from my desk and walk over to the courier. The box is heavy but not big. I sign and head back into my office, closing the door tight behind me. I recognise the handwritten label. My cock twitches, like it does every damn time I think of Sam, even after four months together. But then it’s not really been four months. Before our first real date on Christmas Day, it had been a very long eighteen months since our initial hook-up at Daniel’s wedding, but the last four months made that wait worthwhile. Now, I can’t imagine spending a single night apart.

I am so close to asking her to move in with me, but I don’t want to frighten her. Her reticence to tell me she loves me when it’s so fucking obvious, makes me think she is still skittish about the whole relationship thing. As impatient as I am to take the next step, I will wait for her, for a sign or for the words themselves. She’ll let me know when she’s ready.

I slide the letter opener along the tape to slice the package open. A neatly wrapped bundle of rope spills to the floor, along with a card and a retro Polaroid picture. I pick up the rope; it isn’t new. It is well seasoned, oiled, perfectly softened and fit for purpose. Shit, no more twitching, I am fucking rock-hard, my cock tenting my suit trousers uncomfortably. I lean down and pick up the card and photograph.

I groan out. I am going to get no work done for the rest of the day. Not now. The photograph is the fucking sexiest snap shot of my naked girlfriend’s perfect body lying on her bed. One knee is bent and the other is dropped to the side. Oh, shit, she is completely bare. That is new. That is fucking hot. I grab my cock and squeeze to relieve some of the pressure, but I am painfully hard and there is only one way this is going down. I quickly read the card as I fumble in my back pocket for my phone. The card reads ‘Happy Anniversary’- I believe four months is rope! Damn! I press her speed dial number and she picks up instantly.

“Jason.” She breathes my name and I stifle another groan.

“I am so fucking hard, I won’t be able to leave the office without some assistance,” I growl.

“Oh, you got the parcel,” she squeals. “I was worried as soon as I sent it that it would get lost and someone else would get an eyeful.” She giggles, but I grumble at the thought of anyone but me looking at that picture. Given her threesome fantasy, I happen to believe Sam would be fine with sharing as long as we are together, but at the moment, I honestly can’t think past her being mine to even consider it an option for our playtime.

“I got it.” My voice is deep and hoarse.

“So I thought maybe if you want, we could…well, you could…I thought you might like to try some rope work on me.” Her voice is breathy and flustered. I can imagine her cheeks a beautiful shade of pink.

“I would like that very much, Sam. Do you think you are ready?” I swallow the dryness in my throat. We have come a long way with her submission in these past months, but Shibari can take that to a whole new level. For her to truly enjoy being bound, she will have to let go, give herself completely. I know she trusts me, but the restraints we have used are nothing compared to the restriction of intricate rope and suspension bindings.

“I trust you, Jason.” I hear her swallow and breathe heavily out of her nose. The glow I feel from her words is like a pure surge of energy and fire in my veins.

“You have no idea what that means to me, Sam. I will never let any harm come to you.” My tone is soft and commanding. She needs to believe every word.

“I know, Jason. I want to do this. I’ve seen it done before, and it looks very sexy. I just never could…you know, but with you…I can do anything.” Her voice is a breathy plea.

“Thank you.” Her faith and love blow me away, because if that isn’t love I don’t know what is. The silence is portent but her sudden, light laugh breaks the seriousness.

“Only if you’re up to it. I mean the rumours could be wrong,” she taunts.

“What rumours?”

“Oh, I heard you were the best Shibari Master in the club but maybe—” I growl my interruption.

“Oh, baby girl, I am the best. But let’s not make this a punishment session. I’d much rather your first experience was all about pleasure.”

“Your punishment is always a pleasure,” she purrs.

“If you try and make me jealous, it won’t be.” My tone shifts to stern, and she falls silent and I remain quiet.

“I’m sorry, Jason.” Her voice is soft, and I know she regrets her tease. My jealousy has eased since she hung up her whip, but we are both prone to shades of green colouring our vision from time to time.

“I know beautiful, I know. It’s forgotten.” My tone is gentler to assuage her remorse. “My hard-on from hell, however, is not so easy to forget or ignore.” She lets out a loud laugh that turns into a gargled choke. She must have been drinking because she coughs and splutters nosily for a good few minutes. The hacking sound alone is enough to take the edge off any remaining erotic imagery.

“Sorry…went down the wrong way.” She is still trying to clear her throat. “You need some help?”

“That wasn’t the type of help I was hoping for; nevertheless, the net result is the same.” My dry tone causes her laugh out snort. I shake my head and smile at her hysterical giggling.

“Oh, Jason, I’m sorry…tonight, I’ll make it up to you tonight.” She exhales a deep breath, trying to control herself. I don’t care. I love it when she laughs so freely she can’t control herself. I love it when she falls any which way, tears of laughter or screams of ecstasy. I’ll take whatever I can get as long as I’m the one drawing those emotions from her body.

“Yes, you will.” Her gasp is the last thing I hear when I end the call. A sound barely audible to the human ear. My cock, on the other hand, heard it loud and clear.
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I text Sam her instructions for tonight this afternoon. When we play, I still get a nervousness I can’t explain. It’s probably no more complicated than realising how fucking lucky I am to have Sam switch for me. I have to admit it floors me every time I open the playroom door at the club and she is there, exactly as I requested. Any doubt is quickly replaced by a raw passion that surges through every fibre of my being, pure unadulterated desire and love for this amazing woman. We may not have started as slow as she thought she needed, but we have progressed at her speed, and her eagerness to push herself has brought us here. I lock the door behind me, and her head tilts to listen, but she doesn’t raise her head. She is kneeling in the middle of the floor directly under a single spotlight. Her hair is loose and has fallen, covering her face, it almost reaches her waist and is as straight as a die. She is wearing tiny, white boy shorts and a white, fitted crop top as per my instructions but nothing else. Her dark tanned skin glows warmly in the single beam overhead. She radiates a luminescence almost like an angel—my beautiful angel.

I walk over and drop my own ten-foot jute rope on the floor in front of her knees. The heavy weight lands with a dull, loud thud, making her jump. The rope she sent to my office earlier was suitable and fit for purpose, but, this is our first time and I want my softest rope, one I have personally worked to perfection. I stroke her soft hair, and she leans into my touch, her deep steady breathing causing her chest to rise. Her perfect round breasts are barely contained by the Lycra and string straps of her top.

“Stand up, beautiful.” I command. She is very agile and hops to her feet with a little jump and is instantly standing. She flicks her hair from her face. Her eyes sparkle. Dilated pupils replace any colour in her irises and transform her eyes into deep inky wells of wanton desire. She draws her bottom lip into her mouth, something she does when she is holding back. Her lips curl, because if we have learned anything in our short time together, it is that neither of us holds anything back.

“Something you want to say, beautiful?” I tilt her chin, my thumb lightly stroking her skin. I can’t help it. I have to touch her.

“Do you want me naked?” She almost sighs the words and shifts her legs together, not her only display of her obvious arousal. She smells good enough to drown in, an intoxicating aroma better than any ambrosia.

“Oh, Sam, I always want you naked.” I kiss her lightly on her nose and grin. Her reciprocating smile is adorable, bright and innocent, a stark contrast in a room designed for sin. “But no, I think this first time you will be more comfortable like this. Besides, with you naked, I couldn’t promise not to fuck you when you are all tied in knots,” I caution but my tone is playful. There is enough sexual tension in the room as it is.

“Would that be a bad thing?” She giggles.

“Shibari is deeply erotic but doesn’t involve sex.” I explain while holding her gaze, my tone more serious. “It can. I mean, let’s face it, anything can involve sex, but that is not the point of this exercise. The knots and ropes will cross your body like brush strokes on a canvas. They will lie in places, over pressure points and erogenous zones that, if I’m doing it right, should cause you a great amount of pleasure. It’s all about the pleasure, but no sex. Not this time. Understand?” She pushes her bottom lip out in a cute pout and nods. I run my hand down her cheek and hold her gaze. I want her to not only see my own desire but also the truth behind my words. This is extreme bondage, but it is so much more than mere sex. I think in the first instance it’s important to distinguish the two. I want to give her maximum pleasure. “You ready?” She nods again, and I raise my brow.

“Sorry…Yes, Sir.” I flash her a comforting smile, and she takes a deep breath. A tinge of nervousness clouds her eyes, but she shakes it away.

“Good girl.” I quickly remove my shoes, shirt and socks so I only have on loose fitted pants for comfort, although they will do little to hide my massive erection that is just starting to make an angry appearance. We may both experience higher levels of pleasure tonight from this play, but I will also have a severe case of blue balls. I turn her away from me and scrape her hair into my hands, pulling any loose tendrils into one ponytail. I slowly braid it and can’t help smiling when she moans and relaxes back into my chest when I’m done. She loves having her hair stroked, guaranteed to send her to sleep in under two minutes. I don’t want her asleep, though, but relaxed and pliant works, too. I run my hand down the length of the braid. It’s still very long.

“Can you twist that up into a bun? I don’t want it getting tangled.” I give a gentle tug.

“Oh, sure. I definitely don’t want to get scalped.” She snickers and deftly secures a neat bun with the single tie already in her hair.

“No, darling, scalping is next week.” She snorts out a big laugh and is about to turn when a low grumble emits from my chest. She checks herself and quickly stands, awaiting instruction. I pull my hardening cock free from its awkward position in my pants and give my balls a little squeeze, which does nothing to ease my growing ache. It’s going to be a long session.

 

From behind, I take her both of her hands in mine and help her fold her arms behind her back, crossed and at waist height. I walk around to her front and pick up the rope, taking my time threading the length through my hands into large but manageable loops. I hold her gaze and the only noise is our breathing and the rope moving in my palm. The only smell is the oil on the rope warming from the friction in my hand and her increasing arousal. I stand very close. My breath kisses her skin. My hands touch and stroke as I place the rope around her body. Around her chest above and below her breasts, then thread it between them to separate and confine. Multiple knots, loops and ties create an exotic looking exoskeleton of intricate, intertwining rope on her body. I take my time and frequently check her eyes to see her slowly drift closer to the head space I want her to be in. Her face is completely relaxed, her breathing soft and deep, and her eyes are a mix of glaze and shine.

I stroke her cheek to gain her attention, my voice deep and firm, breaking through her haze. “Hey beautiful, are you okay?” Her smile creeps across her face at a glacial pace but lights up the room.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Okay, beautiful. You ready to try some suspension?” Her eyes widen with worry, but I really want to take her here. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you were ready, Sam. Trust me?”

“I do, and yes, I’d like to try that.” I swoop in to steal a kiss because my whole body is aching for more, and the way her lips part when she exhales a sweet breath are an invitation I can’t deny myself. I secure the tie around her waist and loop the rope through that and the three-point pulley that distributes the weight at her chest, her hips, and eventually her thighs once I have finished tying them. I pull her so she is floating at my waist height. Her head drops back, and she closes her eyes. I hold her close to stop her swinging and start to bind her lower legs to her thighs.

By the time I have finished with each leg, she is completely out of it. I know she’s okay. I have checked repeatedly, and the soft smile on her face is all the evidence I need to know she is somewhere between earth and deep subspace. She looks absolutely amazing. Suspended horizontally with her legs wide, secured, bent and bound. She couldn’t be more vulnerable, and I am fucking blown away that this strong, captivating woman gives herself to me like this, that she belongs to me. If she would just wear my damn collar, I would die a happy man but that’s for another day. Now, I will just bask in the image before me for a moment longer before I start the equally important and possibly even more sensual untying and release.

I loosen her hair and drag my fingers through the long silken strands, pulling and massaging her scalp. Her hair hangs almost to the floor, and she rocks gently with just the depth of her breathing moving her suspended body. She lets out little sweet moans every time my fingers skim her body. Although in an almost dream state, her senses are highly reactive and sensitive to my touch. She glows and glistens, alive and on fire, tiny hairs dance over her skin in waves. I trace my fingers along her body, along the ropes that bind her. Her skin is so damn soft. The rope presses hard with a suspension, and I know there will be an array of indents and ridges. But no burns, no pain or soreness from being bound tight. Just a euphoric feeling of release as I untie each knot.

I carefully lower her to the floor and thread the ropes to loosen her legs, her thighs, and the ropes that thread between her legs. I help her into a seated position cradled between my legs as I kneel. She lets out a deep sigh, her lips form a lazy smile, and she meets my gaze with eyes that are dazed and glazed with moisture. I hold her for a moment, stroking her hair and kissing her head as she starts to draw in some ragged breaths. I tip her chin and kiss her full, soft lips as the first tear falls and the salty wetness coats our joined lips.

I take my time to release the remaining ropes and hold her securely when she crumples with each release. The torso ropes, then the chest and arms, each seem to create a surge inside her, and she visibly trembles but instantly calms in my arms. Fucking perfect.

 

I hold her wrapped in a cashmere blanket, cradled in my arms. She tips her head to look at me, her brow crinkled with confusion and her eyes pool with too many tears for her lashes to hold. Fat drops fall freely down her cheeks, and she starts to sob. I rock her and pull her even tighter to my body. She pushes her arms free of the blanket and slinks them around my waist, holding on for dear life. I hum a soft tune and kiss her hair. My fingers have carefully traced every indentation created by the ropes when I untied her, and I know there is no damage. But I don’t think that is why she is crying. Her body trembles and I just hold her until she’s ready. Long minutes pass; it could be hours for all I care. She’s in my arms, holding me as much as I’m holding her, and I couldn’t be happier.

After a while longer, she shifts and looks up as I’m looking down. Her cheeks flush with colour but are dry since she stopped crying a while ago. I smile and she flashes a tentative one back at me.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I actually want to growl in frustration that she could even think she has a single thing to feel sorry for. Nevertheless, I know she must be feeling raw to have reacted the way she did.

“Hey, beautiful, I can’t imagine what you think you have to apologise for, but I’d rather you didn’t,” I lightly admonish.

“I cried.” Her voice is barely above a whisper.

“You did, and you were amazing. I am so proud.” She softens at my praise, and her smile spreads a little wider.

“Why did I cry? I enjoyed it.” She seems confused. “I’ve never felt anything like that, and you were pretty amazing yourself.” She rushes her words and praise. I chuckle, and she nestles against my chest. A searing heat penetrates my heart, clenching it tight like a molten vise. It kills me that she doesn’t seem to grasp what she does to me.

“Why, thank you.” I kiss her on her forehead, then her nose, and then her waiting lips. “It was intense, I won’t argue that, but your reaction is not uncommon.” She arches a brow.

“You’ve had women cry like that before?”

“No, not personally, but then I have never practised on someone that I have such a connection with, either. Believe me, that takes this experience to a whole different level.”

“Really?” Her smile would outshine a supernova.

“No fucking comparison, beautiful…no fucking comparison.”
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I can’t explain the emotions coursing through me right now. Warm, euphoric, confused, are a few words that float in my mind, but I know they don’t do the feelings justice. I’m an emotional mess but happy. I’m so fucking happy. Jason holds me. No, that’s not right; he cocoons me in a blanket of himself, like a shield. I feel utterly protected, but more than that, I feel treasured and cherished. He’s told me he loves me. Hell, he tells me all the time and shows me every day with his kindness and thoughtful acts. But this, he seems to have infused every nerve in my body with that feeling.

Intense, fuck yes, that was intense.

He stands, carries me to the door, and places me on unsteady feet before he opens it. We both chuckle at my slight wobble.

“Are you okay to stand? I can carry you if you’d like.” His large hand cups my face, his eyes soft with concern.

“I’m good. I’ll just nip upstairs to your flat and change into something a little more…” We both look down at my underwear. Not that wearing this would raise even a brow in the Club, but my plane Jane ensemble would look out of place. He pulls the large blanket closed around me, effectively covering any bare skin. His possessiveness makes me glow with a pure, warm heat from my chest to my toes but also makes me chuckle. “I think that I’m covered now, Jason.” I remark playfully. He grumbles something unrecognisable but probably very cute.

“We could stay here tonight if you would prefer?” He opens the door and takes my hand to lead me through.

“Oh…um…no, I need to…I mean, I would rather stay at mine tonight. I have a busy day and Leon said he would help me prep in the morning.” I can’t hide my smile.

“Your second interview?” Jason beams down at me, pulling me against his hard chest in a tight hug. “I’m sure it’s just a formality. You have got this in the bag, beautiful, and if they don’t offer you the job, we have a legal department at Stone that would snap you up.”

“Miss being my boss that much, hmm?”

“Oh, baby, I am still your boss.”

We start to walk along the corridor, and I nudge him hard in his side at his comment. “Hey, I have soft places, too, you know.”

“Not many, but I at least know where they are,” I tease and poke my finger at one of those places, causing him to curse.

“Thank you for the kind offer, but if I don’t get this job, I’ll just keep looking. I’m not in a hurry, and I really like the idea of working at the Mission. The first interview went really well, and the letter said they would tell me tomorrow either way. I like that they won’t keep me waiting. I hate the anticipation; it’s a killer.” I admit.

“The anticipation is the best bit.” His tone drops and is thick with sensual intent as he flips the conversation from real life to desire on a dime. I shiver and melt from his gaze. “That’s not true. It’s one of the best bits, but with you, there are too many best bits to count.” His grin morphs from salacious to nefarious. “But in an ever-changing top ten, I would have to say number one goes to coming in your arse as you nearly pass out from my choke hold.”

“Jinx.” I hold his gaze and watch his eyes darken before me, causing a delicious melting heat to pool between my legs. He grabs my chin, his touch a mix of rough and forceful.

“Get changed and meet me in the bar. Don’t take long, because I need to fuck you so hard the first question they will ask you tomorrow is would you would like a cushion to sit on,” he growls.

“Ah, Jason, you say the sweetest things.” I purr, running my finger down his chest.

“Don’t I, though?” He grins but it falters, and his breath catches when I drag my nail down the length of his torso. His button down shirt prevents me from scoring his skin, but it isn’t tucked in at the bottom, and I hook my finger just under the waistband of his lounge pants. Skin touching skin. I can see his straining erection lying heavy and hard against the thin material, and if I dip just a little further inside, I would feel the velvety smooth head of his cock. My hand is now pressed flat on his tummy, fingertips aligned with the point of his delicious V, just poised to slide down and grab what is mine. The anticipation crackles between us like caged lightning; so much pleasure, but just out of reach. He sucks in a breath when I slowly drag my fingernails up and down his happy trail, a torturous touch I repeat twice before I snap my hand free. His jaw flexes and a deep, frustrated moan rumbles in his chest.

“You will pay for that,” he groans.

“Oh, I hope so,” I tease and turn to escape up the stairs to his flat. He manages to get the last retort with a sound slap to my arse before I am at safe distance.

 

I bounce down the stairs not five minutes later. I have a small drawer in his large chest of drawers and some hanging space in Jason’s bedroom. I slip on a pair of skinny black jeans and a black chain link top that skims my boobs and is mostly backless with a crisscross of spaghetti straps. My wedges aren’t the highest but are studded and sexy with an edge of BDSM glamour. I freeze when I hit the main room.

I don’t fucking believe it.

I know I left him with a raging hard on, but he couldn’t wait five fucking minutes before he is sticking his tongue down someone’s throat? At the far end of the bar, Jason is entwined around a girl I don’t recognise. I can’t really see much of her face since he is devouring it. A gut wrenching pain is subdued at the moment by pure, unadulterated anger. He said we needed to make sure we talk if there’s a problem and not run away. I know my fragile self is all about self-preservation and wants to do just that but I’m not a fucking damsel this time, and I will not run. In this club, I am still Selina, top Dominatrix, even if I no longer carry my whip. I take a deep breath and walk over to the happy couple. Without pausing, I lean around them, grab his beer and her sticky red cocktail, holding both glasses high I tip the contents over their joined heads.

I don’t even slam the glasses down I merely place then on the bar and offer an apologetic smile to the wide-eyed bar girl. I turn to strut away, oblivious to the stream of profanity echoing behind me. I barely make it a single step when I hit the solid wall of a familiar chest. White button down shirt, narrow trim waist and a glimpse of soft hair where his shirt is not tucked in properly. I drag my eyes up the firm, toned chest, broad strong shoulder. Up and up, chiselled jaw that is pulsing nicely, deep, furrowed brow and piercing dark eyes that are currently boring through me with disbelief. Shit.

That can’t be right. He was at the bar. I know it. I would recognise him anywhere. Hell, I would recognise him blindfolded. I spin around to see the man I assumed was Jason stand and attempt to pat himself dry with ridiculously small cocktail napkins. He is drenched. It was nearly a full pint, and he took the motherlode, his companion barely took a splash by the look of her. She scowls at me and mutters something. The man looks up. Those eyes, that brow, he straightens and towers even at this distance, and that jaw is also ticking. Jason, I step back and jump when the other Jason, my Jason, holds my forearms to prevent me from retreating any farther. Not that I could go anywhere, I am flush against him, my back to his front.

“I see you’ve met my twin.” Jason can’t hide his own amusement. I can feel his body shake with pent up laughter, but I am mortified, and Jason’s brother looks really pissed.

“Oh, God, I’m sorry. Will is it?” I step forward and offer my hand. He looks at me, at my extended hand and smirks. He glances above me, over my shoulder at Jason, who has stopped trying to hold back his laughter and is now making a racket behind me. I cringe but Will pulls me into a hug. I’m not sure if it is meant as a forgiving gesture or to ensure I soak up my fair share of the beer that his shirt has absorbed. The latter works. He releases me, and I now carry the unmistakable aroma of hops and maybe malt, my skin is damp, and glistens with the residue the napkin had failed to dry.

“And you must be Sam.” His voice has the same deep timbre, but he has a soft hint of an American drawl.

“I’m so sorry, Will.” I rush again to apologise. His once white shit now resembles a strawberry coloured Rorschach test as the cocktail I deposited seeps across the fibres. My face heats uncomfortably, and I turn to deflect my embarrassment.

“Why didn’t you tell me your brother was here?” I narrow my eyes.

“What, and miss this?” Jason snickers but backs away with his hands up in surrender. “Hey, hey stand down soldier. I didn’t know. I swear.” He grins and chuckles. “I’m not saying I would’ve told you if I’d thought for a moment I would get this kind of floor show, but I honestly didn’t know.” He pulls me into his own bear hug defusing any rising anger. I’m not angry; I’m just dying of embarrassment. Jason whispers, “I fucking love it when you go all possessive of me, beautiful.” He kisses my hair, and I peek up through my lashes to see his brilliant, heart-stopping smile.

“Not sure your brother would share your view.” I shake my head against his chest, still feeling shamefaced but also a little better.

“Oh, I think my brother would love to share my view.” I snap my head up. His eyes darken, my mouth is instantly dry, and my core is immediately soaked. Jason chuckles at my wide eyes and hitched breath. He wiggles his brow mischievously and grabs my hand to lead me to the now vacant seat next to his brother.

“Will, I am really sorry I thought—” Will lets out a dirty laugh, interrupting me.

“I can imagine what you thought, but from what Jason tells me, there is zero chance of him playing away, darling.” He winks and does this non-verbal code thing with Jason. A series of subtle—well, not so subtle—facial ticks and grins. We take our fresh drinks over to a corner booth and sit, Jason on one side with his arm proprietarily over my shoulder, Will on my other side, his legs stretched so wide one thigh is touching mine. He has also discarded his shirt and is just as gloriously toned as Jason. I can’t help but wonder if the mirror image is reflective all the way down. I take a sip of my drink, which does nothing to wet my parched throat; I doubt any liquid will. He is just as charming as his brother, and I am a little mesmerised.

“Is that okay with you, beautiful?” Jason’s warm breath brushes my neck, and I shiver, but I have no idea what he asked. I actually have no idea what conversation has passed between him and his brother in the half hour we have been sitting here. Christ, it’s like I’ve never sat between two attractive men before. I shake myself.

“Sorry, what was that?” I look up into Jason’s smiling eyes.

“All right, beautiful, I think it’s time I got you home. I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day, don’t you?” His knowing tone makes my face flush and my legs clench. I’m shameless. Jason chuckles and taps my nose. “Will is going to be here all week, Sam, but you have an important day tomorrow, yes?”

“Oh, yes.” I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding, and shake my head. What the fuck has gotten into me? I can feel my face burn a little brighter. Jeeze could I be any more obvious? “You’re right, I do.” I push against Jason, moving us closer to the edge of the booth seat and nearer to my escape before I make more of an exhibition of my wantonness than I already have. Jason holds one hand but I offer the other awkwardly to Will when I say goodbye. He grabs it and pulls sharply. I slap my hand on his chest to stop me from head-butting him on the chin. He tips my chin up just like his brother does, and I swallow thickly. His smiles spreads like warm honey lighting his face as his eyes darken. I’ve seen those eyes; I know that look. I fight to hold in the whimper that is just itching to make itself known. He plants a tender kiss on my cheek and helps me to steady myself.

“It’s really nice to meet you, Will, and again, I’m really sorry for earlier.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll make it up to me.” He grins.

“Maybe.” Jason’s warning tone surprises me, given all the overt flirting that has been flying unchecked from all directions this evening.

“Your call, brother.” Will shrugs; his smile is affable and wide.

“No, it’s our call.” Jason chuckles as my whole body gives a full-on involuntary shudder.
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“What’s with the ice pack on your pussy or is Jason really that hot?” Leon laughs out.

“Please don’t call it that; you know I hate that word.” I scrunch my nose up with distaste. Another throwback piece of baggage I have repugnant Richard to thank for. I get an actual taste of vomit in my mouth thinking about the vile way he would repeatedly insult me with that word. Leon rolls his eyes. He knows I hate it, but I doubt he’ll pander to my sensitivity. He is happy to try and desensitise me with its use. It’s just a word.

“What would you prefer? Foof, nuun, hooha, mini, whim wam or my personal favourite c—”

“Fine!” I screech my interruption. “Fine, pussy is fine.” I bite my lips together at his shit-eating grin.

“Yes it is, mighty fine.” He waggles his brows, his playful grin reaching far and wide, making me laugh. I wince at the sudden muscle movement and carefully move the pack as the ice has started to warm. I really need the numbing qualities of the freezing temperature.

“I treated myself to a full Hollywood wax yesterday but failed to adhere to the golden rule, maybe I am a masochist after all.” I pout.

“Nah, your pussy is too much of a pussy for pain if you’re nursing like that after a simple beauty treatment and a little heavy pounding from lover boy.” He chuckles at my scowl.

“Simple? There is nothing simple about…never mind.” I shake my head at the futility of explaining pain thresholds to a masochist.

He arches his brow and continues to snicker. “It’s no different for a back, sack and crack, babe. No pain no gain.” He waves off my discomfort. “You want a drink to aid the numbing?”

“It’s a little early.” I glance at my watch. It’s mid-morning on a weekday but looking at Leon he looks like it might be hair of the dog time. “Late night or early morning?” I inquire.

“Week off.” He flashes a wolfish smile.

I nod. I’m sure he must have told me but my head has been a little distracted.

“Ah, so hair of the dog then.” He grins and pours himself a shot of whiskey in his espresso. “I’ll have a camomile tea, though. It might help calm me.” He pours some boiling water into a cup and fishes out a bag from one of the many jars lining the back wall of the kitchen. He saunters over and carefully slides to sit next to me.

“I’m sure your foof will recover, no need to get antsy.” I take the cup with one hand and nudge him lightly with my shoulder. “Not that idiot. I find out today if I will be gainfully employed as junior solicitor at the Mission.” I beam.

He slides his arm around my shoulder and pulls me in for a side hug. “You definitely don’t need to be worried about that babe. They would be crazy not to bite your arm off, and if they don’t I know my firm would snap you up.”

“Thanks, but I really want to work somewhere that makes a difference.”

“Hey, we do pro bono. It’s not all fat cats and criminals.” He scowls but his words hold no animosity.

“No, I know, honey, I didn’t mean anything by that…It’s just…This place is important to Jason, too. He told me about it on our first date, so it is just a little special that’s all.” I give a light shrug, and he squeezes my shoulder.

“Ah, my baby girl’s fallen in love.” He lightly teases, but his eyes are soft, his voice is full of happiness. I have no smart remark just an incredibly warm feeling radiating from my chest, consuming me from the inside out. “I’m happy for you, babe.” He kisses me roughly on my head and we both let out sap-filled sighs. “So tell…why did you wax yesterday, when the probability of you not doing a round or two with marathon man was always going to be nil.”

“It was our four-month anniversary.” I smile sheepishly.

“And nothing says happy anniversary like a nice, bald pussy,” Leon teases and knocks is liquor laced espresso back in one hit. I snort and nearly spill my own hot drink in my lap.

“Not exactly. I’m hardly pin-up for the nineteen seventies down there as it is. I just wanted to try hair free for our first rope session.” Leon’s smile widens. One hand has slipped down the front of his pants and he shifts his very obvious semihard cock around, a slow massage in the ample room of his loose fitted trousers. “You think you could maybe not masturbate while you are sitting right beside me.” I huff.

“I’m not.” He sounds affronted but his wicked grin is hardly serious. “Not yet,”—he draws in a slow breath holding the pregnant pause—“but please do go on.” His tone drops from higher pitched insulted to low and deviant. I lift the ice pack and dump it hard in his lap. He sits bolt upright, throwing the pack down where it skids across the floor. “Fuck, Sam! I was kidding! Did the waxing rip out your sense of humour, too?” he grumbles, rubbing his injured pride and joy.

“My foof is raw. I’m a nervous wreck about my interview, and my best friend is jacking off at my discomfort. Tell me which bit of that is funny,” I snap, and he has the decency to look a little contrite. He drapes his long arm once more over my shoulders and pulls me more against his chest. He plants a heavy, apologetic kiss on my hair.

“I’m sorry, babe.” I relax into his hold. I didn’t realise how much tension I was holding until I let it go. “Four months and an evening of Shibari,” he muses. “Why it’s almost like you’ve skipped the awkward dating phase and gone straight to white picket fence.” He places his hand on his heart, sighs heavily and bats his long lashes. His light mocking tone makes me smile even as his reference to a happy ending makes my chest ache. These four months have been, without exception, the best of my life.

“So tell me about the ropes. Was playing Tarzan all you hoped?” He winks and I sit back up and shuffle to face him.

“It was more…Oh, God, it was…I cried.” My voice holds a fraction of the wonder I felt yesterday, but he smiles with understanding.

“He hurt you?” His shock is misplaced.

“God no, not at all. But, after, I mean…the aftercare, I just burst out crying. I couldn’t hold it in. I didn’t want to. It felt—” I look to the heavens for inspiration to put words in my head fitting enough to describe the indescribable.

“Cathartic?” he offers with a warm smile.

“Yes.” I grin as the word I had been struggling to articulate fits so perfectly. “Exactly that. I’ve never felt anything like it.” I exhale a deep satisfying breath as a flood of memories wash like a warm wave of pleasure across my mind.

“It’s addictive.” His tone is a light warning.

“I can imagine.” I exhale still holding on to the memory.

“No, seriously, it’s addictive. You think I feel any different when we play?” He raises a good point I hadn’t considered.

“I didn’t think about it. I mean I know I’ve elicited tears before, from clients, but I assumed that was from the pain aspect.” I chew my bottom lip as I mull over these thoughts.

“It can be but if their experience is anything like mine, it’s from the pleasure…the release and yes, you are really that good.” He shakes his head dismissively like I am an idiot for not comprehending this before now. “Surely you must’ve known this?”

“How would I?” My tone is a little defensive. “I’ve fucked other guys, but not many, and there was rarely any kink involved. Even my session with Daniel was more about understanding the Dom/sub role in a play situation. I have just never been brought to that level of…hmm…” I let out a huge sigh.

“Subspace.” He grins.

“Yeah, that. I’ve obviously seen it but never felt it. It’s nice.” My smile is wide at my own understatement. He lets out a laugh and rolls his eyes. “Oh, I’ll tell you what else is nice…Jason’s identical twin. I met him last night.” I wriggle my brows, and he sits to attention.

“Really?” Leon drawls and raises an inquiring brow, silently waiting for me to elaborate.

“Identical.” I repeat and fan myself. His laugh is deep and throaty. I tell Leon about the brief encounter, the misunderstanding, the drinks and the secret codes.

“You think all that nodding and winking was some sort of tag team code for twins?” he asks.

“It wasn’t so much nodding and winking. It was more subtle and much more intense. The sexual tension between us was like a physical thing sitting at the table. It might as well have been a fourth person it was so obvious.”

“If you are accepting applications for a fourth person, baby girl, you better include me in the tag team of a lifetime.” He fixes me with a stare that is perfect mix of playful and absolutely serious.

I cough and splutter, my tea spraying far and wide. “Leon, it’s a fantasy!” I gasp and shake my head as the delicious images of such a fantasy bombard me. “I just got a little carried away last night. I think I was still high on endorphins from the rope play. It’s just a fantasy…and fantasy is very different from reality.”

“Not for people like us, baby girl.” He winks.

“People like us?”

“Card carrying members of the Club.” He waggles his brow conspiratorially. My phone buzzes in my back pocket interrupting my full on chuckle. “A fair point.” My smile fades when I get a message flash up from a number I don’t recognise. I swipe the screen to reveal the full text.

 

Hello Sam, It’s Peitra please don’t press delete, I want to apologise. It’s my last day as an intern at Stone Enterprises. I haven’t applied for a full-time position here. I doubt I would get offered a place if I did. I don’t deserve to work here after the appalling way I behaved. I am utterly ashamed of how I spoke to you and how I went after Jason when I knew full well he had a girlfriend. I can’t imagine what you think of me. Actually, I can, and I deserve it. But I wanted to say sorry and maybe take you for lunch today as way of apology. It isn’t nearly enough, but since I am going away for a few months tomorrow it is the least I can do. Please let me do this. As one of Sofia’s best friends it is likely we will see each other at some point in the future, and I would like this opportunity to clear the air. If you are free, there is a new place opened just off Piccadilly called The Alpha Bar. I’ve heard the food is good. I have made a reservation for one o’clock. If you don’t come, I completely understand, and again, I am truly sorry. xP

 

I had read the message several times when in a huff of frustration Leon snatches the phone from my hand and reads it himself.

“Wow.” Leon hands me my phone back.

“I know.” I stare at the message like it has something else to reveal. “Should I go?”

“Do you think she’s being sincere?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know her at all. She’s nothing like her cousin, but the text certainly reads like she means it.” I lift my shoulders and let them drop heavily. I’m stumped. “I did not see this coming.”

“Could it be a trap?” He raises a cautious brow.

“A trap for what?” I shake my head at his dramatics.

“I don’t know. She could spike your drink and stage some compromising scenario to photograph you in and blackmail.”

“A little elaborate don’t you think? It’s not like Jason doesn’t have compromising photographs of me already.” I grin at his mock shocked face. “Besides, it’s not like Jason is going to take her back. He was not happy, and I doubt she still thinks she has a chance with him.” I mutter.

“But, hell hath no fury and all that.” Leon raises a very good point.

“Oh, I’m sure she was furious, but that ship has sailed, and she says herself we are going to bump into one another. Maybe she is genuine.”

“In my profession I tend to see the dark side more than the light. Except with you babe…you are all light.” He nudges me and I wrinkle my nose at his compliment.

“Okay, I’ll meet her but if photos do appear on the internet explain to Jason that we did have our doubts, and I didn’t just bound over to meet her like a big, dumb dog.”

“And don’t accept any unsealed drinks,” he warns me. I scoff and point an acknowledging salute at his retreating form.

“Right you are, Dad.” He ruffles my hair and jumps up from the sofa.

“What time’s your interview?”

“Three thirty, so I have plenty of time to kiss and make up and then head over. I’ll just drop Jason a text to let him know.”

“Call me when you’re done.” He waits until I acknowledge his request.

“The interview?” I clarify.

“Both…I want to know you’re safe and I want to get the champagne on ice to celebrate.” He flashes his bright smile, white teeth a sharp contrast against his permanently dark tanned skin.

“Thanks, Leon.” He leans over the back of the sofa to plant a soft kiss on the top of my head.

“Love ya, babe, but I have to crash,” he groans.

“You can sleep after a shot of whiskey and a double espresso?” I chuckle.

“Watch and learn, baby…watch and learn.” He waves his hand, his back disappearing into the hallway without a backward glance.
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The Alpha Bar is in the basement. There is a bijoux art gallery above selling an eclectic mix of mostly modern art. In the centre of the large display window is a striking piece. I find myself staring for some time at the impressive glass sculpture. It’s an abstract piece, I think, but to me it looks like a deep wave folding in on itself. The aquamarine colour darkens to almost black as the depth of the glass deepens, just like the ocean. I look up to catch a pair of kind grey eyes staring back at me. I give a little wave, which makes the gentleman in the gallery smile, but he doesn’t return my wave. He motions to the door, which has a typed sign indicating viewing by appointment only, and I quickly shake my head and point to the entrance of the club. He nods in understanding, and I wave again, this time turning away. I descend the steps and am greeted by a young, immaculately dressed young woman, whose platinum blonde hair is scrapped back into a neat bun. Her bright red lipstick matches my own, and I recognise the shade. Unless I’m mistaken, it’s a Chanel ninety-seven Desinvolte Rouge. She smiles tightly and asks me to follow her when I politely decline to give her my coat. I think to myself I might need to make a speedy getaway if this all goes tits up.

The room is dimly lit with a small drop bulb hanging over each table but casting little in the way of actual light. The dark walls have black and white artwork and old cityscape photographs. The tables all have crisp white linen and gleaming silverware. The seats are covered in dark leather and the fittings are highly polished steel. Modern with no atmosphere, it may be different when filled with patrons, but at this time, it has a creepy, clinical feel to it. The room is empty but for a lone barman, and seated in the rear right corner of the room is Peitra. I get a rush of nervous knots in my tummy, but she smiles brightly and I am happy the feeling quickly dissipates. She stands and reaches for my hand, grabbing it tightly in both of hers.

“I am so glad you came, Sam. I can’t tell you.” She rushes her words, flustered, and an anxious expression settles on her features. She motions for me to sit beside her on the padded bench.

“I was a little surprised to get your message.” I draw in a deep steadying breath as I feel my nerves begin to rise unbidden. This is stupid. I shake myself; it’s probably the thought of my interview later playing in my subconscious.

The waiter arrives with two aperitifs. I think about my conversation with Leon and shake myself again. The nerves are not only making me a wreck, they are inducing paranoia, too.

“I hope you don’t mind. I ordered some drinks for us. I’m so nervous and honestly if you hadn’t shown up I would’ve drunk them both anyway.” Her smile is brief but friendly, almost shy. I return her smile and try to push my own worries aside. Still something in the way her eyes flit around the empty room is unsettling, and I don’t know what possesses me, but just as she reaches for her glass I switch, placing mine before her and taking her drink as my own. Her face is impassive, but her lips start to tip upward and she slowly picks her glass up. My eyes are fixed on her lips and I exhale a stupid breath when she takes a large sip. I feel ridiculous. I take a large unladylike chug of the prosecco, grateful for the little buzz, cooling liquid and bubble. The glass is almost empty when I place it on the table. Her smile, which has remained fixed, purses to life as she raises her glass and spits her very full mouthful back into the flute.

“I’m so sorry, Sam.” Her saccharin voice is as sickening as the smile that distorts her face with cold cruelty. It doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Peitra?” I blow out a breath. I feel hot and a little queasy. My arms slide from the table and drop heavily at my side. They feel all wrong, so heavy. Peitra lifts my hand, and in my mind I yank it out of her hold but nothing happens.

“No, Sam,” she repeats slowly as if speaking to a small child. “I’m really sorry for you.” She slips the cuff Jason gave me from my hand and I shout at her and pull free. Only I don’t…I don’t move, maybe I slip a little further down in my seat but that is all I manage.

I feel exhausted. Maybe if I have a nap now, when I wake, I will be able to slap that bitch up. It feels like someone has placed large, fuzzy muffs over my ears. I can’t hear exactly what’s being said. I don’t recognise the words, and I am having trouble focusing on anything because everything is as fuzzy as the sounds I hear and everything is moving. The last image of hanging bulbs bright above me dissolves to blackness.
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“Sandy, my brother is meeting me for a late lunch. Don’t let him go walking around the other departments firing people like he did last time. Daniel didn’t find that amusing, and I could do without the icy glares that took months to die down.” Sandy grimaces and nods, fully appreciative of the chaos Will had created the last time he visited me at headquarters. He may be a respectable scientist on the other side of the pound, but here he tends to delight in causing carnage at my expense.

“Will do, Mr Sinclair. Would you like security to keep him downstairs?” She bites her lips to hide her smile. Will also managed to bypass security and reset my clearance with his own fingerprint. He was only in the building for ten minutes.

“No, I don’t want him anywhere near security. Just let him come straight to my office. But make sure he takes the express lift. Get Eddie to accompany him to be safe.” I pointedly raise a knowing brow, and she nods in agreement.

“Good idea. I will call down to the front desk to make sure they know to expect him.” I turn and notice my office door is closed.

“Is there someone in my office, Sandy?”

“Not that I’m aware, but then I have been in a department meeting for the last half an hour. Would you like me to check?” She pushes back from her chair, but I wave my hand for her to remain seated.

“No, its fine.” I flash her an easy smile that always causes her cheeks to pink. She is an attractive woman in her late fifties, still turning heads and fiercely protective of me. As gatekeepers go there is no one better. I bet that feisty attitude keeps her husband on his toes. I smile thinking of my own someone keeping me on my toes.

“Would you like a coffee?” She interrupts my wayward thoughts.

“That would be great, thank you.” I turn and walk to my door. The handle squeaks, and I push the door wide. Peitra is standing by my desk and nearly jumps a clear foot in the air with shock. Her face is a flash of panic but settles into an awkward, fixed smile. It’s her last day, and I can’t say I’m not relieved at the notion that she will be leaving the company permanently.

“Mr Sinclair.” She smiles quickly but still looks nervous. I glance around the room to check for something amiss. The room has minimal furniture as it is, and I have a clear desk policy, so there are no loose papers with confidential information I need to be concerned with. My laptop is on the desk but it is closed and has fingerprint security. My jacket is hanging over the back of my chair but my wallet is in my trouser pocket. I don’t know why I feel the need to do this mini inventory. I don’t believe she is a thief, but I also don’t entirely trust her, either. I walk around my desk and sit down. I subtly check the weight of the pockets on my suit jacket. I lift my phone free from the inside pocket and flip it open. No missed calls, no messages and no dialled numbers. I snap it shut and fix Peitra with an impassive stare.

“Is there some specific reason you are in my office with the door closed?” She flashes a timid smile, and she won’t hold eye contact. If I wasn’t so suspicious, I might put that down to her being intimidated or uncomfortable that our last interaction wasn’t pleasant. But I read people, and that’s not it at all. She is really nervous.

“I tried to catch you before your morning meeting, but I must have just missed you anyway, Um…well, I wanted to thank you, and I wanted to apologise.” She rushes her words, her hands are clasped in front of her, threaded together and twisting. Her feet shuffle like she can’t physically keep still. She is clearly anxious to leave, but she chose to come here. She could’ve said what she wanted to say in an email, as if reading my inscrutable face and mind, she starts to talk.

“I realise I could’ve put this in a letter, but I wanted to say it to your face.” She struggles to swallow, and I almost feel sorry for her obvious disquiet. “However awkward and painful it is, and believe me, this is really painful.” She tries to laugh, but it falls flat. She shakes herself and straightens her back. “I behaved appallingly and I hope you can forgive me.” She nods to punctate and finish her point.

“It’s not my place to forgive you, Peitra.” I narrow my glare.

“No, no, I know, and I hope in time Sam will be able to forgive me.” Her eyes drop to her hands, but her lips start to curl. She is beginning to really piss me off.

“I wouldn’t hold your breath.” I snap. Her eyes widen with surprise, maybe she is genuine, but more than likely, she is looking for another opportunity. I won’t make that mistake again. “Is there anything else?” I have already dismissed her in my mind as I open up my laptop and swipe my finger to unlock the screen.

“No, nothing at all. Just if in the future…” She pauses, her soft breathy statement hangs pungent in the air. I fix my incredulous glare, and she withers a little.

“What the fuck! Seriously?” I glower. She hurries for the door, but her parting remark is as snide as it is cryptic.

“Things change, Jason.” The door slams and I actually sink back in my chair relieved that she’s gone.
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“Can I get you gentleman anything else?” The young waiter with the trimmed goatee and full sleeve tats has read back our lunch order but I am just checking my phone, leaving Will to confirm our selection.

“Just drinks, two beers and a vagina for my brother.” He addresses the waiter with a level voice and a deadpan delivery. I look up at Will, who is looking in all seriousness at the waiter. The waiter has lifted his pen from his pad mid word. I can see from here he was well on his way to writing the word vag when it must have registered what he was writing.

“I’m sorry sir, what was it you wanted?” His face is a picture of confusion, poor guy.

“Oh, my mistake. You see my brother here has turned into a massive teenage girl and all that’s missing is the actual vagina.” The waiter grins, and I reach over and discreetly nut punch Will, wiping the grin from his face and bringing a slew of tears to his eyes. I turn to face the waiter while my brother coughs and curses, but he has made a hasty retreat.

“You’re so fucking funny, Will. You know that waiter actually started writing that down. You’re such an arse.” I go to flick the cover on my phone for the hundredth time but stop myself when I catch a glance of his righteous and overtly smug face.

“Truth hurts, baby brother, but I can’t say I blame you. She is smoking hot.” Will takes the beer the waiter places in front of him and downs half in one go. I do the same and exhale. He is partially right; she probably hasn’t even finished her interview yet. She promised she would call when she was done. I just don’t want to miss her call in case she doesn’t get the job and needs me. It’s crazy to think she wouldn’t get the position, but I still don’t want to miss her call. I absently tap the closed phone cover. The volume is on high and vibrate so I won’t miss her call.

“She’s all that and more.” I take another sip of the iced beer that is sliding down way too easy for this time of the day.

“Yeah, I’m getting that.” Will flashes a brilliant wide smile. His tan is much darker than mine. All those hours in the Florida sun counting turtles or fish or whatever the fuck he does. “I’m happy for you man, but how long are you gonna last in a one on one relationship?” he challenges with a tilt of his head and a knowing smile. Apart from a few years Will spent in the wilderness, we are tight. I trust him with my life, and he knows me. He may not share my tastes to the same extent, but he is far from vanilla.

“Who says I am?” I counter his smugness with my own. He balks and barks out a deep laugh.

“Yeah, right…You are not the cheating type, so what gives?” He narrows his eyes at my silence. “I know she was at your club, but you can’t be serious…she plays?” He shifts in his seat and turns to face me fully, his expression alight with surprise and disbelief.

“We play.” I correct. “It’s early days. I know she is game but honestly I’m not sure I am…not with her.” I try to shrug off my statement but he splutters, making it much more of a deal than I wanted to discuss over a late lunch.

“What! You’re kidding?” His eyes widen with surprise.

“I’m not. I saw the way she looked at you, and I could just about control my rage because it’s you. The thought of anyone else touching her, and all I see is red mist. Hell, I am ready to do time for that woman.” I laugh but I’m deadly serious.

“Fuck, you’re totally screwed.” Will chuckles and clinks his glass to mine.

“Yeah, I am.” I grin and join him with a more relaxed, deep belly laugh.

“Damn, so no sharing, hmm?” Will muses playfully.

“Now, I didn’t say that, did I?” I bite my lips to stop my own grin, but Will’s is wide enough for the both of us.

“I think you did.” He corrects but his brows are arched high with excited expectation.

“No, I said I didn’t like the idea of sharing. But the whole threesome thing is a fantasy of hers. Something she’s never done, and that is definitely something I want to give her.” Will’s grin spreads even wider, and I fight the tiny embers of jealousy that flicker inside. I check myself. This is my choice after all. I could do this for her with someone I trust…maybe. We finish our meal and catch up. I haven’t seen him in months, but it’s like I saw him yesterday. I promise to take Sam out to visit, and he promises to take us both out for a spin in one of the Coast Guard high speed boats. He has been seconded to them to help with illegal trade in tropical fish. I knew he did something with fish. The food was good and the conversation has kept me distracted. I check my watch, the time approaches six o’clock, and I only now think to check my phone.

No messages.

I get a sinking feeling that this can’t be good. She really wanted the job at the Mission. I really wanted her to get this job for purely selfish reasons. I hate to contemplate the consequences of not getting it and the possibility that she would doubt her choice and return to her career as a Dominatrix.

“Still no messages.” I flick the phone shut at his observation. “She could be out celebrating.” Will tries to comfort me.

“She would’ve called if that was the case. Look, do you mind if we swing by her place? If she hasn’t called, it’s probably not good news.” I slide out from the curved bench and fish in my pocket for my wallet.

“Wouldn’t she call you with that too though?” Will replaces his when I tip more than enough bills in to the centre of the table.

“No. She wouldn’t want to ruin your night.” I grab my jacket and pass him his from the hook on the edge of the booth.

“Why would it ruin my night?”

“Because I would bail on you, you fucking idiot!” I shake my head. “Christ, it’s a good job you got some of my looks, because you sure struck out in the brains department.”

“Cute and it’s a good job I got the lion’s share in the junk department, because your girl is going to need me now, since you’ve traded in your dick in for lady parts.” His shoulders start to shake with amusement.

“Arsehole.” I punch him in his shoulder, catching him hard but he laughs then curses and rubs the impact spot. His laughter is now uncontrollable, but he does get out one last comeback.

“Thundercunt.”

I burst out laughing at his insult. “I like that…I might get a t-shirt.” I join his laughter now as we leave the restaurant and head toward Sam’s apartment.
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I wait impatiently for Sam to buzz me in, checking my phone one more time. I can see Will shake his head in my periphery but I don’t care. The buzzer sounds and I push through and immediately start pounding on her front door. The large shadow that appears on the other side of the split glass panelled door makes my heart sink. Leon swings it wide, half asleep and running his hand through his hair. I push past, not bothering with an introduction.

“Jesus man, don’t you own a shirt?” I mutter.

“I just woke up.” I hear him yawn.

Sam’s room is empty. Several outfits are laid out on her bed where she’d obviously been choosing what to wear for her interview. I get a tight pinch in my chest thinking how my confident girl must have actually been quite nervous given the number of clothes strewn across the bed and hanging off the wardrobe doors. I can’t actually see the covers underneath. Nothing else seems out of place though. I turn sharply and walk back to the front door where Leon is rubbing his eyes and staring blankly at Will.

“Leon, this is Will.” My introduction is curt, and I nod to motion Will to follow me into the flat. Will shakes Leon’s hand they chat about something or nothing but end up beside me in the living room.

“Where is she?” I snap. Leon looks at his watch, and his brows start to furrow. He looks up at me, and his face pales. It’s not that late, I know. She could just as easily have met a friend and got caught up catching up. So why does Leon look ill?

“Leon, where the fuck is she?” He doesn’t answer but strides off to his room. He returns instantly with his phone. He silently flicks through, and I can feel my bubbling anger begin to rise. “For fuck sake, Leon, where is she?”

“I don’t know, man. I just wanted to check if she’d texted. The last one I got was her asking me to wish her luck.”

“Before her interview, so that would be what, three twenty?” I rub the pressure that is building in my temples.

“No, one twenty five just before her lunch with Peitra.” Leon’s words are like a sucker punch, but they make no sense.

“What are you talking about?”

“She texted you, Jason. I saw her do it. She forwarded the message Peitra had sent her about wanting to apologise. She offered to take Sam to lunch, her way of saying sorry.” Leon’s tone would have irritated me if he didn’t look so fucking worried.

“She never sent me a text. I haven’t heard from her since this morning when I gave her a kiss goodbye. What the fuck are you talking about?” I yell.

“Okay, okay, why don’t we all just take a breath and calm the fuck down.” Will steps in, he places a calming hand on my shoulder, and as much as I want to shrug him off, losing it now will not help. I take the suggested deep breath and walk over to the kitchen. I perch on the edge of one of the stools. This makes no sense, but my gut starts twisting uncomfortably all the same. I open my phone and start scrolling. It’s possible she may have emailed me the message and not texted. It’s possible it could’ve gone into my junk folder, but even as I quickly scour the screen for her familiar username, I know that isn’t the case.

“I didn’t get her message.” My flat voice holds none of the raging emotions surging through me. I need to hold this together. I need to find Sam.

“She sent it I swear—”

“I believe you, Leon,” I interrupt. I can see Leon looks just as worried. “Peitra was in my office just before lunch. I checked my phone at the time and there was nothing, no missed calls but I didn’t check the deleted folder.” Leon peers over my shoulder.

“But your deleted folder is empty?” He points to the little waste bin icon with the content counter at zero.

“No, I didn’t check the other deleted folder. Anything that gets deleted goes to a hidden folder.” I tap Tax codes folder and my screen fills with hundreds of lines of data. “It’s not really hidden just labelled Tax Codes no one would actually want to open that folder.” I shrug when Leon adds his agreement. “Anyway the point is nothing is ever really deleted but only a few people know that. Daniel is a little OCD when it comes to security, and I can’t tell you how fucking glad I am that he is…look.” I tilt the screen, which now holds Sam’s message along with her question that if I thought she shouldn’t go, to text her right back. Fuck. I quickly search my phone for the tracker on her cuff and can see it’s still active which unfortunately gives me little comfort. It doesn’t necessarily mean she is safe. It does mean her cuff, at least is in one piece and is still at the address she was meeting Peitra. Like I say, not much comfort.

I march to the front door with Will at my heel.

“Wait!” Leon calls. “I’m coming with you!”

I nod my approval but don’t break my stride. In the taxi, Leon is busy getting dressed. I didn’t stop to wait but he bundled enough clothes together and came running from the building. Barefoot and sporting just his boxers but he was just in time to catch the taxi door as I went to slam it shut. I spend the time making some calls. I call my head of security, Patrick, to alert the authorities. Not sure what I am alerting them to but I insist some sort of call is made. I speak to the office manager at the Mission and confirm Sam never turned up for her interview and she didn’t call to explain why. My last call is to Daniel. I don’t even care if the guy is on extended paternity leave and has a new baby to contend with; all I care about is Sam.

The taxi slows enough for the red light on the door to change to green and I am out of the vehicle and taking the steps down to the bar two at a time. The door is wedged open and several men in paint splattered overalls are working in the room. Dust sheets cover the tables, chairs and the bar at the back of the room. The smell of wet paint is strong but the room looks nearly finished, other than the sheets. I check my phone again for the tracker signal. I’m definitely in the right place.

“Can I help you mate?” One of the painters, a big guy, more fat than fit, wanders over to us now that Will and Leon have joined me. They look just as confused as I feel.

“My girlfriend was here for lunch.” I say. His expression is comical as he looks around at the empty room amused at my statement. The place is clearly not ready to start trading.

“I don’t think so.” He gives a hearty laugh and his colleagues join in. I stiffen because there is fuck-all humour in this situation. I feel Will’s hand on my shoulder easing me back. I hadn’t even noticed how tight my fist was clenched.

“Do you mind if we have a look around?” Will smiles with an easy charm that isn’t remotely confrontational. I’m glad he’s here.

“Sure, I don’t see why not.” He nods and backs away to allow us into the room. I quickly walk through the main room and spend the next fifteen minutes checking every door, cupboard and room. Nothing. I run my hands through my hair in agitation. This fucking stinks. Leon and Will have both conducted their own search will equal fruitless results. The man approaches again.

“Find what you’re looking for?” He grins but it’s more taunting than malicious. I shake my head and let out a heavy breath.

“Not exactly but maybe the police will have more luck.” I reach for my phone.

“I’m sorry.” A young lad blurts out behind the big man in front of me. We all turn to look.

“You’re sorry about what Jay?” the big guy grumbles.

“It was on the floor I thought it was lost property.” He fumbles in his overalls, his face a picture of guilt and apology. He holds his hand out as far from his body as humanly possible. The shine from the platinum reflects the overhead lights and glimmers when he opens his fingers. Sam’s cuff rests in his flat palm. I close my eyes, and my body starts to shake. I feel Leon step around me and I open my eyes to see him take the cuff from the young lad.

“Did you see the girl…did you see the girl who wore this?” Leon holds the cuff up so everyone in the room could see. They all fall silent but slowly shake their heads. “It’s really important guys. If you saw her, you need to tell us,” he urges.

“Honestly, mate, we haven’t. I thought you were yanking my chain about lunch. We got here at five this afternoon to work overnight. The bar is supposed to open this weekend, but they haven’t even installed the kitchen that’s why I thought you were joking.” He gives out a light laugh but snaps his mouth shut when I fix him with my glare. “I’m sorry, man, no one was here when we got here and I didn’t know the lad had found anything until a minute ago.” I turn away and pinch the pressure that is knotting nicely at the bridge of my nose.

“Okay, we believe you.” Leon’s voice is firm and seems to ease the growing tension. No one likes to be accused of lying, even if one of them is technically a thief.

“Come on we’re wasting time.” I state flatly and leave the basement.

 

On the street, I draw in a deep breath that does nothing to calm my volatile emotions. I lean against the railings and open my phone to check for any news. There is nothing. Will is standing silently to one side, and Leon is staring at the window display of the gallery above the bar.

“She was here.” Will confirms but all I can do is nod. My phone buzzes, and I swipe to take Daniel’s call.

“Peitra boarded a flight to Auckland at six this evening. She is due to stop in Singapore, and I have contacted the local authorities to make sure she is put on the first flight back. But that is still thirteen hours until you will get to speak to her and double that before she lands back in the UK and you can see her face to face.”

“It might not be the best idea if I see her face to face.” I grit out through my locked jaw. “Thanks though.”

“Don’t mention it. I will have Patrick alert the airports. Can you send over your most recent picture?” I let out a bitter laugh that hurts like a bitch.

“Not the most recent no, but I do have one I can send. I’ll ping it over now.”

“Good.” He pauses and the silence is heavy. “We’ll find her, Jason.” His confidence goes some way to alleviating my worry, but it crashes once more with our next exchange. “What about her phone do you have a tracker on that?”

“It’s switched off or broken. Either way, it’s not working.” I look up to the sky and silently pray. Without any other information that is all I have.

“Ah…” His silence speaks volumes. It is a big ass haystack of a world and my little needle is out there somewhere. “We’ll find her, Jason.” His assertion is absolute as he ends the call.

I turn and lean on the railings next to Leon, his eyes are fixed on the intricate glass sculpture in the window. The door to the gallery jingles open with the sound of the bells hanging above in an old fashion cast iron loop. An elderly gentleman fumbles with his keys in the lock. He turns to face us and tips his felt hat.

“My display seems to be working well at least. If only that would lead to a sale or two.” He chuckles to himself and stands for a moment next to Leon, gazing at the display as we all are. “I did try and tempt a beautiful young lady earlier, she seemed to be just as enamoured as you gentlemen. But sadly no luck, just another window shopper.” He turns to walk away and Leon nudges me sharply in the ribs.

“Give me your phone.” He doesn’t wait but snatches it from my hand and pushes into the man’s face. The older man stumbles back a little but straighten and adjusts his glasses.

“Did she look like this?” Leon urges impatiently. The old man raises a bushy silver brow and chuckles.

“Well she did when she entered the bar.” He leans in to whisper. “But she looked rather the worse for wear when she left. If you know what I mean.” He taps his nose conspiratorially

“What do you mean?” I snap, startling him. He looks shocked at my sudden change in demeanour.

“Oh, forgive me. I meant no offence.” His cheeks pink beneath his thick, grey beard, and he looks embarrassed.

“None taken, but please explain what you meant.” I soften my voice. The last thing I need is him thinking I’m the dangerous person in this scenario.

“She had to be helped into the taxi. Well she was more carried actually come to think of it. Her head was terribly floppy. I just assumed she’s overindulged in the vino department.” He is about to chuckle again but one look in my eye and he wisely closes his mouth.

“And you didn’t think that strange…You didn’t think she might be in some sort of trouble?” Each word is spoken through an ever tightening jaw.

“Oh, you don’t need to worry, she was with the owner. A terribly nice man, very well spoken.” The old man waves his hand dismissively.

“His name?” My fingers are curled so tight I can feel the trickle of something warm as my nails puncture the skin of my palm.

“Mr Brookes-Hamilton, Richard to his friends.” The old man puffs his chest out with pride that he obviously considers himself in that honoured category.

“You didn’t happen to hear where they were going, did you?” My chest is tight and winded at the same time.

“I believe he said St Pancreas to the driver.” The old man’s eyes widen when they notice the slow drops of blood from my clenched fist.

“Fuck!” I curse to myself.

“Is that a problem?” Will steps up to me.

“We contacted the airports and docks but I doubt Daniel thought about the train. St Pancreas is the international station. If he gets her on a train she could end up in any number of European countries. Fuck!” I shout out to anyone in a five mile radius.

“Really sir, language.” The old man glowers at me. “Richard Brookes-Hamilton is a respectable gentleman. I am sure you are mistaken with your concern for the young lady.” His tone drips with disdain at my reaction to his ‘friend’.

“Language! There is not language to accurately do Richard Brookes whatever-his-name-is justice but let me try. He is the worst of men, sir.” I can feel myself lose my tentative grip on my manners. “Just because he can pronounce his vowels like Prince Charles doesn’t negate the fact that he is an abusive rapist, low life piece of shit.” I snarl. “And now that fucking cunt has my girlfriend.”
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Ow, fuck my head, no my stomach…legs. I draw in a breath and cry out. No definitely my chest hurts the most because it is torture just to breathe. I squint to open my eyes, the room is painfully bright but I am just going to add that to my never ending list of agonies. The bright striplight overhead makes it hard to focus but it’s been like that every time I have started to regain consciousness. This time a least I feel more cognisant, less high but more nauseous. I am lying flat on a hard surface a few feet from the floor by the look of it. I try to sit up, but I have absolutely no strength. I peer down my body and can see several thick leather straps securing me to the bed. I can see the edge of my panties but I can’t make out that I am wearing much more. The bindings cross my body at my shoulders, breasts, hips, thighs and ankles. The surface I am lying on feels like a slab of glass encrusted concrete against my skin but I am going to assume it’s supposed to be a bed. I have certainly used it as such but I don’t know for how long.

I relax against the bindings, even at full adrenaline-induced anger I wouldn’t be able to break free from these straps. I use the exact same thing to secure my clients to the St Andrew’s Cross in the full knowledge that they are only freed when I say they are free.

I close my eyes when my lids start to sting. How can my eyes lids hurt? I feel the tears trickle down my cheek and slide to the back of my neck, soaking into my hairline. I guess that would be why. But I must have been crying for some time for them to hurt like they do. My head throbs trying to work out what the fuck happened. What is the last thing I remember?

Fighting. I remember fighting and falling to the ground. Blood pouring from my mouth and being dragged by my hair. I think I got a punch or two in before I felt the sharp prick of a needle. But that wasn’t the first time. Think, damn it! My head is throbbing and it feels like my brain is physically wading through thick sludge, picking out snippets of reality from my nightmares. This all feels like one fucking nightmare. I remember not quite waking but hearing voices, being manhandled but my muscles not responding. I can’t recall much of what was said and the moment I opened my eyes I felt a dull pinch in my arm and then oblivion. My stomach growls an angry protest but I don’t share its enthusiasm. I feel really sick. My mouth is like a cotton fuzz ball and I could down a litre of water and still be parched I am so thirsty.

Where the fuck am I? Think Sam, what was the last useful thing you can remember? My eyelids are already closed, and I try to focus my drifting mind. My blood is obviously still swilling with whatever has been pumped in my veins to keep me catatonic. I can see a solid ocean in a shop window, beautiful sculptured glass, with smooth depths and swirling layers I wanted to touch. Why didn’t I touch it, it was right there and the man with the kind eyes wanted me to come inside. No, I couldn’t because I was meeting someone and I didn’t have time. I had an important meeting. My interview! I sigh out a happy laugh. Disproportionately pleased with myself at remembering something, anything that isn’t a drug-filled mess of images and sounds. I don’t recall the interview. That’s right I texted Jason to tell him I was meeting Peitra for lunch. Peitra.

I retch and heave, I turn my head so as not to choke because I can’t sit up or turn fully on my side. Concentrated stomach acid and bile burns a violent path from my stomach up my throat and out of my mouth. The pressure is enough to coat most of my torso but not enough to clear my body and hit the floor. I am coated in a slick warm sticky residue, the smell alone keeps me heaving until I am dry and my throat is raw.

Why the fuck would Peitra do this? Jason told me she wasn’t happy about how things had played out but this is a little over the top, even for a woman scorned.

I hear movement outside the door. The room is completely bare, the floor is covered with a type of rubber with those dimples you get in wet rooms and public swimming pools. The walls are all white and the door is rounded on each corner and has a circular window in the centre that is also painted out white. It looks like a blocked out porthole. Only when that observations sinks in do I also realise the room is moving. I think up until this moment I thought I was probably still high but no, the room is definitely moving. There are no windows but I can absolutely feel the rhythmic pitch and roll of a boat. Possibly a very large boat or a very gentle swell. The handle shakes and the deep and loud groan of protest from the hinges on the door make me wince. I didn’t know ears could hurt but mine do, I sniff out a bitter laugh and internally reprimand myself, every fucking thing hurts.

A pretty blonde-haired girl pokes her head around, she smiles brightly and bounces into the room.

“Oh, good, you’re awake.” She skids to a stop and slaps her hand to her mouth. “Ew, gross.” She shakes her legs and steps back out of the vomit that has dripped from my bed and onto the floor. “You’ve thrown up all over yourself.” She cries out, shaking her hands up and down like it’s the most disgusting thing she has ever encountered.

“I didn’t have much of a choice.” My voice is beyond gravely, more like my larynx lost its fight with a cheese grater, almost as rough as I feel. I cough and try to generate some moisture but my mouth is too dry. “Can you get me some water, or better still untie me and I’ll get it myself. I wouldn’t want to be any trouble.” My tone is heavy with sarcasm, which might not be my best approach but she just smiles inanely and giggles.

“Oh, you’re funny. He didn’t say you were funny.” Her perfect brow wrinkle with confusion. “He said you were a bitch,” she states like that is a fact.

“Well, you’ve caught me on a good day.” I smile tightly and she bursts into a fit of laughter she tries to hold back, both her hands against her pink glossy lips. I stare at her because she looks vaguely familiar. She has blonde almost white hair pulled high in a ponytail, she’s wearing long false lashes but other than the pink lip gloss, no other makeup. She is wearing skimpy hot pants that are currently giving her a wicked camel toe and a tiny white string bikini. The minute triangle patches of white material barely cover her nipples, skimming her gravity defying tits that are far too large for her tiny frame.

“See, you’re really funny.” She points her finger at me, her tone is lightly teasing. “I think once you’re trained we will be great friends.”

“Trained? What the fuck are you talking about?” She jumps at the sharp volume of my voice and steps back. I take a calming breath through my nose and force a pained smile. “Sorry, what’s your name?”

“Lolli,” she gushes.

“Seriously?” Her face drops and I curse under my breath. She probably has a smart phone filled with vacuous selfies, which I will need if I am ever to get out of here. “Sorry Lolli.” It aches to curl my lips into a reciprocal smile but with effort I manage. “Trained for what?”

“Oh, I’m not sure I’m allowed to say.” She drops her head and her words are soft and barely audible.

“Okay, trained by whom?” I try and coax but she shakes her head.

“Oh, I’m not sure I’m allowed to say,” she repeats, her eyes like saucers when she looks up. I draw in a deep and much needed steadying breath.

“Okay, Lolli, how about where am I?” She bites her lip flat like she is physically having to suppress her desire to respond. “Let me guess? You’re not allowed to say.” I puff out my frustration when I really want to scream. “So what are you allowed to do?” I fix my smile but with no life to it, it probably looks like rigor has set in.

“Only what my Master allows me to do.” She sighs as she chants this eerie mantra.

“Your master?” I raise my brow in query.

“And yours too now.” Her smile is tight and she gives a haughty little huff. “But I will always be his favourite.”

“And you will have no competition from me, I can promise you that.” I quip.

“Hmm, you say that now but wait.” Her warning is lightly mocking like she is hiding a delicious secret.

“So you actually want to be here.” I struggle not to sound horrified when she is either genuinely happy or blissfully delusional.

“Of course every girl wants to be here.” She rolls her eyes like I have just said the silliest thing. I am going to go with delusional.

“I don’t.” Her brows pinch and furrow. She looks utterly confused so I repeat more slowly.

“I don’t want to be here, Lolli. Not. At. All.” She gives a slow, knowing nod, and I get a warm rush of hope. That this is just some fucked up case of mistaken identity and Lolli… the lovely, utterly vacant Lolli, now that she understands is about to help me out.

“Ah, my Master said you would lie to me. He told me not to trust a single word you said.”

“I’m not lying, Lolli trust me. I really, really don’t want to be here. Please help me get out. Then you can have your master all to yourself.” Her eyes sparkle at that last part but cloud with something that looked a lot like fear. Do stupid people feel fear? Because she has to be the dumbest person ever if she doesn’t believe what I am saying.

“He said you would say that too. That’s why he is the Master.” She tips her head acknowledging her misplaced wisdom. “But you are very convincing. I’ll give you that.” She waggles her finger at me like some naughty child. “I can see I am going to have to watch you, Sweetheart.”

I get a sudden pool of liquid in the back of my throat, it’s acrid and it burns. I swallow it down, I’m dangerously dehydrated because I must be hallucinating. “What did you call me?”

“Sweetheart. My Master said that is your name. That is your new name,” she states.

“Oh, God.” My voice catches, and I squeeze my eyes tight. If I could reach my temples I would rub the instant pain that is piercing my skull like an ice pick. This can’t be happening.

“Consider yourself lucky. The other girls don’t get names, and if you don’t get a name—” She looks at the closed door and steps back over to me, carefully avoiding the vomit on the floor. “You have a name. Trust me, that’s a good thing.” She opens her mouth to say more, but the noise from outside causes a flash of pure fear to distort her pretty face, and she rushes back across the room. The door opens and in steps a vision from my nightmares.

“Ah, Sweetheart, you’re awake.” Richard’s sardonic grin crawls across his face. Lolli has dropped to her knees, and I can see her tremble. Fucking bastard.

“I have a name you piece of shit!” I snap. My eyes bore into his, Lolli is trying to disappear, curling in on herself, but I don’t break my gaze. He laughs but there is no humour in his cold eyes, and he quickly falls silent. He takes two long strides, and is flush against my bed. He towers over me. His six foot one frame looks so much taller from down here. He traces his finger along my cheek, and I snap my head away. It’s the only part of my body I can move, and he doesn’t get to touch me without a fight. He grabs my chin and forces me to hold still. His nails digging in harder than necessary. His eyes darken as I try to stop mine from watering. He leans down so close I can see the individual perfectly trimmed hairs on his new beard.

“It’s okay, Sweetheart, don’t hold back. I’ve missed your tears.” I grit my teeth and the tiny amount of liquid I have been savouring on my tongue I launch at his face.

“You fucking little bitch. You will pay for that!” He pulls a piece of silk from his top pocket and pats his face dry. I can’t help the satisfied smile that beams across my face even if I know it will be short-lived. “You will fucking pay for that, Sweetheart.” He snarls the last word like that is a cruel promise.

“My name is Sam.” My glare, I pray, would by some timely gift of supernatural power, burn the flesh from his bones, but sadly no. His face is inscrutable until he chooses to simply widen his evil grin. He takes a moment, my skin crawls and my body is cooled by an ominous chill. Drawing his clenched fist back, he swings.

“Not anymore, Sweetheart.”
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An incredible cramping in my stomach wakes me, but I don’t bother crying out. No one comes, but if I’m honest, I prefer it like that. I think it has been a few days since Richard graced me with his presence but I could be wrong. With no daylight and falling in and out of consciousness, time is a very abstract concept. But I have had twelve meals at somewhat regular intervals. Lolli brings my food, and I use the term loosely, undercooked rice and tuna so dry I wouldn’t feed it to a cat. I was reluctant to eat at first but my hunger gnawed a painful knot in my tummy that kept me awake, and sleep is the only thing keeping me sane. Although she hasn’t spoken since that first time, I don’t mind Lolli so much. She always has a bright smile that looks wholly out of place in my living nightmare. I am not so keen on the big guy that accompanies each visit. He leers at me like I’m a piece of meat. But then I am laid out almost naked, on a slab so the simile is not wasted on me.

He stands guard as I eat and watches over me as I take care of business in the corner over the smallest bucket I have seen. I don’t remark about the useless size of receptacle, because I know it will be deliberate. The fact that I can’t use it without pissing on myself would amuse Richard. He always did love to humiliate me, but I’m not that girl anymore, and I won’t give him the satisfaction. I do stink though, and would happily kill for a shower and a toothbrush.

The door opens, but Lolli isn’t carrying a tray. She bounces over leaving the door wide and starts to unbuckle my straps. I get a momentary surge of adrenaline thinking she is alone and I could easily overpower her, but then the familiar dark shadow of the hulk fills the doorway.

“Up, up you get, lazy bones,” she says in a sing song voice, smiling sweetly. Her hair is braided in two plaits, and she is wearing a short-short pleated skirt and a button-down blouse that is tied in a sexy knot at her midriff. I know the look she is going for but today she looks very young with no makeup and wide, bright blue eyes.

“How old are you, Lolli?” She helps me up. I am eager to make some sort of bond with her now that she’s allowed to speak, at least for the time being. She may not be the sharpest tool on the box, but she has been kind. If I can get her to understand that I am being held against my will, then maybe she might help me. I don’t hold much hope, if Richard is really her master. But I have to hope, it’s all I have.

“Oh, I’m sixteen in three weeks.” Her eyes light with excitement but my mouth suddenly fills with vomit that spills into my cupped hands. I rush over to the bucket and empty my hands and what’s left in my mouth, hacking up to clear my throat. There is no toilet paper, another mindfuck, so I just rub my hands together until they are dry. I feel so ill. I turn to face this child. I keep my face impassive because she doesn’t need to see my horror. My judgement is reserved for the monster she calls Master. I’ll cut his bollocks off the first chance I get.

“How long have you been with Richard?” I swallow and steal myself for her answer. She looks confused and I realise she would never refer to him by his name. “Your master…”—I grit out the word—“how long have you been with him?”

“Oh, three years.” She nods enthusiastically. “I’m very lucky; most girls don’t last that long. That’s why I know I am the favourite.”

“Jesus Christ, Lolli, what about your family?” I gasp.

Her face falls and she drops her gaze. “I don’t have one. I was in a foster home but ran away. I seemed to grow these big boobs overnight and that’s when the dad started to touch me. My Master saved me, Sweetheart.” Her voice softens, and I can hear her adoration. It chills my soul. Out of the frying pan…

She tips her head for me to follow, and I notice that the hulk has stepped away from the door. I reach over and grab her hand.

“Lolli, I can help you…Let me help you. We can escape together.” I plead but her eyes widen with disbelief.

“Why would I want to escape?” She sniffs out an incredulous laugh. “The Master is wonderful.” She leans in to whisper. “He wasn’t in the beginning, so learn from my mistakes, Sweetheart, and just do everything he says…immediately.” Her eyes are grave with warning.

“You enjoy the way he treats you?” I have to be careful because I can see how deeply she cares for Richard. I find it repugnant, but this is her reality, if not her free will, speaking.

“Not all the time.” She shrugs lightly. “But if I’m good he doesn’t need to punish me. He hates to punish me.” She smiles again, and her face lights up. My heart breaks a little more. “I love him, Sweetheart, why would I ever leave him?” She shakes her head lightly. “Besides he’d kill me if I tried.” She flashes me a look that is filled with truth and wisdom well beyond her young years. I swallow thickly.

We walk along a narrow corridor past a laundry room, boiler room and massive kitchen. We continue to walk, and by the time we have climbed several levels, each becoming more luxurious, I realise this is no ordinary boat. It’s some sort of super-yacht. These things cost hundreds of millions. I had no idea Richard was this wealthy. Lolli opens the door to a grand suite. A super-super king sized bed dominates the room, raised as it is on a platform. Tinted windows stretch the length of the far wall and I suck in a sharp breath. Sunlight! I don’t think, I just rush over and gaze, this is my first glimpse of daylight in days, and it’s stunning. Crystal clear blue skies and an endless ocean in every direction this view affords. My heart both lifts and sinks at the sight. From this aspect I can see no land and on a boat this size we could literally be in the middle of nowhere.

“Fuck, what is that god awful smell?” Richard’s voice drowns out the noise of Lolli hitting the floor with her sudden and expected display of supplication. I turn and walk over so I am as close to him as I can voluntarily stomach. He recoils from the odour that surrounds me like a force field but doesn’t step back. I take a big sniff in his direction.

“That would be you.” I state calmly even if my nerves are alert and poised for anticipated impact. But he doesn’t strike me, he smiles that creepy slow grin that makes me more nauseous than any six foot swell.

“You smell like shit and you look disgusting.” His perfect enunciation is dripping with disdain. I bark out a bitter laugh and pat his cheek.

“But after a shower I will be clean. You however, could wash for a thousand years and you’d still be a piece of shit. Ow.” I cry out as his hand covers mine still on his cheek and crushes the fingers together until I think my bones will crack. I bite back the tears but my knees start to give way. He grabs my hair roughly, fisting a large clump and dragging me into the adjoining room. He throws me on the floor. I rub my scalp and notice the handful of long strands still in his curled fingers.

“Wash yourself.” He spits at my face but I turn so the saliva hits my shoulder.

“Fuck you!” I shout back.

“If you don’t wash, Sweetheart, I will have Frank come in and give you a hand. You’d like that wouldn’t you, Frank?” Richard calls over his shoulder and the hulk steps into the small space making it that much more oppressive. Frank chuckles and quickly retreats but not before he gives me a spine-chilling smile.

“Fuck you!” I repeat but I can feel my fire start to die. Richard steps closer, stoops and painfully grips my chin.

“You are going to be begging for that to happen by the end of the week, Sweetheart. I promise you that.” He pushes me away with enough force that I skid back across the marble floor. I can feel my tears burn behind my eyes as I try desperately to hold them in. Please don’t cry…not in front of him.

“Watch her Lolli, and if anything happens you will pay dearly, understand, sweet girl?” Richards voice is deliberately loud, Lolli’s I can just about hear.

“Yes, Master.” The door slams, and I fold over, hugging myself, my whole body begins to tremble. I don’t sob but tears fall like a river from my eyes. Silent tears that don’t capture a fraction of the hopelessness I feel.

I notice a light touch on my knee, and I raise my head to see a pair of worried blue eyes and a tentative smile.

“Please take a shower, Sweetheart.” She pleads but I am not going to fight. I know who would suffer if I did and she is too young to have suffered half of what she must have endured with Richard as her master. I nod and her face lightens with relief.

 

I stand in the opulent shower with its gilt fittings, travertine marble tiles and luxurious soaps and gels. The water falls like a tropical downpour, heavy and hot. Pummelling the dirt from my skin and easing my aching muscles. I use the noise of the water to let myself really cry, safe that my devastation is concealed. He doesn’t get to know how much he has taken this time, and I will die before he sees me break. But god, my heart is dying. I close my eyes, and all I can see is Jason, his soft brown eyes smiling at me. I can feel his tender touch as he traces my curves in the morning when he thinks I am still sleeping. I hear the rumble from his chest when he is just about to come inside me. That sexy as hell moment when he can’t hold back a moment longer, that moment he is undone. I live for that and I believe he feels the same. We were perfect together…were. I can’t describe the pleasure he wrought from my helpless body again and again. I have never known anything like it. But more than that, he saw me, through my shields and barriers, my utter fuckedupedness, he loved me anyway. I think he loved me more. I certainly never felt so loved and now…now I have never felt so lost.

Peitra took my cuff in the bar that much of that day I do remember. She must have known it was the one that held a tracker to remove it like she did. My phone was in my bag, but I can’t imagine Richard handing that back to me. I think any fragment of hope that I could be tracked by my phone or my cuff died in that basement bar. If I was blindly optimistic, I might think there must be some other way. But most people aren’t tracked in the first place. So with those two items out of the equation, Jason has absolutely no way of finding me.

All I can hope is that he doesn’t give up trying because I won’t give up fighting. I dry myself and even indulge in some of the body lotion; my skin welcomes the moisture. I am kneeling at the end of the bed where I have been placed by Lolli as she binds my wrists together with some heavy duty steel cuffs.

“Do you like dogs?” She looks confused at my response, which is a silent blank expression. She repeats with a giggle. “Do you like dogs? It’s not a trick question, Sweetheart.” I want to vomit every time she calls me that and beg her to use my real name. But I know she won’t call me anything else, not if her Master has told her Sweetheart is my name.

“Sure, I couldn’t eat a whole one, but yeah, I like dogs.” Her brows shoot up, then her face crumples with laughter.

“You’re so funny, Sweetheart…here look.” She reaches round into her back pocket and slips out the holy grail. An iPhone. I suck in a breath and have to calm myself. I feel my fingers twitch, wanting to snatch the beacon of hope from her bright pink acrylic nails. She swipes the screen and scrolls, her nose wrinkled with concentration. Smiling brightly, she holds the phone for me to see the screen but not close enough to touch. She continues to swipe right to left, each screen fills with a mix of pictures of a screwed up grey, black-eared pug puppy or her holding the screwed up grey, black-eared pug puppy. She sighs softly and her eyes glaze when she finishes. She drops the phone in her lap.

“Cute.” I comment completely distracted by the nearness of her phone. She nods at me and then jumps up.

“Oh, I’ve got some more pictures.” She dashes from the room, her phone sliding with a dull thud on to the thick carpet. Once she is out of the door I pitch forward and grab the phone. My fingers shake and start to feel clammy with sweat. I rub them on the carpet and swipe the screen. No password I let out an excited laugh but try and suck the noise back in with a sharp breath. I stare at the screen. My heart is pounding so hard it hurts my ribs. Fuck! I don’t know Jason’s number, I don’t even know Leon’s number, and he’s been my best friend for ten years. I’m screwed, my one chance.

I can hear rapid, light footfalls getting closer. Wait, I remember in Rome, Jason said something about a code. Tap in a code and he gets a signal and I get rescued.

What was the code?

I don’t remember. No, he didn’t tell me the code, bastard. Why didn’t he just tell me the fucking code? I stare at the numbers on the screen hoping they will speak to me, glow or swell in the order I need to select. Come on Sam, think…He said the code was a date. It was the day I stole his heart. I’m going to die on this boat. I tap four digits but drop the phone before I press send. Richard’s booming voice makes me jump and scares the crap out of me. I stretch to retrieve the phone but he is too fast and kicks it out of my reach. I scramble after it, crawling awkwardly and throwing myself after the device. Richard’s foot lands heavy in my side lifting me clear off the ground and sending me flying across the room. I land in a heap against the far wall.

“You fucking stupid bitch!” he yells.

Coughing and wheezing, I try and draw in some oxygen. I think I cracked a rib when I hit the wall. My eyes flick over to the doorway where Lolli is transfixed with absolute terror.

“You gave her your phone?” His voice drops low with pent up rage.

“No, Master, never!” She rushes over and falls to his feet curled over with her nose to his toes. “I didn’t. She tricked me. I’m sorry, Master.” She sobs but he kicks her off and walks over to me. The phone dangles lightly between his long fingers, teasingly close when he drops to his haunches.

“Oh, Sweetheart, I’m sorry, you didn’t get to finish dialling that number.” His lips pout with mock sympathy. “Not quite enough digits there or maybe one too many but this doesn’t look anything like the emergency services number, now does it?” He eyes me carefully but I try to keep my face inscrutable. “Maybe it was a code? I understand your boyfriend’s company is forefront with this spy crap. Is that it, Sweetheart? If I send this number would lover boy come sweeping in to rescue you?” he sneers.

“I don’t know Dick, why don’t you press and find out?” I goad him but his smile is bitter condescension.

“Hmm maybe I won’t.” He holds the screen and deletes the numbers I had managed to save but not send. My eyes pinch shut because I won’t be able to hide my fear. I jump at the sound of smashing glass and plastic. I shield myself when I open my eyes to see Richard destroying the phone with a large chrome paperweight. He drags his arms across the surface of the side table sending shrapnel flying across the room. He towers over my prone form.

“No one is coming to rescue you… Your life is mine.” His eyes widen with ominous intent. “Whether you live or die is down to me.” His eyes are dead but hold all the evil of a power hungry sadist. I haven’t seen that look in a long time. I hoped I never would. “Do I make myself clear? Do you understand, Sweetheart?” His movement is so quick I almost don’t get my arms across my face in time to protect my head from one more vicious hit coming my way.
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“You should go home, Jason, you look like shit.” Daniel walks into my office and closes the door behind him. I don’t bother to look up; I just keep scouring images of faces at train stations trying to see where she ended up. I know it’s fucking pointless but I feel so impotent I have to do something. Even if I did spot her, it wouldn’t give me much more information than what train she took. It wouldn’t tell me where she is now or her final destination. I hate that I know jack shit, and it’s driving me insane.

“You’re the one with a newborn, Daniel. You’re probably getting less sleep than me.” I try to smile but give up. Daniel’s eyes hold enough concern that I can’t look up any longer.

“I doubt that.” Daniel walks around my desk and looks at the screen, which is just a blur to my tired eyes. I can’t find her, yet I see her everywhere. I worry that I have been looking so hard I would miss her now if she showed up on my screen. I close my eyes, and she’s there, stunning and perfect. In my dreams, her beautiful face has become my living nightmare. Why can’t I find her? Why can’t I find him?

“Has Patrick found out how Richard got back into the country?” Daniel’s voice interrupts my inner turmoil.

“No, he didn’t fly but given that they were heading to St Pancreas International it’s not a massive leap to assume he used the train. He still shouldn’t have been able to get through passport control but he’s a slippery fucker so he probably didn’t use his own name.” I drag my hand through my hair, which is thick with dirt and grease. I have barely left my office in the ten days since she was drugged and taken from me. It’s been ten fucking days and nothing. I draw in a deep breath and drop my head in my hands. I am utterly exhausted but I won’t rest until I’ve found her. I won’t find any peace until that piece of shit is in jail or better, six feet under.

“It’s strange that he hasn’t surfaced.” Daniel picks up the photographs on my desk. CCTV footage of Sam leaving the bar and being carried into the taxi. Several other photographs of the same taxi working its way across London. And a series of closely timed pictures showing several people exiting the taxi: Sam, a man I assume is Richard by the cut of the suit, a small figure, possibly a female, and a large male. The last photo is of them entering the train station. “I think Peitra knows more than she let on when she got back last week. I didn’t buy her story.” Daniel’s tone mirrors my scepticism and I scoff.

“You mean the one where she tearfully explained that she was only trying to reunite two lovers. That Richard had come to her for help. No, me either. Richard wouldn’t have even known who Peitra was or her connection to Sam without Peitra making that connection from working for me. I just didn’t realise she had that much access to my personal files. It’s irrelevant though, she’s said all she is going to say and until Sam is back to give her version of events there is no point bringing her in. Not unless you want to see your Chief Operating Officer go down for murder.” I state as a matter of fact.

“I really don’t.” Daniel gives me a pointed stare, which I hold.

“I’m making no promises because I’m saving that honour for Richard.”

“Jason, I know you’re upset—”

“Bethany.” I silence him with one word full of portent. He nods. He can make no case for me to feel anything other than murderous toward Richard, because I know he has felt the same and would do the same. The silence hangs heavy but I shake it off and fill my best friend in on what I do know.

“Will spoke to his flat mate,” I say but stop at the look of confusion on Daniel’s face. “Sorry, I didn’t tell you. Will shares his flat with two CIA agents. It’s how I was able to find out about Richard when I first started dating Sam. They have a file on him as long as your arm.” I massage the constant pressure at my temples and squeeze my eyes tight.

I can’t focus when I think what a man like that is capable of and my stomach turns with the knowledge of what he has gotten away with in the past. How he is a free man is unfathomable to me, but Will assures me the CIA is working hard to rectify that. I shake off the barrage of painful scenarios that haunt me, one minute with him is too long, and Sam has been at his mercy for ten fucking days. “Anyway, they seem to think he has one of his parties planned.” My stomach turns.

Daniel gives a curt nod. I had shared all the details with Daniel about Richard’s business activities last week. “Where is it this time?”

“That’s the thing; they are always off shore on some luxury yacht. They never leave from the same port, and no one has any idea who’s invited, so we can’t even sneak on the guest list.” I can’t help that the tone of my voice sounds dejected. I am struggling to see any light.

“Surely tracing his boat shouldn’t be difficult.” Daniel’s remark has my hackles rising.

“You know Daniel, if I wasn’t bone tired, I might smack you one for thinking I’m a fucking idiot,” I snap. “Of course his boat is easy to track but he doesn’t use his boat. He has some very rich and unpleasant acquaintances, and because of the service Richard offers, they are more than happy to host these events. They get the pick of the girls…hosts privilege.” I pinch the tingle at the bridge of my nose but let out a frustrated sigh.

“Sorry Jason, I didn’t mean to insult your efforts. If I ever went missing, I would hope I had someone as determined as you looking for me.” He squeezes my shoulder, and it barely registers I am so tense. “You’ll find her.”

“Girls go missing around him, Daniel.” My voice catches.

“I know. I read Patrick’s report.” He stands and walks to the door but turns and holds my stare. “You’ll find her, Jason.” I wish I shared his confidence, but I am grateful for it all the same. “Now go home or I’ll fire your arse.”

“Thanks.” I sniff out a very tired laugh.

“You’re welcome.” He nods, making sure I see his genuine concern. I slap my laptop shut, grab my jacket and follow him the lift. We are the only two people left on this floor. I check my watch for the first time in I don’t know how long. When did it get so late? When did I stop noticing the time? I swallow past the lump in my throat. I know when, the moment she disappeared and every minute apart became my living nightmare.
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I let myself in to Sam’s flat. Leon gave me a spare key and I prefer staying here. Sleeping in her bed, surrounded by all her crap somehow feels better than being alone in my own place. The living room is dark, just the glow from the television with the sound off. Leon has fallen asleep on the sofa. Not the first time I have found him like this, and until we find her, it won’t be the last. Neither of us is sleeping much. I try to keep quiet, let him catch a few zees while he’s able. I slip into Sam’s bedroom and inhale. I just close my eyes and absorb anything that will make me feel a little better, because I feel like shit. It’s only the knowledge that I have to hold it together that is preventing me from free falling into the darkness. It’s shocking, amazing and all those adjectives that fail to express how incredible it is that someone can become so important, so integral, so vital to a person’s life in such a short time. Insta-love, love at first sight, whatever you call it, that day she stole my heart, it was like being hit by a fucking freight train.

I walk to her window, her curtains are wide open but the thin muslin drape covers the glass enough to yield some privacy. Her room overlooks a narrow garden that is mostly decked and has some low level seats and an area for al fresco eating when the British weather plays nice. No flower beds or shrubs but she has some potted herbs. Or rather, I suspect Leon has some potted herbs. Sam freely admits her skills are non-existent in the kitchen, something we were enjoying working on. I let out a heavy sigh.

“No news.” Behind me Leon’s voice is soft, and he walks into the room and stands beside me.

“Nothing new.” I don’t bother to look at him, I know his expression of devastation mirrors my own. I feel his hand on my shoulder.

“Come on, man. I’ll fix you a drink.” He pulls me away from the window, and I follow him to the kitchen. “You want me to fix you something to eat?” I shake my head and slide onto the kitchen stool while he starts opening cupboards and laying ingredients on the counter top. He pulls two beer bottles from the fridge, flips the caps and hands me one. “You need to eat, Jason. You look like I feel, but you won’t be any good to her if you get sick.” He starts cracking eggs into a bowl. “I know you don’t feel like it, fuck it’s the last thing I’m thinking about, but she needs you fully functioning so I am going to make you a fucking omelette, and you’re going to eat it.” His voice has steadily risen, and he finishes his culinary tirade with a stern look and a spatula in my face. I laugh and slap the weapon away.

“All right, Mum,” I quip. “That would be good…thanks.” He gives a bright smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, which under the harsh kitchen light, hold an unfamiliar redness on the lids. “I’ll find her, Leon.” The knife he is using hovers midcut and he flashes a glance at me. He swallows thickly and nods slightly. He is just as frayed, and however unwarranted, I get a twinge of jealousy that he feels this strongly about my girlfriend, but Leon clearly loves her too. He continues to chop and whisk and stir. The smells make my stomach groan in protest at my neglect, and I am struggling to remember the last time I had something that wasn’t black coffee. He slides the delicious, puffy, light-golden omelette onto a plate and hands it to me. I cut my first forkful and devour it, biting down on the searing heat and burning my tongue. It’s really good. I nod silently but enthusiastic enough for Leon to cast a wide grin and start to make another for himself.

“You’ve known Sam a long time?” I take a long pull of my beer.

“I met her the first day she came to the big bad city, over ten years ago.” He smiles, flicking a glance at me while he works the eggs in the frying pan. “We’ve never fucked.” He states as calmly as if asking for the salt. I bark out a laugh.

“I know. Sam told me.” I wipe my mouth dry on the back of my hand.

“Good, I just wanted to get that straight, because you looked at me just now like you wanted to kill me.” He raises a questioning brow.

“No,” I chuckle. “Not kill, maybe maim…a little.”

“Oh, that’s all right then.” He lets out a stilted laugh.

“I never thought I was the jealous type, but being with her has brought out this whole other side.” I shake my head lightly. “Just takes some getting used to you know. You’ve been her best friend a long time, you clearly love her, and I guess she feels the same.”

“Damn right she does but she doesn’t love love me. She loves you and that, my friend, I never thought would happen. So count yourself very lucky.” His tone is light but drops and lends the weight of seriousness to his comment.

“I do.” I meet his silent stare.

“Good…then we are on the same side…no need to maim.” He pauses for my reply.

“No need to maim.” I take another, much needed pull of my ice cold beer. “She said you saved her.”

“Hmm… she has a penchant for the dramatic so she would say that. It was more a case of right place, right time.” He takes his full plate and walks around the kitchen island to sit beside me, his forehead furrowed in thought. “She had a pretty low opinion of herself, but at best, I stopped her from making a stupid mistake.”

“And helped her make a different one.” My tone is low, and I say the words through an ever-tightening jaw.

“Ha!” He drops his fork and turns to face me. “Okay, Jason, spit it out.”

“She became a Domme because of you, because you needed that. You didn’t think she could be something else?” I snap.

“I’m going to let the attitude slide because I know you are strung out, and I will answer your accusations because you seem to know jack shit about the girl you claim to love.” I stand abruptly sending my stool crashing to the floor. He remains seated but has straightened and is meeting my hostile glare with his own narrowed stare. “She could be anything she wanted to be. I made her go to University, but she chose to study law. I gave her a roof over her head, but she chose to buy this place, and I asked her to help a friend out, but she chose to become a Domme. Because, and if you don’t know this you are dumber than…fuck, Jason!” I am instantly at his throat, my hand tight around his neck. He struggles but continues to choke out what he wants to say. “Damn it, Jason, you can’t make Sam do anything she doesn’t want to do.” He stands, making me step back and pushes my hands free from his neck. Leaning around me he bends down to pick up the stool. He pushes me lightly to sit.

All my anger has seeped shamefully out of my body, misdirected as it was. “You really think you can make her submit to you?” He raises a brow, but I don’t answer the bloody obvious. “She doesn’t even submit because she loves you; she submits because she wants to. No one can make her do anything she doesn’t want to do, period.” He puffs out a frustrated breath.

“Richard did.” We both fall silent with that unpleasant thought. Leon swallows loudly.

“Richard is an abusive arsehole, and abusers don’t tend to follow the safe, sane and consensual code.” He flops back down on his stool and pushes his half eaten meal away. “She’s not the same person he knew; she’s not fifteen anymore. She is much stronger now.” He looks at me, his expression grave. “But she has always made her own choices. She thinks I saved her back then, but it was the other way round.” He smiles crookedly, and I get that twinge again. She shares so much history with this man, a man I can’t even hate because he cares as much as I do. Well, almost as much. “She never needed to be saved.”

“She does now.” Apparently, I do have to state the bloody obvious. “I’m going to find her, Leon.” I stand and walk away. “Thanks for the meal and I’m sor—”

“De nada.” He waves off my gratitude but adds with a solemn tone that makes my chest bleed. “She’s counting on it, Jason.”
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I prise my eyes open at the first rumble of the vibration of my phone on the bedside table. My hand automatically reaches for it and flips it open even if I can’t focus on the screen to recognise who’s calling me in the middle of the night. It might be her.

“Sam?” I croak, my voice thick from sleep and exhaustion.

“Um, no Jason, it’s Patrick. You said to call if I had anything new. I have something new.” I sit up and drag my hand down my face to try and wake up. I look up to see Leon stagger against the doorframe. I furrow my brows.

“Light sleeper. I heard the vibration.” He shuffles into the room, and I nod for him the sit on the bed. He wraps his arms around his waist feeling the early morning chill in the room because I sleep with the window wide open.

“Okay Patrick, I’m awake what have you got?” Leon motions for me to share and I flip to speakerphone.

“Your code was activated by deletion. It wasn’t sent by the standard route, but we got it. We tried to bounce a signal straight back, but whatever sent it must have been destroyed because there was nothing to receive what we sent.” The line goes quiet while I take this in. It’s not good. It’s good that Sam has tried to contact me, that means she’s alive at least, but if we couldn’t keep a signal, I don’t know what that means.

“Destroyed, what does that mean exactly? Can we trace where the code was sent from or not?” I hear Leon suck in a breath while we both wait for Patrick’s response.

“We did but it’s moving and we can’t get a lock on it. Which means at the speed it is travelling it will be out of our range in thirty minutes.”

“Fuck, where is it now?”

“Off the cost of Florida but in International waters.”

“Send me all you have now.” I cut the call and dial my brother.

 

Fifteen minutes later, I am packed and impatiently waiting on Leon to get his shit together.

“I’m leaving in one minute with or without you!” I shout back into the apartment as I hold the front door open. Not caring if I wake the whole damn building. I’m going to get my girl.

“I have to check everything’s switched off. Sam will cut my bollocks off is she comes back and her precious pension is burned to the ground because her boyfriend left the coffee machine on.” He pulls the door shut and deadlocks it. I swing my bag over my shoulder, and we both race to the waiting taxi.

“Your brother didn’t actually say he could help though, did he?” Leon challenges once we are on our way through the thankfully deserted streets of London.

“He will, he was just being selective. He doesn’t actually work for the CIA so he’s not going to promise what he can’t personally deliver, but I know my brother, and he will help.” Leon nods, but his expression is sceptical. “This isn’t news to him, and his flat mates said they have been after Richard for some time. I’ve just given him enough information for them to go after him. Kidnapping is a felony, and this would be Richard’s third strike.” My tone is impassive because I happen to think life in prison is too good for that lowlife.

“The signal, Jason?” Leon looks at his watch, our thirty minutes are almost up, and that is the one thing burning the lining of my stomach. Will they act fast enough on the information I gave to pick up the GPS location before we lose it altogether?

“I know Leon, fuck…I know!” I drag my hand through my hair and catch the worried glare from the driver in the rear view mirror. I let out a steady breath. “Look, I have to hope they can trace the signal, block the signal, whatever, but if they don’t, we will at least be in the right part of the world. And if I have to hire every boat on the East Coast of the States to search the coastline for that piece of shit I will. It’s not like we are looking for a row boat. This type of yacht blocks out the fucking horizon. We will find her.”
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The plane isn’t ready when we reach Heathrow but I can’t sit still in the lounge; it’s bad enough I am going to be stuck on a plane for nine hours. I decide to buy some things for Sam. I didn’t think to pack anything for her. I just wanted to be on my way but now I think I should’ve spared a few minutes. She’s going to want her own clothes, her own smells, she going to want things that are familiar. Fuck, I’m such an idiot. I turn to Leon who is about to stretch out flat on one of the long sofas in the executive lounge.

“Leon, will you help me pick out some stuff for Sam? I didn’t pack her anything and I want—” Fuck, my voice catches, and I turn away, closing my eyes at the sudden sting. I feel Leon’s hand on my shoulder.

“Sure, man, that I can do.” He nods for me to lead the way. One of the Customer Service managers is happy to open whatever shop we want; most are still closed, but it is a perk of flying under the Stone Enterprise flag. Nothing is too much trouble. Leon has helped me pick out perfumes, body lotions, makeup and something comfy to snuggle in if she doesn’t want to get dressed. I have also bought jeans, jumpers, t-shirts, sunglasses and some Converse trainers but I hesitate outside the Louboutin store. Leon comes to stand beside me.

“What are you thinking?” He follows my gaze. The ankle boot is easily six inches and studded with hundreds of tiny silver spikes; very sexy, very BDSM, very Sam.

“I don’t know. Normally, I wouldn’t hesitate, but she uses this armour, and the last thing I want is for her to feel she needs her shields up.” I rub my jaw and hate that I feel uncertain.

“Good point. Besides you don’t know what she’s been made to wear, so she might not like the association however well intended.”

I cringe and my stomach turns. I hadn’t thought of that.

“You can guarantee she hasn’t been dressed up in fluffy pjs, so I’m sure you’re safe with what you’ve bought her. I think this other stuff, you’ll have to wait and see. Let her take the lead on this one, Jason.” He pats my shoulder.

I look at him, and he offers a tight smile filled with concern and understanding. “This isn’t the first time she’s survived him.”

“It will be the fucking last though.”
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Nine hours later, Leon and I make our way through the ice-chilled air-conditioned Miami International airport. Will is waiting at arrivals. With the flight and time difference, Leon and I are still on afternoon UK time, but for Will, it’s first thing in the morning, and he looks like he has also been up all night.

“Well?” I ask before I even say hi. He grabs my bag and reaches to shake Leon’s hand. They exchange greetings but I huff out and fix him with a glare that freezes the air around us to something sub-zero.

“Okay, well, there’s good news and bad news.”
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It hurts to breathe now. Everything hurts, but when I take anything more than a shallow inhale, it feels like is have an ice pick jabbing into my lungs. I think he cracked a rib with that last kick. I haven’t seen Lolli since I woke up, but then I haven’t seen anything. I have a blindfold on and I am tied spread eagled on a bed. The sheet below me is either rubber or plastic. Every time I move I tear my skin from the hot, slick surface. The room is warm, but I feel like I am burning up from the inside, too. I pull at my restraints, and I can feel the heavy duty cuffs and know I won’t be breaking free anytime soon. I freeze when I hear movement. The door opens and there are footsteps. My stomach turns and my skin prickles with an icy chill despite the tropical humidity that swept in with my visitor.

The bright light pierces my lids that are screwed shut when the blindfold is ripped from my face. Richard’s sardonic smile would make me heave, but I don’t have the moisture to waste or the energy to expend. I flinch away from his touch, though. I hate that he gets to touch me.

“Why are you doing this, Richard? Why me?” I try in vain to keep my emotions out of my voice, but it catches and just makes his smile that much more cruel. I bite my cheek and dig my nails into my palms to give me a distraction, a pain I control and can focus on. That is the last weakness he will see from me. If my gaze could kill, I would happily die tied to this bed if it meant he died with me. His hand comes out of nowhere and strikes my cheek with the full force of a six foot, two hundred pound psychopathic male. My eye feels like it is going to explode and I swear I could feel it move in the socket. Gross, but I fix him again with my sweetest smile.

“That all you got, Dick?” I practically spit his name, but again, no moisture. “No wonder you cowered away from me in the club,” I taunt.

“Oh, Sweetheart, that is exactly why you are here. By the time I am finished with you, everyone will know I’m the Master,” he sneers.

“Really? Your ego is that fragile it can be wrecked because of our little interaction in front of what…thirty people? Narcissistic much?” I blurt out a bitter laugh and reel from the instant physical retaliation. My head is pulsing with pain, but I force myself to smile. He seems to really hate that, and it’s all I have.

“It’s a small community, and I have a reputation to uphold. My business depends on my image as the one true Master. I won’t have you affecting that. Everyone will see you kneel before me.” He announces to the room like he is orating in front of a grand audience.

“Wow, you give me way too much credit. If this is a willy waving contest, you’ve won. I don’t have one so even your pathetic excuse for a dick will get you first place,” I quip with more bravado than sense.

“Hmm.” He strokes his finger down the side of my face, resting his middle finger on my lip. “I have such big plans for this mouth.” He drops his hand and roughly grabs between my legs. “And this pussy.” He snarls, his perfect white teeth flash when his lips pull back in an ugly grimace.

“It won’t be the first time you’ve raped me, Richard, but after the first hundred times the threat loses some of its potency.” I blink my eyes to hide the truth. I might be numb to him now, but the pain of his treatment is as raw and vivid as the very first time. He stands back and sneers down at me.

“I don’t fuck whores.” He spits in my face, hitting my cheek with warm saliva that drips slowly down my face.

“No, you just fuck children, you sick bastard. You’re a fucking monster.” The anger I feel courses through me, and I can’t keep the emotion in my voice level. I would kill him with my bare hands if I were only free to do so.

“Something I can thank you for.” He lets out a slow chuckle that sickens my soul. “Once you have virgin pussy there really is no comparison. It’s hardly my fault the pool of virgins is diminishing and girls today are sluts. If they kept their legs together a little longer, I would not be forced to hunt in a younger pond.”

“Wow, you really believe that? You are as deranged as you are twisted. There is a special place in hell for people like you, you know that?” My mouth pools with bile, but I choke it back. He makes my skin crawl.

“Hmm, I don’t doubt, so I may as well have as much deranged fun as I can, don’t you think? Starting with you. I intend to make the next few days so unpleasant, you will be begging me to fuck you, just to relieve the agony.” He purses his lips in a sadistic smile and drags his beady eyes slowly up the length of my exposed and vulnerable body.

“I’ll die before that day, Richard.” I tip my chin with all the hatred I feel focused in my glare and into his soulless eyes.

“All in good time, Sweetheart, all in good time.” Cruel amusement distorts his face. His eyes are devoid of any life. I can feel my body start to tremble, and I have to focus all my remaining strength to not let my terror show. “But for now, I need you a little less defiant. I have a client that has very specific tastes, and I don’t have much time before he arrives. He requested you unmarked, untouched, but not unharmed. I can work with those parameters for now.” He walks away, and I let out a breath I had been holding, but it’s a deep breath, and I cry out at the sudden pain. He turns sharply and raises a brow. “Problem, Grace?” I don’t know what is worse, my ribs, which are obviously broken, or the way he uses my birth name like he owns it. He can have it. I am Sam, and I am Selina, and I will die before I give him any more of me.

“You need to work on your drama, Dick. Often less is more. I would happily give you some lessons, but I have a strict no arsehole rule.” I bite a thin smile and silently brace myself. He steps closer and leers over me.

“Lucky for me I have no such rule, but you will find that out very soon.” He snickers but the sound holds no amusement.

“See that’s what I mean…you give it all away.” I see the fury in his eyes at my mocking tone, but it’s not the last thing I see. The last thing I see is his fist before the searing pain flashes across my face and I feel the gush and warm trickle of blood, I pass out before I can taste the metal on my lips.

 

Oh, that feels nice, soft and warm against my face. I drift slowly back to consciousness, but I can feel the stiffness on my face from the dried blood so this feels like heaven. My eyelids are puffy and sore, but thankfully, not from tears. He doesn’t deserve my tears. I open them as wide as the swelling will allow and see bright, piercing blue eyes staring kindly, inches away from my face. I smile but my lips feel awkward and hurt. Lolli rubs the damp cloth across my mouth and like magic they feel instantly more mobile. The blood must have fixed them almost closed. Her face is the picture of concentration as she very carefully wipes my face and neck clean, taking time to rinse and pat my skin dry. The bowl of water balanced on her lap is now crimson with my blood, but she looks happy with the result. I personally couldn’t care what I look like, but I do feel a hundred times better from the mini bed bath.

“Thank you, Lolli.” She looks surprised at my gratitude which confuses the hell out of me. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Oh, no, I just thought you’d be mad at me.” Her voice is pitched with amazement.

“Why would I be mad?” My tone is light and curious.

“I told Master you had tricked me, but you never did. I was just stupid and… and I blamed you.” She drops her head and won’t meet my eyes.

“Hey Lolli, I understand. Don’t sweat it.” I let go with a dry laugh and try for a reassuring smile. I try to flip my wrist to wave away her concern, but it is secured pretty tightly and only my fingers move. “You did nothing wrong, and I could never be mad at you.”

“Really?” She is wide-eyed and disbelieving.

“Really.” I confirm with a warm smile. She sags with relief. “Did he hurt you?” I ask a little more sharply than I had intended. Her eyes flit to me then over her shoulder. She looks back to me but, again, won’t meet my eyes. She shakes her head. I draw in steadying breath. What I wouldn’t give for my bullwhip and a pair of pliers.

“You make him mad.” She mutters under her breath.

“He’s a prick. He deserves more than my bad language,” I bite out, my tone heavy with disdain. Her hand slips to her mouth to cover her smile. “Did he hurt you because he was mad at me?”

“No. I was punished for the phone, but he has forgiven me now.” She rushes to explain. “I just know when he is angry, and he always looks really angry when he comes away from here. You need to be careful, Sweetheart.” Her tone drops to gravely serious. “He won’t damage you now, but once the clients have finished with you…well…” Her eyes widen and gloss with tears. The blue in her irises glistens like sunlight reflecting on the deepest ocean. “You need to be careful. You wouldn’t like him when he is really angry,” she warns. I snort.

“I wouldn’t like him if he put on a red suit and pretended to be Father Christmas. Something that rotten has no redeeming features I could ever like.” I let out a sigh and wait until she is looking at me. “He is a bad man, Lolli, and when I get out of here—and I will get out of here—I am taking you with me.”

Her head snaps over her shoulder and her eyes fill with panic. She holds her fingers against my lips. “Please, please don’t talk like that,” she whispers. “I…it’s not so bad, Sweetheart. I’m his favourite,” she whispers but there is fear in her eyes.

“For how long, Lolli? What happens when he loses interest?” Her face pales and my chest aches. She knows exactly what happens when he loses interest.

“I won’t go back into foster care.” The tears in her eyes finally escape onto her cheeks, and I feel like a complete shit for making her so sad. I can’t even hug her.

“I won’t let that happen, I promise, Lolli.” She nods but her face is impassive, and I feel I have lost her to a darker time. I shudder that anyone has a darker time than this.

“I’m sorry.” She gives me the saddest smile.

“You have nothing to be sorry about, Lolli.” I try to offer some comfort to ease her pained expression.

“I do.” She slides off the bed, carrying the bowl of water she used to clean me up. She disappears into the bathroom and returns empty handed, but not for long. She lifts a box from one of the high glossed black chest of drawers. She drops the box and lifts the contents. My legs try to shut but the restraints cut my ankles at the futile attempt. I recognise the wand, an extremely effective external vibrator, powered by the mains. It can be relentless. She lays it between my legs and sets about arranging straps and pillows to adjust the round head precisely on my clit. I start to tremble before she even flicks the switch. She looks devastated, so I try to smile, to hide my horror.

“How long?” I swallow thickly.

“I’m sorry, Sweetheart.” She shakes her head and bites her lip tight.

“I know. This isn’t you, Lolli, but it might help if I know how long?” My voice sounds desperate to my own ears. My anxiety spikes at the unknown and skyrockets with the known.

“All night.” I jolt as she switches the wand to full. I was wrong. Knowing didn’t help at all.
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I want to die but not as much as I want to come. Every muscle in my body is utterly exhausted from perpetual spasming, teetering on the edge as I have been for that last decade. I know it hasn’t been that long but god its feels longer. Richard was right about one thing I do want to beg, I do want to fuck, it hurts my heart to think that at this moment I would probably beg him to fuck me I need release that badly. Twelve hours I have been strapped to this device, I haven’t slept, I’ve tried to move, to dislodge it but the one time I did, Lolli appeared and fixed it tighter to my core. She motioned to the corner of the room where a smooth black sphere is positioned to the wall. A camera, no doubt recording my torture but certainly alerting anyone who’s watching that I have managed to secure myself a moment of respite. Lolli returned at first light but just to offer me some water.

I think it is the same day but I am a little delirious. Richard enters the room with Lolli on his heels. She drops to her knees at the end of the bed and he glares down at my wracked body. Twisted, tense and covered in a slick sheen of perspiration. I bite my lips tight to keep from howling. I am so desperate for release. He flicks the wand off and I sag, my legs still shaking uncontrollably.

“Something you want, Sweetheart?” He croons.

I groan out with a heavy exhale. “Oh God, yes.” His grin crawls across his face. “I could use a good fuck right about now.”

“See I told you, you would be begging me before the week was through.” He laughs out.

“I said good fuck, Dick…If I wanted a lousy fuck you would be my go-to guy…ahhh!!” He switches the device back on and with his clenched fist he pushes it hard against my raw clit. Oh God, that’s unbearable… Tears spring to my eyes but I quickly close my lids to prevent them showing. He storms out of the room with Lolli, his silent shadow.

If one thing comes from this it’s that I will never use orgasm denial as a form of torture again, or a wand, or restraints. In fact I think I will go cold turkey and come out the other side as vanilla as Mary Fucking Poppins. My wrists are raw from trying to manoeuvre away from the source of pain. I know I have cut the skin on my ankles as well as my wrists, and my poor clitoris is so swollen it’s probably the size of a tennis ball not the cute little peanut it was before this marathon stimulation nightmare. I start to let out tiny panting breaths, it seems to help to focus on something else and it doesn’t hurt my chest so much as a deep breath would. I count in blocks of ten and repeat. Similar to the breathing exercises I use in yoga, desperately trying to focus on my breathing not the excruciating agony going on between my legs.

I don’t fall asleep, I can’t, but I do zone out into some sort of delirious trance. So when Lolli appears beside me I jump. She is hold a glass up but is standing at the end of the bed with her back to the camera.

“Keep your legs tense and I’ll turn it off, pretend it’s still going okay? Pretend you are still in agony.”

“That is not going to be hard.” I gasp. She flicks the switch off and I sag but instantly tense again when her face flashes with worry.

“Good just like that and they won’t know.” She winks.

“They?”

“Oh, if Master isn’t watching Frank will be. Someone is always watching, always recording,” she warns. I tip my head as she hold the glass to my lips. My whole body trembles and not because I am trying to maintain a façade. My nerves are raw and have a mind of their own. God, what I wouldn’t give for a little light manual relief.

“Would you like me to help? I can’t uncuff you. I don’t have the key but I could stand at the end and you know…help.” Her cheeks flush with embarrassment and I feel mine heat too at her reference.

My eyes water with such sadness. The fact that this child knows what agony I am suffering breaks my fucking heart.

“No darling, that’s quite all right. I’ll manage, what’s a little frustration between friends.” My laugh is flat but it’s the sentiment that counts. Lolli smiles.

“We’re friends?” Her face lights up with innocent joy.

“Sure we are.” I swallow a little easier now I have had some water but the lump is there for a whole different reason.

“But it’s not a little is it…It’s not a little frustrating, I mean?” Her gaze drops to the apex of my legs but quickly averts her eyes.

“No, it’s not but I will manage. Some more water would be good please.” She nods her head and rushes to refill the glass. She bounces on to the bed, and I wince. A small cry escapes the back of my throat, and she looks mortified.

“Oh God, Sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” She runs her finger along the edge of my hairline. The hair is slick to my forehead but her soft touch feels nice.

“It’s fine…really. Lolli.” My voice is a whisper but as serious as I can muster. “I will get you out of here…I promise.” I want to wrap my arms around her and use my body as a shield. She looks so young, too damn young to have lived the life she has. She flashes me a tentative smile, looking rapidly over her shoulder and then back.

“I’d like that.” She screams out and throws herself on the floor as the door crashes wide. Lolli drops the glass of water, which hits my head and covers me with the remaining water.

“You stupid, fucking bitch! You let her have your phone and now I have the US Coast Guard all up my arse just hovering on the international border and placing a no fly zone so none of my clients can land,” he snarls and walks over to a cowering Lolli. He picks her right off the ground by her high ponytails. She squeals with shock and tries to grab his hands to support her weight. Her legs dangle as he swings her like a rag doll, walking to the side of the bed.

“Let her go, you piece of shit. Pick on someone your own age, you fucking monster!” I cry out, struggling against my cuffs and causing a fresh river of blood to flow.

“Oh, I will.” He regards me coolly, a sadistic smile distorts his face. “I have to deal with this first.” He shakes his hand, and Lolli screams.

“Leave her alone, Richard, please…I sent the code. It’s me you should be angry with. It’s me that’s ruined your plans.” Even as I beg for mercy, my heart races with the knowledge that Jason is here. That this nightmare is nearly over.

Richard laughs. “My plans aren’t ruined, Sweetheart. They are merely delayed, a couple of weeks max.” He pauses and glares at me. “Do you know how long a vessel this size can remain at sea before we need to dock? Months, maybe a year if we start losing mouths to feed.” His lips flatten into a thin, cruel smile. “And time is money, and your precious rescue party is most definitely on a government budget. They will maybe hang around for a day or two, but we are in international waters and there is fuck all they can do about it.” He peers down at me then at Lolli who has stopped fighting but is now clinging for dear life to Richard’s forearms. He drops her to her feet, and she instantly drops to the floor. He looks over to the bed and glares between my legs at the dormant wand. His eyes narrow and my heart stops.

“Stand up, Lolli.” His voice is calm, impassive, and chills my soul. His eyes cloud but are vacant. His smile is evil. I’ve seen that look before.

“Richard,” I cry out but he doesn’t acknowledge me. Lolli’s eyes dart to me, then back to the man towering above her, backing her against the wall. “Richard, please don’t hurt her. She’s just a child for fuck’s sake.” My voice breaks with the desperation I can feel impotently freezing through my veins.

“But she’s not a child is she? Why, she’s very nearly legal.” His remark makes me sick, and I feel liquid pool in the back of my throat. I fight to swallow it down along with the thick lump.

“Please don’t hurt her, Richard. I’m begging! Do anything to me, but please, don’t hurt her.” He sneers out a sardonic laugh that chills me to the bone.

“Oh, Grace, you really think you are in any position to negotiate?” He draws in a dramatic sigh and places his large hand around Lolli’s slender neck. “Besides I have no intention of hurting her.” He pauses, and I hold my breath. My heart stops beating, and it feels like time stands still. His voice punctures my bubble. “Is that dramatic enough for you?” His glare burns through me, but I don’t hold it, Lolli has gasped and is trying to scream, her arms are flailing, legs kicking as Richard increases his grip. Such a strong man against a fragile child. My stomach clenches, and I turn to vomit, all water and bile, but I can’t stop. Heave after heave, agony when the muscles clench and my cracked ribs move. I can’t look but I can hear her struggle, her cry gets weaker.

“Richard please,” I splutter in between heaving, fighting to get free but utterly useless. “Please don’t…please.” I close my eyes when I see her arms go limp. Tears stream, I can’t hold them back, and when I hear her lifeless body slump to the floor, I break, I sob, I howl. “Jesus, no…please, no…please.” My chest is cleaved in two, I can’t breathe. My whole body convulses, and I lose it. I don’t remember much more. Darkness maybe and pain. I remember pain, absolute pain.

 

I’m drenched and awake. I don’t want to be awake. I don’t want to remember. Richard stands at the end of the bed with an empty bucket. The ice cold water doesn’t even register I am so numb. He calls out, and Frank appears at the door.

“Fetch me my bull whip and dispose of that will you.” His eyes motion to the crumpled heap of little girl by my bed. I close my eyes and pray. Make it stop, please make it stop. If Jason is here, why isn’t he here now? Why didn’t he come and stop Richard from killing Lolli? Why didn’t I stop Richard? This is my fault. If I hadn’t taken her phone, she would still be alive. I sent the code, Jason is here, and it didn’t make a goddamn bit of difference. She’s still dead.

Frank walks into the room and scoops Lolli into his meaty arms like she weighs nothing at all. She somehow looks even smaller in his arms. I can’t stop the tears from free falling, and I hate that I have no strength to hide them. Not anymore. He has broken me. I have nothing left. Frank returns with a looped, black woven bullwhip. Similar to the one I used on Richard in the club. Another wave of guilt consumes me. If I hadn’t made a show of making him back down, none of this would’ve happened. Why didn’t I just walk away? I close my eyes as I hear the leather unfurl and hit the thick carpet with a soft thud.

“There is one good thing that has come from your little irritation circling us outside on the ocean.” I don’t acknowledge him. I keep my eyes closed. I can’t stop the tears, but he will get nothing else from me until Jason comes—if Jason comes. “I get you all to myself for two weeks until your guest arrives that is. I will have to allow a week for you to heal, but I think I can allow myself at least one week for my own pleasure.” He hums with anticipation and swishes the end of the whip playfully in the air above my head. “I have to say, I was rather impressed when you cut me with such precision.” He cracks the whip just by my ear. I can’t help but flinch, the noise is so loud. He chuckles. “I imagine that takes hours and hours of practise.” He cracks it again. “What? Shy all of a sudden …no smart remark?” He draws in a deep breath. “No matter, we will call this my own practise session. Hmm, I wonder if your boyfriend will still find you beautiful when I am finished. Peitra said he called you beautiful all the time. It must have been an important feature for him, don’t you think? It was always the only thing that kept me remotely interested.” He sighs absently, and my stomach knots in agony. “But don’t worry, Sweetheart, I will spare you the humiliation of rejection. He won’t get to see you the new you in the flesh. You will have joined your new friend when we are finished, but I will be sure to send him lots and lots of pictures.” He laughs and groans with pleasure at the first strike.

“Mmm.” I bite down as my skin is sliced open just above my right breast. It stings like a motherfucker, but I will crack my own teeth before I cry out for him. His rhythm is relentless, and every inch of my body burns and bleeds. My eyes are dry because I have no more tears, and I feel like I am being flayed alive. He has sliced and whipped my skin raw, my legs, my torso, breasts, my face, along my cheeks, and if I hadn’t moved my face, I think he would’ve taken my eyes. The cuts may be deep enough to bleed to death; I’m not sure, but I kind of hope they are at this point. If I’m left long enough, I will either get an infection or bleed to death. Either way, it will be a blissful escape. One thing I do know: The cuts he has littered my body with will scar.

He has made his mark.
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“This is bullshit, Will. He has her right there!” I point out the window on the main deck of the Coast Guard boat. “Do you know what he could be doing to her right now? Do you know what he is definitely doing to her now we’ve shown up?” I am exasperated at this state of limbo.

“We have no authority. The ship is in international waters and that is a Russian flag they are flying, Jason. You have to be patient.” Will tries to placate me but that is never going to happen.

“That’s’ my girlfriend over there in the hands of a psychopath, so I’m gonna pass on the whole patient thing if you don’t mind,” I snap.

The guy in charge, Luke Harrison, looks over and offers a tight smile. He finishes his conversation with his men and walks over. “Jason, I understand this is frustrating, but unless they start moving, there is very little we can do other than let them know we are here. We have no jurisdiction. But the minute that boat starts to sail we can manoeuvre it into US territory. I promise we are just as anxious to get that asshole as you are.” He dips his head, an apologetic expression fixed to his face. “Maybe not quite as keen but we want on that boat…trust me.”

“Sir,” the Coast Guard captain interrupts, “they have just started the engines.” I suck in a sharp breath. This is it, not long now.

“Good. The GPS is jammed, yes?” Luke turns to one of his operatives.

“Yes, sir, and I have plotted a subtle trajectory that will bring them into our waters within forty-five minutes, maybe sooner depending on the speed they set.”

“Okay, suit up men, and ready the launch. I want to be ready the instant they are on this side of the international line.” There is a rush of bodies, and Leon and I turn to follow.

“Sorry, boys.” Luke stops us in our tracks. “You know you can’t come with us, right?”

“Wrong.” My clipped response is all I can manage without losing it at the wrong guy. I know he is here to help.

“Look, I know you want to, but I can’t risk more civilians, and I can’t risk this getting thrown out of court on a technicality. Your brother can come because he is seconded to the Coast Guard and carries a badge, but for you two, it’s a definite no.” He has the decency to look sorry but he is also resolute.

“Fuck!” I can feel my temper rise proportionate to my impotence in this scenario. Will puts his hand on my shoulder, but I shuck it off. I hate that I can’t be the one to find her, and I kind of hate my brother at this moment, too, which I know is selfish and irrational, but fuck it, I’m not feeling all that rational right now. Leon storms out feeling every bit as frustrated I’m sure.

“I’m sorry, man. Look, I won’t go if you’re gonna hate me for it. We can listen to what’s happening from the bridge.” Will holds his hands up in a defensive gesture, and I feel like a complete shit for acting up. I shake my head and try for a calming breath.

“No, you should go. Your face at least is familiar, and I would rather you carried her out of there than a stranger,” I admit reluctantly. He gives a slight nod and again tries to squeeze some comfort into my shoulder.

 

The next forty-five minutes are the longest of my life. My heart is hammering so hard in my chest I would be surprised if everyone couldn’t hear it. Leon is silent next to me and all the men are already situated in the launch boat. The boat starts, and I lean over to Will, shouting over the roar of the engine.

“Find her fast, Will. Understand? Find her fast!” He meets my gaze and gives a curt nod. Will is the only one not carrying a firearm but he still looks intimidating in his official uniform.

“It’s the only thing on my mind, Jason.” The small launch pulls away and fires up once it is clear of the main boat. Leon and I return to the bridge.
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My skin is on fire, but the slicing has stopped. I open my eyes to see Richard glaring down at me. He is drawing in large puffs of air. His chest is heaving and his brow is peppered with sweat. It’s hard work beating a woman to death. I close my eyes. Looking at him makes me feel worse. I laugh to myself. Like I could feel any worse. How long have I been here, how long has Jason been waiting on the edge. What is he waiting for? Is he waiting until it’s too late? The door crashes open, and Frank fills the space with his immense frame.

“Boss we have a problem.” He is breathless.

“What is it? Can’t you see I’m busy?” Richard snaps, wiping his brow with the sleeve of his white shirt.

“Jesus…shit!” Frank’s voice holds all the evidence I need as to my appearance. “Is she still alive?” His tone is incredulous.

“What business is that of yours exactly?” Richard growls, and Frank steps back, a wise move as Richard swishes the tail of the bullwhip.

“Not my business, sir. It’s just that we have visitors, so you might want to hide her in the hold.”

“What!? What visitors?” Richard throws the whip down, and I relax only to whimper at the slightest movement. He storms out the door, cursing. My mind is racing, but that could be due to the pain-induced delirium. I can’t distinguish one pain from the next, but I can feel my heart start to beat a little faster, and the pain that comes with that makes me smile. Is that Jason, finally? God I hope so, because I don’t think I will survive another hour at the hands of that madman.

I jump and cry at the sudden noise. Richard barges through the door and flies toward me. I flinch and fresh tears sting my face covering open wounds and causing more tears. A vicious cycle. Frank follows him.

“How the fuck did the Captain let this happen?” Richard growls at Frank, firing lethal looks his way as he fumbles to unlock my cuffs. “He had one fucking job, now I can’t keep those interfering arseholes from inspecting the whole damn boat.” He kneels on my chest to reach for my other cuff and I feel something snap. Excruciating pain fires from my chest like a red-hot spear piercing my lungs. I gasp but can’t get in another breath. “Make sure the girls are locked in the freezer, they’ll not check there and delay them until I can dispose of her.” He snarls inches from my face. I can feel his toxic breath. “She’s the one they are looking for.” He yanks me upright and despite the pain, I manage to grab some vital air. Frank rushes from the room with his fresh orders.

Richard unlocks my ankles and pulls me to stand, but my legs have no strength, and I crumple to the floor. My feet and hands burn with the surge of blood, and my wounds start to seep profusely from my brief upright position. I feel lightheaded and bright spots dart across my closed lids, and when I open my eyes, the darkness seems to encroach more with each passing second.

I cry out in agony as Richard grabs my hair and hauls me to my feet. He curses when he drops his keys, and I sway unsteadily, unsupported as I am when he drops to his knees to pick them up.

“Jason.” I cry out at the vision before me. Tall and handsome, in black combats and a slim black T-shit. I frown. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in this type of get up. He looks…he looks hot. His eyes fix on mine and flash from fierce to devastated. I can’t look. I can’t see me reflected in his eyes.

“Step away from her and put your motherfucking hands in the air, you piece of shit.” His voice is scary, stern but it isn’t Jason’s. I look again and notice the darker tan, his hair is longer, and I don’t think it could’ve grown that much in two weeks or however long I have been in this hell. His eyes soften when he notices me staring.

“Will?” My voice catches, my throat is so dry, and I struggle to make a sound. He nods but fires his hate-filled glare to my right. Richard grabs my arms and pulls me in front of him. My naked body offers little cover for his large frame, but the coward uses me as a shield nonetheless.

“I said, let her go,” Will spits out through gritted teeth.

“And what did you bring to this gunfight to make me do that, exactly?” Richard’s voice is eerily calm, and I start to shake when his arm stretches out in front of my body, his hand clasping tight around a small black handgun.

“Drop the gun and no one gets hurt,” Will demands. His eyes flash to me and mine instantly fill with tears. I want to beg Richard to drop the gun. I can’t bear to witness anyone else get hurt because of me, but I know begging is useless.

“Will, just leave please. He’ll kill you. Please, just go.” I stutter, my voice shaking almost as much as my body.

“You should listen to her.” Richard’s stiff voice is full of derision. “She is at least still smart…important since her looks are no longer an asset.” I crumple with the hateful truth. I hate that even after all these years and attempts to rebuild my self-esteem he can so easily break my resolve back down to my worth, my value being inextricably linked to my appearance.

“Her scars will heal while you rot in jail,” Will states with compassion.

“But you won’t be alive to see.” He pulls the trigger, and I scream and grab for his arm. The bang from the gun is so loud it knocks me to the ground. No, I’m pulled to the ground by Richard falling, his arms still tight around my waist. I fight and struggle to free myself.

“No, no!” I cry, violent sobs wrack my body as I scramble over to Will’s feet. His feet that are standing still, but still standing. I look up and watch as he slowly crouches on his haunches. His hand strokes the hair from my face.

“It’s over Sam; you’re safe now.” His lips are moving, and I hear the words, but they don’t make sense. I heard the gun go off. I turn sharply to see Richard’s body lying flat. A small black mark singes a precise hole in the centre of his forehead. His eyes are wide with shock. His gun is still cocked. He didn’t get a shot off. He didn’t hurt anyone else. Another man in black kneels beside Richard, and he is slowly replacing his gun in his holster. I collapse and hug myself, sobbing freely with relief and pain and utter devastation. I feel a cool sheet wrap around my body, and I am lifted into strong arms that feel so familiar and yet a little strange. I rest my head on Wills chest but cry out with every step he takes. Curled up like this I feel the pressure of the broken bones in my chest, and I panic, because suddenly, I can’t breathe. Will stops at my gasp and lowers me to the floor. We have made it to the open deck but I can’t bear any more pain.

“Medic!” Will calls out and gentle tentative hands are prodding and poking almost right away, causing me to scream. My breathing is shallow, but I need more air. I feel like I am suffocating. A mask is placed over my mouth, which helps.

“We need to get her airlifted. She lost a lot of blood and I think her lung is punctured.” The medic calls to his commander who puts in the call for air assistance. I feel a sharp prick on my arm, but don’t make a sound. I’ve had worse. Will continues to stroke my hair. I speak, but he shakes his head not understanding the slight sounds I am making hindered further with the mask. He lifts it free.

“Don’t let Jason see me like this,” I plead but he looks shocked at my request. “Please…I can’t have him look at me like you just did. He always called me beautiful. Will I can’t…please promise me.” He shakes his head like my request is somehow hurting him. He fists his t-shirt in the centre of his chest. I know that pain. “Please.” I beg, tears falling unbidden. He closes his eyes but gives me the nod I need. He replaces the mask and we wait for recovery.

The noise of the approaching helicopter wakes me. I didn’t want to wake from the blissful sleep, where nothing hurts, and I’m not scarred and Jason loves me. It was heaven. But the thunderous sound shatters that fantasy sending it into the four winds with the force of the powerful blades.

“The paramedics are going to move you to the gurney. It might hurt, darling.” Will speaks close to my ear so as not to shout. The other men are gathered, and I can just about make out their conversation. Something about a clean sweep, no one else…only staff. My chest tightens and I get a surge of panic. That’s not right! I struggle against the straps that now secure me to the stretcher and start to shout. My voice doesn’t sound like my own, heavy and slurred.

“Relax, Sam, you’re safe now. We need to get you to hospital.” Will tries to comfort me with his soothing voice, and his large hand on my shoulder, but I buck under his touch and let out a heart rending scream. He lifts my mask, and I try to speak.

“Freeze…freezer.” Everything sounds wrong and he looks so confused. I draw in a deep steadying breath and try to concentrate on making my mouth respond to my brain enough to make myself understood. “The freezer, Will. The girls are in the freezer.” I must sound insane. I exhale as the last bit of energy leaves my body, but before I close my eyes and succumb to the delicious mix of drugs and exhaustion, I notice some of the men running off to check my insane revelation.
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“I want to see her.” I state flatly

“I’m sorry, sir, next of kin only.” The doctor straightens in response to my audible growl.

“Well, she doesn’t have a next of kin so—”

“Actually, she does.” Leon shrugs sheepishly, but silences me with his statement.

“Mr Castell?” The doctor looks at his chart and back up to Leon, who is standing awkwardly beside me. “You may go and see her now. She has just woken up and is still a little groggy. It is up to her if she wants to see anyone else.” He flashes me the stink eye.

“What is that supposed to mean?” It takes all my effort not to shout or tear this obnoxious adolescent in a white coat a new arsehole, but he has just fixed up my girlfriend, so I am trying to be nice.

“She was very insistent that she wants no visitors except Mr Castell.” He turns and walks away, leaving me bleeding from the verbal knife wound to my heart. What the fuck. She hates me. She hates me because I didn’t save her sooner. I hate me because I didn’t save her sooner, but I am gutted she feels the same. I feel hollow, sick, like my guts have been wrenched out and broken with my heart beating its last, trampled as it is on the floor. I stumble to take a seat, winded and useless. My reason to breathe wants nothing to do with me. Where do I even go from here?

“She hates me.” I choke out. Will sits beside me.

“She doesn’t hate you but…but she looks pretty bad and she told me on the boat…” He hesitates and looks over at Leon.

“What? What did she tell you?” I interrupt.

“She made me promise that you wouldn’t see her like this.” He lets out a deep breath.

“What the fuck, Will?” I am stunned.

“She said you always called her beautiful, and she couldn’t bear for you to look at her, well…I guess like I did.” He shrugs by way of explanation.

“This is bullshit. Of course I call her beautiful. She is…she is a beautiful person. I love her…everything about her, and I don’t get the chance to prove that because she thinks I’m that shallow I can’t see beyond a few scars.” I drag my hands through my hair utterly exasperated.

“It’s a lot of scars, Jason.” Will’s voice softens.

“It won’t be that.” Leon interrupts. “It won’t be that at all. She might say that now because she’s raw but she doesn’t believe that of you. I’m positive.” His words have an instant calming effect on me. “Her insecurities will come from Richard. They always came from him and her mother. She loves you but she is scared, that’s all. She’s defending her heart the only way she knows how.”

“By blocking me out?” He nods and I stand abruptly. “Not fucking happening, and I’m coming with you, understand?” I stride off, and Leon is quick to catch me, but he wisely doesn’t stop me. We are in the right place for the mood I’m in if anyone tries to stop me.

 

She croaks out Leon’s name, and he rushes to her outstretched arm. She wraps him in a tight embrace and closes her eyes. She doesn’t see me. My heart breaks that I’m not the first person she calls for but that’s now, and it doesn’t have to stay that way. I take a moment to compose myself because Will wasn’t lying when he said she is cut to shreds. Angry lines trace a pattern down the cheek I can see she’s pressed against Leon’s head. I have no doubt the other side is the same. Her arms are a series of stripes of varying thickness but all a deep crimson. Some of her skin is covered with large patches of gauze I assume to prevent infection of the deepest cuts. I hear her gasp, and her eyes meet mine. I keep my face impassive. If any emotion shows at all, it is certainly not pity, anger or hurt maybe, but not pity. She doesn’t want it and I don’t feel it. I just feel relief and a fuck tonne of love.

I walk into the room and Leon moves back. I sweep in and surround her, my arms thread around the back of her head and around her waist. As carefully as I can, I bring her into my hold, avoiding the tubes that still connect her to machines and drips. Her eyes sparkle and shine with tears, and her lip trembles. She opens her mouth to speak but it’s been too long. I cover her words with my urgent lips; my tongue slides in to taste her. Oh God, I’ve missed her sweet taste. She moans into my mouth, and I can’t help the grin that starts to pull at the corners of my kiss. But I’m not finished. My fingers tease and entwine in her hair, gently massaging and eliciting more sensual sounds that I adore. My tongue swirls and twists with hers, and she is quick to engage, which fills me with utter joy. Both breathless, we part when Leon coughs and motions that he is going to wait outside. Her eyes fill with a flash of panic, and I let out a warning grumble that makes her look a little embarrassed.

“Jason, I didn’t want you to see me like this,” she whispers but won’t meet my glare.

“So I understand, and how happy do you think that makes me?” My tone is stern but hides the hurt I feel. She has enough to deal with without more guilt.

“I couldn’t bear the thought of …” She bites her lips shut.

“Of what, precious?” Her eyes glaze, and I stroke her cheeks, marred and ridged with the welts and swollen, broken tissue. “Of looking at the most beautiful woman in the world and hating myself that I didn’t save you from all this?”

“Please don’t call me beautiful, and it isn’t your fault, Jason. I’m to blame.” She tries to pull away, but I hold her firm.

“Okay, let’s stop this right now shall we?” I tip her chin so she is looking directly into my eyes. She needs to see me as much as I need to see her. “Firstly, I will call you beautiful because you are, inside and out. I can’t imagine what fucked up nonsense is going through your head to believe I would think any different, but we will deal with that together.” She blinks rapidly as tears pool in the corner of her deep chocolate coloured eyes. “And secondly, it’s no more your fault than it is mine. I hate that I couldn’t get to you sooner but none of this is your fault.”

“If I hadn’t taunted him at the club.” Her voice is heavy with guilt and desperation.

“If I hadn’t snubbed Peitra. There are a thousand if’s, Sam. The bottom line is he was a bad man, and at the risk of repeating myself none of it was your fault.”

“Lolli was my fault.” Her voice catches, and it is barely a whisper as it is. I lean in closer when she continues to speak. “If I hadn’t taken her phone. She would still be alive.”

“Who would? You saved those girls, Sam. There were fifteen of them in that freezer. They are all alive because of you.” I take a tissue and dab the fresh wet streaks on her cheek, which must sting something fierce.

“I’m glad, but Lolli…” She swallows and shakes her head, her eyes cloud with unbearable pain. “He killed Lolli right in front of me because I used her phone when she was out of the room. She was just a child, Jason. I promised to save her, but he killed her because you guys showed up and he knew I had sent the message.”

“So you think that is my fault?” My tone is soft. My heart aches for her obvious grief.

“God no… you came for me. You came…” She sobs, and I pull her closer.

“Sam, I am so sorry I wasn’t able to save her, too, but you can’t blame yourself. Even if we had had no part in this nightmare, do you really think she would’ve lived much longer?” She tilts her head to meet my stare, and I can see the sad truth in her deep brown, glassy eyes. “He was going to kill every girl on that ship. He had no intention of leaving witnesses, Sam. His clients are rich and powerful, but they are sick bastards, and they pay to keep their dirty secrets. He was a bad man, and now he is dead because of us.” I pause to let that sink in. “And I am not going to feel a moment of guilt because of it.” She looks into my eyes, and my heart clenches at the first sign of a smile. “And neither are you.” She nods and relaxes into my hold, and for the first time, I relax because she holds me right back.
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Christmas Day

 

It’s been just over six months since Sam was discharged from the Miami Aesthetic Surgery Center. The speedy and excellent care she received means that she really has minimal scarring from her ordeal. She was perfect before, and she remains perfect in my eyes but I do catch her tracing some of the faint lines that remain. One across her hip, a long six-inch line on her left thigh, and the eclipse under her cheekbone that is completely invisible with minimal make up. She recovered quickly like the survivor she is, and if it wasn’t for the odd nightmare you would struggle to see any difference, but I know it’s there. She moved in with me after a few weeks, shortly after taking up the position as a junior in the legal aid department of the Mission. Her office is nearer to my place, and it made sense. Besides, as much as I like Leon, I really don’t need to see a half-naked dude first thing every morning at breakfast.

We’ve visited the club a few times together but she is guaranteed to have a nightmare if we do. So we haven’t been for a while. It wouldn’t bother me if we never went again, but I know it bothers her. Her nightmares are all tied up with images of what Richard did to her, which come back thick and fast at the first sign of the club, or a whip. She braved it on the few occasions when we were there because she hates the fact as much as I do that he can still affect her like this. As strong as she is and her desire to forget and move on is impressive, but her subconscious won’t let go.

Today is our anniversary. The day she stole my heart, and I am going to allow something that makes me a little uncomfortable but something I hope will erase Richard permanently and give my girl new memories. Real life fantasies to write over her dark dreams.

We spent the morning in bed opening presents and the afternoon at the Mission like last year, but this evening, I asked her to meet me here at the club. I gave her instructions of what to wear.

The curtain moves and she steps through. Shit! I nearly drop my glass. The spotlight at the entrance shines around her like a full body halo, but she looks like anything but an angel. She is so dressed for sin. Her hair is pinned up with long strands curling artfully around her face. Her shoulders are bare and her body is pinched in tight into the sexiest back velvet and lace corset. Her panties are tiny with a delicate frill that I can see from this distance, and her long, slim legs have the sexiest damn stockings known to man—silk with a thin line up the back. I can’t see that from here, but I gave the orders, and she is a stickler about details.

She walks slowly along the runway toward me, and I have to shift because my cock is instantly and painfully hard. Her lips curl in a knowing smile that sears my heart, a burning heat that brands me as hers. She comes to stand between my legs and runs her fingernails along my jaw, the scratch I can feel in my balls; it feels so good.

“Are you ready?” I draw my tongue along my bottom lip and watch her eyes widen and follow the sensually slow movement.

“For what?” She bats her long lashes and peers up through them with faux innocence.

“I believe I promised to fulfil your fantasy.” I stand and take her hand, and she grips my fingers. I hear her swallow, and I bite back a chuckle. I like that she is on edge. We reach the playroom door, which is closed. I push the handle down but hold it for a moment. Her eyes shine with anticipation.

“Jason?” Her voice is a breathy mix of excitement and uncertainty. I push the door wide and she gasps. I lean in and kiss the delicate curve of her neck.

“Happy Christmas.”
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I don’t think I’m being overly dramatic when I say that night Jason gave me my life back because he really did. I tried so hard to put the trauma behind me, and for the most part, I succeeded. But there was this tiny, insidious grain inside that revealed its presence in my subconscious and blossomed in my nightmares. It felt like somewhere in my darkness, Richard still owned a part of me, and I hated that. Not that I would hide this from Jason, but I couldn’t if I tried. The nightmares would leave me wracked with tears and gasping for breath each night. The fact they only happened after we had played at the Club broke my heart, because I fucking loved playing with Jason at the Club and Richard had taken that from me.

Jason gave it back.

“Would you stop looking at me like that?” I elbow Leon in the side as he takes my coat and hands it over to the girls behind the counter at the kiosk in the Club.

“Like what?” He drawls and draws his tongue slowly across his bottom lip. “Ow!” I retrieve my elbow from its second more effective jab. “Sorry babe, after that night, coming here… what you’re asking, is going to be im-fucking-possible!” His grin is pure filth and I chuckle to hide the flush of colour in my cheeks.

“Fair point.” I let out a deep breath and some of the heat that instantly builds at the delicious memory.
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Christmas Day

 

“Oh!” I gasp as the door to the playroom swings wide and there in glorious Technicolor and super high definition is my living, breathing fantasy. Jason’s twin brother lounges in the high back leather chair, his legs spread wide, his faded jeans ripped on one knee and nearly worn through on the other. The first few buttons are already open. His chest is bare and rises and falls with deep, steady breaths. The dark tan helps to define his firm, toned muscles, very much like Jason’s own tan does. He lifts his glass to sip the amber liquid, but his eyes never leave me. He shares the same intensity as his twin, and I can feel the burn begin in my belly and below. I begin to melt.

“Oh.” Jason kisses my cheek and whispers in my ear. “Only new memories, beautiful, starting tonight.” His hot breath scorches my skin, but I shiver all the same. My skin prickles with a million tiny bumps. Jason’s hands stroke my shoulders, down my bare arms, and he takes my hand. He squeezes it and leads me into the lions’ den. His eyes are dark with desire, but are kind and so full of love I hesitate. This is my fantasy, and although I know he has done this in the past, that was before me…before us. We still play, but Jason no longer shares. He turns to face me, and I pull him close.

“Jason, are you sure?” My voice is barely a whisper but he hears me, and his lips spread wide into a brilliant, wide smile.

“My greatest pleasure is to make you smile, and trust me, it’s not a hardship to make your fantasy a reality…Having said that, I want you to memorise every moment, every taste and every touch, because I have told these guys this is a one night only deal.” His stiff tone brooks no misunderstanding on my part only a little confusion.

“These guys?” I challenge his math.

“Well since it’s just one night, I thought I could go one better than a threesome.” His most nefarious grin dances across his face, and I swallow against the instant dryness in my mouth.

“Damn right and I wouldn’t miss being that extra for anything.” Leon’s voice is behind me, and I spin to see him push himself off the back wall, sporting the same deviant grin and general lack of clothes as Will.

“Holy fuck!” I exhale a breathy exclamation that makes them all laugh. “I said that out loud didn’t I?” Jason steps in front of me and breaks my eye contact with Leon. He holds my chin gently in his fingers. His smile is warm, his eyes like liquid chocolate, he melts my heart.

“Mine.” His lips cover mine so gently I barely feel the softness, but it is so unbelievably intimate I feel stripped raw and naked. “You are mine, always.” One more tender kiss, and I am undone. “Tonight we make new memories, no more nightmares, only dreams come true.” He kisses my lips and holds me tight in his arms.

“Gay,” Leon snickers but shuts his mouth when Jason fires an evil glare at him. I snake my hand around his neck and tug him back to me. My smile is wide because I feel treasured, loved and above all, like the cat that got the fucking cream.

“Thank you.” I suck my bottom lip into my mouth and hold it back with my teeth, trying to temper my mix of excitement and nerves at this fantasy come true.

“I know you want your life back, beautiful, and I want to be the one to give it to you.” He nods over my head, and I hear the leather of the seat announce Will making to stand up. “And these arseholes want to help, too.” I can feel Will and Leon close in around me, but rather than feeling oppressive with their collective immense frames I feel closeted, protected and safe. “Think you are up to that?” Jason raises a brow as I bite back a wanton moan that is strangled at the back of my throat. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

He swallows and his eyes are on fire with desire so potent I tremble under the intensity. His hand is around my neck, and his lips crush mine in a display so possessive my heart swells. His tongue dives, urgent and demanding. He steals my breath; he already has my heart and soul. When he releases me, I sway but I’m steadied by hands, many hands, strong and firm, on my waist, my hips and threaded in my hair.

My eyes fix on Jason, and he holds my gaze like we are the only two people in the world, but I am acutely aware that is not the case. Will’s hands sweep up my back and down my sides, skimming my backside and slipping his fingers under the suspender straps of my belt, raking his nails lightly along my stocking tops at the back of my legs. Leon has one hand on my side, and the other drifts over the stiff boned corset, tentatively inching up to the swell of my breasts. He pauses when my breath hitches. I haven’t broken my gaze from Jason, and I watch him to check for any flash of jealously. He should see in my eyes he has no reason to feel anything but my love; however, I still haven’t told him, and he needs to know I really do. His eyes flick to Leon and then drop to Leon’s hand as he reaches over the top of my corset and strokes the round flesh of my breasts. Leon groans and steps a little closer. I can feel his rock-hard length on my thigh. Will follows Leon’s lead and pushes his erection against my arse.

I let out a stuttered breath and watch Jason’s smile creep wider across his handsome face.

“You okay, Beautiful?” I nod my response. Not surprised the power of speech has deserted me. He chuckles. “Good.” He reaches behind him and draws something out of his back pocket. He holds up the long black tie and I frown and pull back.

“Why?” I shake my head. I haven’t worn the blindfold since my ordeal.

“When you go to the dark place, I want you to feel us…to only feel us understand?” His voice is heavy with concern.

“Jason, I don’t think I can.” My voice waivers and the hands on my body that had been gently stroking hold still, firm and comforting.

“Trust me?” he asks, and I don’t hesitate.

“I do…I just—”

“Sam.” He swallows slowly, and his brows pinch together with worry. “I’m not sure I can risk you looking at one of these guys the way you look at me. I honestly think I’d lose it if—”

“Jason,” I interrupt and place my hand on his chest. I can feel his heart beating just as fiercely as my own. “Not possible.”

“Sam” His tone is a light reprimand but still a warning.

“Trust me?” I flip his own question.

“Damn it…of course. I still think—” He tries to argue but I interrupt and silence him.

“I love you.” I declare and hold his gaze, which is stunned.

“What?”

“I love you.” I repeat with a shy smile.

“And this is where you choose to tell me?” he growls playfully.

“Apart from the erections digging into me, I kind of think it’s perfect. Perfect for us at least.” I wiggle my brows and fix my lips with a mischievous grin. He shakes his head lightly, and I relax, my hand stroking the space above his heart. “If you think I need the blindfold to forget, then I will wear it, but you need to know I could never look at another person the way I look at you, because I have never loved anyone the way I love you.”

“Gay…Ow!” Leon slaps his hand over mine as with lightning reflexes I now hold his prize possession in my vise grip.

“You want to play Leon, or do want the ball gag?” I narrow my eyes, and he motions to lock his lips and throw away the key. “Good.” I turn back to Jason.

“Very well, beautiful.” He drops the tie. “I think that’s enough talking, we have a much better use for that smart mouth of yours.” He pushes lightly on my shoulders, and I sink to my knees with no resistance and delicious anticipation making my mouth water. I stroke my hands up Jason and Leon’s legs, just to the edge of the bulge in the material in their jeans. Close enough to feel the heat but not get burned. I shift around and do the same to Leon and Will while turning my head and looking up to Jason’s lust-filled gaze.

“As this is a one-time thing, I am going to suggest we also make it a no regrets night. No waking up tomorrow saying I wished I’d…” Jason adds, his voice deep, gravelly and just holding on to his control by the look in his eyes.

“Agreed.” Leon and Will almost groan out together. Their enthusiasm makes me ache.

“No safe words, beautiful. Tonight is all about your pleasure…your fantasy, but if you want us to stop just say no…okay?” Jason touches my cheek lightly with his finger to get my attention, and I turn to face him.

“I won’t say no.” My tongue darts out to dry my parched lips, and I notice Jason’s eyes widen as Leon moans, and Will mutters something that sounded like ‘fuck yeah’. But Jason has cupped my head covering my ears and has dropped to his haunches. His lips cover mine, but he is smiling wide, which makes me smile, too. He stands abruptly and starts to unbuckle his belt. I kneel up, eager to assist. In my peripheral vision I can see Leon do the same, and I don’t doubt Will is either already naked or very closely behind the others. I tug Jason’s jeans, and they fall to the floor. He kicks them free, his feet bare once he toes off his shoes. No socks. I smile to myself…so keen. His heavy, solid cock is reaching for his taut, flat tummy, and I wrap my right hand tightly around his thick girth. My lips hover, and I flick my tongue over the tip. His breath catches and his thighs tense, but I turn my head to where Leon is slowly fisting himself. My left hand reaches for Will and starts to work him up and down, mirroring the action I am using on his brother. I flash a look at Jason just to check that what I am about to do is okay. He pushes his hips into my tight grip and gives a slight nod—good because I don’t want to stop—I am past that point. I know I am not going to say no, but there is no going back, not now.

I lick my tongue across the velvet tip of Leon’s thick cock and he hisses then curses out loud when I quickly take him in my mouth and swallow him down as deep as I can. He threads his hands in my hair and grips and holds, aiding my movement. I work my tongue up and around, swirling until I let him fall from my lips, replacing my lips with my hand.

I shuffle around as do the men so I now have Will’s beautiful cock poised on my bottom lip. My hands continue to work Jason and now Leon. I peek up through my lashes and can see three pairs of eyes gazing down with lust and adoration. Will throws his head back when I swallow him to the back of my throat, a deep groan rumbles from his chest and his hand is just as quick to guide me or keep me there. I can taste his excitement and I wonder if he would like to come down my throat as much as his brother always does. I pull back and barely draw breath when Jason is pushing his iron hard, extremely engorged cock between my lips. His hands wrap through and pull my hair, and he starts to fuck my face, the force and urgency an indication of his need to dominate this situation. I don’t mind. Hell, I have never been so turned on by his obvious need for me.

I swallow and choke; his thrusts are deep and demanding. It takes all my concentration to time my breathing just right. I have lost my rhythm with the others and I am gripping Jason’s thighs, my nails marking his skin. He is mine.

His thrusts become more urgent, and I am distracted enough that I jump and clench my jaw when I feel a hand dip between my legs. Jason curses out some garbled cry of momentary panic but barely breaks his stride. I don’t know who is now between my legs; it doesn’t matter. I was so engrossed in taking Jason deep and not choking that I had forgotten we had company.

“Holy shit, Sam!” Jason cries out but cups my jaw and strokes his thumb, his concern for me outweighing his near cock-ectomy.

“Sorry…just surprised that’s…ahhh…oh Jesus…” I drop my head to my chest as two fingers slide inside my wetness, scissoring and working in and out. I tip my hips and grind back against the delicious movement.

“We good?” Jason holds my chin and meets my eyes, his question reaching beyond the recent and new activities.

“So good.” I sigh. He makes the most of my lax jaw and slides his full length all the way back inside my mouth. I am just as eager to continue. Fingers are working inside me, hands are sweeping my body, pulling my breasts free and pinching my pert, aching nipples. I am so wet, the sounds fill the room, the aroma of lust and arousal permeates all of my senses, and I can feel my body start to climb.

“Jas, she’s gonna come?” Will’s voice is hoarse, but holds an unanswered question. “You sure you want that now?” I tense at the implication but relax when Jason responds.

“Don’t stop…don’t deny her. It won’t be the only time she comes tonight, and that’s a promise.” Jason groans and pushes until he hits the back of my throat. I take him and swallow, grabbing his balls and tugging just enough…just the way he likes to make him…

“Ah fuck!” He comes with such force I struggle to swallow, some of his essence spilling from my mouth, but the sounds he makes when he loses it like that are enough to set my own climax racing to follow his release. I buck and crumple back onto Will’s hand. Jason collapses onto his knees and draws in some deep, steadying breaths. My face is flushed with colour and alive with pleasure. I take a moment to come back down but barely hit the earth when Leon demands my attention.

 

“Our turn.” Leon coughs and holds his hand out for me to take. I bite my lip and draw in the last of Jason’s taste, savouring the salty flavour. Leon pulls me into his arms, and I feel Will at my back, arms embracing me, hands exploring my skin, and eyes devouring my body. Leon climbs onto the bed, I follow, and Will follows me. I look back to see Jason stand and pull the chair to the end of the bed, slap bang in the centre.

“You have the director’s chair, Jason…any special requests?” I ask as I pitch up on my elbows, my skin glistens and tingles. I am alive with deviant desires coursing through me like a wildfire. I can barely keep still.

“I like the sound of that.” He sits down, his cock still hard and getting harder. “All fours, beautiful, suck Will while Leon fucks you from behind. No arse, Leon…not yet.”

“The director’s cut is always overrated.” Leon moans, and I snicker, but quickly move into position. I notice Jason take himself in his hand and begin to languidly stroke up and down.

Fuck that looks hot.

I don’t get to look for long. Will strokes the side of my cheek with his cock to get my attention, his fingers under my chin tilting my face to meet his gaze. His smile is almost as breathtaking as his brother’s but it’s the sharp pull on my hips that makes me gasp. Leon drags my panties over my bottom and works them off my legs with a little assistance. Grabbing my arse cheeks firmly he fists the flesh and pulls me back, pushing his own steely hard cock against my entrance. With the slickness from my recent climax he eases himself inside, and I sigh with the pleasure of that first thrust.

Will doesn’t waste the invitation of my dropped jaw. His fingers move from my chin to my hair and he slides his long cock into my open mouth. I am so unbelievably turned on right now I can feel my body start to take over and begin its climb. I would be embarrassed at how easy I am, but right now, I don’t care; this is too good to think about anything else other than how fucking amazing it feels. Leon is setting a comfortable pace and doing this erotic little grind that has me wanting to squeal. Will groans when I try to make any sound. The vibrations in my throat dance along my tongue and around his shaft. He seems to like that. The thrusts in my mouth become a little more frantic, and I can feel Leon’s grip move from my arse cheeks to my hips for more leverage.

Will pulls himself free and helps me up as much as is possible with Leon still buried inside me. The heat our bodies create when flush together like this is borderline explosive, Will presses hard against my front, Leon still slowly working me from behind, hands gliding over my body leaving a blaze where they touch. Will threads his hand behind my neck and tilts my flushed face up to meet his. His lips curl and look so soft, so familiar I can’t help but lean in to close the gap. I close my eyes and relish the anticipation of that touch but there is nothing.

“Not a fucking chance.” Jason growls and is looming where Will was only a moment ago. I look to see Will sprawled on the bed with a wicked grin and a low laugh causing his chest to shudder. I turn back, a little breathless and a little confused. Jason soothes me with his tender touch; his hands cup my face, his lips cover mine, Oh, God, that kiss. Forget everything else, I would die if I ever lost this kiss. He pulls back, his eyes alive with fire and possession. “Mine,” he declares.

“Yours,” I exhale on a breathy sigh.

The bed shifts and Will is once more at my side, his irritation at being usurped an instant memory. “Ours tonight.”

Will takes my neck and I tense for a second, thinking he is going to kiss me, but he dips past my mouth and kisses my neck and collar bone. Jason once again takes my mouth and Leon, who is still moving deep inside me, kisses down the top of my spine.

I feel so cherished, so adored…so damn lucky.

Leon pulls out when Will takes my hand and eases me his way, he leans back and helps me straddle his waist. Leon stands on the bed and walks to the head, perching on the padded rail, holding himself and watching my every move with a salacious grin. I thought when I first saw him in the room that I would feel awkward or just plain weird, but in here, all I see is a smoking hot someone I happen to trust with my life and love as a friend.

Will starts to unhook the clips on my corset and lets out a long slow breath that comes from deep in his chest when he discards the garment. My breasts fall free into his waiting hands. He cups and massages the soft, round flesh, and his fingers tease the tips with sensual light touches. He switches to pinch to the point of pain that makes me so damn wet I can feel myself melt onto Will’s skin. Jason’s hands dip between my legs, and he gathers some of the wetness. I start to tremble before his hand has ventured any further than my core. His lips are on my neck, and his soft words scorch like a liquid fire in my veins.

“You ready, beautiful?”

“Oh,” I manage to mouth, but I’m not sure any sound escaped. Jason has spread my slick arousal over my other hole and dips his thumb through the tight ring of muscle. I push back against him, and he chuckles, a deep, throaty sound that is sexy as hell. He lifts my hips and supports my weight; Will drops one hand to position his cock at my entrance and Jason lets my weight go so I sink down at my own pace. I can feel Jason behind me, pulling my cheeks apart and pushing himself forward. I tense because I feel his size more keenly now that I am already full.

“Here.” Leon hands Jason a small tube of lube and winks at me. “There’s always time for lubricant.”

My giggle turns into an erotic moan as Jason works the tip of his now well-lubed cock inside my arse. I drop my head to my chest and suck in some much needed oxygen as my body stretches to accommodate the intrusion of a lifetime.

“Ah fuck!” Will mutters beneath me, Jason’s hot mouth is at my neck as he pushes himself to the hilt. My skin is on fire. I am breathless and soaring at the same time. I pant and force my body to relax and enjoy.

“How do you feel, beautiful?” I smile, but my head is bent so I know he can’t see me. I lift my head and turn as much as I can. Jason’s eyes are dark with lust, but their fierceness is softened by the warmth of his smile.

“Full.” All adjectives have vanished from my vocabulary, but this fits. He flexes his hips at that, and I give a full body shudder that has Will cursing.

“Not quite,” Leon takes my chin with one hand, and with his other, he parts my lips with his straining erection. I suck and draw him deep into my throat. He holds my head, and I close my eyes to absorb all the sensations bombarding me as each one of them begins to move inside me. I feel giddy, delirious, and drunk all at once. The pressure inside me with two large cocks alternately working me deep and deeper still is indescribably good. I am wound so tight when Jason snakes his arms around to stroke my clit, I explode at the slightest touch.

Hands, fingertips, lips, tongues and glorious cocks…Jesus, not an inch of my body is left untended. Jason’s strong arms hold me as I am filled again and again. I am moved and manoeuvred this way and that, and every time, the constant I feel is in the safety of his hold. I lose count of the times I am driven to unbearable heights of ecstasy where I can’t breathe and float on an ethereal plane until I am coaxed back down, soothed and sated, only to be driven once more by eager lips between my legs or urgent fingers teasing and coaxing my body for more…always more. My last conscious moment is of Jason pulling me up his body having swallowed his release, vaguely aware of Will fucking me from behind and Leon beside me helping my hand move up and down the length of his cock. Utter blissful exhaustion the final victor.

I wake in a tangle of too many limbs and gentle breathing. Jason has me tight against his chest, and I tip my head to see if he is awake. The gentle rise and fall of his chest would indicate he is either asleep or very relaxed. A wide smile creeps across his face when my eyes meet his.

“Hey, beautiful…how are you feeling?” His voice is a soft warm whisper and he pulls me tighter against his chest. I’m not sure who is flush against my back but he grumbles as I am pulled away from his contact. I draw in a satisfying deep breath and think about his question. How do I feel? Sore and stretched, aching and alive, adored and…

“Amazing.” I settle for this but I feel so much more.

“You were amazing.” He kisses my nose, and I offer a shy smile at his compliment.

“What time is it?”

“It’s late.” Jason yawns and it sets off a chain reaction that makes me giggle. I jump at the sound of the door but relax when Will enters carrying a large duvet and now wearing some snug fitting boxer shorts. He climbs onto the bed and manages to wedge himself between Leon and me, pulling the duvet over all our bodies.

“What the fuck, Will?” Leon pitches up on his elbows all disgruntled.

“Snooze you lose, Leon, and don’t even think about spooning me unless you want to be on the wrong end of some serious blood play.’

“Tease.” Leon drops his voice, and I splutter out a very unladylike laugh. Will looks a little unsettled by Leon’s response, which makes me laugh harder.

“Come to this side, Leon, and I’ll lay on top of Jason then I can hold you all. Well, until I crush the breath out of Jason and he kicks me off.” I wriggle my body until I am curled over Jason’s chest, my legs tucked and wrapped around his waist. Leon moves, and I stretch my arms out so they are draped across both Will and Leon’s chests.

 

When I wake up much later, we are alone, Jason and I, and no hint of a nightmare to disturb my sleep. I give a sleepy sigh and stretch out some of the stiffness. Jason slides his arms around my body, and I feel like my heart has truly found its home. Perfect.
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Present

 

“You think he’ll change his mind?” Leon’s words break me away from my red hot trip down memory lane.

“Does he strike you as the sort of person who would?” I raise a curious brow, and he returns my query with a pout.

“Shame.” He huffs and I pat his cheek with affection. “He might think differently after tonight?” he offers, and I smile. I love that about him, ever the optimist.

“Or he might not. You think me doing this will make him less possessive?” I snicker.

“Um no.” He frowns.

“The only way that night will ever get a rerun is in your dreams or if I begged.” Leon pulls me into a hug and kisses me roughly on my head.

“Bless your heart.” He grins.

I slap his chest. “Arse-wipe…I didn’t say I would beg.”

“But you didn’t say you wouldn’t,” he teases and wiggles his dark brows playfully. I shake my head and wave my incorrigible friend to move ahead.

“Go…go. Make sure he’s at the end of the bar then cue Marco with the music.” My voice is pitched with excitement.

“You do love a show don’t you, babe?” Leon grins.

“This is my stage, Leon, and tonight he gets to see the show of a lifetime.” Leon flashes a quick smile and disappears through the thick velvet curtain.

 

I take a deep breath at the first bar of Grace You Don’t Own Me. I step through the curtain, the spotlight falls on me, blinding me momentarily. But it means I can’t see the eyes of the club that I know will be focused my way. Tonight I chose to wear my trademark Mistress Selina red leather basque with fishnet stockings that just peek above my thigh high boots. I have on red long sleeve gloves, and my hair is pinned high so nothing is going to obscure my visual display. I drop the string of diamonds from my hand, holding one end I pull it high. The sparkles reflect bright light across the room and I glance up to see a pair of intense eyes shine back so much brighter than the precious stones in my hand.

I slowly loop the diamonds around my neck and close the clip to secure it once it forms the high collar I wear for Jason in private.

This is very public.

My mouth feels dry and my tummy is doing somersaults, but it feels so right. I smile and meet his heat-filled gaze, which widens when I drop to my knees.

I keep my eyes forward as I slowly make my way across the runway at a sensual crawl. I can hear murmurs and gasps, but with every movement, I feel empowered with the knowledge that this is right.

I kneel up when I reach Jason, and his expression makes my heart ache. His eyes are wide but glassy, too. He softly skims my cheek with his knuckles, and I can’t fight my own smile, which makes my cheeks hurts.

“Up,” he commands, and I bounce to my feet. In my heels, I am almost nose to nose. “You look very beautiful in my collar, Sam.” His tone is deep and heavy with heartfelt emotion that is just as tangible as the collar around my neck. His lips cover mine before I can utter a sound. My heart soars with the passion and love I feel for this man. I have never felt so free as I do belonging to him. He breaks the kiss but not his hold. “Mine,” he whispers.

“Yours.” I smile but bite the idiot grin that is just itching to embarrass me.

“You do know what this means.” He takes my hand in his, and I gaze into the intensity with which he seals my soul to his.

“I do.” His deft fingers slip something on my finger, and I gasp when it catches the light. “Jason?”

“You are wearing my collar, and you already said I do, beautiful. Now where’s a damn priest when you need one?” He pulls me into his arms because I am too stunned to respond.

“He’s in playroom three, but I can get him if you want.” Leon winks at me, and I burst of in a nervous fit of giggles.

“No Leon, we’re not getting married in a sex club, Sam deserves more. Sam deserves the dream wedding. Sam deserves the world, and I intend to give it to her.”

Leon probably had a smart remark but I didn’t hear it. All I hear is Jason promising me the world when it’s too late for that.

He gave me the world when he gave me his heart.

 

 

 

 

 

The End
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Never a Choice
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Where it all began…Bethany’s story starts right here with Never a Choice
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Four Years Ago

 

“You’re an idiot!” John jerks me further up his back to get a bit more comfortable, and I grip a little tighter with my thighs to prevent me slipping back down before he repeats. “You’re an idiot for working with a busted ankle tonight.”

“Says the idiot carrying me half a mile home at one in the morning.” I kiss the soft hairs on the back of his neck and smile against his warm skin. He smells of fresh cut wood and mint from a recent shower.

“It’s bad enough you have to work on a school night, but you needed to rest. It looks like a freaking balloon now.” He lifts my leg, but the dim street lamp fails to highlight his argument as my ankle is covered by my jeans and hidden in the shadow of the dark night. He’s not really mad. he’s never really mad, and he sighs as I rest my chin on his shoulder and my arms hug him just a little tighter.

“I need to work and it looks worse than it is.” He grumbles under his breath and continues to walk me home — well, carry me home. He meets me each night I work late at the local pub. It’s a small village pub, and I do a little cooking in the evening, serve food, and help behind the bar. It’s not strictly legal, but I’m not likely to tell; I need the extra money and the late nights pay better. It’s the only thing John and I ever argue about, I won’t take his money and he thinks Kit, my sister, should contribute more. He gets no argument from me there, but he works just as hard. His money is going toward a place of his own because his Dad has given him notice to quit like some troublesome tenant. He needs every penny and at least I still have a home. He shifts again and I can feel the tension in his shoulders. This is the second time he has carried me today. The first was when the injury happened, when I decided to throw myself off the eight foot stone wall.

For the last seven years when my mum was happy enough to let me wander a little further afield, John and I would do just that. Miles and miles of footpaths and bridleways, fields, riverbanks, and woodlands we explored together, and I only ever had the vaguest sense of where we were. I was always in a state of constant surprise that we had managed to find our way home. John would tell me I shouldn’t really leave the house without a ball of string tied to my front door, but I didn’t need the string. I had John, who always knew where we were and where we were going. He had given me a leg up so I could grab the top of the wall, and using his shoulders I just manage to pitch myself up and sit on the top. He told me to wait, not to jump, and that he still loved me even though I had hopped off and twisted my ankle so bad he had to carry me home. After nearly three miles across the fields he also told me I was a dumb-ass.

For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, John carefully lowered me to my feet by the back door. The house is quiet but my mum has left the kitchen light on, which filters a warm glow across his soft dark features. He is frowning, and I know it has nothing to do with how much his back is probably hurting. “I hate that you have to work, Boo. I hate it might affect your studies.” He is holding my gaze, his eyes serious and pained.

“I know, but it won’t, I won’t let it. I know how important-” I don’t finish because he huffs in frustration. I reach my hand to his cheek, his smooth skin hidden beneath his evening stubble. I try to ease his tension and get a smile from his lips by covering them with my own. I am bolder with him now and the tender touch is quickly consumed with pent up passion that is slowly destroying me and driving me insane. I turned sixteen at the end of the summer, it’s nearly Christmas and he is almost seventeen. I kind of thought he would be just as eager as me to experience each other in the way we had promised. I had the briefest meltdown when I thought that at best he had the patience of a saint, or at worst he just didn’t think of me that way. I was very wrong on both counts and he assured me he thought of me like that every second of every day, but he wanted to wait. He wanted to make sure I was ready and not just because I had reached a legal age, and I know he knew I was, but he also wanted it to be perfect. He had saved his wages over the months and had bought the raw materials to fashion a unique promise ring. A smooth band of silver looped in a heart, which was beautifully distorted to look like the symbol for infinity, and had two shiny blue stones set where the metal crossed. He gave this to me on my birthday, his promise to me, and I was ready to give myself to him as my promise to him. This weekend he was moving into his own place and had a special day planned. With no expense spared he promised, but said we would play the rest by ear, adding that he’d had enough self-restraint to last him a lifetime.

He groans against my lips, and I can feel his smile against my mouth as he pushes my shoulder back trying to break away, but I stretch my neck to try and keep the sweet contact a little longer. I let out a heavy sigh and mourn the loss of warmth when he finally succeeds with the separation.

“I’ll meet you after college tomorrow, now go get some sleep so you can study hard.” He kisses me once more, but with tight lips. It’s a definitive dismissal, and I pout, but he laughs and shakes his head at his own personal struggle to leave.

“I can’t wait for the weekend,” I whisper and grin when I hear him draw in a sharp breath.

He flashes his bright white smile, “Why? What’s happening…Ow!” He grips his ribs as I retrieve my finger from jabbing it in his side.

“You’re an idiot!” I try to hold my narrowed eyed scowl but end up laughing with him. He steps back to me, his body all hard heat and muscle. He cups my face, and his mint fresh breath kisses my skin when he whispers back, “Me, too,” and with one last kiss he starts to walk backwards down the path.

“I saved for this because although I know it’s just for one day, I want it to be special. I want to treat you like a princess.” His eyes are darker now because his face is in the shadow of moonlight, but I can feel his fire.

“It better not be just for one day.” I choose to misinterpret his meaning and am rewarded with a deep laugh as he chooses to misinterpret me.

“Well, in that case, I’m gonna need a second and third job, princess.” He quips.

“Dumb-ass,” I call after him. It’s not about the money. He treats me like a princess every day, but I’ll wait for him, because as crazy as I might think it is, it’s important to him. It was the worst choice.
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Today

 

“Oh, good God, Bets, what are you wearing?” Sofia practically screams at me as she bounds into my bedroom only to freeze with a look of complete horror on her face.

“What?” I ask with genuine surprise as I look down at my ensemble.

“I’m supposed to be a ‘mature student’ remember?”

Sofia has been my best friend since college. She sat next to me at the induction meeting and within five minutes of break time I knew everything. She told me she had recently moved to the area, had four brothers, many, many more cousins, and worked in one of her family’s restaurants. She loved dancing, loved drinking more, though, and she had a small angel tattooed on her butt that would have her shipped to the mountains of Italy if her father was ever to find out. We were both aged sixteen starting college, and since John had decided not to go the college route, I was grateful she decided we would be friends. I had only known her four years, but the events of that time irrevocably changed my life, and Sofia, her brother, and her family were my lifeline, and I couldn’t repay their kindness if I had a thousand lifetimes. I immediately liked her openness and quickly fell in love with her energy for life, her confidence, but above all her honesty. This is why I had asked for her assistance in creating the ‘appropriate’ first impression for my first day at University.

“Well, yes, but mature doesn’t mean dead. I’m pretty sure my Aunt was wearing the same outfit when she was buried, and that was eight years ago! You haven’t been digging, have you?” Sofia giggles, but abruptly stops when she sees my expression has quickly changed from confused to worried, and that really wasn’t what she had intended with her little joke.

“Besides,” she gently adds, “‘technically’ a mature student is defined as aged twenty five and over, remember, and what age are you supposed to be?”

“Twenty five, or so it says on my recently doctored and scanned birth certificate.” I smile as I wave the documents I have to take for registration today. I can’t think of a time when I thought I would be thankful to my sister. In fact, I can’t think of her at all without grinding my teeth to the point of inducing a mind-numbing headache, which is why I don’t think of her at all. I have not thought about her for years, not since the day she died. She didn’t die, but she was dead to me. She’d wanted a clean slate; hers was dirty, I was sure of it, not just her reputation, her juvenile record for theft and drug dealing, but I always just got the sense she was hiding more. I gave up caring what that was when she stole all the money from the sale of our home and left me to pick up the tab for our mother’s on-going health care. Our mum was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s when I was fourteen, but she’d deteriorated rapidly,and when I was sixteen, Kit and I made the decision to sell the house. I had found a nice care facility, the sale would mostly pay for, and between us we could make up the rest. Kit had Power of Attorney and ultimately had access to the money. She’d talked about starting afresh, rewriting her life, and I didn’t understand why that was important at the time. I never believed she meant a fresh start away from me. I was staying with Sofia for a couple of months while Kit stayed at her boyfriend Dick’s flat. She said it would take a while to sort out her new life and find somewhere we could both live. She just disappeared one day, and shortly after that I got notification from the care-home that the next quarterly payment was due, which was when I knew, really knew, what she had done. Sofia’s family helped me with a full time job and sorting a payment plan with the nursing home. I couldn’t move my mum into state care after seeing that she was settled and happy. I could still do my A-levels at night school, it would just take a little longer. I wasn’t giving up on my education. The promise I made may haunt me because of what I’d lost, but it keeps me focused. “Ok, I may have overdone the age thing.”

“Ya think?” mumbles Sofia.

“Let me change, just wait a moment.” I try to spin quickly, only managing to jerk and squeak on my flat, square, crepe-heeled shoes. Really, what was I thinking? I return moments later.

“Oooo, yes, that’s much better.” Sarcasm dripping from every slowly uttered word. “An amorphous blob is exactly the right way to go.” She raises her perfectly shaped eyebrows and I sigh. Damn those judgmental eyebrows! I slump on the edge and fall into the one and only armchair. I am actually feeling a little lost, and Sofia seems to know this, as she quickly has me in her tight embrace, squeezing the very uncertainty out of me.

“Bets, you have always been ‘mature’, regardless of the clothes you wear, I’m afraid, ‘an Old Soul’. Remember that’s what Mama has always called you? So how about you forget this,” she says, waving her arms erratically around the array of clothes I’m wearing and have dropped in a heap. “Just wear something you are going to be happy in, comfortable, more confident, and more you?”

The uncertainty I am feeling right now and the knots I have in my stomach aren’t me. I know I don’t reach the dizzying heights of super confident Sofia, but I have had to assert myself from time to time, and I’m not shy. I don’t have hang-ups and insecurities, because frankly, I don’t have the time to care. I don’t want a relationship other than my friends, and everything I have gained in my life is down to my own abilities and hard work. I’d like to say I wouldn’t want it any other way, but I’m not a masochist, and I’m not an idiot. But I am definitely floundering here. I am uncomfortable with the fact that I’m pretending to be an age I’m not in order to study for a degree I want. It has to be part-time because I can’t afford to not work full time. I’m uncomfortable with living illegally above the restaurant, a commercial property with no permission for residential use. Sofia’s family is so sweet to let me live here, but this is a risk for them. The benefit of additional security, which I afford, could easily be performed by a decent alarm system.

“Bethany Edith Thorne!” Sofia scolds, interrupting me from my inner flagellation. I hate it when she uses my middle name, it means she’s losing her not-so-famous patience. I exhale despondently, and I bury my head in my hands.

“This just isn’t you, Bets. I’m your best friend and I don’t understand why you’re trying to hide who you are. You’re bright and confident, and you’ve got a cracking bod under all that shit! I mean killer curves. You know it’s not just your sparkling personality that has the boys lining up, right?” She’s sitting directly in front of me now, daring me to break eye contact. She knows I’m not happy with the direction this conversation is heading, but before I can challenge her, she interrupts. “Brothers, I know, they are all like brothers. This is me, sweetie. I know how you feel and I know why you feel like that. I understand, I do, and I can see you’re shutting down, so I won’t push, but you know I want to, right?” She nudges my leg, and I give a weak grin. “Just don’t hide.” She whispers.

I smile with a bit more life and give a sharp nod of determination. “All right. All right, then!” I leap from the chair, lifting the gloom that had descended, forcing Sofia to fall on her butt.

“Give me five minutes.” I call over my shoulder as I leave the room once more.

“Your last chance, Miss, or I’ll dress you myself. I’ve got hot pants, boob tube, and high heels with your name on them!” she half threatens.

Well, okay, so I shouldn’t want to hide, just stay under the radar, maybe, blend in, and I’m thinking six inch heals clip-clopping across the cobbles of the Quad would not aid this objective. So third time lucky, I emerge.

I’ve settled on my soft and worn pale blue Levis rolled up with my favourite red lace-up pumps, a fitted plain white T and my dark green, short, leather jacket, and striped cotton scarf wrapped loosely several times around my neck. My wavy dark chestnut hair is scooped into a loosely manageable knot, and my make-up is barely there, with some mascara and a splash of nude lip gloss.

“Beautiful butterfly, beautiful butterfly.” Sofia beams and I lightly punch her on the arm for taking the piss, but I know I’m good to go.

“I’ll want all the deets later…so call me?” Sofia’s hug is getting a little emotional and tight.

“Stop! You’re making me nervous and I don’t need to call. I’ll see you later. I’m working the late shift.”

“I thought you would take tonight off at least, you know, just in case you hook up?” She teases.

“Bye Sofs.” I leave. She has a key, and she can lock up.

I tend to walk everywhere, but today I’m running late and don’t want to spend the rest of the day sweaty from rushing. All the same, it’s a shame to get the tube when London is in midst of Autumn, and there has been no wind severe enough to strip the trees bare. It’s my favourite season, and the only time of year when you really notice the sheer number of trees around the city, which are now golden bronze and fiery copper.

The campus itself is spread over a few locations across the city, but the oldest and main part is the Quad, a cobbled courtyard surrounded on three sides by early nineteenth century buildings. They may no longer dominate the skyline as they once had but they are imposing nonetheless. I pass the Gate House and make my way through the crowds of students to the Student Information Center. My main objective today, aside from the actual registration, is to work out how I can fit my part-time degree into a full-time timetable without raising suspicion. I need to double up on the part-time units in whatever way my work timetable will accommodate. I really don’t want this degree to take the typical eight years, when I know I can do it in three. As I see it, I just have to approach each subject tutor individually and get them to accept me taking their extra lessons in addition to the lessons I’m actually assigned and just hope they don’t compare notes. Simple.

I move slowly down the corridors, which have notice boards brimming with information on either side. Course and lecture information, clubs and interests, jobs and welfare; every food group is represented. I quickly scan the boards. Not that I will be ‘joining-in’ anytime soon, since free time is a luxury I haven’t had in a while. I’m naturally drawn to the jobs and opportunities board, and am surprised and intrigued by a simple small flyer pinned and fighting for space. Call center, flexible late night hours, excellent pay. Not a huge amount of information, but I tear off one of the strips with the contact number and slip it in my jacket pocket.

I head toward the library with all my course information and stacks of flyers, which have been pressed into my hands as I’ve wandered, trying to get a feel for where I am and where I need to be. I would always gravitate toward the library, regardless. I can’t live without my Kindle, but really there is no comparison to finding yourself lost in a room with shelves stacked high, soft chairs scattered, and quiet secluded corners surrounded by tombs of literature. Especially seductive if the building is as old as this; it’s like a warm blanket of knowledge waiting to unfurl around me. I find one of the silent areas and a comfy seat, sinking down I take my notebook and pencil from my bag and start to doodle as my mind drifts. The shapes my pencil makes are repeating patterns of tightly bunched ears of corn, and the image makes me smile.

It was late August, and I had agreed to open my exam results with John in the hayfield. I had waited for the postman, and when he arrived, I took the letter addressed to me, a blanket, some provisions, and a notepad, then made my way to the hayfield. I walked through the churchyard and into the field, which was full of dozing Friesians, and guide to the field recently harvested for wheat. The farmer had baled and stacked the straw into several large blocks, and I couldn’t see from the ground which one John would be on. He wasn’t going to make it easy by leaving any clues or answering me when I called. I know he was there; he was always there before me.

I walked around three of the stacks and couldn’t even see any tell-tale flattened footprints or bent stubble, the only thing I could do was climb and look from the top. I called again.

“You know a gentleman wouldn’t let me climb all the way up there, especially when I’ve brought food!” It was a semi-whine, but I knew questioning his manners would get a response.

“Low blow, Boo, you’re no fun, you know?” He peeks his head over the edge of the stack I’m directly next to, and I smile at his pout. His dark hair is flopping into his warm chocolate eyes.

“Yeah, I know, but you’d feel bad making me haul my arse up the wrong stack, and you know it.” I sling my bag over my shoulder, tie the blanket around my waist and start to climb the straw bales. Poking my fingers and toes in hard to get purchase, I manage to grip and climb while John has his hand dangling for me to take as soon as I can reach it.

We sit cross-legged, knee to knee on my blanket with our letters in our hands. We both rip the envelopes at the same time, and I stare at mine in shock.

“Well, I’ve got what I need, how did you do, Boo?” He takes the letter from me.

“Bloody hell, Boo!” He leaps forward and knocks me onto my back. “You’re a freaking genius!” He laughs, but I’m still in shock, I got nine As and one C in PE. I hated PE. He rolls to his side and grabs my notebook. “Right, we need a plan, you know you can do anything with these, Bets, I mean it; you could be anything you want to be.”

I smiled at him and he looked so happy for me. He didn’t care about his results at all; they were enough, and that was that. But for me, he was, well, he just looked so proud. “Well, it gets me into college, but let’s not go crazy. It’s not like I won the lottery!” I nudge him but he pitches up on one elbow and looks stern.

“No. No, it’s not. That’s just money. Money you can lose, money can be taken away. This, this is yours; this gives you choices and no one can take that away from you.” He holds my gaze, “I mean it, Bets. It’s really important to give yourself choices in what you do with your life, you can be anything you want to be.” He leant in and kissed my cheek. “You are already everything to me, but this,” he takes the letter, “this is for you.” He looks deep into my eyes. “You have to promise me, Bethany, you’ll do this. Whatever it takes, you have to give yourself choices. Promise?” He looks so serious, and he’s used my real name.

“I promise.”

Confirming with a nod he looks relieved and flops back down beside me. “What did you bring me to eat, wench?”

I laugh at him, and when I look at the faces staring at me, I realize I have laughed out loud in the library, but I also notice the curious looks, and I can feel my wet face. I quickly wipe the tears with my sleeve. I am always shaken when I remember, but at the same time I don’t want to forget. I get back to sorting through all the information in my overstuffed bag. I spend the next hour sorting through the timetables and think I can juggle a few seminars and double dip a few units to get the extra credits I’m going to need. It looks like there will only be a few gaps in the four days I have to attend, which will suit my working hours at the restaurant perfectly. I’m starting to feel a little more confident I can pull this off.

There is an informal gathering for the new mature students in one of the basement classrooms, an opportunity to meet with fellow students and current students to get an insight, that sort of thing. I thought I should pop my head in, so I pack my bag and make my way back to the Quad.

I lean my entire body against the reluctant fire door to the classroom and the sprinkling of people inside turn my way. God,,I hate these things. It’s not that I find making friends particularly difficult, it’s just that I find these forced situations excruciating. I take in those in the room as I make my way to the safety of the coffee table. I am not sure if they are all mature students, or if there are Lecturers here, too, but I am by far the youngest, feeling that my first choice of outfit wouldn’t have been misplaced, after all. There are some dodgy double denim combinations, some corduroy, I’m thinking Lecturer, and a few leather jackets, which belong to much younger men. The women seem to fare a little better and are dressed in either pant suit and blouse outfits or thick woollen type matching skirt and jacket. Being slightly thankful that I really don’t have time to socialize, I start to fix myself a drink with purpose and confidence I’m not really feeling. A double espresso would be welcome, but I’ll settle for the crappy instant coffee from the dripping silver canteen style dispenser.

“Don’t look so scared, Bethany, they are all in the same boat and just as eager to make friends, I’m sure.” A kind gentleman’s voice speaks directly behind me.

I turn with my coffee in hand to see Mr. Wilson, my course leader, smiling at me. His wrinkled face gives way to more wrinkles, if that was possible. Mr. Wilson is in his early sixties with wavy grey hair and dark grey eyes which are framed by square, black-rimmed glasses that perch on the indent in his nose indicating many years of use. He wears a worn dark green tweed three-piece suit, a bright shirt, and an even brighter bow tie. I understand he was a formidable businessman in his youth, having built and sold several companies. Now, however, he is firmly entrenched in academia.

I couldn’t apply for the undergraduate through the normal channel. Although my actual grades were good enough, the dates and ages on the documents would conflict and might have been flagged up as suspicious. I am too young and they would insist I take the full-time degree route. Instead, I had to fill out a departmental application form, have a general entrance exam, interview, and a date of birth stating I was in fact twenty-five. Mr. Wilson was, at the time, quick to put me at my ease at my interview earlier in the year, and we have exchanged a number of emails since I accepted my placement. He is the least intimidating academic I have come across, and I am thankful he seems to have taken me under his wing.

“Oh I’m sure.” I return his smile. “Actually, I’m really glad you are here. I was hoping I could confirm my timetable amendments and just make sure I’m getting the most from what’s on offer?”

“Yes, yes, of course, my dear. I said at the interview we would accommodate as best we can, and you were quite explicit in your requirements. I promised at the time I would help, and I wouldn’t have offered you a place if I felt you wouldn’t take every opportunity on offer, or if we couldn’t fulfill our promise.” He gently squeezes my hand as if to reinforce his sentiment.

“That’s very kind, later in the week, maybe?”

“You have my email, my dear, anytime.” He leans past me and picks up a handful of biscuits, which he tries to balance on the saucer holding his tea.

He doesn’t seem to have any compulsion to mix and as I have a full cup in my hand I am a little reluctant to navigate the room. So we remain standing together at the edge of the gathering, and he begins to munch noisily on his biscuits. The room has started to fill, and like many basement classrooms, it feels a little stuffy, but the noise level has risen from awkward silence to gentle hum. A number of Mr. Wilson’s colleagues have come over and it is clear he is well liked and respected. He kindly introduces me as some will be my Lecturers, and I try to commit their faces and names to memory, but it’s hopeless until they leave, and Mr. Wilson fills me in with some inappropriate piece of information that makes me laugh out loud and will definitely make it easier to remember them.

Ms. Stephens was a Karaoke queen, Mr. Philips nearly drove away with his newborn baby in his car seat on the roof of the car after several weeks of interrupted nights, and I was lucky not to spit my coffee all over him when he revealed Mr. Peters, from finance, nearly didn’t get married last year, because there was a fight as to who would wear the wedding dress! I can feel my eyes start to water as he turns a wicked grin my way.

I look over toward the still closed door as I feel a cool wave of fresh air flow over me and a rush of goosebumps prickle my skin. Before me, Mr. Wilsons’ eyes widen as he fixes his gaze directly above my head. I can’t seem to move.

“Daniel! How simply wonderful of you to join us, I didn’t expect you to accept my invitation to this little gathering, but I’m so pleased you could make the time,” Mr. Wilson gushes.

Wow! I can’t help but smile, this man is too sweet and obviously a little in awe of whomever is standing behind me.

“I didn’t, and I don’t.” The deep voice growls his response.

“That’s rude!” My hand immediately flies to my mouth as I realize I did in fact say that out loud. My shoulders tense, and I try to sink into myself as I notice the instant evaporation of Mr. Wilsons’ smile. I would like to think that his change in demeanour is a result of the rude man behind me, but I can’t help feel it is because of my inappropriate contribution.

I give a tight smile and try to apologise as I mouth, “I’m sorry,” to Mr. Wilson. I straighten my back and turn sharply only to have my field of vision blocked by a wall of chest encased in a black, fitted suit jacket over a crisp white shirt. I lower my eyes taking in his smart well- fitted jeans, large thighs, and shiny black boots. I drag my eyes up. This feels like it’s taking forever. I’m hoping it’s only seconds, especially as my gaze lingers a little too long at his crotch.

Christ! Move your eyes, Bets! I do, up and up. .He is standing really close. My breath hitches when I take in the fierceness of the stare his eyes are giving mine. They are a ‘divers dream’ ocean colour blue, deep blue, with even deeper flecks. He narrows them slightly, and I see a tiny twitch in his jaw. He is intense. I can feel the anger radiating in waves. I am only guessing it’s anger from the few words he has spoken.

“I need the keys to your office, Jack. You did say I would have access?” Curt and to the point, but his question has me confused, as he hasn’t taken his eyes from mine.

“I’m sorry, Sir?” I’m generally confused.

“Accepted.” He gives a flicker of a grin.

“Errr?”

“Yes, yes.” Mr. Wilson interrupts. “Of course, Daniel, I have a set in my briefcase.” He pauses to see if he is being acknowledged in any way. He isn’t. Mr. Wilson continues, “Allow me to introduce…” He sounds flustered, but I interrupt.

“Mr. Wilson.” I turn away from the unfathomable tension that’s starting to build between this man and me. “Don’t bother, really, I should try and meet some of the others here… Well, those who do want to be here, at least. You’ve been wonderful so far, but I better brave this myself and leave you to help this—” I can’t help but pause, knowing it’s rude, “—man sort the keys so he can get on his way.” I go to move off and find I am again blocked by that large chest I can now smell it’s so close. Fresh with spice and something exotic and a surge of heat returns like taking a direct hit in the chest.

“Jack, please continue… allow you to introduce?” I am again looking into his eyes as they briefly flick toward Mr. Wilson for encouragement only to return their fix to mine. I’m trying to swallow, and I am hoping the slight tremble I am experiencing now is not visible. With slightly less enthusiasm Mr. Wilson continues;

“Daniel, allow me to introduce one of our mature students starting with us part-time this semester…Bethany Thorne. Bethany, this is Daniel Stone. He is a respected and very successful businessman, and also a ‘Friend of the University’. Daniel has kindly offered his valuable time to give a series of lectures for our entrepreneurs’…we are very lucky.” Mr. Wilson seems genuinely thrilled and his smile is infectious.

“Mature?” Daniel raises an eyebrow, but his intense gaze doesn’t break contact with mine.

“Friend?” I challenge. I’m trying to be brave and counter his question. It’s not working. His obvious query removes the smile from my face, and I look nervously at my hands, which are now gripped together. I reach to tuck my hair behind my ear and tug gently at the nape, feeling the skin lift and pinch as I do.

“I’m twenty-five,” I venture boldly, more bold than I’m feeling at any rate. “Yes, twenty-five. I’m twenty-five.” Smooth, Bets, really smooth. I risk a glance up toward his face. His dark eyes crinkle as his grin transforms to a full on, breath-taking smile. He is possibly the most stunning man I have ever seen, and he can’t be the most important man in the room, yet I feel the power and command like a force holding me rooted to the spot.

“Really?” He leans in further and I can feel his breath on my neck. I feel my face flush instantly. I must be seven shades of red right now, and I know my heart is pumping so hard, it might just succeed in escaping my chest via my ribcage. I try to swallow but manage only to make a whimper leave my dry throat. I lick my parched lips and notice his eyes fix on the slight movement. Christ, Bets! Get a grip. You’ll be swishing your hair and swooning any minute now. He lifts my hair away from my neck, an impossibly intimate gesture, which does nothing to quell the raging heat building between my legs. I am only thankful that Mr. Wilson seems to be distracted from this very intense exchange.

“Interesting, Miss Thorne, now why are you lying?” His voice is rich and luxurious like velvet caressing my skin.

Shit! I don’t say this out loud, but I’m screaming it to myself, and I make a sharp intake of breath, which has drawn Mr. Wilson’s attention back to me. I try to take a step back and notice a number of eyes focused on our little exchange, just what I need. So much for staying under the radar, and it doesn’t help that Mr. Stone has neatly mirrored my retreat keeping the intimate distance between us.

“I’m not, I mean, I don’t know what you mean…” I fumble quietly hoping Mr. Wilson is catching none of this.

“Oh Miss Thorne, you most definitely are, but what puzzles me is why? But I do love a good puzzle.” His tone is pure temptation.

“Well.” I recover. “This has been delightful and as charming as you are…” I leave the statement unfinished as I turn my back, effectively blanking Mr. Stone and take hold of Mr. Wilson’s hand. He looks a little confused, and I’m thinking,join the club!

“Thank you, Mr. Wilson, so much for this opportunity, I really am so grateful, Sir.”

“Bethany, there is no need for ‘Sir’, please. I don’t mind if you call me Jack.”

“I’ll be more comfortable with Mr. Wilson, Mr. Wilson.” I smile.

“And I would be more comfortable with Sir.” I freeze as his hands grasp my shoulders and his lips are again brushing my ear. I pray to God no one else can hear, because they can sure as shit see my face flame once more. “In fact… I insist.” He gives a gentle laugh. I shift slightly to try and ease the pressure in my groin.

“I have to get to work. My shift starts soon!” I rush to announce it, as if this revelation will save me from this excruciating encounter. It’s not a lie, but I could have stayed a little longer if I wanted; I don’t. I step away and feel the sudden loss of heat. I have to lean awkwardly around an immovable Daniel Stone to place my coffee cup down. Only when I am safely on the other side do I release the breath I had been holding. I risk a look back into the room through the small window in the door. There are several groups of people now, but undoubtedly most eyes are fixed on the mountain of a man next to Mr. Wilson. His eyes are,however, undeniably fixed on me.
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“So?” Sofia leaves a long dramatic pause. “How was your first day? Did you make any friends? Did the other children play nice?” She is carrying a bottle of white wine and two glasses from downstairs and flops into the armchair opposite me. I am curled up in a ball wrapped head to toe in a blankie.

“Pour first.” I instruct, pointing at the empty glasses.

“It couldn’t have been that bad; you didn’t even have any lectures, did you?” She passes me a very full glass.

“Urghhh.” I take a large gulp, this is not going to touch the sides. “I think I’ve been rumbled.”

Sofia laughs then stops. “You’re serious? How?”

“Some guy at the gathering, a ‘Friend of the University’ they’ve roped into giving some free lectures, flat out told me I was lying in front of my course leader.”

“What? Oh my God, Bets. What did you do? What did Mr. What’s-His-Name say?”

“Mr. Wilson, well, he didn’t say anything, he didn’t actually hear, this guy whispered it in my ear.” I get a shiver as I say this, like I can still feel his breath skim my skin. I can feel my face heat, and I quickly down the rest of my glass.

“Oh my… Miss Thorne, I do believe you’re blushing.” She giggles.

“I know! What is that about? Some random hot guy whispers in my ear and I light up like a red light district. They all swear like sailors in the kitchen, and the topics they share, well, it’s no holds barred most of the time and not a hint of colour!” I am just as shocked.

“Hot guy?” She hums with excitement.

“Oh yes.” I swallow. “Did I not mention that he was off the charts, hot as hell? And he knows, I don’t know what he knows, but he knows I’m lying.” I’m frowning now and waving to get more wine. Sofia leans forward and tops up my glass. I take a smaller sip this time. “Oh God, I can’t lose this place, Sofs.” I drop my head in my one free hand.

“Random guy, you say, so he is not on the staff?” She muses.

“No.” I like where she’s going with her thinking.

“And you didn’t confirm he was right?”

“No.”

“And your Mr. What’s-His-Name didn’t hear?” Her lips begin to curl in a reassuring way.

“Mr. Wilson, and no.” I mirror her pleasing smile.

“So then there is nothing to actually worry about, nothing material has changed here, so don’t worry. Nothing will come of this, I promise, other than me laughing at you for actually blushing over some ‘random hot guy’.” She moves to sit next to me and nudges my arm, not quite spilling my drink. I think about what she’s said.

“You are right, he’s not staff and not a student. I probably won’t even see him again.” I take a satisfying sip to drain my glass.
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I wish I had a bath. I stand under the less than powerful staff shower at the rear of the kitchens and attempt to dodge the range of temperatures, which fluctuate from skin flaying hot to freeze-your-nipples-clean-off cold. In fact, I think I would sell my soul for the luxury of a roll top bath with deep hot water and endless silken bubbles; throw in some candles and I wouldn’t even put up a fight. I squeal as I’m blasted with a final spurt of ice water as I turn the tap off and step onto the slatted wooden tray, which in the winter prevents my feet from freezing directly onto the concrete floor. I wrap myself in my large fluffy towel, slowly open and peep around the door. The corridor is empty, and I’m pretty sure I am early enough to brave the mad dash upstairs without the other employees catching a flash of flesh. This fact alone is the reason I am always awake at five in the morning. A brutal and mortifying lesson learned the hard way, and even though I cringe at the recollection, I am ever thankful no phone camera was at hand at the time.

I have lived here for two years. My sister’s disappearance kind of left me homeless, and my temporary month-long stay at Sofia’s turned into two years until I was eighteen. Sofia’s family took me in. They have a large town house in a fabulous part of London, and although they clearly have money, they are really down to earth; so friendly and welcoming. The house was always full. Full with friends and family, of wonderful aromas and of love. I dated Sofia’s twin brother, Marco, for a short time, not my smartest move, but he was funny, smart and persistent. He didn’t cover himself in glory when I found out he had been bragging about me to some friends. He was a little shocked when I didn’t take the opportunity to shame him and deny it all when I had the chance. I had my reasons and laughed it off, even gave him a high score when pushed for details. Sofia was not so kind and tore into him in private. She was the only one I ever told about John and completely understood why I was the way I was, but she was protective of me all the same. This, in itself, could have made my move into the family home awkward, but I have a talent for turning fragile relationships into strong friendships. Next to Sofia, Marco is my best friend.

Marco works in the Knightsbridge restaurant with me while Sofia is studying a food and wine diploma at an exclusive private school in central London. She is happy to live at home, forgoing the student experience for the utter luxury her five star home offers. She also chose not to work in the family restaurants, opting instead to work at a private members club, learning the hospitality and event side of catering. As the only girl, she is spoiled and indulged, and could have so easily become a proper princess. She can spend money like there is no tomorrow, but she is generous, too, and she works really hard.

I knew I was welcome to stay as long as I needed, but the house was full and sharing a bed with the human starfish meant I never slept all that well. Even though Sofia’s father kept on about not leaving me to “wander the streets,” I started to look for a room as soon as I turned eighteen. Realistically, sleeping on the streets wasn’t going to happen, I could afford a room, it just wouldn’t be pretty, and it might be a little out toward the sticks. However, one Sunday I was wiping down at the end of my shift and getting ready to leave, when Sofia’s father took me upstairs. He wanted to show me what his boys had been working on. The confusion on my face must have been a picture as he laughed and led the way. Above the restaurant were two small box rooms, which were too inconvenient to use for extra storage for the restaurant so had been relegated to a dumping ground for dying furniture and dead kitchen equipment.

I stood on the threshold and was completely overwhelmed; I couldn’t take a step further when I saw what they had done for me. Sofia leapt from behind an armchair shouting, “Surprise!” That was the understatement of the year. I had no idea this was all happening above my head. The room had been cleared and painted a warm honey white. The threadbare patchy carpet had been removed and the wide wooden plank flooring had been stripped and polished. Two large chocolate and charcoal coloured rugs almost covered the entire floor, but you could still see the rich polished wood around the edge.

In the far corner below the window, a book lamp illuminated a small white desk with a high backed wooden chair tucked beneath it. In the centre of the room was a two-seater sofa with a huge, fluffy, cream-coloured throw, which was hiding a rather hideous seventies style geometric pattern. Next to that was a faded and battered leather armchair, which I recognised from Marco’s bedroom. It was a much loved piece of furniture and very comfortable. The permanent indent in the seat cushion was a testament to that. Sofia had obviously been raiding my storage boxes and sixth form art portfolio case, as the walls now held two of my abstract landscapes. She’d had them mounted and framed. There was also a silver framed picture of my mum when she was my age on the coffee table and a cork notice board above the desk declaring, ‘Welcome to Your New Home [image: ]’ in the form of a colourful homemade poster.

Sofia came toward me and grabbed my hand, excited to show me all the improvements. There was a corner unit, which acted like a kitchenette with a single ring hob, kettle, and toaster. To be fair, there was a much larger kitchen downstairs if I was ever feeling more adventurous than tea and toast. Behind that was a separate toilet and sink; next to those, two smaller store cupboards had been knocked into one to provide a perfect sized bedroom. The queen sized futon bed dominated the tiny space and Sofia had hung white fairy lights all along the headboard. It looked magical. It was perfect. My new home was perfect! I was speechless and about to turn, when I noticed a tiny framed picture beside the bed. It is the follow on picture of the one I always keep in my purse. It is the photo of me and John, my soul mate and best friend since I was five years old. It was taken on my sixteenth birthday. It was my fault he never made it to seventeen. It was my fault he was murdered.

I couldn’t stop the tears that had been building since I stood on the threshold. I let out a sob and was quickly muffled to silence by tight embraces from Sofia and her father. I had decided a long time ago that crying accomplished little other than huge, puffy, red eyes and a snotty nose. So I reigned in the breath-stealing sobs I could feel bubbling under the surface, which I knew I was capable of in private, and gave a light laugh to lift the mood. After all, I was genuinely over the moon with my new pad. I thanked them again and again. The grand tour took no more than five minutes and after seeing how truly happy they had made me, Sofia and her father left for the evening. I was able to wallow in the solitude of my new home, because although I am often lonely, I am rarely alone. It was bliss.

I work a split shift on Mondays, so having confirmed my timetable amendments with a quick email to Mr. Wilson, I head down to the kitchen. I am capable of turning my hand to most jobs in and around the restaurant, and Sofia’s eldest brother Anthony, Jr., who runs this restaurant, is pretty flexible where I work. He prefers me front of house, and I don’t flatter myself that I would ever be let loose cooking, but I can prepare vegetables and wash up like a pro. Besides, I am happiest in the kitchen. The pressure can be intense, and the language can be blue, but I like the banter and buzz that comes from working in a predominately dominant male environment. The guys never make any concessions for me being there, and they certainly don’t censure their language or the topics up for discussion. Frankly, what I didn’t learn in biology, I more than made up for in that kitchen. They would happily enlighten me, giving me tips and tricks, which would make a hardened professional blush but just made me laugh.

I prepped vegetables all morning; one of the specials today was zucchini fritters, which meant mountains of shredded courgettes. It’s the only way to eat such a dull vegetable and the way Joe cooks them; they are light, crisp, and melt in your mouth. I had a taster as I finished work and headed upstairs to change. I planned to go to the library to make a start on my reading. I can’t afford to buy all the course books, but reading them in the library is no hardship. As I put my jacket on, I dig in the pocket and pull out a crumpled piece of paper with the contact details I took from the job board, the one with the very vague but intriguing information. I decide to give the number a call, It was worth that to at least establish some details. I sit on the arm of my chair and punch the numbers.

The call is answered, “Late Night Calls…let me help you?” The voice is slow and sultry, and the question threw me. I couldn’t speak.

“Come on sweetie, don’t be shy,” The voice encouraged. I’m pretty sure it was a female voice, but it was low, so I couldn’t be hundred percent certain.

“Right, sorry.” I stumbled, “I got your details form the jobs board at my University, you know about flexible hours, extra cash… um, could I speak to someone about that?” I definitely sounded like I have the wrong number and am just about to hang up.

“Oh, sure thing, sweetie, I’ll just put you through to Mags, she’ll sort you out. Bye!” Her bright voice is cut off abruptly, and my call is clicked over and put through before I could thank her. This gives me enough time to compose myself, maybe not sound like such a moron.

“Hello?” I ventured tentatively as the line goes silent.

“Hello, my darling, what can I do for you today?” Her voice was equally low, and I wonder if that is a job requirement or maybe just something in the water.

“I was calling about the job, but to be honest I don’t really know what the job is, where it is, or, well, any of the details, really, so that would be a good place to start?” I try to come across as professional as possible, my voice a little lower than normal.

“Don’t you just have the sexiest voice?” Mags says, ignoring my actual question.

“Urgg?” She can’t see my confusion, but my eloquent noise must make that clear.

“Well, not when you grunt like that, you don’t.” She laughs a deep throaty sound, which still sounds inviting but not mean.

“Oh!” I am shocked, and given I work in the kitchen below, that is saying something.

“Yes ‘Oh’. Now that I can work with.” She laughs lightly this time. “I am going to say right off, I will be able to offer you something, but I think we should meet, despite my type of business, I really prefer to do this sort of thing face to face. Can you come by at three this afternoon? We are quiet then, and we can go over everything and start your training.” She is super friendly and can’t hide her enthusiasm.

“Training?” Pretty sure my ‘sexy’ tone had been replaced with pure panic.

“I know I’m getting ahead of myself, but I know people, and I have a good feeling about you. What is your name darling?” she encourages.

“My real name?” I ask, and she laughs out.

“Yes, darling, your real name.” She is still laughing but I can’t take offense. She makes me smile.

“Bethany.” I tell her.

“Take my details down, Bethany, and I’ll see you at three.” The light laughter is gone, and this is purely business. Her tone shifts, and she gives me everything I will need to meet her later.

After ending the call I am a little dazed. I now have a pretty good idea what “Late Night Calls” is, and yet I still agreed to meet with Mags. More interesting still is that I am actually a little excited about it.
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The door to the Late Night Calls office was unnamed, and I almost missed it, nestled between the arches behind Waterloo station. I knew the pub to the left, The Hole in the Wall, but I had no idea there was office space too. I was half right; it wasn’t really office space at all. I press the buzzer and the intercom lights up.

“Please come on up, Bethany.” The same voice from earlier has lost a little of its sultriness with the accompanying crackle.

I climb the narrow stairs and tentatively open the only door on the landing. The room is more like a hotel lobby, luxurious and welcoming, a complete contrast to the slightly grimy exterior and not like any office I know.

“Hello, Bethany.” The girl behind a small reception desk smiles. “I’m Susan, and Mags is just on the phone.” She points to a closed door behind her. “She won’t be long… they never are.” She giggles.

“Please take a seat, and make yourself at home.” She gestures to the seating area, which resembles an adult playpen without the bars. I could choose from a large corner sofa, which takes up most of the room, or alternately, I could perhaps romp on the oversized cushions piled high on a faux fur rug. As no one can get up from those things with a modicum of dignity intact, I decided not to risk the lure of their softness and opt for the safety of the sofa. I sit on the edge, which is apt because I am on edge. I smile at Susan, who has returned to flicking through, what looks from here, like a lads’ magazine.

“No frowning, darling, you’ll get wrinkles.” Mags, I assume, enters the room with a dramatic swish emphasised by the flow of her chiffon three-quarter length bright pink jacket. She must be in her sixties and is immaculate. Her make-up is a little heavy around the eyes, and she has the brightest pink lipstick on. Her hair is cut in a sharp grey blonde bob, and her tailored suit and silk blouse perfectly fit her shapely curves. She’s wearing six inch gold Louboutins, and I know this because they are Sofia’s favourite, not because I am lucky enough to own a pair. After taking me in carefully, she sits beside me and sighs.

“Well, you are just as sexy as your voice. Pity we don’t do video calls.” She pauses. “Yet.” Her smile is warm, and she gives a light laugh. I don’t know why, but I find myself grinning back. She is warm and friendly, and I am about to be a huge waste of her time. I’m thinking it’s going to take a maximum of five minutes for her to conclude I am wholly unsuited to provide the type of service Late Night Calls offers. She squeezes my knee, her eyes soften and she looks intently into mine. I think that might be a record for interviews, not even five minutes, and I can feel a ‘Don’t call us’ heading my way. “Come on into my office; let’s give you a test run!” This woman has managed to shock me twice in the same day. She grabs my hand and practically hauls me across the room into her office and closes the door before I can change my mind. “Darling, don’t look so nervous. You know what we do, yes?” She raises her perfectly drawn on eyebrow at her query.

“Yes, Miss,” I quietly reply. She raises both eyebrows in surprise and almost imperceptibly utters, “interesting,” under her breath.

“Well, I will tell you the whys and wherefores, we will have a little trial and go from there.” She is very encouraging, and her face is alight with misplaced enthusiasm.

“Yes, Miss.” I hesitate and suck in a shallow breath. “I’ll try”.

“I run an exclusive service.” Mags continues proudly. “Top service, top quality, and top price.” She grins. “You work the hours you want, though I would like a minimum of one hour per day, I provide the phone and calls are directed through my switchboard. This protects you and the client. You can work wherever you like, you can come here if that suits, and you can earn up to a hundred pounds an hour if you can keep them on the phone that long.” She chuckles and I’m starting to wish I was up to the task. She continues, “…or more if you provide one of the speciality services.” As the obvious horror on my face must show, she quickly adds, “Oh, darling, I don’t mean that sort of service. I’m no Madam, although I’ve been called worse.” She laughs again. “I just mean we have dedicated lines, which cater to specific tastes.” She pauses and eyes me carefully. “Any questions?”

I am actually speechless, another indication of my unsuitability for a job totally reliant on speech.

“All right, then, let me hear your audition piece?” She fixes me with her expectant kind eyes.

“Oh.” I breathe. “Well, I’m not sure.” I hesitate and can feel my face flush.

Sensing my extreme discomfort, Mags smiles and hands me her phone. “Use this as a prop if it helps. Imagine it’s an actual call; all you have to do is imagine.” She is sweet and encouraging, but I am so out of my depth. I look at the phone in my shaking hand, sigh, and hand it back to her. “Listen, why don’t I let you listen to a few calls first, a few samples as it were, once the initial shock is over, I’m sure you’ll get the idea…what do you think?” She places her hand over mine but doesn’t take the phone back.

I am not given to running at the first sign of a challenge, even if I am so very far from my comfort zone and have no idea why she is being so kind, but I don’t want to disappoint her.

“Yes, Miss, that’s very kind. I’ll do that.” I am too embarrassed to raise my eyes to meet hers at this point, so she takes the phone, presses a few numbers and hands it back to me.

I am thankful she leaves the room as I put the phone to my ear and begin to listen to the sample calls. It turns out I wouldn’t need that much imagination, as the calls give me vivid flashbacks to many a conversation in the kitchen. The descriptions are full on, and the details are explicit, extremely explicit. It isn’t that I doubted my imagination or my ability to be detailed in my descriptions, but my actual lack of sexual experience is undoubtedly going to be a deal breaker here, and I know it. Still, as my face continues to flush, I continue to listen. The last call starts.

“I’ve got your big hard cock in my hand—” the breathy voice began “—can you feel my tight fist? I’m gonna pump you hard. I’m gonna pump you into my hot wet mouth… mmmmm.”

I can hear the caller’s deep inhaling breath.

“You’re so hard against my tongue; it’s hot and wet and I’m licking around the head and all the way down. I can feel your veins throbbing as I lap and lick it; it’s like velvet over iron and tastes so good I can’t get enough. Ahh, I can feel your rock hard cock twitching in my fist, I think I’m going to lick you all the way down to your balls. Mmmm, I’m cupping your balls with my other hand, and I’m fucking you with my fist, but I want more. Are you going to give me more?” She pauses and breathes loudly. I’m shifting in my seat, more than a little uncomfortable, as she continues.

“I am going to take your big hard cock and push it between my tight swollen lips, and take you deep, deep in my throat, and you’re going to fuck my mouth, yes?”

“Mmmm… yeah, that’s right.” The deep rasping reply of the caller was the first real indication there was someone on the receiving end of this call.

“Fuck my mouth, and make me swallow.” She gives a long drawn out satisfied moan. The line goes dead.

“Wow!” I say as Mags returns. If I thought I was red before, I must look like I’m about to haemorrhage.

“The endings are always a little abrupt, but they are paying by the minute, so what do you expect, really?” I am hoping that’s a rhetorical question because all powers of speech have deserted me. She hands me a glass of water, which I gratefully accept.

“I’d love to be that confident. I mean she seemed to really…” I’m struggling to articulate full sentences now, another stellar example of my ineptitude for this role. “And she was in control, assertive. I don’t think I would be able to…you know…but-”

Interrupting, Mags states, “You’re a virgin.” She smiles warmly.

“Well, yes, to this sort of thing.” I attempt to qualify her statement.

“No, darling, I mean you are a virgin; you’ve never had sex.” It was no longer a question; it was a statement of fact. “It doesn’t matter, you know,” she continues.

“Umm, not to presume to tell you your business, but I would think that was kind of important, if not the most important part.” I frown as she shakes her head at my incorrect conclusion.

“Don’t get me wrong, it is unusual in this business, but you are not ‘an innocent’, or if you were, you would have run a mile as soon as you realised what we did, and you certainly wouldn’t have been able to endure a whole sample call. So despite the adorable colour in your cheeks, you are still here. You have a great voice and a good imagination, I assume?” She raises a questioning eyebrow to which I nod my reply. “And you’re a submissive!” My eyes widen. “Quite perfect.” She adds.

I laugh out loud. Wow, that couldn’t be further from the truth. I don’t remember a time when I didn’t make every decision myself. There is no one to tell me what to do, not that I would let them, and I kick arse at Krav Maga each week with Marco. Does that sound submissive? I know she has made a mistake, but I like her, and I find I can’t be affronted by her misguided character assessment.

“Darling,” she soothes, “I know people, I read people, and I can read you like an ABC or should I say D/s.” She chuckles. “You are all, ‘Yes, Miss. No, Miss’, without a hint of irony.” She seems so pleased with herself I almost hate to disillusion her.

“I was being polite.” I point out.

“Yes, you were, but there’s more, trust me, and what a wonderful way to explore this “worldview”, through the safety of your telephone.” She was being genuine and I can’t take offense, even if she is way off the mark.

“Look, I have a proposal: take your time, think it over, and do some research, but remember to clear your browser history!” She laughs at her own joke. “I would like to take you on as a submissive for one of the premium lines. There will obviously be some artistic license, you won’t be a to-the-letter submissive, after all, can’t very well hold a conversation over the phone if you’re gagged.” Again she seems to find herself hilarious. I take another sip of water and give a very nervous laugh, trying to share her carefree attitude to the whole other world crashing into mine. “If you agree we will start you off one hour each night. From midnight onwards tends to be busiest. It’s completely anonymous and completely safe, no one needs to know. You look like a girl who can keep a secret?” She looks directly at me. She is either the master of the understatement or she really can read people.

“I can, I do and I will… but are you sure?” I hold her gaze. Her lips twitch into a smooth smile, and she merely raises her brow, sweeping her knowledgeable gaze around her immaculate office and over her expensively clothed body, finally resting her eyes on her diamond laden fingers, the final piece of evidence of her good decisions.

“Here, take this phone, if you decide it’s a no, then you can drop it back, but if we are good to go, it will save me a courier.”

“Thank you. And thank you for your time Miss, sorry… Mags, just a few days?” I tell her.

“I’ll be waiting.” She was grinning as I left her office.
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I have an email from Mr. Wilson waiting when I arrived home. It was an urgent message to come to his office after class tomorrow. Crap.
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My first week at University, I could pinch myself about actually being here, given my recent meeting with Mr. Wilson, and I’m on cloud nine. I had initially thought Mr. Sinfully Sexy might have disclosed my lie, not that he was specific as to what he thought I was lying about, and I certainly wasn’t going to volunteer the information. This line of thinking, however, would at best make me paranoid, and at worst mean I am suffering from an over inflated sense of self-importance, so I was relieved it was neither. Mr. Wilson informed me that the IT bursary I had applied for had been successful. Colour me shocked! I didn’t really think I was eligible for any type of assistance as a part-time student, but I had applied all the same, because I also didn’t have the luxury of not at least trying for some assistance, and an upgrade on my ancient laptop was decades overdue. That said I wasn’t sure if what I felt was joy or just a huge sense of surprise, but I found myself inappropriately hugging Mr. Wilson at the news. Like I said, I was on cloud nine!

I am a little intimidated, sitting high in the Gods of this ultra-modern lecture theatre, and the blank page of my notepad isn’t helping. I smile to myself, because now when I get the IT grant money, I can buy a decent laptop, like all the students around me are sporting. Mine takes around two days to warm up and weighs the same as a small car. In other respects, though, I look like a typical student. At twenty, I am perhaps two years older than most of the students and five years younger than is permitted on the part-time program, but most people wouldn’t notice, and that might be why I was so taken back when Mr. Stone called it at our first meeting.

The theatre is starting to fill, and I am lucky that my choice in footwear resembles a mountain boot with crampons, as the angle of climb to my seat is perilously steep, and I am hugely respectful of the girls who attempt the climb in heels. Glancing around there does seem to be a disproportionate number of females and not dressed in what seems to be the standard asexual garb, but more like that of a catwalk or night out clubbing. Strange.

This series of lectures was a real coup for the University, leading high profile business people giving an ‘up close and personal’ guide to Entrepreneurship. The Lectures are mandatory for mature students in the Business faculty, but you would have to be an idiot not to take this opportunity. Each student had to give a biography and an outline detailing what they expected to gain from the program. I had never heard of that before, but perhaps it’s not so strange, important people wanting to make sure they were not wasting their time. Still, given that this was all extra work for each student here, and it is an evening lecture, I am surprised to see the theatre almost full. An email reminder was sent earlier in the day to emphasize a seven p.m. start – PROMPT.

Although no one person is shouting, the general level of noise has risen to something akin to an airplane take-off. My course has a weighted nine to one ratio of males to females, and I find I am surrounded on all sides by the men from my course. I have introduced myself as the part-time mature student, which in itself seems to make me non-threatening and extremely approachable. As such I have easily made friends with anyone kind enough to sit next to me, and many have. I can’t make out any specific conversation, and I don’t want to add to the noise, so I continue to gaze at my page. It is no longer blank as my habit, which I find both relaxing and distracting, covers the edges of the page, from top right to bottom left. A large intricate doodle of interweaving petals, teardrops and crested waves flow together. My pencil hovers mid pattern as a loud click cuts through the noise, and I quickly look up to see… Oh God, my stomach clenches, and I feel an instant heat between my legs, crap and crap again. Daniel Stone slowly walks from the now locked theatre door to take center stage. It’s seven p.m. on the dot.

All right, that would explain the full house. God, that man is stunning, even from up here. His presence commands the silence of the room. Why didn’t this information click with me earlier? I even saw his name on the screen. Nothing. Oh, I know why, because I have been on cloud nine since my windfall. I feel the plummet from said cloud as my mouth drops open, and I gasp. That’s embarrassing, no wait, it’s not. I’m up in the Gods, hidden in a crowd of eager faces, too high to be heard. Mike, on my left and Pete, in front, however, both turn with questioning looks. I quickly smile, shake my head, and tap my throat, frowning a little to indicate I am experiencing a tracheal problem. Sam, on my left, is unaffected by my dramatics, as he has yet to remove his earphones. I nod my head to indicate all eyes to the front and hope it will help the gentle rise of heat in my cheeks.

“Don’t worry, I will unlock the door so you can leave, but I am just not going to pretend to tolerate lateness.” His voice is quiet, but holds the room’s attention. I give a light laugh and quickly slap my hand to my mouth. I thought it was a joke. I mean, why did I think it would be a joke? He’s just locked the door, for Christ sake! He is obviously serious, and, yes, I was the only one to laugh. His fierce glare fixes on mine, and I shrink in my seat, which has certainly helped the blushing. My throat feels dry, and I swear the whole room can hear me struggle to swallow. I can’t look away. His eyes look black from here, dark and deadly, but I know they are intense pools of crystal blue. A flush prickles my skin, and the heat building at my core is fighting to match that on my face. I try not to squirm in my seat, only giving the slightest unavoidable movement and curling my toes tightly. I know he can’t see those from there. His face certainly shows no signs of recognition from our previous awkward encounter, which is definitely a good thing.

The door rattles, and Mr. Stone breaks his gaze to turn toward the noise. The two small square windows in the double doors frame the faces of a couple of striking girls, their bright blonde hair pulled back to expose severe make-up and huge smiles.

Mr. Stone smiles, but even from here I can see it doesn’t reach his eyes. He strides toward the door and reaches up to unlock it, pausing, he then pulls the blind down over the windows and returns to the stage. If he didn’t have the complete attention of the room before, he does now. Beside me, Sam very carefully removes his earphones and glances at me with wide eyes. I am sure my eyes are just as wide, and I give him a very quick and nervous smile as a response.

The harsh lighting on the stage does nothing to diminish the impact of this man. He is tall, probably around six two, with broad shoulders and a trim waist. He is immaculately dressed in a fitted dark navy suit, pale blue shirt and no tie. His inky black, glossy hair is rough styled; it spikes and flops, slightly long, brushing the collar of his shirt. He rakes his hand through it and gathers his notes. His face is striking, but up close it’s breath-stealing, sharp angles and shadows emanating intensity and power. I imagine fixing on his eyes as I explore the tight feel of his abdomen, flat and hard; the muscles on his back flexing as my hands crawl their way up his body to his thick shaggy hair, only to grip and pull. Christ, get a grip, Bets! I shift in my seat, the warmth in my face moving decidedly southwards. Thinking about my conversation with Mags, if I decide to do Late Night Calls, maybe I wouldn’t need imagination if I had a muse. My lips curl at the thought as I ponder the prospect of Mr. Stone as my private muse; either way having a sneaky personal picture of the delicious Mr. Stone is a must. I just have to get close, again.

His introduction is pretty standard information that anyone could and probably did Google. Something, I am thinking, I should most definitely have done, but in my defense, I didn’t expect to see him again. Daniel Edward Stone is the CEO of Stone, International; a group of companies, which started as an IT intranet software provider and expanded into other IT specialties, then rapidly into other areas: Telecommunication, Specialist Security Providers, Media, Entertainment, property, even a chain of hotels and nightclubs. In the past, he has provided funding for research and start-up companies identified through this University, and more specifically the Entrepreneurial program. The parent company is global, and he is the sole shareholder; his not so many fingers are in a lot of pies. I understand it’s highly unusual for a company that size not to have shareholders or a board of directors. Maybe he just doesn’t like sharing or is just a massive control freak, but, on second thought, there is no reason why he can’t be both.

His ‘brief’ description does go into a bit more detail than a Wiki page, and he is not afraid to sing his own praises. It’s lucky he did lock the door. I don’t think there is any more room now that his ego has landed. I can’t help but roll my eyes, which wouldn’t have been so bad had I not made a kind of involuntary humph noise just to highlight my action. I close my eyes momentarily, only to open them to the seriously hot scowl of Mr. Stone. To my credit, I hold his gaze, careful not to give in to my increasing urge to squirm. I don’t even acknowledge the subtle shifting of my neighbours as they try and distance themselves from the troublemaker. My cheeks do flame though, and just when I am about to cave and drop my gaze, he turns away, the corners of his mouth giving way to a wolfish grin.

He stands at the lectern and picks up a folder filled with lose leaf sheets of paper, his fingers numbly pick through to pluck one from the rest.

“Miss Thorne…What are you doing here?” His deep voice is barely raised, but he could be using a bull horn for the shock I feel at the unexpected question. His tone is clipped, cold, almost angry. I don’t know how to answer, like I am suddenly mute. I simply shake my head embarrassed and mortified with the sudden shift of focus in the room.

“Would you like me to repeat the question?” He raises his brow and stares deeply into my eyes, which I manage to hold, but I can feel my face flame. Why is he picking on me? We’ve barely started, and he has singled me out with his accusatory tone. The tension is palpable as the whole room waits for my answer. Mr. Stone, however, merely taps his fingers lightly on the lectern and looks amused at my discomfort.

“No, I don’t want you to repeat the question. I just didn’t think stating the obvious was necessary, but I see that it is. I’ll speak slowly… I am here for the Entrepreneur Lectures, Mr. Stone.” I know my face is radiating enough to heat a small family home right now, but I am pleased I have progressed from mute to indignant.

“Hmm, thank you Miss Thorne but let me be more specific. Why are you here? I have your biography and I am asking why are you here…specifically?” He holds my biography in his hand like it’s contagious, and the distain on his face has made my brief but righteous indignation vanish. I hate him so much right now, but I can’t find any words to answer his question, let alone tell him he is currently starring in my recurring school days’ nightmare. I might as well be naked, too, just to complete my torture. “Allow me… Does this look like a reality show? Are there hidden cameras? No? Do you think a background story will endear you to me? Do you think writing a wish list is appropriate? Do I look like Santa?” He steps down from the stage and has started to walk up the aisle toward me. I hold my knees to stop them trembling, and my knuckles are white from the effort.

“No,” I manage to speak. It’s not loud, but it is audible, because the room is silent.

“No?” He repeats, but doesn’t stop his ascension.

“I didn’t realize it was supposed to be a referenced journal. It’s just a biography.” I tip my chin and hold his gaze. He has reached the end of my row and my heart is thumping so hard, I’m sure the whole room can feel it.

“It wasn’t, but I expected more…Where’s your drive, Miss Thorne? Your fire? Your passion?” He thumps his fist on the flimsy bench and makes the whole row of students jump from their seats. “Success in business isn’t about wishing and hoping, it’s about doing… until your fingers bleed, living and breathing every minute of every day, because if you don’t, someone else will. It’s not enough, this”—he waves my solitary sheet high for emphasis— “is not enough. To succeed, what you have here… is not enough. So don’t waste my time, Miss Thorne, with prose that is better suited to a Liberal Arts degree.” He holds my paper and tears the sheet in two, then four, and continues until the sheet falls to the floor in a sprinkle of tiny white flakes. His dark eyes seem to hold for endless seconds, waiting for my response. Fine, I can respond.

“It’s not fiction. It’s not a wish list. It’s just a list. It’s fact, not a sob story; just the truth and the fact that you would showcase it, and in front of everyone as a flaw, well, Mr. Stone… no offense, but that kind of makes you an arsehole, and if being successful means I have to be more like you, I’m happy to remain flawed, and I am happy to fail.” I swear the entire student population took a sharp intake of breath, but Mr. Stone simply holds my gaze as if we are the only two people in the room. His jaw is tight, but he doesn’t look angry, more like he is trying to suppress his amusement. There is something else in his eyes, an intensity I can’t fathom, but it’s only a flash, and it’s gone, and briefly replaced with the most breath-taking smile I have ever seen. I think my heart stopped.

“Interesting you would choose to caveat your insult.” He places both his palms flat on the bench and leans a little closer. Not that he is anywhere near me, but the boy at the end of my row must be feeling his presence like a thundercloud in the room. “How very polite of you, Miss Thorne, but I couldn’t possibly take offense when you have revealed that you do have passion after all—tempered as it is.” The way he says the word passion, feels weighted and indulgent, and it makes the hairs on my neck tingle. I hope I won’t have to speak again, because I am struggling to swallow the lump in my throat. He pushes back and stands to his full height. He breaks his gaze with an abrupt turn and begins to walk back to the stage. “Besides, I’ve been called worse.” His smile is gone, but the whole exchange leaves me stunned and speechless. I let out a deep breath and glancing around, I wasn’t the only one. He returns to the stage and picks up his notes continuing with his presentation as if he hadn’t just bulldozed through my quiet little world. Mike leans in and whispers something about not envying me and wondering what his problem is. I give a tight smile, because I think that would be me. I appear to be his problem.

Thankfully, the remainder of the presentation proceeds without my unwelcome input, but equally there is no other interaction from Mr. Stone with any other student. I find myself filling my notebook with some very useful information. I have some business ideas of my own, safety products for ‘off the beaten path’ cyclists and runners, which could have multiple uses in healthcare, too, but have no idea what to do with them. So information on seed funding, grant applications, patents, access to research, access to markets, even exit strategy preparation are hugely helpful. I hardly have time for a single doodle in the entire hour. Despite this encouraging recovery from a disastrous start to the lecture, I don’t think it’s enough, especially if I have a target stamped to my forehead like I obviously have today. I’m starting to think that I won’t bother coming to the other lectures. I can always pick up the handouts later, and there is no sign-in sheet as such, so no one will know.

Mr. Stone addresses the room once more. “I feel it is important to remind you that for some of you these lectures are not optional. I never miss a lecture and I demand the same courtesy. I very much look forward to the next time.” At this closing statement, there is an enthusiastic round of applause as he turns his winning smile to the appreciative audience. It is my turn to scowl.

“Great, freaking great, he’s a mind reader too!” I am grumbling to myself. There is a general scramble to leave en masse. I am trapped high in a row of students, who are moving at a glacial pace. Below me there is a huge rush of people trying to vie for the attention of the “wonderful” Mr. Stone, and the gathering of bodies is large enough to block the exit. The crowd around Mr. Stone is easily ten people deep, and as I try to push my way past, I can hear the sycophantic adoration. The saccharin praises alone, I swear, cause a little bit of vomit to make a surprise appearance in my mouth. However sore I am from his attention earlier, I can’t deny he is still the hottest man I have ever seen up close, and now is the perfect opportunity to get my sneaky picture. I reach into my bag, grab my phones, and quickly determine which one I need. Not a difficult task, as my one is ancient, barely has the ability to make calls and is the size of a brick, and the one Mags gave me, which is sexy, sleek, and can do everything but make a cup of tea.

I select the camera bit and press myself into the crowd. I manage to slink my arm into a gap and fire off a few rapid snaps, hoping that I have captured something which does the subject justice. Dropping the phone into my bag, I turn after just hearing a particularly vomit-inducing summation of why Mr. Stone is the most amazing person ever to grace this theatre. The level of brown nosing is quite exceptional. “Urggg.” I grunt as I continue to shoulder my way to the exit. Mission accomplished, as I reach for the door.

“Miss Thorne.” The voice is familiar, but the volume of the boom is not, and I freeze, as do the remainder of the occupants in the room. I slowly turn with a slight smile and fake confidence.

“Mr. Stone.” To my surprise, I manage to sound normal, because in my head I am definitely screaming, ‘What the Fuck?’

“Any other issues or questions I will address next time…that will be all.” He informs those waiting in a tone that brooks no discussion. The room quickly empties, and I’m left standing by the door like a naughty schoolgirl. As the last person is about to leave, Mr. Wilson enters, almost flattening me to the wall, and hurries over to Mr. Stone.

“Mr. Stone, thank you so much. As always, a great inspiration and treat for the students.” Not sure I’m feeling the treat bit at the moment. I sigh, but really quietly, still Mr. Wilson turns to me, smiles, and lifts his chin in a fashion to encourage my dismissal. This is tricky, he doesn’t know I have been, well, I’m not sure what I’ve been …yet, but my hesitation results in a click from his tongue and a deep frown. I start to step back, slowly, toe to heel, my heart is racing, and I’m holding my breath.

“I have asked Miss Thorne to remain. Is there something you need, Jack?” His tone is rude and dismissive.

“Um, well, no. But I thought you would need to get away. I mean, if there is a problem, do you need me to-” Mr. Wilson stutters and looks with confusion between Mr. Stone and me. I share his confusion.

“No,” interrupts Mr. Stone, and I look over to see his heated eyes on me. “I need just a moment of Miss Thorne’s time. I am quite capable of securing the room before I leave, so if you wouldn’t mind?” As far as Daniel Stone is concerned, this conversation is finished. He certainly hasn’t taken his eyes from mine, not even for a moment to acknowledge my poor department head.

“Yes, of course. I’m in a hurry myself.” The room falls silent with the soft suction of the fire door closing at his departure.

“Your bag, Miss Thorne?” He strides toward me until I have to look up to maintain eye contact. I can feel a heat and energy that scares the shit out of me when he is this close, his strong frame, his deep voice, and, oh, God, his smell. I try unsuccessfully to step back. My feet won’t move, and I definitely need a bit of distance. I try to clear my throat.

“Excuse me?” My confusion is evident in my croaky tone.

“Unlikely.” He replies, then a little slower repeats himself. “I said, your bag, Miss Thorne.” Although I don’t feel like I understand what is happening, like on autopilot, my body responds to his command. My hand slips my bag from my shoulder and places it in his outstretched hand.

“Good girl.” My core clenches at the softness of his voice. I’m thinking how I would like to hear that tone, those words, and feel that power over me. I shiver. He is a full on attack to my senses, blocking my field of vision with his firm, fit body. Rich exotic aromas of citrus and spice invade my nose, and he is so close, my fingers ache to touch him. I am losing all my good sense. This just doesn’t happen to me; this can’t happen. I shift and squeeze my thighs together to try and gain some relief from the distracting pressure and heat that’s building. A small smile creases his lips as he notices this movement. He is doing this to me, and he knows it. I can’t think straight. He’s too damn close.

“Well, Miss Thorne, what have we here?” He sounds smug as he reaches into my bag.

“To be honest, you take your life in your own hands delving in there. You’ve been warned.” I am trying to make light of this, no need to antagonize him further.

“Warning noted, your life is in my hands.” His voice is hypnotic, but that wasn’t what I had said. He starts to pull out my phones and I feel the blood drain from my face. He holds my phone and raises a brow.

“That’s my brick.” I smile. Silence ensues, so I add, “It’s my phone, you know, in case of emergency I can call someone, or in case I’m attacked, I can throw it at them. Its heavy. Heavy is good, right?” Trying for light humour I get nothing, maybe a little tumbleweed rolling down the aisles, but not a peep from Mr. Stone. In fact his jaw clenched momentarily at the mention of being attacked, but just as quickly released.

“So then, this one,” he says holding my sleek new phone. “Is the one you chose to steal my soul?” Is he serious? I made that mistake once already, so I’m going to assume yes. He begins to flick at the screen.

“What luck, Miss Thorne, no security, but then, how hard would it be to guess your PIN?” He muses but he is smiling now, and he quickly accesses the camera function and gallery. He casually holds up my phone to show me the perfect close-up of the quite stunning Mr. Stone. However I explain this, it is going to look bad. Two scenarios come to mind: I am a pathetic groupie, or worse, I’m a crazy stalker. Surprisingly, that is not the question he asks. “Why do you have two phones, Miss Thorne?”

“Well,” I smile too sweetly. “I am pretty sure that is none of your business.” So much for contrite. It appears I still have some residual anger, and it looks like I’m going for full on confrontation after all. I hold his gaze, willing my body not to tremble. His eyes narrow, and they definitely look more black than blue now.

“All right, why have you taken my picture?” My face flushes seven kinds of red, and I can see him holding back a smile. I am so glad my mortification is amusing him. He is having an unwelcome and uncontrollable effect on my body, and now he is playing games with me. I no longer care if I was rude. I am angry and need to get out of there. I return his narrow gaze. The door opens, and Mr. Stone scowls at Mr. Wilson. I really feel for the poor man. “Jack, I thought I made myself clear?” His voice is cold and stern.

“Quite, you did, Daniel, but I really need to speak to Miss Thorne, urgently.” He looks really embarrassed, and I am confused why I’m causing such a problem. I would settle for the ground swallowing me in favour of my earlier under the radar request. I look toward Mr. Stone and smile tightly as I back away, but I stop and hold out my hand out for my phones and bag.

“You won’t be a moment I’m sure, I’ll just hold these until you return.” I hesitate and he grins. “What do you think I’m going to do, Miss Thorne?” His grin transforms into a wide stunning smile, which I find myself returning.

“Nothing, I’m sorry.” I don’t know how I have gone from anger to contrition so quickly, but I continue to smile as I leave Mr. Stone with my worldly possessions and meet Mr. Wilson in the corridor.

“Mr. Wilson, have I done something wrong?” I ask tentatively.

“Not at all, Bethany. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Daniel can be a bit overwhelming, and I wanted to make sure you were all right?” His smile is comforting.

“Oh, wow. That is so kind, and, yes, he can be a bit intense, but I think we just got off on the wrong foot. Maybe a little misunderstanding we are just sorting out. Nothing to worry about. It’s not like he is my actual tutor or anything.” I laugh lightly.

“No, I know, my dear, but he is heavily involved with this program, so you will probably come across him again outside of this lecture series. So it is best if you can iron out any crinkles now.” He laughs this time and I smile kindly in return, but it feels strange on my face as I begin to process what he has just told me.

“Yes, of course. I don’t want to cause any trouble. Speaking of which, I probably shouldn’t keep him waiting.” I nod toward the theatre door.

“No absolutely, in you go, I will see you around, Bethany.” He cheerfully remarks as he heads up the stairs.

I walk back into the room, but my attempt to keep some personal distance either goes unnoticed, or is more likely just ignored, as Mr. Stone strides toward me again, closing the gap to a very personal distance.

His lips curl in a knowing smile. “Now where were we? Ah, yes, why have you taken my picture?”

I pause a moment as my mind races, but I decide on a mix of honesty and mind your own business. “Well, now, that may in fact be your business, but since I am not going to tell you, and I have no intention of attending the other lectures, we will just have to add this to the list of life’s little mysteries.” I go to retrieve my phone, and I think my answer has taken him by surprise as he lets me take them from his hand. Our hands touch briefly, and I actually make a physical jump at the intensity of feeling from this simple contact. Sudden. Shocking. I hesitate, then quickly turn and go to pull the door handle. In an instant the door is slammed shut with the weight of two large palms on either side of my head. His hard body presses into my back, holding me in place. He slowly sweeps his knuckles down the side of my cheek and slides his hand under my hair, taking it away from my neck. The cool air created only intensifies the heat that is raging through my body. My breath is rapid shallow gasps, and I drop my head to the side to give him better access. I feel wanton. His fingers gently trace the curve of my neck around to my collarbone. I bite my dry lips to suppress a moan that’s desperate to escape. He pushes against me, his lips lightly brush just below my ear, and I think I can feel his erection brush against my arse through the thin material of his suit. I have never had such a blatant sexual encounter, and I guess I should feel shocked, but I’m trembling. My head is swimming and thick with too much rushing blood; it could be fear, but it feels a lot like white hot desire. I barely hear him whisper.

“You are right. It is my business, and unless I’m very much mistaken, your attendance is mandatory, and that, Miss Thorne, makes you my business. ” He grips my hips as I make to move out of his hold, grinding gently. I find myself inexplicably pushing back against him, welcoming this slow erotic dance. I’m lost, my head drops to the door with a crack, and the shock of pain breaks through this thick fuzz.

“May I go now?” I can barely breathe.

“May I go what?” He still has his lips pressed to my ear, his breath is warm and my body responds with an involuntary wave of prickles to my skin.

“May I go… Sir?” I release the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. He stands to move away, and I sag slightly at this loss of connection.

“Good girl.…. Yes, you may leave.” His voice is low and commanding. “Oh, and Miss Thorne”—I turn to see the heat and desire in his eyes—“I take my business very seriously. Until next time.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

“Yes, Sir.” I pull on the door so hard, I nearly knock myself out in my rush to leave the room, the space, that man. The stale air in the corridor is stifling, and I run to the main doors and burst out into the Quad, gulping for fresh air before I faint. I have no idea what just happened in there, but I do know I can’t let it happen again, and next time I’ll tell him as much. I’ll just keep my distance when I do.
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