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 No Safeword 
 
    There is no safeword here… You signed that away… 
 
      
 
    Mark loves the rush of training novice slaves, bending them to his will as he teaches them the nuances and breathtaking power of erotic submission. There’s nothing more powerful than breaking down a would-be sub girl and molding her into a fiery, passionate and courageous submissive.  
 
      
 
    Jaime fantasizes about being bound in chains—the possession of a Master who takes what is due him, while cherishing her in return. When an offer comes to join a community that promises full immersion BDSM training, Jaime immediately accepts…but she is in no way prepared for the dark, wild ride that awaits her. 
 
      
 
    No boundaries, no refusals, no hesitation, no safeword, no…love?  
 
    Don’t count on it…  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been way too long since she’d savored the sharp sting of leather and the binding hug of soft, strong rope. Jaime’s anticipation grew as she walked along the back alley toward Asheville’s only real underground BDSM club, The Garden.  
 
    As she approached the unmarked entrance, she took off the denim jacket she’d worn over her leather vest for the long bus ride from her apartment and shoved it into her gear bag. A thrill moved through her as she gripped the large door handle. 
 
    Please, please, please, let me in.  
 
    She shook her hair from her face and blew out a breath as she pushed the heavy metal door inward. The doorman, Barry, had let her slide once before. With luck, maybe he’d do it again.  
 
    Jaime’s heart sank as she saw, not Barry, but a forty-something woman with dark, short hair framing a narrow face, her lips painted a shiny crimson, standing behind the counter that separated the entrance from the rest of the club. 
 
    “Welcome to The Garden,” the woman said, her eyes moving over Jaime in subtle but obvious appraisal. “You here alone or with a partner?” She tilted her head slightly, looking past Jaime in case someone else was about to appear. 
 
    “Alone.” Jaime’s nipples were already responding to the thrilling crack of leather and whoosh of cane emanating from the room beyond the entrance. She could hear the breathy cries and squeals of the lucky subs engaged in scenes at the various play stations scattered throughout the club. Though it was only ten on a Friday night, the place was already in full swing. 
 
    “That’ll be twenty dollars, please.” The woman waved toward a framed flyer on the shiny wooden counter that outlined the cost of entry for single men, women and couples. Though single women got a discount, it was still more than Jaime could afford. Beside the price list was a stack of consent waivers that absolved management of responsibility for any mishap during play sessions. “Do we have your waiver on file?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so,” Jaime replied. “It’s been a while since I was here. Uh, is Barry here?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t know any Barry. I’ve been here going on two months now. Did he used to work the door?” 
 
    Jaime nodded, her heart sinking as the prospect of a BDSM scene that night slipped away. She turned at the sound of the front door opening. Several people entered, dressed in leather and hoisting gear bags, clearly ready to play. They were talking and laughing as they approached the counter behind Jaime.  
 
    Jaime fingered the two folded five-dollar bills in the back pocket of her jeans as if, by touching them, she might make them miraculously multiply. “Uh, the thing is,” she said as she turned back to the woman, “I’m a little short tonight. Is there any way I could maybe, uh, skip the cover, just this once?” 
 
    Jaime saw the flash of sympathy in the woman’s eyes, but after a moment’s hesitation, she replied with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry, hon. I don’t have that authority.” The group behind Jaime had quieted, and she wondered if they’d heard the humiliating exchange. She turned, ready to flee, when the woman reached a hand across the counter, placing cool fingers lightly on Jaime’s forearm. Her smile was kind. “Let’s just get these folks taken care of and then I’ll see if Anthony, the owner, has time to talk to you.” 
 
    Jaime stepped aside as the woman took the other people’s money and their signed waivers. As she watched them enter the club, Jaime felt like a kid with her face pressed up against a candy store window.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” the woman finally said. “You stay put, okay, hon?” 
 
    Jaime nodded. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.” Though she was now thoroughly embarrassed, the woman had been so kind, she knew she’d have to see this through, no matter how humiliating it might be to admit her impoverished status to the owner of the club. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the woman returned, followed by a tall man with silver hair. “Good evening,” he said in a deep, sonorous voice as he stepped through the opening. “I’m Anthony Gerace, owner of The Garden. Charlotte informs me you might like to visit the facilities before committing to a play session?” 
 
    Though the man was easily over sixty, he remained handsome, with dark eyes in an angular, strong-featured face. He was impeccably dressed in a pale gray tailored silk shirt over broad shoulders, his legs encased in form-fitting dark gray leather pants that looked soft as butter and molded alluringly over his sizable package and muscular thighs. Sixty or not, the guy was a total hunk. “What is your name?” His voice was soft but commanding. 
 
    “Jaime. Jaime Shepard.” 
 
    The man extended his hand and Jaime did likewise. To her surprise, instead of shaking her hand, Anthony lifted it to his face and lightly brushed it with his lips. She could feel power emanating from him like a force field, and the touch of his mouth against her skin sent a shudder through her loins she couldn’t control. His dark eyes moved over her like laser beams and she had the uncanny feeling he was assessing not only her features and clothing, but the very depths of her being. 
 
    “You are submissive.” It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Jaime nodded, and then found herself adding, “Yes, Sir,” the title of respect a natural addition to the sentence. 
 
    “It has been a long time—too long—since you have had the opportunity to serve, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime whispered, something inside her unfurling like a flower blossom. 
 
    Anthony stepped back, breaking the spell, at least momentarily, for which Jaime was both grateful and a little let down. “I would be delighted if you would be my guest at the club this evening,” he said. 
 
    Jaime’s heart lifted as she glanced shyly up at the owner, wondering if he was offering to scene with her? She quickly dismissed the idea as unlikely in the extreme. Anthony Gerace didn’t strike her as the type of guy who engaged in casual play at a public club, even if he was the owner.  
 
    “I really appreciate it. Usually I would have the cover. It’s embarrassing—” 
 
    “Not at all.” Anthony cut her off with a wave of his hand, his smile kind beneath those dark, compelling eyes. “I well understand how hard it can be to make ones’ way in this world. I’m glad you came here tonight. It’s my privilege to host you this evening.” 
 
    Jaime smiled. “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    “Before you play,” Anthony continued, “I have something I would like to discuss with you, if I might have a moment of your time.” As he spoke, he let his eyes move once over her face and body as if she already belonged to him. She nodded, unable to help herself, the thought of refusing an impossibility.  
 
    Again he extended his hand, and this time he took hers in his, pulling her gently forward. “In my office, if you please.” 
 
    Charlotte, who stood nearby, drew in a soft gasp and Jaime turned to regard her. She met Jaime’s eyes and smiled, giving a small nod of what seemed to be encouragement. “Lucky girl,” she mouthed silently. 
 
    Intrigued, excited and a little frightened, Jaime allowed Anthony to lead her by the hand through the club. Longing sizzled over Jaime’s skin as they moved past the various play stations, many of them containing new bondage equipment since the last time she’d been at the club. 
 
    Anthony lifted a heavy satin curtain to reveal a pocket door, which he slid open. Gesturing for Jaime to precede him, they stepped into a small but nicely appointed space, more like a sitting room than an office, with comfortable chairs and a sofa placed in a conversational configuration in the center of the room. There was a small desk in the corner, a thin, sleek laptop the only item resting on its polished marble surface. 
 
    Anthony pulled the door closed, shutting out the sound of the club beyond. “Let me take that for you.” He reached for Jaime’s gear bag and lifted it from her shoulder. His fingers brushed her bare arm as he took the bag, his touch sending another involuntary shudder through her frame. She looked up at his face. He was staring down at her with a darkly inscrutable yet unmistakably masterful gaze. She stared back, transfixed, her pussy moistening, her nipples hardening into marbles beneath the thin leather of her vest. 
 
    She could feel the sexual tension thrumming like an electric current between them. Or was it only on her side? He was, after all, old enough to be her father. Suddenly unsure, she managed to wrench her gaze from his. She moved toward one of the chairs to sit and get her bearings, but Anthony’s words stopped her. “You may sit down, of course, but I think you might be more comfortable kneeling on a cushion. I believe that is where you belong.”  
 
    It was then she saw two large floor cushions set on the carpet between the furniture, in the place where a coffee table might be. Jaime drew in a breath, her hand fluttering to her mouth.  
 
    Where you belong. 
 
    “You will remove your boots and pants,” he instructed. “You may leave on your panties and your top, for now.” 
 
    Jaime reached down and tugged at her boots, pulling them from her feet one at a time, along with her socks. Standing straight, she unzipped her jeans and rolled them down her legs. She stole a glance at Anthony, who had taken a seat on the sofa.  
 
    He was watching her intently, appraisingly, and the slow heat of a blush moved over her face and neck. He pointed to the cushion nearest him. “Kneel up,” he instructed. “Shoulders back, hands clasped loosely behind your back.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” The words, again, came unbidden. She settled on the soft silk. The carpet was padded beneath the thin cushion. It felt good—it felt right—to be on her knees after so long. Though she remained nervous, a certain submissive calm settled over her as she squared her shoulders and straightened her spine, her hands finding each other behind her back.  
 
    “I’ve invited you back here, Jaime, because I sense something in you, something I would like to explore further. I appreciate your trust and patience during the process. I have an opportunity that might be something you want to consider, but first I need to find out a little more about you. I apologize in advance for the mystery, but I’ll make it all clear soon enough. Is that all right with you, Jaime?” 
 
    Anything you want is all right with me, Sir. As long as it involves whips and chains. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Anthony appeared satisfied, as if she’d just passed some kind of test. He leaned back against the sofa. “Before I get down to my proposal, I’d like to ask you a few questions about yourself. Please just answer them as openly and honestly as you can. There is no right or wrong answer. First, the basics. How old are you?  
 
    “I’m twenty-seven.” 
 
    “In a relationship?” 
 
    “I’ve been single a while now. I was with my last boyfriend for nearly two years.” 
 
    “A D/s connection?” 
 
    “Kind of. Just not the right one. I actually moved down here from Vermont to be with him.” She shrugged ruefully. 
 
    “What caused the breakup?” He seemed genuinely interested.  
 
    Though this was the most unusual setup for a play scene Jaime had ever encountered, she decided to go with it. “When we met, Jake claimed he was a Dom, but by the end of the relationship, he was the one begging to be tied up. It got, you know, really strange. He’s a sweet guy, and I tried to make it work in the context of submitting to his desire to be sexually dominated, but it just didn’t feel right, you know? We both finally agreed to end it about six months ago. I’ve been single since.” 
 
    “And you’ve met your submissive needs with scenes at clubs? But your finances are constrained at the moment and this limits your ability to satisfy those needs?” 
 
    Jaime nodded. “Constrained. Yeah. That’s one way to put it.” Dead broke is more like it. “I, uh, I lost my job a few months back…” She trailed off, embarrassed. This was feeling more like an interview than the prelude to a hot scene with a sexy Master. She shifted on the cushion, her knees suddenly aching. 
 
    “What is your occupation? How did you lose your job?” 
 
    “Look, I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Please.” Anthony leaned forward, placing his large hand on Jaime’s bare shoulder. Again just his touch sent a powerful current of need through her. “I’m not being idly curious. I need to know about you, Jaime. If you would indulge me a little longer? As I mentioned, I sense something in you. Beyond the physical beauty, which is abundant, I see in you a sensual submission, or at least the potential for submission, that is rare. I’ve made my fortune by going on my instincts, and my instincts are telling me you have what it takes. Trust me just a little longer, Jaime. Let me find out what I need to know, and then I’ll tell you my proposal. No matter what you decide, you are free to use the facilities here at The Garden whenever you like—free of charge, my guest at any time.”  
 
    Jaime was silent as she tried to process everything the man said. She was hugely pleased at his assertion of her submission, her sensual submission—she quite liked the sound of that. His reference to making his fortune intrigued her, and then there was the completely unexpected gift of free admission to The Garden any time she wanted! Her body tingled with anticipation at trying out all the fabulous new equipment waiting just beyond the door, hopefully with Anthony as her Master and guide. If she had to put up with some embarrassing probing into the financial ruin of her life at present, so be it. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally said. “You’re throwing a lot out here. This is all kind of mysterious, but I admit it—you definitely have my attention. What did you want to ask?” 
 
    Anthony leaned back again and smiled. “Your job. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I was—am—a paralegal and I was working at this small law firm, Gordon & Chase, I don’t know if you’ve heard of them.” 
 
    “The name rings a bell,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Well, you might have seen the stories in the papers a while back. It was right after Jake and I broke up, and he’d moved out. I thought I could carry the full rent myself, since I had a steady paycheck at the time.” She snorted derisively in hindsight at her foolishness. “I’d just bought a new car, too, plunking down all my savings on the down payment.” 
 
    Did he really want to hear this stuff? Since when did one’s job status have anything to do with setting up a scene? Jaime, who had been staring at the intricate patterns on the woven carpet as she spoke, glanced up at Anthony. His expression was intent, his focus entirely on her. “Go on,” he encouraged.  
 
    Apparently he did want to hear it, the whole miserable saga. Jaime shrugged inwardly, somehow sure she could trust this man, and more than a little curious about his proposal, whatever it might be. “Long story short,” she continued, “the two partners were involved in some big embezzlement scandal and a whole lot of shady stuff I don’t really understand, and the place was closed down. I never even got my last paycheck.” 
 
    “Insult to injury,” Anthony remarked, shaking his head sympathetically. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaime agreed, the surreal nature of what was happening suddenly hitting her. When she’d come out tonight hoping to slip into the club for a little BDSM action, she certainly hadn’t envisioned herself kneeling with her pants off in the back office and telling the owner about her career woes. It was, she had to admit, somewhat cathartic to tell someone about it—as far as her parents back in Vermont knew, she was still gainfully employed. 
 
    “The whole thing was a nightmare, but I figured I would land on my feet, right?” She grimaced. “I hadn’t counted on the taint of the place following me.” 
 
    “How long since you lost the job?”  
 
    “Six months. I’ve been working in retail and trying to hang on, but it’s not going so great. In case you were wondering, it’s pretty much impossible to live on minimum wage. My credit card is maxed out, my rent is past due and I can’t even drive my car because I’m afraid if I take it out of the garage, the repo man will get it.” Jaime clamped her mouth shut, aware she was rambling, certain he must be bored and turned off by her pathetic little story. There was no way this sophisticated, erudite gentleman could be interested in her stupid problems. The patterns on the carpet blurred as her eyes filled with sudden, unwelcome tears. 
 
    “A lesser woman might have given up.” The man’s voice was calm but firm, not a trace of pity in his tone. “Gone back home to her parents perhaps, or looked to a man to save her, but you persevered. That takes courage. Courage is an important trait in a submissive.” 
 
    Jaime lifted her head, blinking away the tears. “Thank you, Sir,” she said softly. 
 
    “Enough about that,” he continued, to her relief. “Tell me about your specific experience in the scene. Beyond what sounds like a rather unsatisfactory relationship with your boyfriend, have you ever been in a Master/slave relationship with a real Master, someone who understood your deep-seated need for submission, for erotic pain, for total sensual subjugation at the hands of another?” 
 
    “Ooh,” Jaime breathed, the words moving over and through her like a hard but perfect caress.  
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “No, Sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “But you long for it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she admitted.  
 
    “Have you ever undergone any sort of formal training—positions training, endurance, pain tolerance, sexual service?” 
 
    “Formal? Like with a trainer?” 
 
    “Yes. With a trainer.” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Can you imagine yourself in such a scenario? Living the lifestyle 24/7? Sleeping bound in chains, your every move dictated by another? Your body, heart and soul the possession of a Master who wouldn’t hesitate to take what he wanted, but also to give you what you need, what you crave, what you were born for?” 
 
    “Oh my god,” Jaime whispered, at once shocked and thrilled to her bones by his words. Again she met his gaze. He was staring at her, his expression almost ferocious in its intensity. She found herself falling into those dark, liquid eyes. 
 
    “Answer me. I need to hear you say it—to admit who and what you are, slave girl.” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard. “Yes,” she finally said, her voice hoarse. She cleared her throat. “Yes, Sir. I can imagine it. I have imagined it.” 
 
    “When you’re alone, naked on the bed, your hand between your legs.” 
 
    “Yes.” Her blush confirmed her admission. “Like O,” she added, certain he would get the reference. 
 
    “Like O,” Anthony repeated. “While other girls were reading teen magazines and romances, you found The Story of O, and it was like a homecoming.” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. Oh god, yes. 
 
    “You devoured the descriptions of O’s complete sexual subjugation, her erotic humiliation, the willful debasement and her joyous acceptance of her servitude. You dreamed of being completely owned by another.” 
 
    “‘Your hands are not your own,’” Jaime quoted. “‘Neither your breasts, nor, above all, is any orifice of your body, which we are at liberty to explore and into which we may, whenever we so please, introduce ourselves.’” 
 
    “Precisely!” Anthony said, the word exploding into the room and startling Jaime, who had fallen headlong into the pages of O, many tracts of which she could quote verbatim from having read them so many times over the years. “I knew it,” he continued, excitement in his tone as he rose to his feet. “You were born for this. Please stand up and remove all your clothes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear me?”  
 
    “I heard you. I was just—” 
 
    “Then obey.” 
 
    Jaime hesitated, aware this was a pivotal moment, aware she was making a decision before even being entirely certain of what was being decided. Rising to her feet, Jaime reached for the leather ties that held the front of her vest closed. She was braless beneath it, and the cool air moved over her bare breasts and erect nipples as she let the vest fall. Her eyes on his, she pulled her panties down her thighs and kicked them aside. She was proud of her body, and yet oddly shy in front of this enigmatic stranger—this stranger who seemed already to know her from the inside out.  
 
    “Feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind your head,” Anthony instructed, moving closer.  
 
    Jaime assumed the position, an ache now throbbing between her legs. Anthony lifted his hand. Before she realized what was happening, he slapped her face twice, once on each cheek, the crack of his hard palm reverberating in the small room, followed by Jaime’s startled cry. Instinctively, she brought her hands to her face, pressing them against her hot cheeks. Every nerve of her body was screaming as her mind struggled to catch up. 
 
    “Hands behind your head,” Anthony said calmly, as if he hadn’t just struck her. “I didn’t tell you to fall out of position.” 
 
    “But—but you—” 
 
    “I struck you, yes. And while you are protesting with your words, your naked need for what I offer is betrayed in your every move, the dilation of your pupils, the parting of your lips, the way your body leans toward me.” 
 
    Jaime stared mutely at him, unable to deny his words. “Now,” the Master said, “assume the position once more, hands behind your head. This time show some control.” 
 
    Jaime, her cheeks still hot from his palm, did as he commanded. Without asking, Anthony placed his hand between her legs, a single digit pressing into the wetness. 
 
    Unable to help herself, Jaime groaned, her hips moving wantonly forward to take more of him inside her. “You are pure potential,” Anthony murmured, his warm breath on her cheek. “Not spoiled by poor training and bad habits. You are waiting to be taken, controlled, molded into submissive perfection. You are just what we need at The Enclave.” He moved his finger inside her as he spoke, making it difficult to concentrate on his words.  
 
    “We?” she managed to gasp just as he touched something inside her that made her jerk forward and then back. He inserted a second finger, the palm of his hand grinding against her throbbing clit. No one had ever touched her like this. It was perfect, almost too perfect, but only almost. 
 
    “Fuck,” she breathed, only aware she’d spoken after the fact. 
 
    He slapped her again, even harder than the first time. Again Jaime cried out, the pain radiating in perfect juxtaposition to the dark magic he continued to work at her cunt, though somehow she managed to keep her hands locked behind her head. “Mind your language. A slave girl doesn’t need to resort to such vulgarities.” His voice remained soft but she could feel the steel beneath it. “One more outburst like that and I’ll have to gag you.” 
 
    Another O quote slipped into the jumble of her thoughts. “The gag stifles all screams and eliminates all but the most violent moans, while allowing tears to flow without constraint. There was no question of using it that night. On the contrary, they wanted to hear her scream.” 
 
    She’d had a question—something he’d said, something she needed to explore, to understand, but his touch was too perfect, too intense. “Spread your legs farther,” he ordered. She obeyed. He moved his fingers roughly in and against her, the intensity nearly more than she could bear. She began to pant. He lifted his other hand again and she flinched, expecting him to slap her face, but instead, he reached for her left nipple and gave it a sharp twist. 
 
    She yelped in pain, the nipple throbbing and engorged. He reached for the other nipple, twisting it just as roughly, all the while stroking her cunt until she began to shake. “Oh god, oh f—” She caught herself in time.  
 
    Anthony’s free hand circled her throat, his finger and thumb pressing hard just beneath the jawline, completely cutting off her ability to breathe. “You already belong to me, don’t you?” he murmured, his face so close she could have kissed him, if she had been able to move.  
 
    Unable to respond, she could only blink her eyes in urgent agreement.  
 
    His lips lifted in a slow, sensual smile, perfectly complementing the sadistic glint in his dark eyes as he took over her body and her will. “Come for me, slave. Now.” 
 
    He released his chokehold and Jaime staggered back a step, held upright only by his hand buried deep in her sex. She inhaled in a shuddering gasp of release as she tumbled headlong into the most powerful orgasm of her life at the hands of this stranger, a stranger she felt she’d known all her life. 
 
      
 
    Jaime was seated on the sofa, a glass of cold, crisp white wine in her hand, a short silk kimono provided by Anthony around her shoulders. She was a little vague on the time between the endless orgasm, during which she’d traveled somewhere outside her body, into a place as close to Nirvana as she could envision, and now. As her thoughts cleared and her brain clicked back on, a tingling sense of excited anticipation began to take over. If that was the intro, what was next? 
 
    Anthony sat across from her, his intent gaze fixed on her once more. “You’ve proven yourself a good candidate for what I have to offer. I ask that you permit me to explain fully without interruption. Then, of course, you may ask whatever you like.” 
 
    Jaime nodded, her brain already teeming with questions. “Okay.” 
 
    “I am a member of a BDSM community called The Enclave. The Enclave is comprised of a group of serious-minded people dedicated to the art and passion of BDSM as a 24/7 lifestyle. We have a compound up in the Blue Ridge Mountains on a large tract of land that affords us complete privacy. Eight Dominants currently live at The Enclave, myself included. We have a full-time slave staff of four women and two men at present.” 
 
    “Slave staff?” Jaime blurted, then bit her lip. Anthony gave a brief nod and, though it was unspoken, she felt his displeasure at the interruption.  
 
    “Slave staff,” he repeated. “We’re a relatively new community—we only cemented this formal alliance about two years ago, and we’re taking our time in recruiting staff as we refine our expectations. Slaves are carefully chosen, based not so much on their current level of training, but rather on an aptitude, if you will. A willingness to learn, an ability, a need, to submit with every particle of their being.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Jaime moaned, enthralled, the word pulled from her before she could stop it. Anthony paused, regarding her, and she stiffened, expecting a rebuke. 
 
    But he said nothing, offering only the ghost of a smile as he continued. “Each potential candidate, once they’ve passed the necessary medical and health qualifications, along with a criminal background check, is invited to spend two weeks at The Enclave, a trial period, during which we assess their potential as a full-time staff slave. They undergo rigorous, full-immersion indoctrination—everything from positions training, endurance training, as well as intensive discipline and pain work. There is also basic service, which includes attending to the physical and sexual needs of the Masters and Mistresses, as well as full upkeep of the house. In a word, staff slaves belong to us in every possible context. They serve at our pleasure and suffer at our discretion.” 
 
    He paused a moment, the laser beam of his gaze directly entering Jaime’s soul. She realized her mouth had fallen open and ordered it to close. What this man was describing was surely the stuff of erotic fiction, and yet he seemed utterly sincere. Could such a place really exist, and right here in North Carolina?   
 
    Anthony continued. “If you come to us as a candidate, you will sign an initial contract that stipulates your agreement to give up all rights to your body and your actions while at The Enclave. You will agree to undergo the training we provide and promise to obey our every dictate and whim. You will be subjected to whippings, caning, needle play, bondage, sexual torture, deprivation and sexual pleasure the likes and intensity of which I am certain you have never experienced in your life. The training is constant and rigorous, but if it’s something you want, something you were born to be, you will welcome the challenge. You will fail, over and over, but you will be given every chance to try again and again and again until you get it right. 
 
    “We are sensual sadists, yes, but we do not inflict pain for its sake. Rather, pain is used both as a reward for the true masochist, and as a punishment, when warranted, to teach and reinforce the lesson. If, at the end of the two weeks, both you and we agree it is a good fit, you will be invited to join our community.” 
 
    “What if I can’t get it right? What if it’s all too much for me to handle?” Jaime asked, intimidated by his promise she would fail again and again. 
 
    “If by that you mean that you determine the training, the total-immersion slavery program isn’t for you, you will be free to leave. The contract between us will be severed at that moment, and you will be returned to your former life. No hard feelings between us, hopefully, but you would have no further contact with The Enclave.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jaime said softly, feeling suddenly bereft of something she had yet to even experience.  
 
    “I think you have what it takes, or I wouldn’t be making this offer.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” Jaime said, warmed by his praise, though not entirely convinced. 
 
    “That said, it’s a big commitment, not only of service and dedication, but of your time. With that in mind, training candidates receive ten thousand dollars in advance as compensation for the two weeks of service. We recognize you have expenses and needs in the outside world to which you must attend. Whether or not you are invited to join the staff at the end of the two weeks, that money is yours to keep.” 
 
    Ten thousand dollars! That sure would go a long way to covering her past due rent and car payments, not to mention paying off her credit card. Even more astounding, imagine being paid for the training chance of a lifetime! 
 
    “I can see your mind working.” Anthony interrupted her thoughts. “I’ve just scratched the surface of the experience, but what do you think so far?” 
 
    “Is this real?” Jaime blurted. “This place you’re describing—it’s real? It really exists?” 
 
    Anthony smiled. “Oh yes, The Enclave is very real.” 
 
    “How do people live there? I mean, is it an enclosed community—no one comes or goes? How do you support that lifestyle? How does that all work?” 
 
    Anthony chuckled, shaking his head. “There’s time to answer all your questions, and more, if and when we agree you’re a fit for The Enclave. The first thing for you to consider right now is whether you’re interested in the training.” He leaned forward, fixing her with a serious look. “For obvious reasons, we highly value our privacy. Whether or not you sign up for the training, I ask that you don’t share anything about The Enclave or the people you may meet there with friends or family.” 
 
    “I can’t just disappear off the grid for two weeks, can I?” 
 
    Anthony shrugged. “We are located in the Blue Ridge Mountains. You can just say you’re taking a camping vacation, and that your Internet and phone access will be limited. It’s a detail, really, in the face of what I’m offering you.” 
 
    Jaime nodded her agreement. It wasn’t like she lived with someone or even had family in the area.  
 
    Jaime’s mind whirled with all she was hearing. The place sounded amazing—a Shangri La for those in the lifestyle. But was it something she wanted for herself? More to the point, was it something she could handle? Anthony seemed to have faith in her, but did she have it in herself? 
 
    “So, what’s your initial impression, Jaime? Are you interested in moving forward? One of our members is a doctor. I can arrange a physical for you, including blood work, for this Sunday. Assuming you pass the physical and the background check, you could be at The Enclave by the end of the week. What do you think? Are you ready to embrace your dreams—to make them a reality?” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard. Her mind continued to leap and twirl in excited confusion. She shivered, Anthony’s offer touching something deep and essential at the core of her being. Would she be able to handle full-immersion training? He had promised she would fail, again and again. Could she handle that failure? But he’d also promised they would work with her, give her all the chances she needed to succeed, if that was what she truly wanted. Did she truly want it? She couldn’t deny the urgent longing his offer had ignited deep inside her. But did she have what it took to succeed? What better way to find out than to try? If she passed up this chance, she knew she would regret it for the rest of her life. 
 
    “Jaime.” Anthony’s voice, authoritative but gentle, cut through the tumult of her thoughts. “I want you to place your hands in your lap, fingers relaxed.” Jaime realized she was clutching herself, her fingers digging into her upper arms in a clenched, protective embrace. “Close your eyes and empty your mind of all the clutter. Breathe. Listen to your heart. To your instincts. Let them guide you in your decision. There is no right or wrong answer. There is only what is true for you, what is right for you.” 
 
    Jaime made an effort to comply, willing her cramped fingers to release their death grip on her arms. She let her hands fall loosely into her lap and closed her eyes. She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. As the chatter in her mind eventually subsided, a sweetly budding joy sprung from a deep, hidden place inside her that she’d never really permitted herself to explore. 
 
    She didn’t only want what Anthony offered. She craved it. She needed it with every fiber of her being. She understood there was no right or wrong decision. In fact, there was no decision to be made. What was true had always been true. Only now she was being offered the chance to seize it. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked directly at Master Anthony.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said. “I accept.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The buzzing vibration of Jaime’s cell phoned dragged her unwillingly from sleep. Too bleary-eyed to see who it was, she took the call. She was greeted by the unwelcome voice of her latest boss, Junior (what grown man called himself Junior?), who managed the mall shoe store that was her latest attempt at paying the bills.  
 
    “Janie,” he barked, though she’d politely corrected him at least half a dozen times in the three months she’d been working there, “Matt called out sick, and we’ve got the whole inventory thing going on and the kids’ sneaker sale starts today. I need you in here by eight o’clock.” 
 
    She was on the schedule for the afternoon shift, and had already been dreading it. The job paid better than the last gig she’d had, but Junior was constantly changing up the schedule on her, and threatened darkly every time she balked that there were plenty of “honest, hardworking folks lined up behind you,” ready and willing to take her job if she had a problem. 
 
    As she came more fully awake, the amazing events of the night before came pouring like sunlight into her consciousness, and she smiled in spite of the nasal voice buzzing like an annoying mosquito in her ear. 
 
    Ten thousand dollars, paid in advance, hers to keep no matter what.  
 
    It was so incredible. She almost felt she should be the one to pay the ten thousand to Anthony just for the chance to experience what he was offering. He’d given her his card before sending her home, as well as the address and phone number for the doctor’s office. “You’ll receive a text with your appointment time. It will be early Sunday morning when the office is closed to the public. If you have a change of heart between now and then, you can just text back that you’ve changed your mind.” 
 
    “Janie? You there or what? I need your ass in here pronto.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Junior, I won’t be able to make it.” 
 
    Junior was silent for a beat. “I don’t think you heard me correctly, Janie. That wasn’t a—” 
 
    “Jaime.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jaime. I’ve told you like ten times, my name isn’t Janie. It’s Jaime.”  
 
    “I don’t care if your name is Tinker Bell. If you don’t get your ass in here by eight, there are plenty of other—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” Jaime interrupted, a part of her standing back in amazement as she watched herself torpedo her job, “there are plenty of other folks lined up to take my job. So give one of them a call, why don’t you? I’m sure they’ll be falling all over themselves to get their ass in there by eight. Bye, Junior. Have a nice life.” 
 
      
 
    The air was fresh and still cool in the early Sunday morning stillness. The doctor’s office was located in a primarily residential neighborhood, the only thing distinguishing it from a private home, a small painted sign at the curb that read Asheville Health Services, A. Hershfield, MD. 
 
    Jaime walked up the flagstones that led to the front door of the doctor’s office, butterflies batting against the walls of her stomach. She rang the doorbell and stepped back, her heart pattering as she shifted from foot to foot in nervous anticipation. A moment later, a tall man in his mid-thirties with short dark hair and handsome, regular features opened the door. He was dressed in pale blue scrubs, the very picture of a young MD, save for a burgundy leather collar at his throat with a row of silver studs bordering the edges. 
 
    He stepped back, gesturing for her to enter. “You must be Jaime,” he said. “Come on back and I’ll get you set up. The doctor should be here any minute.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jaime said, confused. “You’re not the doctor?” 
 
    The man smiled. “No. I’m her assistant. My name is Gene.” 
 
    What must have once been the living room of the house had been converted into a large, comfortable waiting area, with thick carpeting on the floors and framed posters of soothing landscapes and pleasing abstracts on the walls. Gene led Jaime through a door at the back of the room, next to the empty receptionist’s counter, and along a short hallway to an examination room.  
 
    “Have a seat.” Gene gestured toward a chair and settled on a stool nearby. The room also contained a gynecological exam table, complete with stirrups. An old-fashioned metal gooseneck lamp perched on a stand beside the table. Gene reached for a clipboard from the counter. “I’ll just take your blood pressure and do a brief medical history while we wait for Mistress Aubrey.” 
 
    Jaime, who had been reading the doctor’s diploma, which hung in a gold frame on the wall, glanced at Gene, who smiled as he answered her unspoken question. “As Master Anthony probably told you, Dr. Aubrey Hershfield is a Mistress at The Enclave. I’m not only her nurse here at the office during the week. I belong to Mistress Aubrey. She is the focus and center of my life, and there is nothing in this world I would not do for her.” As he spoke, his face took on a serene radiance.   
 
    “Oh,” Jaime breathed, aching with longing. 
 
    “Now,” Gene continued, his tone suddenly businesslike, “What is your full name and date of birth?” 
 
    Just as Gene was finishing the last of the medical history questions, Jaime heard the sound of a door opening and closing, and the click of heels along the hallway. A moment later, a short, slightly plump woman in her early forties appeared, with light brown hair in a blunt cut around a pretty face, large blue eyes and a pointy chin.  
 
    “Hi there,” she said as she entered the small exam room. “You must be Jaime. I’m Dr. Hershfield. You will address me as Mistress Aubrey. Stand up and remove your clothing. Then stand in the center of the room, feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind your head.” 
 
    Mistress Aubrey was wearing a form-fitting red dress cut low enough to reveal substantial cleavage, her small feet shod in red stiletto heels, no white lab coat or stethoscope in sight. When Jaime didn’t react immediately, Mistress Aubrey stepped closer to her and snapped her fingers just below Jaime’s chin. “Come on, up, up, up! Anthony told me you were a sub. Was he mistaken?” 
 
    Jaime stood quickly, Anthony’s name kicking her into gear. Gene, she noticed as she slipped off her sandals and unzipped the back of her sundress, was kneeling on the ground beside his stool, his head touching the linoleum, his arms crossed behind his back. As she folded her dress and took off her bra and panties, Mistress Aubrey crouched in front of Gene and tapped his shoulder. When he rose to his knees, she took his face in her hands, pulling it down to kiss his mouth.  
 
    Jaime assumed her position as ordered, fingers laced behind her neck, watching the lovers with nervous excitement. After a moment Mistress Aubrey stood, and Gene rose along with her, towering a good foot over her when on his feet. As Mistress Aubrey stepped back, Jaime couldn’t help but notice the full erection tenting Gene’s scrubs.   
 
    Mistress Aubrey turned her attention to Jaime. Tilting her head, she regarded Jaime appraisingly. Moving closer, she ran her fingertips along Jaime’s sides up to her armpits, tickling her in the process. Jaime giggled involuntarily and shifted on her feet.  
 
    “Stay still and quiet,” Mistress Aubrey snapped. “I didn’t tell you to move.” 
 
    Chastened, Jaime pressed her lips together. Fortunately, Mistress Aubrey stopped tickling her. Instead she cupped Jaime’s breasts and then tugged at her nipples. As the nipples responded to the rough but sensual touch, Jaime’s pussy moistened and swelled. Though Jaime had never found herself particularly attracted to women, something about Mistress Aubrey’s decidedly masterful touch and sense of entitlement, as if she owned and could do what she liked with Jaime’s body, was deeply exciting.  
 
    Mistress Aubrey turned to Gene. “Gloves,” she said. 
 
    Gene reached into a drawer and brought out a pair of disposable latex gloves. Mistress Aubrey held out her hands like a doctor at an operating table while Gene pulled the gloves over her fingers. Turning back to Jaime, she kicked lightly at Jaime’s ankles. “Spread your legs wider,” she ordered. 
 
    Jaime obeyed, her heart thumping as Mistress Aubrey brought her hand between Jaime’s legs. Jaime gasped as the doctor pushed a finger inside her and probed. “Nice,” Mistress Aubrey pronounced. “She’s hot and wet, just as a good little sub girl should be.” She moved her gloved palm skillfully against Jaime’s vulva as she spoke, and Jaime struggled to stay still and silent. After a moment, Mistress Aubrey withdrew her finger.  
 
    “Time for the gynecological exam,” she announced. “Lie down, ass on the edge of the table, feet in the stirrups. Gene, tie her down.” 
 
    Tie her down. 
 
    Not a typical doctor’s instruction to her nurse, but then, this was hardly a typical physical. Jaime lay on her back against the crinkly white paper that covered the padded table and scooted forward to get her feet in the stirrups.  
 
    Gene appeared beside her, holding a handful of leather straps with metal clips at the ends. “Hands over your head, arms on the table,” he instructed. As she obeyed, he gripped her wrists together and wrapped a strap around them. Pulling her arms taut, he clipped the strap to a discreet metal loop at the edge of the exam table, which Jaime supposed must have been added by the pair for just this purpose. She wondered what Dr. Hershfield’s vanilla patients must think of the loop, if they even noticed it. 
 
    Moving down, Gene used more straps on Jaime’s ankles, binding her to the stirrups. He placed a thicker strap of leather over her midriff and clipped it into place beneath the table.  
 
    “Excellent,” Mistress Aubrey said, appearing between Jaime’s spread knees. “First, the vaginal exam. I imagine you’re familiar with the more traditional exam, which I’ll conduct before moving on to the rather, uh, less conventional part of your visit today. Speculum, please, Gene.” 
 
    Jaime lifted her head nervously as Gene produced a shiny silver speculum, which he handed to Mistress Aubrey, along with a tube of lubricant. As unwelcome images of vaginal torture with sharp metal objects leaped into Jaime’s overactive imagination, she reminded herself that Mistress Aubrey was, in fact, a medical doctor, and wouldn’t do anything to harm her.  
 
    Jaime lay back, staring at the ceiling as Mistress Aubrey slowly and carefully slid the gooey, cold metal spreader into her pussy and widened it. The ceiling had been painted light blue, with tiny silver stars swirled in random patterns over it.  
 
    “Aim the light for me, Gene,” Mistress Aubrey instructed. Jaime felt the sudden warmth radiating from the incandescent bulb. Despite the deeply erotic thrill of the situation, the doctor’s actions were brisk and clinical as she conducted her exam. “A quick swab for the lab,” she finally said. There was an unpleasant but brief pressure against her cervix. In her peripheral vision she saw Mistress Aubrey hand a small glass slide to Gene, who slipped it into a medical envelope and set it on the counter.  
 
    The speculum was pulled gently from her. The exam wasn’t over yet, however. A lubricated, gloved finger pressed deep into her anus while Mistress Aubrey’s other hand moved against her belly as she felt for whatever it was doctors felt for. “Excellent,” the doctor murmured, more to herself than to anyone else. “Very good.” Finally the finger was withdrawn. “Now, we need to do your blood work,” she said. “I assume you’re comfortable with needles. Gene is an excellent phlebotomist.” 
 
    “As long as I don’t look,” Jaime said meekly, her stomach dipping unpleasantly at the thought of being pricked. She lay watching as Gene pulled a tray from beneath the counter and placed on it a wrapped needle and syringe, a disposable orange plastic tourniquet and two small glass vials.  
 
    Turning back to her, Gene released Jaime’s arms, allowing her to rest them at her sides. He cranked the table so she was in more of a sitting position, and then drew up a stool to sit beside the exam table. After pulling on a pair of surgical gloves, Gene prepared the syringe and then reached for the tourniquet. This he strapped around Jaime’s upper arm. He instructed her to clench her hand into a fist, while he tapped at the veins rising at the bend in her arm. 
 
    Apparently satisfied, he reached for a small plastic container of alcohol and pulled a ball of cotton from a glass container on the counter. He swabbed her arm and then reached for the syringe. Jaime turned away and closed her eyes, concentrating on her breathing. There was a small, sharp prick as the needle entered her vein, but, as Mistress Aubrey had promised, Gene was good at what he did. After a minute or so, she felt a pressure at the spot where the needle had been, and turned to see Gene placing a Band-Aid over a fresh ball of cotton. The two vials were now filled with bright red blood. 
 
    Jaime looked away from this, instead searching for Mistress Aubrey, who stood at the end of the exam table watching the proceedings. “Are we done?” Jaime dared to ask. 
 
    “No, we are not,” Mistress Aubrey replied in a no-nonsense tone. “The medical part of the exam is over, but now you will be subjected to endurance and sensitivity testing, which is just as important as physical health.” Without elaborating, she turned to Gene. “Secure her arms again, slave Gene.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.”  
 
    Gene lowered the table so Jaime was once more lying flat, and re-bound Jaime’s wrists. “I think she can handle the number two dildo,” Mistress Aubrey said to Gene. “And get me a medium anal plug.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Gene replied.  
 
    Jaime’s sphincter muscles tensed. She pressed her lips tightly together to keep from voicing her apprehension. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Jaime?” Mistress Aubrey said, her smile belying the steel in her tone. “I’ve examined your vagina and anus, my dear. You are in excellent condition, with healthy tissue and good elasticity. If this is an issue for you, however, we can end this right now. I’ll just let Anthony know he was mistak—“ 
 
    “No!” Jaime blurted. “I mean,” she amended desperately, “Please, I’m sorry, Mistress Aubrey! I just wasn’t expecting the anal plug thing. I mean, I’m kind of shy about my bottom and—” 
 
    “Your bottom? You mean your asshole? Be explicit, please.” 
 
    Jaime’s face began to burn. “Um, yes. My, um, my asshole. I don’t really have a lot of experience with anal play and—” 
 
    “Well, get used to it,” Mistress Aubrey cut in. “If you join us at The Enclave, that asshole will belong to me, to Master Anthony, and to every Dominant at the compound. If you have a problem with that, now is the time to find out. This isn’t a game. If you sign on, your body will no longer be your own. Modesty has no place, none whatsoever, in a slave’s repertoire. You will do as you’re told, when you’re told, or be punished. If this isn’t something you think you can handle, you’d better face that right now. If you can’t deal with a little anal play in this controlled environment, then I assure you, The Enclave is not for you.” 
 
    Jaime blew out a breath, forcing herself to calm down. She had always hated any attention to her asshole, even though intellectually she realized this didn’t make a lot of sense. It was something she didn’t really even understand about herself, and no one had ever forced her to confront the issue before—they’d always just accepted “no ass play” as one of her hard limits. But apparently there were no hard limits at The Enclave.  
 
    Mistress Aubrey was right. Either she was willing to give of herself completely, to let all the old inhibitions and hesitations go, or she wasn’t. And yes, now was certainly the time to find out, before she signed on the dotted line.  
 
    “I apologize, Mistress Aubrey. I let old fears get in the way of my desire to submit and obey.” 
 
    Mistress Aubrey regarded her silently for several long beats while Jaime held her breath, now desperate for whatever Mistress Aubrey wanted to give her. Finally the Mistress nodded. “All right then. We will proceed.” She turned toward Gene. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” Gene held a tray with a sizable pink rubber dildo, as well as a forbiddingly large anal plug that appeared to be made of glass. Mercifully, there was also a tube of lubricant on the tray. 
 
    “You will be naked for this part of the session, slave Gene,” Mistress Aubrey said casually. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Gene said eagerly. He placed the tray on the counter and lost no time pulling off his sneakers and scrubs. 
 
    “Quite a specimen, isn’t he? Definitely easy on the eyes.”  
 
    Jaime turned her head to focus on the now naked Gene. He was, indeed, easy on the eyes. Gene was well-muscled and completely smooth, not a trace of hair on his body. Her eyes were drawn irresistibly to his cock, which was semi-erect above his shaven balls, a shiny loop of gold glinting just below the crown of his penis. As he turned to retrieve the tray, she saw the stripes, both new and fading, of a recent caning on his small, muscular ass and the backs of his thighs. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight, her skin tingling with sympathy and desire. 
 
    Once Gene returned to the foot of the exam table, Mistress Aubrey said, “Crank the stirrups wider for better access to her cunt and asshole.” 
 
    Jaime’s heart kicked into a higher gear as Gene released some kind of mechanism on the underside of the table that caused the stirrups to slowly widen, pulling her legs farther and farther apart and putting a strain on her inner thighs. Jaime was just about to protest it was too much, when Mistress Aubrey finally said, “Perfect. Stop there.”  
 
    Mistress Aubrey stroked Jaime’s spread vulva with gloved fingers. Her touch caused a spasm of pleasure to ripple through Jaime’s loins and she was barely able to suppress her moan. The moan escaped as the fingers were pressed into the tight, wet grip of Jaime’s cunt. 
 
    “You don’t need to stay quiet,” Mistress Aubrey said. “In fact, I want to hear how you respond.” Mistress Aubrey’s fingers moved inside her in sensual, stimulating strokes, pulling a deep sigh from Jaime. “That’s right,” Mistress Aubrey urged. “Hold nothing back. I want to hear every sigh, every moan, every scream. Is that quite clear, young lady?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Jaime said, though she could barely hear her own response over the beating of her heart, which was pounding in her ears.  
 
    “Good.” The hand was withdrawn. Jaime lifted her head, biting back the urge to beg for more. She watched as Mistress Aubrey reached for the dildo, which she handed to Gene.  
 
    “You do it, slave Gene,” she ordered. 
 
    Gene squirted some lubricant on the tip of the bright pink rubber phallus. Mistress Aubrey stepped aside and he moved into position between Jaime’s forcibly spread legs. The dildo was huge, much larger than any man Jaime had been with, or any toy she’d ever masturbated with. Despite her trepidation, her cunt throbbed, aching to feel the fullness offered by the thick phallus.  
 
    Her stomach muscles clenched with anxious anticipation as Gene pressed the head of the dildo against her entrance and pushed gently forward. She grunted involuntarily as its hard girth filled her. Her cunt muscles gripped the phallus, spasming against it in a shudder of pleasure.  
 
    “Fuck her with it,” Mistress Aubrey instructed. Jaime, who had closed her eyes, opened them to stare at the Mistress who had given this order to her slave boy. Mistress Aubrey’s eyes were bright, the tip of her tongue moving sensually over her full lower lip.  
 
    Gene began to move the dildo, pulling it partially out and then pushing it back again, simulating the movements of a penis, and causing a delicious rush of sensation that included both pleasurable stimulation, along with erotic discomfort from its too-wide girth. A masochist to her core, Jaime relished the sensual combination of pleasure and pain as Gene fucked her harder and faster with the surrogate cock. She began to pant, the heat building inside her as her body began its ascent toward climax.  
 
    Her pleasure was disrupted by Mistress Aubrey’s next command. “That’s enough. She isn’t to come. Not yet. Leave the dildo in place. It’s time to insert the anal plug.” 
 
    Swallowing her erotic frustration, Jaime watched with mute trepidation as Gene reached for the obscenely large glass plug. Letting her head fall back against the exam table, she closed her eyes, her guts churning with anxiety. When the tip of the cold glass touched her anus, she squealed. 
 
    You can do this, you can do this, she told herself frantically, trying to hold onto what was left of her composure. She felt clammy, her breath catching in her throat. 
 
    “Unclench your fists.” Mistress Aubrey voice sounded beside her ear. The plug had been withdrawn. Mistress Aubrey stood beside her. She placed her hand on Jaime’s chest. “Your heart’s beating a mile a minute. I want you to breathe. In…and out. In…and out.” She stroked Jaime’s arm with one hand, the cool fingers of her other hand pressed gently over Jaime’s closed eyes. “Nice and slow,” Mistress Aubrey urged gently. “You can do this, Jaime. Anthony saw something in you. Show me, too. Show me your courage and your passion. Show me how strong you are.” 
 
    In spite of her fear, Jaime began to relax at the sound of Mistress Aubrey’s soothing voice and gentle touch. Her panic began to ebb away, a deep, accepting calm moving to replace it. When the Mistress removed her hand, Jaime opened her eyes. “Are you ready to continue?” Mistress Aubrey asked. 
 
    Jaime opened her eyes. “Yes, please, Mistress.” 
 
    Mistress Aubrey nodded toward Gene. The cold, gooey glass once more pushed between her ass cheeks. “Breathe,” Mistress Aubrey reminded her. Jaime dutifully tried to slow and deepen her breathing. The glass pressed slowly, inexorably into her tiny opening. It wasn’t really too bad, she realized with relief. She could do this. She could definitely do— 
 
    “Ow!” she screamed, the sudden painful pressure in her rectum making her forget any promise to be courageous. But just as quickly as the pain had struck, now it subsided, replaced only by a sense of utter fullness. 
 
    “Not so bad, was it?” Mistress Aubrey asked. 
 
    “No, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.” 
 
    Mistress Aubrey nodded. She stroked Jaime’s cheek, and Jaime had a sudden, nearly irresistible urge to turn her face so she could kiss Mistress Aubrey’s hand. The hand was withdrawn, however, as Mistress Aubrey’s eyes slid from Jaime to slave Gene, who stood naked between Jaime’s spread knees. Gene’s worshipful gaze was fixed on his Mistress. Jaime experienced a pang of longing as she watched the brief but loving glance exchanged between the pair. 
 
    Mistress Aubrey turned back to Jaime. “You are doing well, Jaime.” As Jaime basked in this praise, the doctor continued, “The anus is quite elastic, as long as it’s given time to adapt. My slave can tell you, anal torture can be quite erotic. He’s learned to climax from anal play alone, isn’t that right, slave Gene?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress,” the naked man replied fervently, his erect cock bobbing. 
 
    “Now,” Mistress Aubrey continued briskly, ignoring her lover’s erection as she addressed Jaime once more, “we’ll test your sexual endurance, your obedience, and your ability to control your body, more specifically, your orgasm. Gene is going to stimulate you again. You will not come unless or until instructed. Is that all quite clear?” 
 
    “Um, I think so,” Jaime said uncertainly, her heart skipping several beats. 
 
    “You forget yourself.” Mistress Aubrey’s voice, so kind a moment before, had turned hard. “You must always address your superiors with proper respect. You must always include a Sir, Ma’am, Master or Mistress in your reply, no matter how confused and nervous you might be, or how much whatever is happening distracts you. It must become second nature. Now is as good a time to learn that lesson as any.” 
 
    To Jaime’s shock, Mistress Aubrey struck her right cheek with a well-placed, stinging blow. “Now,” she said brusquely as Jaime blinked back tears she couldn’t wipe away in her bound position. “We’ll try that again. Are you quite clear on your instructions?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Jaime replied breathlessly. 
 
    “Repeat them to me.” 
 
    “Um, I’m to take whatever you give me,” Jaime said nervously. “I won’t come unless or until instructed, Mistress Aubrey,” she added hurriedly, hoping she hadn’t forgotten anything. 
 
    To her relief, Mistress Aubrey nodded. “Better.” She looked at Gene, who stood quietly at the foot of the exam table, his expression calm. “Get the wand. Set it on low,” she instructed. 
 
    Jaime started to lift her head to see what Gene was doing, but Mistress Aubrey, still standing beside the table, pushed her back down. She closed her hand over Jaime’s throat and squeezed lightly. Jaime’s breath caught in her chest, her nipples aching, her filled cunt throbbing. A hand on her throat had always been a submissive trigger for her—a button, her ex-boyfriend had called it—and now was no exception. 
 
    Something spongy pressed against her vulva. The wand clicked to life, its vibrations moving through her stuffed pussy and anus, sending a deep, shuddering tremble through her loins. Jaime began to pant, mews of pleasure pushing up from deep inside.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered open to see Mistress Aubrey regarding her with a knowing smile, her hand still circled lightly around Jaime’s throat. “You need to be controlled. You need to be tied down, whipped, and thoroughly used, don’t you, slave girl?” Mistress Aubrey spoke in a soft, sensual voice, her words sending a rush of hot, sweet desire through Jaime’s veins.  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” she admitted with a gasp, a hair’s breadth away from a climax. “Oh, yes, please…”  
 
    You will not come unless or until instructed. 
 
    Jaime drew in and expelled a shuddering breath, and then another. She clenched her hands into fists and tried, unsuccessfully, to twist away from the constant barrage of sensation at her cunt and ass. Another sharp smack to her cheek distracted her in her efforts, its sting heating her face. 
 
    “Control yourself,” Mistress Aubrey admonished.   
 
    The stinging pain had counteracted Jaime’s impending climax. The respite was short-lived, however, as the wand continued its inexorable pulse against her swollen, aching cunt. It wasn’t long before she began to tremble with the effort of resisting the climax that was threatening to roll over her like a twenty-foot wave. 
 
    “Oh god,” she moaned. Mistress Aubrey placed her hand once more around Jaime’s throat, pushing her fingers hard against the jawline. Jaime shuddered, her hips arching involuntarily upward. Mistress Aubrey released her grip, only to slap Jaime’s face again. The wand moved up and down her vulva, the vibrations exploding like firecrackers against her poor, swollen clit.  
 
    It was too much. She bucked in her bonds, her voice rising in a wail.  
 
    “You will come now.” Mistress Aubrey’s low voice cut through the cries and the blood roaring in Jaime’s ears.  
 
    Thank god.  
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” Jaime managed, before sliding into the second most powerful orgasm of her life. 
 
    Mercifully, the wand was removed, as were the dildo and the plug. She was a rag doll, her limbs flopping uselessly as they were released from the stirrups. The end of the exam table was extended, Jaime’s legs positioned by capable hands along its length, a soft sheet pulled over her naked body. Mistress Aubrey’s cool fingers caressed her once more, stroking her cheek, pushing her hair from her face. 
 
    “She’ll do,” Mistress Aubrey said, and Jaime, eyes still closed, smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Jaime entered the small, elegant bistro on Tuesday evening, a tall, slender blonde in a black dress stepped forward with a smile, looking past Jaime, presumably in search of her nonexistent date or husband. “I’m meeting someone,” Jaime said. “I see him.” Anthony was seated at a small table near the bar. He was watching her, and as they made eye contact, he lifted his arm in greeting.  
 
    Jaime made her way toward him, her heart fluttering. Anthony had called earlier that day to inform her she’d passed all aspects of her exam with Mistress Aubrey, as well as the background check. “If you’re ready to move forward,” he’d said, “I’ll bring the contract this evening. We can discuss the details over dinner.” 
 
    Anthony stood as she reached the table and moved behind her to pull out her chair. As Jaime sat, he expertly pushed it into place. Jaime couldn’t remember when a guy had done that for her, and it both charmed her and highlighted the fact they were from different generations.  
 
    “A pleasure to see you,” Anthony said, his dark eyes moving over her in that soul-searching way he had that made her feel as if her clothing was see-through. A martini glass sat on the table in front of him, two fat green olives skewered on a toothpick soaking in the gin. Following her gaze, he asked, “Would you care for a drink?” 
 
    As if waiting for his cue, a waiter appeared. He handed them menus and took Jaime’s drink order. “Just some club soda with lime,” she said, wanting to keep her head clear for what was to come. They perused their menus silently for a moment. Jaime was too excited and nervous to have much of an appetite. When the waiter reappeared, Jaime’s drink in hand, he regaled them with the specials of the evening, and Jaime chose the pasta dish, Anthony the steak, along with a bottle of red wine for the table. 
 
    When the waiter had gone, Anthony reached into his sport jacket and retrieved an envelope, which he handed to Jaime. “Inside you’ll find two copies of the candidacy contract.” As Jaime opened the flap with trembling fingers, he continued, “As you can see, it’s only a single page. But take your time and read it carefully. After we eat, and you’ve had a little time to process the contents, you can decide if you still feel this is something you want to do. If you decide it’s not for you, the invitation to use The Garden’s facilities as my guest at any time remains in full force.” 
 
    Jaime’s mouth felt dry. She reached for her soda and took a long drink before focusing on the words in front of her. She began to read, keenly aware of Anthony’s steady gaze as she perused the fine print with her legally trained eye. The document had clearly been drawn up by an attorney, with its herewiths and wherefores, and yet this was certainly like no other contract she’d ever seen. Such an agreement between “Master” and “slave” could never be legally enforced. 
 
    As if reading her mind, Anthony said, “I’m sure you understand such a contract would never stand up in a court of law, but that’s not why this was developed. Rather, we’ve found when our submissives, and our Dominants for that matter, sign such a document, it makes the commitment between them that much stronger. Expectations and requirements are clearly laid out, and adding one’s signature makes the pact more binding than a mere listing of the rules.” 
 
    Jaime nodded. This reasoning made sense to her, and she agreed with the underlying rationale. Yet she understood, whether or not such a document could be enforced by the courts, if she signed, she would be handing over complete control of her body, her actions and her rights for the next two weeks, without recourse or limits, save for protection from actual bodily harm. She could sever the contract at any time, but that would result in immediate and permanent expulsion from The Enclave, a place she’d yet to lay eyes on, but had fantasized about endlessly in the days since she’d first learned of its existence.  
 
    The waiter arrived, food in tow, and Jaime refolded the pages and slipped them back into the envelope, which she set aside. The food was delicious and the wine took the edge off her nerves. By tacit agreement, they didn’t discuss the contract or The Enclave during the meal, instead engaging in small talk about Asheville and the BDSM scene there, such as it was.  
 
    When the plates were cleared and coffee was served, Anthony placed his hand lightly on the envelope and lifted his eyes to meet hers. “We want you, Jaime. There is no question in my mind you will make an excellent slave candidate. Have you made a decision?” 
 
    Jaime swallowed. She reached for her wine glass and took another fortifying sip. Though she’d told herself she wouldn’t decide right away, a part of her, the most basic and essential part of her, had made the decision at the club. It was as if she’d been waiting all her life for this. As if her life had only been a rehearsal to this point. The real show was about to begin. 
 
    She gave a small nod, and Anthony reached once more into his jacket, this time retrieving a pen, which he set down beside the envelope. Jaime reviewed the contract again, finding as her eyes skimmed the words that she’d already memorized them. Her hand, she was glad to note, was steady as she lifted the heavy gold pen.  
 
    She signed her name over the words slave candidate on both copies. Expelling a breath, she pushed the pages toward Anthony. He took the pen from her with a nod, and signed above the Master on the signature line. “There you go,” he said, taking one of the copies along with his pen and slipping them the inside pocket of his jacket. “A copy for you and a copy for me.”  
 
    He withdrew a second envelope and placed it beside Jaime’s coffee cup. “Inside you’ll find a cashier’s check for ten thousand dollars. I will have a car sent for you on Friday morning. I trust this gives you enough time to prepare?” 
 
    Jaime stared at the envelope. As astounding as it might seem, she’d actually forgotten about the money. While it would be an incredible relief to be able to pay off her past due rent and debts, financial gain was definitely not the driving force behind her decision to enter the slave-training program. Still, there was no question it would leave her free to focus on what really mattered. She looked up with a grateful smile. “Yes, thank you. I’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    Friday morning Jaime stood in the parking lot of her apartment building, clutching the small duffel she’d been instructed to bring as she waited for the driver to appear. The overnight bag contained only her purse, toiletries, birth control pills, cell phone and laptop. Anthony had told her not to pack any clothing, which prompted her to fantasize endlessly about what she would be required to wear (or not wear!) during her training.  
 
    She told no one of her real plans, adopting Anthony’s suggestion that she tell friends and family she was taking a vacation in the mountains. She’d invented a local tour group with whom she’d ostensibly be traveling. Cell service and Internet would be limited to nonexistent, but she’d be in touch when she returned. 
 
    Now, her heart jumped into her throat as a long, sleek sedan pulled up in front of her and slowed to a stop. The driver’s door opened and a man dressed all in black came around the side of the car. He appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties, with thick blond hair and narrow blue eyes over high cheekbones and a wide, sensual mouth. He wore a thick, black leather collar around his neck, which as he moved closer, Jaime saw was made from three strips of braided leather, the effect artfully beautiful. 
 
    “You are Jaime Shepard?” he asked with an accent, possibly German.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, hoping her voice didn’t betray her nerves. She’d spent the past several days fixated on her experience at The Garden with Anthony and at the doctor’s office with Mistress Aubrey and slave Gene, reliving each astonishing detail. Each night she’d drifted to sleep with her hand between her legs, images of what life might be like at The Enclave providing endless fodder for her masturbatory fantasies. 
 
    The man reached for her bag, and she let him take it. She moved toward the passenger door, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm, his grip firm. “No. You will sit in the back, please.” Yes. Definitely German. 
 
    He pulled open the back door for her and Jaime slid onto the plump leather of the deep backseat. The man closed the door behind her and moved quickly back around the car. He shifted into gear and drove out of the parking lot and onto the road.  
 
    He looked at her in the rearview mirror as he drove. “My name is Hans. I am a slave at The Enclave.” 
 
    A slave! He said it so matter-of-factly, as if being a sex slave was an everyday, perfectly normal thing. “Nice to meet you, Hans,” Jaime said, hoping her voice didn’t betray her jittery excitement. A thousand questions leaped to her mind. This was a chance to pump someone who already knew the score, to find out just exactly what she was in for.  
 
    But just as she opened her mouth to ask the first of many questions, Hans cut her off. “You will not speak during this journey, except in response to a direct question or order. You will listen and obey. For the duration of our forty-minute drive, I have been given complete authority as your Master. I will be giving a full report of your obedience upon our arrival. This is understood, yes?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Hans corrected. “You will address me as Sir during this ride.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime amended, feeling a little foolish and a lot excited.  
 
    “First,” Hans continued, his eyes flitting from the road to the mirror, “if you are wearing panties, you must remove them at once. These you will hand to me. You will then lift your skirt and sit directly on the seat.” 
 
    Anthony had instructed Jaime to wear a simple blouse and skirt for the drive to The Enclave. He hadn’t said anything about underwear, and she was wearing panties and a bra beneath her clothes, her legs bare on this warm summer day. She glanced nervously at the rearview mirror, but Hans now appeared to be watching the road. 
 
    Jaime reached beneath her skirt and lifted her bottom so she could pull her underwear down. She adjusted her skirt as directed, settling her bare ass on the cool, soft leather. Without turning back, Hans extended his hand back toward her. She could feel the beginnings of a blush heat her cheeks as she handed him her panties. 
 
    He took them without comment, his eyes still on the road. After a minute or so, he said, “Unbutton the blouse and remove it.” 
 
    Jaime glanced anxiously out the window. They were still in the heart of Asheville, just pulling onto Route 694 North. “You do not obey at once,” Hans intoned in his accented English. “This will be reported.” 
 
    Shit! Five minutes into the drive and she was already screwing up! 
 
    At least the windows were tinted, and would hopefully afford some privacy. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I’m sorry, Sir!” she amended quickly, her fingers fumbling over the small buttons of her blouse. She yanked it from her arms, somewhat constricted by her seatbelt, very aware of her bare bottom on the leather seat beneath. 
 
    She met Hans’ eyes in the mirror. “Now the bra,” he commanded. 
 
    Jaime reached back and unhooked her bra, letting it fall forward from her body. She set it on the seat beside her, along with the blouse. It felt beyond strange to be riding topless in broad daylight, but the exhibitionist inside her—inside every submissive—was deeply aroused. Hans’ eyes flickered back and forth from the road to the mirror. “Tweak your nipples,” he ordered. “Make them hard.” 
 
    Jaime bit her lip, but did as she was ordered. Already deeply excited, her nipples responded instantly to her touch. “Hands behind your head,” Hans continued. “Keep your lips parted, and never cross or close your legs when seated. From this moment forward, you must always be accessible, every part of you. This is understood, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime replied, shifting on the seat to obey as she lifted her arms behind her head. She licked her lips, letting them part. Her nipples throbbed, matched by the ache in her cunt.  
 
    They drove silently for a while. Jaime’s arms began to ache. She tried to catch Hans’ eye in the mirror, but he was focused on the road as they slowly ascended into the mountains. Just when she was about to ask him, as politely as possible, if she could lower her arms, he pulled onto an overhang shoulder and turned off the engine.  
 
    “Why are we—” Jaime began, but Hans cut her off. 
 
    “Arms down. Get out of the car and into the front seat.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do it!” he barked. “And that’s another two reports. Failure to address me properly and questioning your Master.” 
 
    Jaime glanced through the tinted windows. The passenger side of their vehicle faced away from the road, so it was unlikely anyone would see her. She reached for the door handle and opened the door. Moving quickly, she jumped from the car, pulled open the front door and slid inside, yanking the door closed behind her.  
 
    Hans reached for his belt and unbuckled it. His eyes on her breasts, he pulled down the zipper of his fly. “Take out my cock and suck it. You are not to stop until I climax. You are to swallow every drop.” 
 
    Apparently Master Hans planned to take full advantage of his temporary role. He was extremely attractive, and Jaime had always loved sucking cock. Though she was sexually submissive, she enjoyed that bit of control over a man, savoring the anticipation when he tensed and squeezed his eyes closed, and her ultimate power as he cried out with pleasure at the moment of release. 
 
    Even so, she reached a little tentatively for the stranger’s cock. He had no underwear on beneath his black pants, and her fingers curled around his thick shaft. She tugged the growing member from its confines, watching his uncircumcised foreskin slide back as his cock grew fully erect. 
 
    Reaching toward her, Hans gripped a handful of her hair, using it to yank her down toward his lap. “Ah,” he breathed as she closed her mouth over the fat head of his cock. “Das is gut. Das ist so lange her.” Though Jaime didn’t speak German, she understood the gist of what he must be saying—it’s been so long. 
 
    Hans kept his fingers tangled in her hair. He used her head like a handle, pushing it up and down in a pumping motion, forcing his cock deep into her throat. She didn’t get a chance to demonstrate any of her skills—the man was just fucking her mouth, plain and simple. It was all she could do to keep her balance on the seat and to suck in a breath of air between each gagging thrust. He was hurting her—his grip too tight in her hair, his cock slamming against the back of her throat. Yet, in spite of the pain, or perhaps partially because of it, her cunt throbbed with desire, its juices seeping onto her thighs. 
 
    The experience was short-lived. Within two minutes, Hans groaned and stiffened for a second before shuddering, his hips thrusting as he shot his load deep in Jaime’s throat. When he released her hair she sat back, gasping for breath against the seat. Without looking at her, Hans rearranged himself. Tucking in his shirt, he zipped his pants and re-buckled his belt.  
 
    Finally he looked over at her. “That was acceptable,” he said. “You’ll need to work on that gag reflex, though.” He jerked his head toward the backseat. “Now, please return to the back.” 
 
    Her own lust unrequited, Jaime did as ordered, flying from the front to the back seat as quickly as possible. Hans started the car and eased back onto the road. “We will be there soon,” he informed her. “In preparation, you will remove your skirt. You are to be completely naked upon arrival. When you get out of the car, I will place a collar and leash on you, and I will lead you to the door. You are to kneel up, hands behind your head, knees spread wide in offering while you wait for permission to enter. This is understood, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime managed, though she could barely hear her own voice over the pounding of her heart.  
 
    About ten minutes later Hans turned the car onto a winding dirt road, which they traveled for about half a mile. The land was densely forested on either side of the narrow road and it seemed they were going deep into some kind of wilderness. It was hard to imagine there was a compound situated on the side of this mountain, but Hans seemed certain of his direction. 
 
    All at once, they emerged from a thicket of trees onto a large, cleared plateau. In front of them stood a set of metal gates bracketed by high concrete walls, like some kind of fortress. As the car approached, the gates opened slowly inward and they drove through.  
 
    Jaime drew in her breath at the sight of the huge house, a mansion really. It was built of a combination of stone and wood, with lots of large windows, the effect at once grand and welcoming. Hans pulled into the curved driveway in the front of the house and turned off the engine. Jaime, naked in the backseat, drew her arms instinctively around herself. 
 
    Hans climbed out of the car and walked swiftly around the back of it, a moment later pulling open her door. He held a slim black collar and leash in his hands. Jaime emerged from the car on wobbly legs, dizziness assailing her for a moment. It was quite a bit cooler at this higher altitude, and a soft breeze blew over her breasts, causing her nipples to stiffen. The paver stones of the driveway were hard beneath her bare feet. 
 
    “I—” she began, but Hans stopped her with a stern shake of his head. 
 
    “Shh. No words. Be silent and obey.” He held up the collar by one of the O rings set at intervals along its length. “Lean your head forward and lift your hair,” he instructed. Jaime obeyed, a sense of the surreal settling over her as he buckled the collar into place. The leash was also made of leather, save for a small length of chain at its end. Hans clipped the leash to her collar and turned toward the building, indicating with a gentle tug of the leash that she should follow. 
 
    As they walked along the stone walkway set in the center of an immaculate, emerald-green lawn, Jaime glanced up at the many windows, opaque against the sun, wondering if they were being watched. At the large double doors of the entrance, Hans stopped and tugged downward on her leash. “Kneel as I instructed you,” he said. “You will wait here until someone comes for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime murmured. She sank to her knees, still not quite able to get her head around the fact that this place actually existed, and she was really doing this. Hans watched as she lifted her arms and laced her fingers behind her head. The leash hung down between her breasts. 
 
    “Wider,” he said, nudging the inside of her right thigh with the toe of his boot. “Offer yourself.” Jaime spread her knees and thrust her breasts forward. She lifted her chin and focused on the door, her heart doing somersaults in her chest.  
 
    Hans bent down suddenly and Jaime flinched, certain he was going to slap her. But he only leaned close, his mouth near her ear. “Good luck,” he whispered, and then he stepped inside, leaving her alone as the door clicked shut behind him. 
 
    Jaime closed her eyes. The mountain air was so fresh, scented with pine and honeysuckle, and she drew in deep breaths, letting them out slowly. The collar around her neck felt just right. She wanted to stroke the soft, strong leather but she didn’t dare move out of position.  
 
    Though it seemed much longer, it was probably only about two minutes before the door opened. Two men, neither of them Anthony, stood before her. They regarded her for several long moments. She felt herself blushing beneath their intent gazes, but she managed to hold her position, though her arms were beginning to tremble from the strain. 
 
    “Stand up, slave Jaime,” said the shorter of the two men, as he reached down and took the end of her leash. His voice was strident, his mouth curved down in a frown. He appeared to be in his mid thirties, with thinning sandy blond hair, pale eyes and thin lips. He was slender with a wiry build, and clad in black leather from head to toe. As Jaime rose to her feet, he added, “I am Master Lawrence. And this”—he waved toward the man beside him—“is Master Mark.”  
 
    “You may put your arms down at your sides,” Master Mark added in a pleasing baritone. He was younger than Master Lawrence, in his early thirties, Jaime surmised. He was about six feet tall, with broad shoulders and dark brown thick, curly hair. His eyes were a lively green-brown over a prominent nose and a generous mouth. Though not in leather, Master Mark was also in black—black jeans, a black knit shirt and black, square-toed boots. There was something familiar about him, as if she’d seen him before. Maybe at The Garden?  
 
    The rest of the world fell out of focus, blurring and falling away as she stared at the man, unable to look away, unable to recall where she was or what she was supposed to do. Ah, a small but certain voice whispered inside her. There he is. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Master Lawrence, still holding the leash, gave it a yank. The peculiar spell was broken and the world resumed its normal activity as Jaime stumbled forward before regaining her footing. They entered a large foyer. The floor was made from wide planked wood stained a rich chestnut. A huge grandfather clock stood against one wall, the wood frame of dark cherry, the large silver pendulum ticking loudly behind beveled glass. 
 
    That was where any typical foyer decoration ended, however. Several sets of rusty-looking manacles in various sizes had been hung along the walls, dangling from thick chains. Whips and floggers were positioned in X patterns, much like swords crossed on a coat of arms. An ominous iron device with cruelly curving talons hung above a large chair set against the wall, its base, arms and back covered in pointy spikes. “Some of Master Anthony’s medieval torture collection,” Master Mark said, following Jaime’s horrified, fascinated gaze. “Be a good girl, and we won’t have to put you in the Judas chair.” He smiled, revealing even, white teeth. Jaime was far too nervous to smile back.  
 
    She was led on the leash through a huge living room that contained several distinct groupings of furniture. One wall was almost entirely of glass, opening onto a breathtaking, expansive view across the mountains and down into the valley below. There were two fireplaces, one of them big enough to walk into. 
 
    As they moved through the room, Jaime saw a couple sitting on the couch, a man in a chair nearby. Hans was kneeling beside the man’s chair, the man’s hand proprietarily on his shoulder. Hans was naked, save for his beautiful slave collar. His nipples were pierced with silver barbells, and his gaze was fixed on what Jaime knew in an instant must be his Master, the love light shining from Hans’ eyes. 
 
    Instead of stopping for introductions, Jaime was marched past them and into a small, windowless room. The space was empty, save for a St. Andrew’s cross set against one wall and a metal-barred cage, barely big enough for a large dog. An involuntary shudder of fear moved through her and she looked away. A thick flogger with many suede tresses hung on the wall beside the cross, a canister of whips and canes on the floor on its other side.   
 
    Master Lawrence removed the leash. “We received three reports from slave Hans,” he said in his stern voice. “Before you are introduced to the others, you will have to be punished. Each transgression has earned you five strokes, for a total of fifteen. You will remain completely silent during the punishment, or we will be forced to begin again.” He pointed toward the St. Andrew’s cross. “Since you are not yet trained in the art of holding a position, you will be bound to the cross for your punishment.” 
 
    Jaime stood in the center of the room, her heart slamming against her ribs. “Go on, move,” Master Lawrence snapped. “Stand with your face to the cross. Master Mark will secure your wrists and ankles.” 
 
    Jaime stepped onto the small raised platform at the foot of the cross. Her arms felt leaden as she lifted them against the smooth wood of the X. Hans had warned her she would be punished, but she hadn’t expected it so soon. 
 
    Master Mark closed the thick nylon cuffs around each wrist, pressing the Velcro into place to bind her arms against the wood. He crouched behind her and tapped at her ankles, directing her to place her legs in position so he could secure them as well.  
 
    Jaime leaned into the cross with a sigh, the familiar, welcome sense of comfort at being securely bound offsetting somewhat the jangle of nerves still warring inside of her. She looked at the flogger—her favorite kind of whip. Fifteen strokes wasn’t so much. She could certainly handle it. She would probably even enjoy it—she loved the caressing sting of soft suede tresses against her skin. Maybe this was just a symbolic kind of punishment, something designed to put her into the proper headspace, not that she needed it. 
 
    Yes, she could totally do this.  
 
    “Master Mark,” Master Lawrence intoned. “The cane, if you please.” 
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    The split-second warning whistle of bamboo hurtled through the air, but it was not enough to prepare her for the fiery stroke of impact. In spite of Master Lawrence’s admonition, Jaime screamed. 
 
    “I heard a sound,” came his voice from behind her. “Did you hear a sound, Master Mark?”  
 
    “I did.” Master Mark appeared in Jaime’s peripheral vision, and she turned her head toward his voice. She was breathing too fast, her head spinning. She’d been caned before, many times, but never like this. Never without the slow, sensual warming of the skin, the steadily increasing intensity that allowed her to tolerate, then accept, then embrace the sting. 
 
    Master Mark placed his hand on Jaime’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Warmth spread through her body at his touch, and her heart eased its rapid beat, at least a little. “Courage,” he whispered. 
 
    Fortified by his touch and the masterful calm of his tone, she drew in a deep— 
 
    The second stroke caught her just as hard as the first, and just as unexpectedly, but somehow she managed to bite back the cry that rose in her throat, emitting only the tiniest of sounds. But was even that too much? 
 
    “One,” intoned Master Lawrence.  
 
    Relief flooded Jaime, despite the fiery sting of the second welt she felt rising on her ass. They hadn’t heard her muted cry. She could do this. Just hang on, let the pain flow through you. 
 
    Another whistle, followed instantly by the searing cut of the cane.  
 
    “Two.” 
 
    Fuck. Oh fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
    “Breathe.” 
 
    Jaime tried to draw in a breath, but her lungs seemed to have collapsed. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Jaime opened eyes she hadn’t realized she’d squeezed shut. Master Mark was still beside her, his gaze steady on her face. She focused on his clear green-brown eyes. He had a dark, thick fringe of lashes, the kind women would kill for. He was really quite— 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    Thought exploded like china dashed on stone. 
 
    “Five. Six…” 
 
    “Breathe. “His voice was soothing, even just the one word. She reached for it and clung.  
 
    “Seven. Eight. Nine.” 
 
    She could do this. She was doing it. It wasn’t so bad, not anymore. The skin was numbing, acclimating, she was more than halfway through. Her lips were sealed, her lungs had regained their ability to inflate, and Master Mark was still there, still watching, vigilant.  
 
    “Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.” 
 
    She sagged with relief, her head falling back, her mouth agape. Sweat pricked beneath her arms and at the nape of her neck. Her ass was in flames, but she had done it—she had taken her punishment.  
 
    The two men crouched on either side of her, each grabbing the edge of the thick nylon cuffs and yanking at the Velcro in unison. Jaime shifted, causing her leash, which had been hung over the center of the X, to clank lightly against the wood. Master Mark leaned across her back as he reached for both wrist cuffs. She could feel hard muscles beneath the soft fabric of his shirt as his body brushed hers. It took every ounce of self-control not to lean back into his inviting strength and warmth. 
 
    Stepping back, Master Mark reached around her and gripped the leash, pulling it up and to the side. He tugged lightly at the leash, directing her to turn so her back was now to the cross. He moved back, drawing her forward off the platform. 
 
    “Time to meet a few of our members,” Master Lawrence said. Jaime was nonplussed, confused. Her ass was stinging. One of the welts felt as if it might actually be bleeding! Where was the aftercare she received at the clubs—the healing lotion, the soothing words, the praise? 
 
    None, apparently, was forthcoming. Without a backward glance, Master Lawrence opened the door and walked back into the living room. Master Mark followed just behind him, Jaime in tow on her leash.  
 
    Hans was still there, though he now stood erect as a soldier behind his Master’s chair. The man looked to be in his late thirties. He was quite handsome, with chiseled features, a square jaw and wavy brown hair streaked with blond, brushed straight back. There was an end table beside his chair with a tray containing a packet of surgical gloves, a tube of lubricant and a shiny black anal plug. Jaime eyed the tray with dismay, praying it wasn’t there for her.  
 
    As they moved closer, she got a better look at the couple on the couch. Even seated, she could tell they were both tall, their builds slender but athletic. They appeared to be in their late forties or early fifties.  
 
    Behind the couch stood a young woman with curly red hair, round green eyes and a small rosebud of a mouth. She was naked, her large, heavy breasts marked with a crisscross of new and fading welts. A thick slave collar of rich, emerald-green leather circled her neck, sewn so it came together in a V at her throat. She offered the hint of a smile as she caught Jaime’s eye. Jaime didn’t dare to smile back. 
 
    Master Mark brought Jaime to a standstill in front of the gathered group. He removed the leash. “You may stand at ease,” Master Lawrence said. “Hands clasped loosely behind your back, legs shoulder-width apart. You may look directly at whoever is speaking to you. You will obey every command without hesitation.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Lawrence,” Jaime said, pleased her voice didn’t quaver. Master Mark took a seat on the other side of the woman on the couch. Master Lawrence sat on the empty chair to the right. 
 
    “We’ve heard a lot about you,” the seated woman said. She had honey-blond hair cut to her shoulders. Her eyes were a clear, beautiful shade of green. She wore a figure-hugging black satin gown. Surprisingly, around her neck there was a silver leather collar studded with O-rings, a small heart-shaped crystal padlock at its center. While the piece was stunningly beautiful in its own right, it was clearly a slave collar. “I am Mistress Marjorie. Welcome to The Enclave.” She smiled, the smile at once easy and somewhat sad, as if she saw the humor and the tragedy in everything at once.  
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” Jaime replied. 
 
    “I am Master Brandon,” the man beside Mistress Marjorie said. His hair was auburn, trimmed short on the sides and swept to the side on top, with a whisper of gray at the sideburns. He was very tan, with rugged features and bright blue eyes. He, like Master Lawrence, was dressed in black leather. “We’re pleased to have you as a training candidate. It’s unfortunate you had to be punished immediately upon your arrival. Tell me, what did you do to earn that punishment, Jaime?” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh”—Jaime glanced helplessly at Hans, her mind suddenly blank. He stared back at her impassively. Her eyes flitted toward Master Mark, who nodded ever so slightly. Jaime’s mind clicked back on. “I didn’t obey quickly enough when Master Hans—“ 
 
    “Slave Hans,” interjected the man in the chair. “Hans belongs to me. I am Master Julian.” Master Julian spoke in a posh British accent that instantly charmed Jaime.  
 
    “Slave Hans,” she amended. “I failed to address him properly, and I, uh, I didn’t obey quickly enough, Sir.” 
 
    “Turn around,” Master Brandon said. “Show us your welts.“ Flustered, Jaime did as she was told.  
 
    “Beautiful,” Mistress Marjorie murmured. A sudden rush of pride swelled inside Jaime. 
 
    “Remain facing away from us, but come closer,” Master Brandon continued. “I want to examine the welts.” 
 
    Jaime obeyed, stepping backward toward the couch. She jumped slightly as fingers glided over her sensitized skin. She gasped as they stroked the most painful of the welts. “You have delicate skin,” he remarked. “We’ll toughen that up over the next two weeks, won’t we?” 
 
    “We will, indeed,” Master Lawrence, whom Jaime could see in her peripheral vision, remarked dryly, and there was laughter.  
 
    “Step forward and bend over,” Master Julian said, once the laughter subsided. “Spread your ass cheeks. I want to inspect your asshole.” 
 
    Taking a breath, Jaime forced her hands to unclasp as she bent forward. She moved quickly, not daring to risk another punishment. She reached for her bottom and pulled at the welted flesh to expose herself, glad her flaming face was hidden from scrutiny. 
 
    “Hans,” Master Julian said from behind her, “give me a glove and some lube. Let’s see how tight this girl is.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Julian,” Hans replied. 
 
    Jaime remained in her awkward, bent position as Master Julian presumably prepared himself behind her. Though she knew to expect it, she jumped when she felt his hands on her—one hand gripping her hip while a thick, hard, but mercifully lubricated and gloved finger pushed insistently into her ass. 
 
    “Yes…good…nice and tight,” Master Julian murmured approvingly as he probed her most private orifice. “Do you like ass play, Jaime?” 
 
    How to answer? No, I fucking hate any attention to my asshole, please stop at once? But that wasn’t entirely true, was it? While it was humiliating, and not directly sexually stimulating to her, hadn’t she experienced the second most powerful orgasm of her life while her ass was plugged on Mistress Aubrey’s exam table? 
 
    Just answer honestly, a small voice whispered inside her head. “It makes me nervous, Sir. I’m not used to it…yet.” 
 
    “Yet. I like that,” Master Julian replied, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “We’ll be sure to work on that while you’re here, since I only like to fuck slaves in the ass—I’m sure you understand.” Some of the others chuckled.  
 
    His finger was withdrawn, and Jaime started to rise, but his hand pressed firmly against her lower back. “Remain in position. I didn’t tell you to move. Keep your cheeks spread. I’m going to insert the plug. You will keep it inside your ass during the rest of our welcome interview.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime managed through clenched jaws.  
 
    She flinched when the head of the plug touched her anus. She felt awkward and uncomfortable, bent over as she was, all eyes no doubt on her exposed asshole. She told herself to calm down, to breathe, but she wasn’t really listening. All she could manage was to tough it out.  
 
    The plug pushed slowly into her. “Relax,” Master Julian admonished gently. His other hand had remained firmly on her back, his touch centering and reassuring. “This is the last bit.” There came the sudden but short-lived burst of pain as the fat end of the plug slipped inside her. Jaime gasped and then sighed with relief. The damn thing was in. Master Julian’s hand fell away from her back.  
 
    “You may stand and face us,” he said. As she obeyed, Master Julian returned to his seat. He held out his gloved hand toward Hans, who slipped it off and dropped it into a small trashcan near the end table before returning to his post behind Master Julian’s chair. 
 
    “Do you like girls?” Master Brandon asked suddenly, peering intently at her with his brilliant blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir?” she replied, confused. 
 
    “Girls. Pussy. Sex with other women,” he clarified, his tone impatient. 
 
    Feeling like an idiot, Jaime stammered, “Uh, not really. I mean, I’ve never had sex with a girl, if that’s what you mean, Sir.” Her eyes flitted involuntarily toward the naked girl standing silently behind the couch.  
 
    “You’ve never done it, but that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t like it,” Master Brandon replied. “Love and sex exist along a continuum of desire for most people. It’s a matter of learning your true self—of jettisoning all the societal dictates and nonsense that can shut you down before you’ve even given yourself a chance. An open mind and a willingness to learn are all you need. Isn’t that right, Marjorie?” He put his hand proprietarily on Mistress Marjorie’s thigh. 
 
    “It is, Master Brandon,” she said softly, beaming at him. 
 
    “Perhaps a brief demonstration is in order?” Master Mark spoke, his question directed toward Master Brandon. Jaime’s eyes moved toward the pleasing sound of his baritone. Then her mind processed his words, and she tensed.  
 
    “Excellent idea,” Master Brandon agreed. He twisted back to the slave girl behind the couch. “A good opportunity for you, as well, slave Katie, to demonstrate your obedience.” 
 
    Red color seeped like spilled paint over Katie’s fair complexion, and Jaime’s stomach dropped. Whatever was about to happen, it was going to happen between the two of them, and this girl looked as nervous as Jaime felt.  
 
    Mistress Marjorie shifted on the couch, nudging Master Mark to the edge as she made a space between herself and Master Brandon. She patted the cushions. “Come sit between us, slave Katie,” she said gently. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Katie said in a low, pleasing voice. She came from behind the high-backed sofa. She was of medium height with a little extra meat on her bones, though she carried it well. Her pretty face remained beet red as she settled herself between the couple.  
 
    “Scoot forward,” Mistress Marjorie instructed the girl. “Spread your legs. Jaime is going to lick your cunt to orgasm. You will ask for permission to come, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Katie said in a small voice. 
 
    Master Brandon reached for Katie’s arms, capturing both her wrists in one hand. He pulled her arms upward over her head and held them there. “You,” he said, pointing with his free hand toward Jaime. “Get on your knees and get to work. I assume you understand the mechanics of the task, even if you’ve never done it before?” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard. She looked from face to face. They were all watching her—judging her, and no doubt finding her wanting. She felt lightheaded as she sank to her knees. 
 
    Katie looked incredibly vulnerable, naked between the Dominants, her arms held high over her head, her thighs parted. The small voice in Jaime’s head was whispering furiously now, and she tried to listen. Don’t fuck this up, Jaime Lee Shepard. It’s just a pussy, for heaven’s sake. You have one. You know what to do. Just do what you like to have done to you. Stop being such a baby. This is a test. They are testing you. Don’t fail! 
 
    She took a deep breath and blew it out. She scooted closer to the girl, until she was right between her knees. Carefully, cautiously, she placed a hand on either thigh and gently pushed Katie’s legs a little wider. She studiously avoided looking up into Katie’s face, and instead focused on the pierced pussy directly in front of her. Katie was shaven smooth. She had piercings along both sides of her outer labia, three to a side, each containing a small, thin gold hoop. Her inner labia were a darker pink than the outer, folded like the petals of an orchid. The hood of her clit was pierced as well, with what looked like a real diamond. 
 
    You can do this. You can do this. 
 
    Tentatively, Jaime snaked out her tongue and touched the delicate folds of flesh with the tip. Katie flinched slightly. “Offer yourself, slave Katie,” Mistress Marjorie said softly. “This is your gift of submission, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Katie breathed. Jaime felt suddenly better—even this obviously well-trained full-time staff slave needed encouragement and reminders. She touched the soft folds again with her tongue, and this time drew it up along the curve of flesh. She moved it in a circle around the diamond and Katie sighed softly. Emboldened, Jaime pulled a little on Katie’s inner thighs for better access. She licked along the inner labia, fluttering her tongue as she moved. The skin was silky soft. Katie sighed again. 
 
    Jaime realized she’d been holding her breath. Her tongue still moving over the now moistening folds, she breathed in through her nose. Katie’s scent was a mixture of soap with a hint of something sweet, like honey, and an underlay of spicy musk. To her surprise, Jaime found the smell intoxicating rather than off-putting, as she’d feared. She became aware of her own pussy in that moment; of the gentle throb of desire pulsing at her core.  
 
    She licked with more pressure, running her tongue directly over the hard diamond and feeling the rise of Katie’s clit beneath it. Katie’s moan was more audible now, the scent of her arousal stronger. Jaime focused on and around the hood of flesh until it began to miraculously contract, revealing the hard purple nubbin of Katie’s clit beneath it.  
 
    Aware of her own sensitivity to too much direct stimulation, Jaime shifted her focus, licking in lazy, sensual circles over Katie’s pussy. She even poked the tip of her tongue into the silky wetness of her entrance, and Katie shuddered and shifted beneath her. Jaime held her still, her grip firm on Katie’s thighs. 
 
    After teasing Katie this way for a while, Jaime realized she was having fun. This wasn’t horrible at all. It was similar to the rush she got when pleasing a man, but with something sweeter beneath it, somehow more tender. Katie’s responsiveness was thrilling.  
 
    Jaime alternated her strokes, flicking lightly at Katie’s clit, and then sliding away. Finally Katie began to tremble, her thighs hot beneath Jaime’s hands, her clit pulsing against Jaime’s tongue. “Oh god, oh Sir, oh Mistress!” Katie cried. “May I, oh, may I come, please?” she begged breathlessly. 
 
    “Yes, slave Katie,” Mistress Marjorie replied calmly. “You may come.” 
 
    “And you, Jaime,” Master Brandon added. “You are not to stop until you have permission.” 
 
    Jaime nodded as best she could with her head buried between Katie’s thighs, to show she had heard. Katie begun to buck against her, her movement punctuated with breathy cries. After several long seconds, the girl sagged back, her thighs pressing against Jaime’s hands as if she would close them.  
 
    Jaime kept her grip, however, mindful of Master Brandon’s dictate. Holding Katie open, she continued to lick and suckle the engorged, slick folds of Katie’s cunt. Katie lay limp at first, but after a minute or so she stiffened and began to squeal, little high-pitched yips. Jaime wanted to stop, worried she was over-stimulating the girl, aware of how easily the pleasure could turn to irritation, even pain, after a certain point. But Master Brandon had been very specific in his orders, and she was determined to obey.  
 
    Finally Katie began to shudder. Her whole body trembled, her thighs slippery with sweat beneath Jaime’s hands, her clit hard as a glass bead beneath Jaime’s tongue. She moaned, the sound low and guttural, and then she went completely limp and silent, not even a rasp of breath audible in the silent room. For a frightening split-second, Jaime thought she’d killed her. 
 
    “Breathe,” Mistress Marjorie said softly, and, thank goodness, Katie did. 
 
    Jaime felt a hand on her head. “You may sit back,” Master Brandon said.  
 
    Jaime obeyed, leaning back onto her haunches, exultant. She had made a girl come! And not just some wimpy little ‘gasm. She’d practically knocked the girl unconscious! 
 
    “Proud of yourself, aren’t you.” Master Lawrence’s voice cut across her thoughts. The sentence was declarative, rather than a question. Jaime glanced in his direction, her heart dropping at his stern expression. “Pride has a place in a slave’s repertoire,” he continued, his voice soft but edged with danger, “but not the pride of power over another. No, your pride should be in obedience and service. In doing what you are told and doing it well.” 
 
    “That hunger for power will need to be beaten out of her,” Master Julian remarked as Jaime’s triumph vanished beneath their criticism.  
 
    “Indeed,” Master Brandon added, his tone dry. “I would say daily beatings are definitely in order for this one.” 
 
    Jaime was suddenly aware of the plug still embedded in her ass. Her face was soaked with her own saliva and Katie’s juices, but she didn’t dare to wipe it off. She was hot and sweaty, and suddenly very thirsty. Her jawed ached. This was so unfair! She’d done everything they asked of her. Could she help it if she’d been proud of her accomplishment? She looked down at the ground. 
 
    “It takes a lot of courage to be a true slave, Jaime,” Mistress Marjorie said quietly. “The most difficult thing to let go of is ego. You’re used to a different world, where submission is a game in a carefully controlled scene at a public club. This two weeks is designed to give you a glimpse into our world, and to understand that it isn’t for everyone.” 
 
    Her gentle touch on the top of Jaime’s head made the tears fall, and Jaime tried to blink them back. “You are used to having the focus on you. You’ve probably heard it many times before—it’s all about the submissive. She remains in ultimate control, because she controls the scene. You are obsessed with your own pleasure and pain, and your effect on your Dom. When do you get a whipping, when do you get to come, does your Dom find you sexy, attractive, submissive, obedient? The underlying theme here is ego.” 
 
    Mistress Marjorie placed her finger just beneath Jaime’s chin, forcing her to raise her head. She gazed at Jaime with sharp, knowing eyes. “If you choose to stay with us, Jaime, and if we choose to accept you, the pride, the vanity, must go. You will learn by observing and experiencing the training process, which, as you’re probably gathering, won’t always be easy and won’t always be fun. But in the process, if you can set aside your preconceptions, your fear, and most especially your ego, you will achieve a level of peace and actualization that is tremendously freeing.” 
 
    Jaime nodded slowly, Mistress Marjorie’s words resonating in her soul. The jittery anxiety and sense of indignation she’d experienced had evaporated, replaced by a fledgling sense of calm that was new to Jaime. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress Marjorie,” she said. “Thank you.” She turned slowly to look at each person in the room, including Katie and Hans. “Thank you all.” 
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    Katie preceded Jaime down a set of narrow concrete stairs, the way lit by sconces of brushed nickel set along the walls. Though her leash had been removed, the anal plug was still very much present inside her. “Are we allowed to speak?” she whispered as they descended to what must be the basement. 
 
    “Sure,” Katie said in a normal tone of voice. “Once you put your foot on these stairs, it’s considered the slave quarters. We’re permitted to speak freely down here, unless there is a Master or Mistress present.” She flashed a shy smile at Jaime. “You said you didn’t have experience with girls, but you sure seemed to know what you were doing up there.” 
 
    Jaime smiled and shrugged. “I tried to do what I would want done, I guess. You were, uh, very responsive.” She felt her own face flushing.  
 
    Katie beamed. “Thank you. It’s been a lot of work for me—the hardest part of my training, by far. Before I got here, I’d never had an orgasm.” 
 
    “Never had an orgasm?” Jaime blurted, shocked. 
 
    They’d reached the bottom of the stairs. Jaime looked around, realizing she’d expected a typical basement—concrete walls and floors—but that wasn’t what she found. The space opened into a large, finished room with thick carpeting on the floor, the walls painted a pleasing, pale yellow. The space was softly lit with more wall sconces, and there was a grouping of chairs and a sofa in one corner of the room.  
 
    “I love to serve others,” Katie explained. “But sex”—she wrapped her arms protectively around her torso, her voice dropping to a whisper—“I mean when I’m the center of attention, it makes me uncomfortable. I’ve lost a lot of weight since I got here, but I’m still kind of dumpy, you know, and—” 
 
    “You’re not dumpy,” Jaime interjected. “You have a lovely body.” It was true. Though she was heavyset, Katie was curvaceous, her skin creamy smooth. 
 
    “Thanks,” Katie said softly, her cheeks still pink. “Mistress Marjorie tells me that every day. Hopefully, I’ll actually believe it one day.”  
 
    Her hand fluttered to her slave collar, prompting Jaime to ask the question that had been in her mind since she’d entered The Enclave. “Your collar, it’s so unique. All the staff slaves have such beautiful collars.” Jaime’s hand went to her own collar, which, while simple, was buttery soft, the O-rings expertly hand-stitched into place. “Even this collar they’ve given me feels like such quality.”  
 
    “That’s my Master’s handiwork.” Katie beamed. “Master Brandon makes all the collars for The Enclave. It started as a hobby for him—he loves to work with leather—but word’s gotten out in the BDSM community. Apparently people are always pestering him to make custom collars. He’s thinking of starting a cottage industry, now that he’s retired from banking. He’s been teaching me a little about the process, and even lets me do some of the cutting and stitching.” She stroked her collar lovingly as she spoke, her green eyes sparkling with pride. 
 
    The distant sound of a clock’s chime from upstairs made Katie move her hand from her collar to her mouth. “Come on,” she said, quickening her pace. “We only have fifteen minutes before lunch. Our quarters are back here. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Um, this plug?” Jaime said. “Can I take this thing out? I was afraid to ask up there, but it’s bugging me.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “It can come out, but you’re not to do it. Mistress Marjorie told me I was to remove it for you when we came down. Let’s go to the bathroom first and take care of that.” 
 
    “You’re to remove it?” Jaime asked, dismayed. “But I can do it myself…” 
 
    She trailed off in the face of Katie’s expression. “No,” Katie repeated firmly. “You cannot. Unless you were specifically directed to do so?” She lifted her eyebrows skeptically. Jaime reluctantly shook her head.  
 
    “That’s what I thought. Be careful, Jaime, about doing something like that without permission. I mean, don’t even think about it. Forget everything you ever knew or thought you knew about D/s scenes. For the next two weeks at least, you are in one long, continuous training scene and the rules are very exact. Your job is to listen and obey to the best of your ability. Don’t ever make assumptions or decide to do something on your own without express direction or permission. That’s a sure way to get punished, and fast.” 
 
    As Jaime absorbed the warning, Katie led her down a hallway, the floor of smooth, polished wood. They moved past doorless rooms, four on each side of the hallway, each containing a full bed set in a wooden frame and a small bureau. The beds were neatly made with quilts in pastel colors. Despite the lack of windows, the rooms were bright from indirect lighting, the walls painted in soothing blue. Jaime had envisioned some kind of bunk bed, dormitory type arrangement and was pleasantly surprised by the accommodations. 
 
    The end of the hallway opened into a spacious bathroom. The bathroom contained a row of doorless toilet stalls against one of the walls. Showerheads protruded from the tile on an adjacent wall, a drain set into the flooring beneath each shower. There was a counter in which four sinks were set, a drawer beneath each sink. Fluffy white towels of varying sizes were stacked beside each basin. There was a large sunken tub in one corner of the room. Above the standard faucets at the head of the tub, there hung a long, detachable showerhead with a spray nozzle at its end.  
 
    “Bend over here,” Katie said, moving toward the sinks. She turned on a faucet in the basin at the far end of the counter. “This last sink is for cleaning equipment and toys.” She picked up a small bottle of dishwashing liquid and squeezed a stream of it into the water. “I’ll just drop your plug in there. You can take care of it after you clean yourself.”  
 
    She spoke so matter-of-factly Jaime almost forgot to be embarrassed as she leaned over the counter, legs spread, bottom out. She was just glad the thing would be removed. Katie reached bare-handed for the base of the plug and gave it a firm tug. After a bit of initial resistance, it slid easily out of Jaime’s bottom. She stood abruptly and closed her legs.  
 
    Katie dropped the plug into the water and then turned off the faucet. She moved to another sink to soap and rinse her hands. She gestured with her head toward the toilets. “The end one is a bidet. You can wash yourself there.” 
 
    “A what?” Jaime looked down at the last toilet, which did look different from the others, its shape more elongated. It had no seat. There was a set of faucets at the back.  
 
    “A bidet,” Katie repeated. “You know, like in Europe? It’s like a mini bathtub for your privates.” She giggled. “I’d never seen one either when I got here, but they’re very handy for quick cleanups. You just crouch over it facing the faucets and turn them on. You can adjust the temperature just like you would a bath. It fills really fast, and there’s an automatic dispenser in there that adds soap to the bowl as it fills. You can use one of those washcloths there to clean yourself.” Jaime saw the small stack of white washcloths neatly folded on a wide shelf above the bidet. A larger stack of hand towels rested neatly beside the washcloths. 
 
    Intrigued, Jaime crouched as directed, facing backward on the porcelain. She turned on the faucets, causing two jets of water to spray into the bowl, one cold, the other first warm and then quite hot. Purple liquid also seeped into the bowl, the smell of fresh lavender and lemon wafting up from the now bubbling water. After a moment, Jaime turned off the faucets, the bowl now filled. She reached for a washcloth. “Wow, this is really cool,” she enthused as she washed herself with the warm, scented water. 
 
    “Yeah,” Katie agreed. “I love it. But you better hurry up. I still need to inspect you and show you your room.” 
 
    “Inspect me?” Jaime asked, confused. 
 
    “Yes. We have to make sure you’re properly groomed before your training session this afternoon. Lucia handles daily grooming first thing in the mornings, but she’s not available right now.”  
 
    “Lucia?” 
 
    “Yes, another of the staff slaves. You’ll meet everyone who’s on the grounds at lunch.”  
 
    Jaime toweled herself dry and dropped both the wet and the dry towels into the small hamper beside the bidet. Katie led her to the center of the bathroom. She tilted her head as she eyed Jaime’s naked body with a critical expression. “Put your arms up, hands behind your head and spread your legs. I’m going to do a check to feel for any stubble. It’s kind of, um, personal.” She flashed another shy smile.  
 
    Jaime assumed the position, silently marveling how quickly she’d become accustomed to being naked. It helped that both Katie and Hans were naked—it wasn’t like she was being singled out or anything. Katie moved to stand behind her. She jerked away involuntarily as Katie’s fingers trailed along her underarms. “That tickles!” 
 
    “Get used to it,” Katie replied tersely. “You move around like that when a Master is inspecting you and you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “I can’t help it!” Jaime protested. 
 
    “You better learn to, then,” Katie said ominously. “Let me try again, and this time concentrate on holding your position.” She ran her fingers lightly along Jaime’s armpits. It tickled just as much, but she was more prepared and managed to stay still. 
 
    “See?” Katie said from behind her. “That wasn’t so hard, right? And your underarms are nice and smooth, good job. Staff slaves are to be smooth at all times, unless otherwise directed. It’s a matter of accessibility and vulnerability.” 
 
    Katie crouched behind her and ran her hands lightly up and down Jaime’s legs, again tickling her, though it wasn’t as bad as under her arms. “Okay,” Katie said, standing. “You’re good. Now your pussy and ass. I’ve found it’s easiest to check when you’re sitting down.” She moved toward the tub. “Sit here on the edge so I have easy access. Spread your legs as wide as you can.” 
 
    Jaime did as she was told, vaguely embarrassed by the position, in spite of the fact she’d licked this girl’s pussy just a while before, with much the same view she was now offering Katie. Though she didn’t relish the idea of Katie inspecting her pussy and ass for errant hairs, if she’d missed a spot, it was far better for a staff slave to discover the problem than anyone upstairs. 
 
    Katie crouched before her, a look of concentration on her face as she ran her fingers lightly over Jaime’s mons and labia. She ran a finger down to Katie’s nether entrance and rimmed it lightly. Jaime was about to close her legs, when Katie said, “Uh oh. You missed a spot right here.” She stroked the skin between Jaime’s two holes. “We better fix it real quick. You just stay right there.” 
 
    Katie jumped up and rushed over to the sinks. She opened a drawer and pulled out a fresh disposable razor and a small tube of something. She turned on the faucet and reached for a fresh washcloth from the stack. While she was doing this, Jaime reached down to touch the area in question. Sure enough, she could feel a small, soft patch of fine pubic hairs. How had she missed that? She’d been so careful that morning, or so she’d believed. 
 
    Katie returned to her with the items in hand and crouched once more. “Lucia will groom you in the tub every morning, but we don’t have time for that right now.” She uncapped the tube and squeezed a small amount onto her fingers, which she smeared onto Jaime’s perineum. She then sat beside Jaime on the sill of the tub. “Okay, hold still.” She placed one hand on Jaime’s thigh, and used the other to gently glide the razor along Jaime’s skin. She followed up with her finger. “Perfect,” she announced. 
 
    She jumped up and handed Jaime the washcloth. “Wipe off the shaving cream and let’s get a move on.” She returned to the sink and put away the items. “You can drop the washcloth in with your plug. Go ahead and rinse it off now. It’s soaked long enough.” 
 
    Jaime wiped off the remnant of shaving cream with the damp cloth and stood. She moved toward the last sink and pushed down the lever to release the sink plug. Ignoring her distaste for the task, she picked up the anal plug by its base and ran clear water over it as the sink emptied. She reached for another clean washcloth and set the plug on it while she rinsed the damp cloth and wrung it out. 
 
    “Good,” Katie said, moving to stand beside her. “Dry off the plug and then just drop the used washcloths in the hamper there.” She pointed to another hamper, this one to the left of the sink. “That plug belongs to you now. There’s a container for it in your bureau. Come on”—she glanced at the wall over the tub, and Jaime, following her gaze, saw the clock affixed there—“we just have time for me to show you your room and then we have to get back upstairs.” 
 
    Holding the plug gingerly between thumb and forefinger, Jaime followed Katie out of the bathroom. “Do all the staff slaves sleep down here?” 
 
    “No,” Katie said. “Only those who are not specifically owned. That would include Lucia, Danielle, and now you.” She smiled brightly at Jaime. They stopped at the door on the left closest to the bathroom. The room was identical to the others, the bed inviting with its pale blue coverlet and plump pillows, except for one thing.  
 
    Above the bed affixed to a large eyebolt embedded in the wall, hung a long chain, a pair of wrist cuffs secured at the ends of the chain. At the base of the mattress lay a long metal bar with cuffs on either end. Jaime drew in a breath and took an involuntary step back, bumping into Katie, who stood just behind her.  
 
    Katie put a comforting arm on her shoulder. “Those chains?” Jaime squeaked. “Those cuffs? Do I have to sleep in those?” 
 
    “It’s just for two weeks,” Katie said, her tone sympathetic. “And, yes, you will sleep chained during the two-week training. I admit it takes a little getting used to, but just focus on the erotic aspect of it. Didn’t you always dream of being a naked slave girl chained to her bed, just waiting to do her Master’s bidding?” 
 
    Jaime had to admit that, yes, she’d had that precise fantasy. But fantasy, she was quickly coming to realize, was a lot easier to handle than the real thing. “What if there’s, I don’t know, a fire or something? Isn’t this dangerous?” 
 
    Katie pointed to a small black webcam discreetly mounted high in one corner. “That surveillance camera has a microphone in it too, so they can hear if you call out or anything like that. The Masters never leave us unattended, so even if you’re bound and gagged and left alone for hours on end, you’re not really alone.” 
 
    “Bound and gagged and left alone for hours on end…” Jaime repeated faintly, her heart jolting into an unpleasant rhythm. “They do that?” 
 
    “Only if you misbehave, silly,” Katie said with a laugh. “Just be a good girl, and you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Lunch consisted of tomato soup and grilled cheese, but not the canned, reconstituted soup and processed cheese food on white bread of Jaime’s youth. Instead, the obviously homemade soup contained fresh tomatoes and basil, and the sandwiches were made from thick slices of cheddar cheese perfectly melted on buttery, toasted sourdough. Brewed iced tea and lemonade were set in large glass pitchers along the table. 
 
    Jaime hadn’t been sure what to expect as far as a seating arrangement, having read novels where the slaves were expected to kneel beside their Masters and be handfed, or were forced to kneel in rows, eating with their mouths directly from bowls set on the ground. Instead, the subs entered the dining room first, waiting quietly behind their chairs as the Doms entered and took their seats around a long, rectangular table. 
 
    Jaime was delighted when Anthony came into the room, though she was reintroduced to him now as Master Anthony. He welcomed her warmly to The Enclave, and for the first time that day, she relaxed, at least a little. Master Brandon sat to Anthony’s left, Katie tucked between him and Mistress Marjorie. Master Julian was seated beside Mistress Marjorie, Hans to his left. 
 
    Master Mason, a big, burly man with a shaved head and tattoos, sat at the other end of the table, closest to the kitchen. To Master Mason’s right was an empty chair, eventually occupied by Ashley, a staff slave who worked in the kitchen and had prepared the lunch that day, which she served with the help of another staff slave named Lucia, who sat on Master Mason’s left.  
 
    Ashley, who appeared to be in her mid to late twenties, had pixyish features and very closely cropped hair, really little more than a crew cut. She was petite with small, high breasts, multiple piercings along both ears and in both nipples as well as her eyebrow and lower lip. She, like Master Mason, had multiple tattoos along her arms and on her back.  
 
    Lucia was in her early forties with lovely coppery skin and black hair that framed a face with eyes so darkly brown there was almost no demarcation between the iris and pupil. After serving, she slid silently into a chair beside Master Lawrence, who sat on Master Anthony’s left.  
 
    Between Master Lawrence and Master Mark sat slave Danielle, who Jaime guessed to be in her mid twenties. She was lovely to look at, with a sheet of very straight, very blond hair hanging in a shiny curtain down her long, slender back. She had large dark blue eyes, a pert nose and a bee-bitten mouth. While the others subs had smiled at Jaime, Danielle’s plump lips had lifted into a curve that was more sneer than smile, her expression at once haughty and dismissive. Something about the girl’s demeanor threatened to cast Jaime instantly back into middle school, until she came to her senses and realized she had nothing to fear from, or to prove to, this person. She was there to train and learn, not to compete in a popularity contest.  
 
    The two seats to Jaime’s right were empty, and she deduced they must be for Mistress Aubrey and Gene, who probably remained in town during the workday. Master Mark was on her left. Her skin actually tingled when his hand lightly brushed her arm at one point when he reached for something on the table. 
 
    The Doms talked among themselves as they ate, making small talk about local politics, the Asheville food scene and the weather. When everyone was finished eating, Master Anthony asked, “So, what are everyone’s plans for the afternoon?” 
 
    Master Mason said, “Ashley and Lucia are with me. We’re going to work in the vegetable garden and then they’re both going to work on their cock sucking skills, isn’t that right, slave girls?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” the pair answered in unison, Ashley’s tone strident, Lucia’s barely a whisper. 
 
    “We have plans for Katie involving trust and water play,” Master Brandon volunteered, his eyes flashing as he fixed his gaze on Katie, who kept her eyes on the table. Mistress Marjorie nodded, placing her hand lightly over Katie’s. 
 
    “Anthony, I need to talk to you about some financial issues this afternoon, if you have the time,” Master Lawrence said. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Master Anthony replied. “I do want to connect with slave Jaime, but that can wait until later.” Jaime smiled gratefully at him, also eager to reconnect with the man who had brought her here in the first place.  
 
    “It’s such a lovely summer day,” Master Julian said, fixing his eye on Jaime. “I think Hans and I will take the newbie out and put her through a few, uh, exercises.” His eyes twinkled evilly, and Jaime had a sudden fantasy of him twirling his mustache like a villain in a silent film, though he was clean-shaven. Her stomach, meanwhile, dropped like an ancient elevator lurching to life, and she wished she hadn’t eaten quite so much of the delicious food. 
 
    “Great idea,” enthused Master Mark. He turned to his right, placing his hand on Danielle’s bare shoulder. “Take Jaime back to the mudroom and fit her out with some hiking gear and supplies while we decide on a game plan for the two of you.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Mark,” Danielle said in a thick Southern drawl, batting long, perfect lashes in his direction and swishing her shiny blond hair. “Right away, Sir.” She pushed back her chair and stood, not even glancing in Jaime’s direction.  
 
    Jaime, uncertain, glanced across the table toward Katie, who mouthed silently, “Go.” 
 
    Jaime rose to her feet as well, wondering if she was supposed to take her plate to the kitchen. Danielle was already disappearing through the swinging kitchen doors, her plate left on the table. Taking Danielle’s lead, Jaime hurried to the doors and pushed through.  
 
    The kitchen was huge, with top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances, granite-topped counters and hanging pots and pans, everything gleaming and in its place. She caught sight of Danielle’s retreating back as she moved through a doorway.  
 
    Following, Jaime entered what must be the mudroom, though it looked nothing like her parents’ mudroom back in Vermont, which had been filled year-round with boots, umbrellas, jackets, parkas, sweaters, scarves, gloves and mittens, much of it piled in corners, some of it undisturbed probably since Jaime had been in the third grade. 
 
    This mudroom also contained jackets, coats and boots, but everything was neatly arranged and stowed. There were cabinets hung all around the walls, some of them extending to the ground. Danielle stopped in front of one of these and pulled open the doors. Without looking at Jaime, she said, “What size are your feet? Nine? Ten?” 
 
    “Uh, eight, actually.” Jaime moved beside Danielle, who was eyeing a neat stack of shoe boxes.  
 
    Danielle shifted as she approached, obscuring Jaime’s view of the boxes. “Too bad,” she announced, reaching for a box and then slamming the cabinet closed. “The smallest size here is a nine. But no biggie”—she yanked open a drawer and pulled out two pairs of thick socks, which she tossed in Jaime’s direction—“you can just double up on the socks. You’ll be fine.” Her drawl, Jaime couldn’t help but observe, was much less noticeable. 
 
    Jaime automatically caught the socks, though just barely. She wasn’t thrilled about the idea of hiking in new shoes that were a size too big. “Are you sure?” she asked. “Can I just check if—” 
 
    “No,” Danielle said forcefully. “I told you that’s all there is. You better move your ass and get those socks and boots on. We’re going on a hike, girl. Didn’t you hear the Masters?” Danielle reached for a pair of boots from a neat row and sat on the floor, pulling out the socks stowed inside her boots. 
 
    They put on their footwear in silence. Jaime had a lot of questions, but didn’t feel comfortable asking Danielle. She was confused by Danielle’s cold, even hostile reception, especially after Katie’s warm welcome. Had she done something wrong? She almost opened her mouth to ask, but the sound of footsteps approaching silenced her.  
 
    Hans appeared and also moved toward the wall along which the boots were aligned, reaching for a large pair. More comfortable with him, Jaime asked, “What about clothing? We aren’t going out hiking naked, are we, Hans?” 
 
    “Of course we are. We’re slaves,” he replied as if the question were absurd. Then, his tone softer, he added, “If you are worried about being observed, don’t. The Enclave is in a secluded area and the land is private. It’s only occasionally that hikers stray onto our land, and if they do”—he shrugged elaborately—“it’s their problem, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You have an issue with being naked, newbie?” Danielle asked, her face once more twisted into a sneer. “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it? I thought you were a sub?” 
 
    “It’s her first day, Danielle,” Hans interjected. “Cut her some slack.” 
 
    “Oh, I can cut her all the slack in the world, but that’s not going to help her when her training really starts.” Danielle fixed her large, beautiful eyes on Jaime and flashed a dazzling smile that came nowhere near her eyes. “You think you can just waltz in here with those fake tits and that spray-on tan and have your pick of the single Masters, but you got another think coming. Don’t get too comfortable, is all I’ve got to say.” 
 
    Jaime stared, dumbstruck, her mouth falling open. Fake tits? Spray-on tan? What the fuck? “I don’t—” she began indignantly. 
 
    “Shh,” Hans interrupted. “The Masters.” 
 
    Jaime bit back her retort as they listened to the masculine rumble of voices and the clomping of boots along the kitchen floor. Hans and Danielle both shifted quickly so they were kneeling up, their arms behind their backs, their eyes down. Jaime struggled to follow suit, though her bootlaces were not yet tied.  
 
    She could see the Doms’ boots appear in her line of vision, Master Mark standing in front of Danielle, Master Julian in front of Hans. As if it had been choreographed, each slave leaned gracefully down and brushed the top of their Master’s boot with their lips. Jaime glanced sidelong at them, biting back a sigh of envy as Master Mark stroked Danielle’s pretty head.  
 
    At a tap on the shoulder, both slaves rose back to a kneeling position. Master Mark’s boots appeared in front of Jaime and his hand rested lightly on her head. “Stand up, Jaime.” 
 
    Jaime rose to her feet, her heart beating rapidly. The too-big shoes felt clunky on her feet. It was odd to be wearing hiking boots and nothing else. Master Mark pointed at the boots. “Make sure and tie those laces securely.” As Jaime crouched down to obey, Master Mark set down a large backpack. “You’ll be carrying this pack on the trails.” 
 
    Jaime looked at the canvas backpack and nodded. “Yes, Sir.” When her shoes were tied, she stood once more. Danielle and Hans were standing at attention. They, too, were now wearing backpacks on their shoulders, though their packs were smaller than Jaime’s.  
 
    Hans stood erect as a soldier, his body smooth, muscular and tan. Danielle stood proudly as well, her high, round breasts thrust forward, the pretty, dark pink nipples erect at their tips. Her rude, unfounded jibes still rankled, but Jaime made a conscious effort to let it go. Somehow they had got off on the wrong foot, but she would do her best to make it right. She would need to get along with this girl, at least for the next two weeks. 
 
    Taking her cue from the others, Jaime hoisted her pack onto her shoulders. It was surprisingly heavy, which made her wonder what was inside, not that she dared to look without permission.  
 
    Both Masters had changed into jeans and T-shirts. Master Julian opened the back door of the mudroom, and they filed out into the afternoon sunlight. They stopped just outside the door. To their left was a large vegetable garden with vines laden with tomatoes, some small and green, some plump, red and ready for picking. There were neat rows of basil, dill, rosemary, fennel and other herbs Jaime didn’t immediately recognize. The air was fresh and cool, a slight breeze offsetting the warmth of the sun.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, taking in the spectacular view. Beyond several flower beds filled with blooms stood a placid lake glittering in the dappled sunlight, ducks and geese paddling on the water. Beside the lake was a wooded forest, and beyond that, a breathtaking view of mountain vistas, purplish blue in the distance. The place really was a paradise. 
 
    Both Danielle and Hans removed their backpacks and set them on the ground. After a quick nod from Hans, Jaime did the same.  
 
    “Sunscreen,” Master Julian said. Danielle opened her backpack and produced two containers of spray-on sunscreen. The three slaves were directed to spread their arms and turn slowly as Master Mark and Master Julian covered their exposed skin with the spray. When they were done, Master Mark handed baseball caps to each of them, and Jaime pulled hers down over her ears, thinking what a peculiar picture the three of them made, naked in boots and caps. Finally ready, they hoisted their packs into place once more.  
 
    “Okay, then, kids,” Master Julian said with a broad smile as he cupped Hans’ smooth balls in one large hand. “Let’s take a hike.” 
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    Jaime couldn’t help but glance continually around for any trespassers as they moved through the open space behind the house. She saw no one, but was relieved nonetheless when they entered the cover of the trees. Their boots crunched softly along paths carpeted with dried pine needles and dead leaves. Birds warbled and small animals darted in the foliage around them. Otherwise all was silent as they walked.  
 
    The trail steepened once they cleared the copse of trees, and the sun was warm on Jaime’s shoulders. She was glad of the sunscreen, but annoyed she’d been forced to wear shoes that didn’t quite fit. The boots lifted and rubbed against her heels with each step she took, and she predicted blisters in her future. She would have liked to stop and retie them a little tighter, but didn’t have the nerve to make the request. 
 
    A hike seemed like a strange sort of slave training, but clearly it was something they all did with some regularity, and she decided to suspend her questions and just go with the flow. Her job, as Katie had reminded her, was to listen and obey. So far, hopefully, she’d been doing that to everyone’s satisfaction. 
 
    They had been climbing steadily for perhaps twenty minutes. Jaime, while fit, was a bit winded, not yet used to the higher altitude, she supposed. She was glad when Master Mark halted the procession as they came to a broad, flat rock at a fork that diverged into two paths. One of the paths was marked by a small reflective sign tacked to a tree trunk, a white circle painted at its center. The other path had a red circle painted on its sign.  
 
    “Let’s take a little break and have some water,” Master Mark said. He nodded toward Danielle and Hans. “You both have water in your packs. Let’s sit down a few minutes and rest before we continue.” Turning to Jaime, he asked solicitously, “How are you holding up? You do much hiking?” 
 
    Flustered but pleased by the sudden attention, Jaime stammered, “I’m fine, Sir, thank you. I did a lot of hiking back in Vermont, where I’m from.” 
 
    “Far from home,” Master Julian commented.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime agreed, thinking he, a Brit, was farther still, though she refrained from comment, since this wasn’t, after all, just a hike among friends. 
 
    They settled on the smooth, warm rock ledge. It was a relief to remove the heavy backpack from her shoulders and, again, Jaime resisted the impulse to open it and peek inside. Instead, she used the opportunity to reach for her bootlaces, which she tightened and retied. Danielle and Hans each retrieved a bottle of water from an insulated sack inside their packs. They unscrewed the lids of their bottles and handed them to the Masters, Danielle to Master Mark, Hans to Master Julian.  
 
    After the men had drunk their fills, they gave the bottles back to their slaves. Danielle and Hans each took a long drink. Without a glance toward Jaime, Danielle placed her bottle back into her backpack. Hans handed his bottle to Jaime, and she gratefully drank the few ounces that remained. 
 
    “I think this is a good time to split up for our training sessions,” Master Julian said.  
 
    “Why don’t I take Jaime,” Master Mark said, and Jaime’s heart leapt with excitement. 
 
    “Sorry to pull rank, old boy,” Master Julian said in his polished accent, “but I have a rather delicious training plan in mind for the newbie. I do hope you don’t mind?” 
 
    Master Mark didn’t respond immediately, and Jaime held her breath, wondering if he would protest. “Not at all. That’s fine. No problem.” 
 
    Jaime glanced from Master Julian to Master Mark, her heart now down in her too-big boots. She could feel Danielle smirking beside her.  
 
    Master Mark glanced at Jaime, and for just a second she thought she saw something in his eyes—regret? Desire? She looked down, aware she was probably projecting her own feelings onto him. Stop it, Jaime reminded herself. You’re not here to find a boyfriend. You’re here to learn. 
 
    Master Julian stood. “Let’s go, kids,” he said with a wolfish smile. 
 
    Adjusting her backpack on her bare shoulders, Jaime scrambled from the rock after Master Julian and Hans, not allowing herself to glance back at Master Mark and Danielle. She kept her focus instead on her feet in their increasingly uncomfortable boots, carefully stepping over stones and protruding tree roots as they ascended along the mountain path.  
 
    The three of them stopped after another twenty minutes or so at another stone outcropping, this one set between two large oaks with arching branches that met in the middle, creating a natural canopy of pleasant shade. Hans opened his pack and removed a folded blanket, which he spread on the ground beneath the trees.  
 
    “Take off your pack,” Master Julian said to Jaime. “Open it and remove the items inside. Line them up neatly on that corner of the blanket. Take off your cap and socks and boots, too.”  
 
    Jaime shuffled off the pack, glad to shuck it from her shoulders. She removed the baseball cap and shook her hair back, tucking it behind her ears. Sitting on her butt, she stretched out her legs and untied her bootlaces. It was a huge relief to pull off the heavy boots and sweaty socks, though as soon as she did, she regretted it. There were, indeed, blisters on each heel, white and throbbing in the cool air. It would be a bitch to get the boots back on. Ah well, for now, at least, she was grateful for the reprieve.  
 
    Focusing on her task, she opened the flap of the backpack and reached inside. The first item she withdrew was a coil of bright red cotton rope. A pleasant shiver of anticipation moved through her as she set it down. Next she pulled out two smaller hanks of neatly wound white rope with metal clips attached, along with a pair of nylon wrist cuffs with Velcro closures. She extracted a short-handled cane, its bamboo rod thin and wicked. She set it down carefully, the skin on her still tender ass suddenly tingling.  
 
    Next came a large tube of lubricant and a small cardboard box of disposable gloves. Finally she pulled out a large metal briefcase, which explained why the pack had been so heavy. She was dying to open it, but decided to wait for further direction. Master Julian sat on the blanket, his back against one of the trees, his long, muscular legs stretched out in front of him. He regarded Jaime. “Do you know what’s in that case?” 
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Jaime did as she was bidden, unlatching the clasps and lifting the lid. Inside was a kit of some kind, compartmentalized into many pockets and slots cut into foam rubber. At the center was what looked like a handheld generator, shaped like a fat black plastic pencil with an electric cord at one end. All around it, each in its own separate cushioned slot, was an array of glistening glass tubes and balls of various shapes and diameters, as well as several metal pinwheels with sharp-looking teeth.  
 
    She looked up at Master Julian, whose lips had curled into a slow, cruel smile on his handsome face. “You know what you’re looking at?” 
 
    “I think so, Sir. It’s a violet wand kit.” Jaime had seen the devices used at various clubs and BDSM conventions over the years. As she recalled, the globes at the end of the wands came alive with color—lightning bolts of amethyst, magenta, plum and royal blue sparking as the electricity danced through the glass. The effect was beautiful, but not something she’d ever wanted to experience herself. 
 
    “It is,” Master Julian agreed. “Since we don’t have an outlet handy, we’ll use the portable wand for today. It’s that one, there.” He pointed, adding, “Lift it out, if you please, then close the case and place the wand on top it.” 
 
    Jaime lifted out the delicate glass rod tipped with a glass orb the size of a ping pong ball by its plastic handle, pulling it free of its spongy bed. She closed the lid of the case and set the wand carefully on top of it. “I don’t like to break up the kit,” Master Julian continued, “which is one reason why I had you tote the whole thing. That”—his evil grin widened—“and because it’s good to build up your stamina by carrying heavy loads. If we weren’t bringing the kit, I would have put a few bricks in your pack. Builds muscles, and character, too. Isn’t that right, slave Hans?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Julian.” Hans, standing at attention on the edge of the blanket, said in a strident, military tone. 
 
    “That red rope,” Master Julian continued, “isn’t just any ordinary bondage rope. It’s called conductive rope, and it’s got metal filaments woven all through the cotton fibers. We’re going to tie you up today between these two trees”—he waved languidly toward the tree trunk opposite him—“and give your bondage a special, added zing. A zap on any part of the rope will travel along its length, sometimes in unexpected ways you should find quite, uh, thrilling.” Master Julian’s gaze shifted to Hans, where it lingered, his tongue moving slowly and sensually over his lower lip as he stared. 
 
    “Oh!” Jaime exclaimed, the word slipping out before she could stop it.  
 
    “Yes?” Master Julian said, lifting his eyebrows in query as he returned his gaze to her. “Do you have something to say on the subject?” 
 
    “I, um, it’s just, that rope sounds kind of, I don’t know, dangerous, Sir?”  
 
    “No danger of electrocution, if that’s what you’re worried about. Sometimes there can be small burns left on the skin, if the user isn’t careful and knowledgeable about what he’s doing.” He shrugged. “Happily for you, dear girl, that isn’t the case here. You’re perfectly safe. I might hurt you—no, let me amend that, I’m definitely going to hurt you, but I would never harm you.” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard, willing herself to stay calm. She trusted Master Anthony absolutely, and therefore, by extension, she would trust Master Julian. She understood the distinction between erotic pain and suffering versus actual bodily harm, and even as her mind rejected the concept of electric shock play, she couldn’t deny the hot stirring of lust and longing rising from deep in her psyche. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she murmured. “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave girl,” he replied with a chuckle. “Now, stand up just about there”—he pointed toward the center of the blanket—“in an at-ease position.” 
 
    As Jaime moved to obey, Master Julian turned his focus to Hans. “Cuff her to the trees and then bind her body using the Shibari knots Master Anthony taught you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Hans said. He moved quickly, taking two hanks of rope and the wrist cuffs. He attached the cuffs, one to the end of each rope, and then wrapped the cuffs around Jaime’s wrists, pressing the Velcro snugly closed. He then tied the other end of each rope to a low hanging branch on either tree. As he pulled the rope taut, Jaime’s arms were raised. He adjusted each rope until her arms were stretched into a Y over her head, and then knotted them into place around the branches. 
 
    Jaime had been so focused on what Hans was doing, she was now startled to see Master Julian had removed both his boots and his jeans. He leaned against the tree trunk, naked from the waist down, his rapidly rising cock fisted in his right hand, his eyes fixed, not on Jaime, but on his naked slave boy. 
 
    Hans had retrieved the coil of conductive rope, which he began to wind and knot around Jaime’s body, looping it in a figure eight over and around her breasts, and drawing a length up between her labia, managing it in such a way he was able to wind each end around her upper thighs. Jaime could feel the heat of her arousal between her legs as the rope slid and tightened against her throbbing clit. 
 
    Master Julian appeared suddenly in her line of vision. He had pulled off his T-shirt as well, and was now completely naked, save for the cover of dark curls on his chest, which trailed down his flat belly to his pubic hair and framed his large and fully erect penis.  
 
    “Please me, boy,” he said to Hans, pointing to the ground in front of him. 
 
    Hans sank at once to his knees. He placed his hands behind his back and leaned forward, his lips parting, his tongue appearing. Master Julian gripped the back of Hans’ head and pulled him forward onto his shaft, not stopping until Hans’ nose touched his pubic bone.  
 
    Hans’ eyes had closed, and he seemed completely relaxed and receptive, despite the huge cock down his throat. He didn’t even appear to be breathing. Jaime watched, fascinated and in awe. She held her breath as she watched, wondering how long Master Julian would keep Hans in that difficult position. She could see the latticework of welts on Hans’ back and ass, some in faded browns and purples, some fresh and still ridged as his skin struggled to heal itself.  
 
    Finally, after at least a minute and a half, during which she’d already reached the point of failure and gasped for air, Master Julian released his hold on Hans’ head and stepped slowly back, his erect cock bobbing parallel to the ground. As Hans took in a deep breath, he looked up at his Master with what could only be described as adoration.  
 
    “You may,” Master Julian said softly, replying to some telepathic communication between them. 
 
    Hans dipped his head and took Master Julian’s shaft once more into his mouth, this time with no assistance or direction. He worshipped Master Julian’s cock and balls for several delicious minutes while Jaime enviously watched the erotic scene, the rope at her crotch moistening with her juices. 
 
    Finally, Master Julian pulled away. “Enough.” He laughed. “You don’t want to make me come before I’m ready, do you, boy? What happened the last time you did that, hmm?” 
 
    “You whipped me until I bled, Sir,” Hans said quietly. 
 
    “And did you deserve that?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” Hans replied.  
 
    Jaime couldn’t stop the shiver of erotic fear that rippled through her at this exchange. Her eyes flickered involuntarily to the short, whippy cane beside the silver briefcase. 
 
    “You’re welcome, boy. Now, get the violet wand and we’ll give the trainee a little sample of its power, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Hans took a few steps and bent down to retrieve the wand. He knelt in front of his Master like a knight before a king, the wand balanced on his upturned palms like an offering.  
 
    Master Julian took the wand. “Kneel up, chest forward,” he ordered. 
 
    Hans straightened his back and arched forward. His nipple jewelry glinted in the dappled light. Master Julian held the tip of the wand against the tiny barbell at Hans’ left nipple. There was a small crackling sound as bolts of color shattered inside the tiny glass globe, followed by Hans’ muted gasp. His cock, however, had begun to rise like a balloon filling with air. 
 
    “Metal attracts and concentrates the charge,” Master Julian explained in a calm voice as he touched the ball of the wand to Hans’ other nipple. Again Hans gasped and winced, though his cock now jutted out in full erection. 
 
    Jaime hadn’t seen it before, but now noticed the metal cock ring at the base of Hans’ shaft. “Hans has a very high tolerance for pain, but this gets him every time.” Master Julian touched the tip of the wand to the cock ring, and this time Hans cried out, his face twisted in a rictus of pain. Sweat had broken out over his upper lip and along the line of his sternum. 
 
    Jaime drew in a sharp breath and bit her own lip to keep from protesting in Hans’ defense. 
 
    “Your turn,” Master Julian said, turning his cruel, sensual smile on her. Jaime shrank involuntarily back, though bound as she was, she couldn’t move far.  
 
    “Please,” she blurted. “I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Master Julian said. “I thought Hans taught you on your ride here—you don’t address a Master or Mistress directly without express permission. I guess you didn’t learn that lesson yet. You will, naturally, have to be punished for that.” Jaime closed her eyes, silently cursing herself. Master Julian continued, “But not now. I’ll leave that to Master Lawrence. He’s our resident disciplinarian. Meanwhile, let’s review what you should have done.” He glanced toward Hans. “Tell her, Hans, how you approach a Master when you have an urgent need to speak.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Still kneeling, Hans looked at Jaime. “When you have a compelling need to speak, something that absolutely can’t wait until you are invited, you may say, ‘Excuse me, Master, may I have permission to speak?’ Then, you wait for them to grant permission. Sometimes you don’t really need to speak, and you are just being lazy or cowardly. If that is determined, they might refuse. Then you just keep your mouth shut. They know what is best for you. If, however, they grant you the right to speak, you may then ask your question, or say whatever it is you need to say. This is understood, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaime whispered. Had she been lazy or cowardly in blurting out her fear? Was it a pressing matter of great urgency that required she be heard? No. She had to admit, it was not. She was being a coward. If Master Julian thought she could handle the wand, then she could handle the wand.  
 
    “Now,” Master Julian continued. “Is there something you need to say, slave Jaime?” 
 
    Jaime shook her head, her eyes down. “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Excellent. I thought not.” He moved closer and ran the ball of the wand along the curve of her right breast. To her surprise, there was no powerful, jolting shock, but only a gentle, fizzing sensation, almost like bubbles popping against her skin. “Not so bad, eh?” Master Julian said. “Though that was at the lowest setting.” He adjusted something at the base of the wand and rolled the globe over her right nipple. The sensation was definitely more intense, though not painful—it was more of a buzzing tickle. He moved the wand, touching the ball to the conductive rope, and this time the shock traveled in a sizzling path around her breasts. 
 
    “Ah,” she breathed, her head falling back. 
 
    The sudden stinging shock at her cunt caused her head to whip upright again. “Ow!” she cried involuntarily.  
 
    “The rope’s wet with your cunt juices, you slut,” Master Julian laughed. “That dramatically increases the conductivity of the wand.” He zapped her again, and she squealed. He slid the ball of the wand over and around the rope at her crotch, shocking her over and over again. As she adjusted to the sensation, it became more tolerable, almost pleasurable. As if sensing this, Master Julian stopped and stepped back. 
 
    “Play time’s over,” he said, reaching for his cock with his free hand. “Now I want to fuck you in the ass.” Turning to Hans, he said, “Get the stool, slave.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!”  
 
    Hans moved toward his backpack and withdrew a folding stool, which he opened and placed just behind Jaime’s knees. Standing behind her, he lifted her into the air and set her down so her knees rested on the high stool. “Go on,” he added, giving her ass a light slap, “stick it out more. Master wants to fuck you. You should be honored.” 
 
    Gripping the rope above her cuffs for added stability, Jaime tried to do as she was told. 
 
    “Let’s gag her, too,” Master Julian said from somewhere behind Jaime. “In case anyone is hiking nearby. We don’t want them to hear her scream.” 
 
    As he said this, Jaime realized they’d never discussed her safeword, not once since she’d arrived at The Enclave. Had they just forgotten? And if they gagged her, what was her hand signal? Would it be the universal clenching and unclenching of her fist? But what if it was something different at The Enclave? Why hadn’t anyone told her? Why hadn’t she thought to ask? 
 
    “Please,” she said urgently. “Permission to speak.” 
 
    “Oh god,” Master Julian said, his tone weary. “Okay, okay. Only because it’s your first day. What is it, slave Jaime? What now?” 
 
    “My safeword,” she said hurriedly. “We forgot to discuss my safeword. And if I’m gagged, what gesture do I use?” 
 
    There was dead silence for several long beats while Jaime waited for his reply. Then both Master Julian and Hans began to laugh. Jaime was at once alarmed and a little annoyed by their response.  
 
    Finally Master Julian said, “Where do you think you are, girlie? This isn’t some amateur scene at a BDSM club. There’s no negotiation. There’s no safeword. You signed that away, sweetheart. For the next two weeks, and longer if you’re lucky, we own you, heart, body and soul.” 
 
    Turning to Hans, he said, “Get her ass ready for me. Don’t use too much lube. I want to really feel the clench. Oh,” he added in what seemed like an afterthought. “And while I fuck this girl, cane her breasts. Let’s add some stripes to match the new ones she’s going to get from Master Lawrence when we get home.” 
 
    There was the snap of rubber gloves behind Jaime and then the cold goo of lubricant between her ass cheeks. “Relax,” Hans ordered as he pressed a thick finger into her nether hole. Jaime wished it were that easy. He moved his finger slowly inside her, pushing it deeper, his other hand gripping her shoulder to hold her in place on the stool. Jaime closed her eyes and took in a deep breath of the cool, pine-scented mountain air. She let it out slowly, willing herself to relax her muscles as best she could. 
 
    “Better,” he finally said, withdrawing his finger.  
 
    Master Julian appeared in her line of vision, holding something between thumb and forefinger. Hans walked around her and knelt in front of his Master so the two of them were in profile in front of her.  
 
    “Watch and learn,” Master Julian said to Jaime. He tore open the packet of what Jaime now saw was a condom. Hans opened his mouth and Master Julian placed the flat rolled ring of latex upright between Hans’ lips. Hans leaned forward on his haunches, his mouth a perfect O, the condom delicately balanced.  
 
    He placed his hands at the base of Master Julian’s penis as he slid his mouth over the head. He moved slowly forward and then pulled back, the condom now in place on Master Julian’s erect cock, the whole process occurring in a matter of seconds. Jaime, who had once tried a similar maneuver with much less successful results, was suitably impressed. 
 
    Master Julian stepped behind her and she felt his hands on her ass. In spite of her resolve to stay relaxed, she tensed, her breath shallow and rapid in her throat.  
 
    “Shh,” Master Julian murmured, his voice low and soothing. “You’re actually doing very well, Jaime.” He stroked the back of her neck and then her cheek with unexpected tenderness. “I know this is all quite overwhelming. Since we only have you for two weeks, we want to give you the full immersion experience. Having no safeword is really very freeing. You have no decision to make, no guard to keep up. You simply let go. Give yourself over completely to the experience, and let it take you where you need to be.”  
 
    His hands moved to her shoulders, his fingers kneading the flesh in a relaxing massage. “Slow your breathing. Open yourself fully to me.” 
 
    Jaime leaned gratefully into Master Julian’s soothing touch. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good girl. Now I’m going to fuck you.” His hands fell away from her shoulders. “Hans, get the wand, the cane and the ball gag. You know what to do.” 
 
    “Right away, Sir,” Hans replied, and Jaime immediately forgot the soothing words and touch of a moment before, her muscles rigid with fearful anticipation. 
 
    “Open,” Hans commanded. Reluctantly, Jaime opened her mouth. He pressed the hard rubber ball between her teeth. Master Julian buckled the headgear into place at the back of her head.  
 
    Hans stepped back, the cane in one hand, the violet wand in the other. Jaime tried to swallow the saliva already pooling in her mouth, but her tongue was pressed too far back by the gag. She was distracted by the sudden press of what must be Master Julian’s cock head between her ass cheeks.  
 
    “Relax,” Master Julian murmured against her ear. “You’re holding yourself back from me. That is not submissive behavior.” 
 
    As much as she wanted to obey, Jaime was strung taut as a bow, as if she might snap in half if pulled too hard. Nevertheless, she willed her muscles to ease their clench. She must have succeeded, at least a little, because Master Julian said, “Better,” as he pressed into her tiny, tight hole.  
 
    “Almost as good as a boy,” he murmured. His fingers were digging into her hips, his cock stretching her wide. “Hans, you may give her five strokes to each breast. Use the wand however you wish, with a focus on the ropes at her cunt. Jaime, your only job right now is to accept what is given to you.” 
 
    He jerked her back against his body and she felt like she was being split suddenly in two. She grunted with the shock of it. Master Julian sighed contentedly and began to move, pulling her back and then pushing her forward. She gurgled against the gag as he swiveled and thrust, the pain easing almost into pleasure, her clit pulsing against the damp, tight rope lodged firmly between her labia. 
 
    The first cut of the cane sliced along the top of her right breast. She bit down on the rubber ball as pain exploded like stars in front of her eyes. Hans delivered the second stroke to her left breast, at the same time using his other hand to send a thrilling shock to her cunt. The third stroke landed on the underside of her right breast, the fourth on her left. As Master Julian pummeled her from behind, the wand globe skittered along the conductive rope, sending shockwaves of stimulation over Jaime’s skin.  
 
    The fifth and sixth cuts of the cane were delivered in rapid succession, one across each nipple. Jaime screamed against the gag, the sound muted and burbling against the rubber filling her mouth. Master Julian continued in a steady, pumping rhythm behind her, slamming like a piston against her. 
 
    A bead of sweat rolled into Jaime’s eye and she tried to blink it away. She was gripping hard on the ropes above her cuffs and snorting like a racehorse through her nostrils. Again the wand touched the ropes that snuggled against her clit, and this time Hans held it there as he caned her stinging, welted breasts. Master Julian’s cock filled her completely, and a dark, sensual pleasure welled from somewhere deep in her core, as if he were stroking her clit from the inside out. The cut of the cane, the surge of the violet wand, the cock buried to the hilt inside her, the ropes and cuffs, the two handsome men using her for their pleasure—it all coalesced into powerful, sensual overload. Jaime, to her astonishment and absolutely beyond her control, began to climax, wave after powerful wave of orgasm sweeping through her as she trembled in her bonds and moaned helplessly against her gag. 
 
    As if taking his cue from her, Master Julian stiffened suddenly and then thrust hard and deep inside her, his body hot and sweaty against her back, his breath a heaving rasp in her ear. He remained that way for several long moments, and she could feel his heart beating against her back.  
 
    His cock dislodged from her ass as he pulled away from her. Still shuddering from the aftershocks of her orgasm, Jaime was left kneeling on the stool, her arms extended, her asshole gaping. 
 
    Master Julian appeared in front of her, a lock of his hair fallen over his high forehead, the spent condom dangling from his still erect cock. “What. Just. Happened.” His eyes were glinting with steel, no trace of a smile on his handsome face.  
 
    Jaime, her mouth still plugged, couldn’t reply, nor did she want to. Hans spoke for her. “I do believe the slave girl has come without permission, Sir,” he said, frowning with disapproval. 
 
    “Is that right, Jaime?” Master Julian said as Hans knelt before him and quickly stripped off the used condom, dropping it into a small plastic bag he had at the ready. 
 
    Humiliated, Jaime could only nod, the drool hanging from her chin, sweat stinging the angry red welts on her breasts. Her arms ached and she longed to hide her face from Master Julian’s stern, probing gaze. She waited miserably for his rebuke.  
 
    Instead, to her astonishment, he began to laugh. “You really are an incorrigible little slut girl, aren’t you? I have to admit, your sexual responsiveness is really quite appealing. I don’t generally like working with girls, but I might just volunteer for your orgasm control training. I do love a challenge.” 
 
    Still chuckling, he reached around her head and unbuckled the ball gag, which he pulled gently from her aching jaws. She longed to wipe away the spit on her chin and chest, but was grateful at least for the removal of the gag. She flexed her fingers over the cuffs, drawing Master Julian’s gaze upward. “You want to be released, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, please, Sir,” Jaime replied timidly, still not sure how much trouble she was in.  
 
    Master Julian shook his head. “Not yet, dear girl. Or rather, we’re going to let you off the stool, but before we untie your wrists, you’re going to practice your oral skills, such as they are, on slave Hans. It’s his lucky day. You’re going to get the chance to make him come for the second time today. You will do it without the use of your hands, and you will do it in under five minutes.” He shifted his gaze to Hans, who was standing nearby, his cock at half-mast. “Lower the ropes so we can get her into position.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Julian.” Hans reached up to one of the branches where the rope was secured and worked at the looped knots. The tension on the rope holding up Jaime’s right arm slackened, and her arm dropped down suddenly, nearly causing her to fall off the stool. Master Julian, however, reached out a steadying hand and firmly clasped her shoulder to keep her in place while Hans readjusted the second rope.  
 
    Master Julian stepped back as Hans moved behind Jaime and wrapped one strong arm around her waist. The stool was pulled from beneath her and she was lowered to the blanket, still on her knees. He reappeared in front of her.  
 
    No doubt the idea of being sucked off by a girl for the second time that day was less than exciting to him, but hey, Jaime told herself, it’s better than nothing, surely? And if his Master wanted it, Hans should want it too, as should she. She was here to serve, obey and please this man to whom she’d promised her complete and unconditional obedience for the next two weeks, whether he was gay or straight or pansexual. This wasn’t about her titillation, or Hans’ for that matter. They were both there for Master Julian. 
 
    He had settled back once more against the tree, his jeans pulled on but not yet zipped, his broad, muscular chest bare. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and touched its screen. “Okay, I’m setting the timer for five minutes. Ready, set, go!” 
 
    Startled, Jaime strained forward, opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue. She silently cursed the fact she couldn’t use her hands. Thankfully, Hans moved closer, allowing her to take his cock into her mouth. He smelled of sweat and musk, his cock salty against her tongue.  
 
    She sucked at the shaft, willing it to elongate, relieved when it began to inflate in her mouth. She moved her head back and forth as best as she could in her bound position, running her tongue along the smooth, silky skin and using her lips to create what she hoped was a pleasing suction. She put everything she had into it, and though Hans’ cock had hardened to full erection, he stood stoic and still. She thought about earlier that morning on the ride to The Enclave. He had basically fucked her face then, using her mouth to masturbate.  
 
    Do it again, she silently begged, keenly aware of the passage of time. Please, Hans, just fuck my face like before. He didn’t say you couldn’t help out. Her stomach sank as she realized that Master Julian hadn’t given Hans any sort of directive. She glanced up at the slave. He was staring into the middle distance, a bored look on his face, his hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    She redoubled her efforts, bringing all her skills to bear, tickling, teasing, kissing and sucking for all she was worth. If only she could use her damn hands! Finally Hans moaned softly, his cock pulsing against her tongue. Hope leaped to life in Jaime’s chest, and she took his shaft as far back in her throat as she could, milking its length with her lips and tongue. 
 
    She became aware of a chiming sound. It took a few seconds to process what she was hearing. Master Julian confirmed it by saying, “Time’s up. Looks like slave Jaime needs a lot of work in a whole lot of areas. Ah well, if she came to us perfectly formed, where would the fun be in that?”  
 
    Hans stepped back, his erect cock falling from Jaime’s mouth as he moved. Jaime, defeated, let her head hang down. “We need to be getting back,” Master Julian continued cheerfully. “Hans, untie the girl and put away the things.” 
 
    Hans released the wrist cuffs and Jaime’s arms fell heavily to her sides. His cock flaccid once more, he pulled her to her feet and made quick work of the conductive rope, expertly undoing the knots and winding the rope back into a neat coil. She rubbed her arms, which tingled back to life as the blood rushed through her muscles.  
 
    Master Julian handed her a bottle of water, from which Jaime gratefully drank. “Get your boots back on,” he said, “and we’ll head back.” 
 
    Jaime sat on the blanket near her socks and boots. The welts on her breasts were stinging, her bottom was a little sore from the anal sex, and she was exhausted. Worst of all, she had no idea what was going to happen to her now. The anticipation was almost worse than the inevitable punishment to come. 
 
    She winced slightly as she drew the double pair of socks as carefully as she could over her right foot. “What’s the matter?” Master Julian asked.  
 
    “Oh,” she replied, momentarily confused, wondering how he could have gotten inside her head like that. Then she realized he was looking at her feet. “Blisters,” she explained. “My boots are too big.” 
 
    “What size are you?” 
 
    “Size eight, Sir.” 
 
    “What size are the boots?” 
 
    “Size nine.” 
 
    Master Julian lifted his eyebrows. “Why are you wearing the wrong size boots?” 
 
    “Danielle said that’s all there was, Sir.” 
 
    “I just stocked those shelves myself yesterday,” Master Julian said, rubbing his chin, a quizzical look on his face. “I’m certain there was a woman’s size eight there. How strange.” He shrugged. “Ah well, can’t be helped now. Just be careful. When we get back to the house, we’ll have Dr. Aubrey take a look. She should be home by now.” 
 
    Jaime remained mute, though inside she was seething, her suspicions now confirmed. For whatever reason, Danielle seemed to have it out for her. She realized she would need to be on high alert around the beautiful blonde. She would be damned if a woman with the apparent maturity and viciousness of an eighth grade girl was going to get the best of her.  
 
    She was distracted from her musings by Master Julian’s pronouncement. “And then, if there’s time before supper, Master Lawrence can administer your punishments. Let’s tally up the transgressions as we hike back, shall we?” 
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    Jaime shivered under the spray, soaping up and rinsing off as fast as she could, careful when washing her still-tender breasts. The shower stall was little more than a curtained-off corner of the laundry room with only one spigot—cold. While the other slaves from the hike had gone down to their quarters for a shower and rest, she had been relegated there to clean up, informed slaves awaiting punishment were not permitted to use hot water. 
 
    She dried herself quickly and hung the towel over the shower curtain rod. She wished she had a blow dryer, hairbrush and some makeup. She reached for her collar, which she buckled back into place. She thought about the beautiful, obviously hand-crafted collars the staff slaves wore and wondered as she stroked the soft leather of her simple black band if she, too, would one day wear something as beautiful.  
 
    As she was running her fingers through her hair, Mistress Aubrey appeared in the doorway dressed in a blue blazer, white blouse and paisley skirt, sensible pumps on her feet, every bit the professional returning from a day’s work. “Hello, Jaime. I just got in, and I understand your feet need a little attention.” As she spoke, her eyes moved over Jaime’s bare body, settling on her breasts, where the welts from the caning were still visible.  
 
    She moved closer until she stood directly in front of Jaime and ran a finger over one of the welts. “Nice,” she pronounced. “Earning your stripes, I see.” She smiled, a dimple appearing in her right cheek. Jaime smiled uncertainly back. “Come sit over here. I have my bag with me.” Mistress Aubrey gestured toward a wide, low stool set against the wall near the shower stall. She was carrying a burgundy leather case, a sleeker, more updated version of a traditional doctor’s kit.  
 
    Jaime tried not to limp as she walked, the blister on her left heel tight and inflamed. She perched on the stool, and Mistress Aubrey crouched in front of her. Placing the case on the ground, the doctor unsnapped the closures on the top and opened it. Turning her attention back to Jaime, she lifted Jaime’s right foot in her cool, slender fingers and examined it.  
 
    “Not too bad,” she said, lightly touching the tender sac of liquid just above the heel. “The skin’s not broken and it doesn’t look too irritated. I think we’ll just cover this one with a little ointment and an adhesive bandage. The skin will provide a natural barrier to bacteria.” She reached into the bag and retrieved a large bandage in a paper wrapper, dabbed a little ointment over the blister, tore off the bandage wrapper and gently applied it over Jaime’s heel. 
 
    She picked up Jaime’s left foot, her brow furrowing. “Oh, now this one, it hurts, doesn’t it?” She touched the puffy, throbbing blob with her fingertip and Jaime winced with pain. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” she breathed. 
 
    “We’ll just take care of this one real quick.” Mistress Aubrey rose to her feet. She moved toward the sink beside the washing machine and washed her hands with soap and water. She dried them on a towel and returned to crouch once more in front of Jaime.  
 
    Reaching into the bag, she pulled out a pair of disposable gloves and snapped them expertly into place. “I’ll just swab the blister with a little iodine first,” she said, removing a small plastic bottle and a cotton ball from her bag. She lightly touched the blister with the cool, wet cotton and set it aside. Next she took a small plastic pouch from the bag and carefully tore it open. Inside was a long, thin needle. Jaime turned her head and closed her eyes. 
 
    Mistress Aubrey laughed. “Oh, come on now, you aren’t scared of needles, are you?” 
 
    “Um, a little, Mistress,” Jaime admitted. A lot, she thought. 
 
    “Oh dear, that’s going to be a problem for Master Mason.” She chuckled. “Or rather, the problem will be yours when you go for training with him. Needles are his specialty, and no Enclave slave escapes unscathed.” 
 
    As she spoke, Mistress Aubrey slipped the tip of the needle just under the edge of the blister. Jaime steeled herself for the pain, but was surprised when she barely felt the prick. Turning back to see, Jaime watched as the clear liquid drained from the blister, the skin over it deflating. Mistress Aubrey used a square of gauze to wipe away the seepage. 
 
    “There,” she said with a bright smile. “All done. See, that wasn’t so bad. We’ll just cover this with some antibiotic ointment and a nonstick gauze bandage, and you’ll be right as rain in a day or so.” Mistress Aubrey stood and patted Jaime’s head. “I’ll give some bandages and ointment to Lucia—she can change the dressing in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress Aubrey.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, I understand you’re due for a punishment.” Mistress Aubrey’s words sent the momentary sense of well-being Jaime had experienced at the doctor’s capable hands skittering away like a mouse streaking for its hole. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” she admitted, looking down. Master Julian had made her list her transgressions as they hiked back to the house—speaking out of turn, coming without permission, and failing to make Hans orgasm within the prescribed time limit.  
 
    “We’ll save that for after dinner.” The sound of the clock chiming in the foyer made Mistress Aubrey glance at her watch. “Let’s see. It’s five thirty. Free time for non-kitchen staff is from five to six so you still have about thirty minutes to relax. Maybe you’d like to sit on the veranda and watch the sunset? That door there leads outside. You’ll see the veranda on your right.” She pointed toward a door at the back of the room. “Or you could go take a rest in your room in the slave quarters. It’s entirely up to you. At six you are to report to the kitchen to help with any last minute prep work.” She bent down and retrieved her doctor’s kit. “See you at dinner.” She swept out of the room.  
 
    Jaime stood and took a few tentative steps. The doctor had worked a miracle—Jaime no longer limped and, while the blisters were still tender, it wasn’t anything she couldn’t easily tolerate. 
 
    She fingered one of the O rings on her collar. She thought about going to lie down in the room that would be hers for the next two weeks, deciding instead to get some fresh air. Going out the door that led outside, she stepped onto the wide stone path and walked between rows of leafy vegetables and herbs that had been enclosed in chicken wire, no doubt in an effort to keep deer and rabbits from sneaking a midnight snack. 
 
    The veranda was paved in the same smooth stone as the path and swept spotlessly clean. No one was outside, and Jaime welcomed the chance for a little solitude before her next adventure. There were several tables made of wicker and topped with glass, each with chairs placed around it and shaded by a wide canvas umbrella. Black metal and mesh portable fire pits were placed strategically near each table. 
 
    There was a separate area to the side of the veranda, topped with a trellis of bare wooden beams. Chains hung at intervals from the beams, and the stone flooring had been covered with what appeared to be padded tatami mats. The space must have been set up for outdoor BDSM play, and Jaime wondered when she would get a chance for an experience there. She knew she should be careful what she wished for, and a shiver of edgy anticipation moved through her. 
 
    She sat gingerly on one of the chairs, her ass still tender from the caning that morning. There was a cool breeze, and soon it would be too chilly to remain outside naked. For the moment, however, it was perfect. The air had a lovely, blue tinge to it as twilight settled over the mountainside. Jaime leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out in a long sigh. 
 
    “You look very relaxed.” 
 
    Startled, Jaime jerked upright, her eyes flying open. She started to stand, not sure of the proper protocol. “Oh! Sir. I didn’t realize there was anyone—“ 
 
    “Calm down. It’s fine. Don’t get up. This is free time.” Master Mark sat down beside her at the small table. He smiled at her, and again she was assailed with a sense of recognition. 
 
    Without thinking, she blurted, “Do I know you from somewhere? I’m sorry, but you just seem so familiar.” 
 
    He regarded her silently a moment, as if weighing something in his mind, and then said, “No. I don’t think so. I would remember if I’d met you.” Something in the way he said it made Jaime warm inside. She had spoken without first asking permission, but he hadn’t seemed to notice or mind.  
 
    Still, she needed to be more careful. She was exhausted, not only physically but mentally, and this was only the first day. She had already been punished once today, and the dreaded anticipation of more punishment after dinner was suddenly more than she could bear. How could she possibly get through two weeks of this?  
 
    “Hey,” Master Mark said softly. “What’s going on right now? Your whole demeanor just changed. Are you okay?” 
 
    His kind concern tore the flimsy vestige of control she was clinging to into shreds, and tears sprang to her eyes. One rolled down her cheek and she wiped it away. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms protectively around herself, trying desperately to keep it together. Her entire body was rigid with the effort, and she began to tremble. 
 
    “I know it’s hard, Jaime.” His voice was soothing. She felt his hand on her arm. His fingers moved in gentle circles over her skin. “This training process is not easy, and a lot has been thrown at you. Expectations are very high here at The Enclave. For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing exceptionally well.” 
 
    The tears rolled faster and she silently cursed herself, but his soft touch, his gentle voice and his encouragement opened the floodgates on her self-control, and, to her horror, Jaime began to cry.  
 
    Through her tears, she looked over at him with a pleading expression. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m not really crying. I mean, I don’t know why I’m crying. It’s just— I just—” 
 
    “Hush now, shh.” Mark stood and reached for Jaime, pulling her up into his arms. “It’s okay. It’s okay to cry. It’s a good release.”   
 
    He stroked her back while she sobbed into his chest, her tears wetting his shirt. “I’m sorry—” she began again, and again he shushed her.  
 
    “Stop it, slave Jaime. Stop trying to control the process. Don’t try to hold anything back. Let it go.” 
 
    His tone had become more commanding, as had his words, and the effect was centering. Though she continued to cry, the desperation had gone from her sobs. She relaxed against his strong body and just let herself feel what she was feeling. After a few minutes, the tears stopped. Still he held her. They stayed that way, slowly rocking, for a long time, and a deep sense of peace settled over Jaime. She could have remained there forever.  
 
    The sudden commotion of footsteps on the stone made them both look up, and Master Mark’s arms fell away from her. He stepped back as they both turned toward the sound.  
 
    Master Brandon and Mistress Marjorie appeared, each with a wineglass in hand. “Oh, we didn’t realize anyone was out here,” Master Brandon said.  
 
    Mistress Marjorie moved toward them. “Why, Jaime,” she said as she got closer. “Have you been crying?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Master Mark interjected. “Jaime just needed to release some tension. It’s been a long first day.” 
 
    “And it’s not over yet,” Master Brandon added with an evil grin. “I understand a punishment is in order for this young lady.” 
 
    Mistress Marjorie’s smile was sympathetic. “Don’t worry, Jaime. You’ll be fine. Punishment is just part of the process. Go on into the kitchen and get a glass of water, honey. I think you’re due there in a few minutes, is that correct?” 
 
    Jaime wiped her eyes and swallowed. “Yes, Mistress Marjorie.”  
 
    She glanced back at Master Mark. He smiled at her. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “Better than fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” Jaime wanted nothing so much as to return to those strong arms and let him hold her for the next decade or two. But she knew he was right. She was fine. The tears had definitely helped. She could still feel the warmth from his embrace. She was ready to face whatever lay ahead.  
 
    As directed by Mistress Marjorie, Jaime walked around the side of the house to the mudroom, which led directly to the kitchen. She entered the warm, inviting space, the smell of roasting meat assailing her nostrils and stimulating her appetite.  
 
    Master Mason stood at the butcher block in the center of the work area, whisking something in a bowl. He wore a full-length black bib apron over his clothing, and his shaved head gleamed in the overhead fluorescent light. The girl Jaime recognized as Ashley stood beside him, chopping vegetables on a cutting board, an identical apron covering her small frame. Ashley’s hair was little more than fuzz on her head, recalling a baby chick’s down. Her head, Jaime suddenly realized, must have been shaved not that long ago. Lucia, also aproned, was stacking dishes and silverware onto a large tray at a nearby counter. 
 
    Master Mason looked up as she entered and flashed a grin. “There she is. The newbie.” If he noticed she’d been crying, he didn’t comment, for which Jaime was grateful. He gestured with his head toward a set of hooks just inside the door where Jaime stood. “Grab yourself a fresh apron and we’ll put you to work.” As Jaime reached for an apron and tied it around her naked body, Master Mason continued, “Go to the sink and finish up what’s in there. Get those pans scrubbed and loaded in the dishwasher so we’ll have room for dishes after dinner. You can go ahead and run the pots and pans cycle once you’ve scrubbed off the gunk.” 
 
    Jaime moved as directed toward a large double sink. One side was filled with sudsy water, a number of pots and pans soaking within. There was a pair of rubber gloves beside the sink, along with dishwashing soap, sponges, brushes and cleaning pads.  
 
    She turned on the cold tap and splashed some water on her face. Cupping her hands, she let them fill with water and drank deeply. Reaching for a nearby dishtowel, she wiped her face and hands and then pulled on the rubber gloves, ready to work.  
 
    When she was done, she removed the gloves and set them neatly where she’d found them. She turned to face the room. Her hair was still damp from her cold shower, long, curling tendrils falling forward into her face. She tucked the tangled mess behind her ears as best she could, not sure what to do next.  
 
    Master Mason was bent over the open door of the bottom of the double ovens. He stood and turned, a large roasting pan in his hands with a huge pot roast on the rack. He set it down and turned back toward the ovens, closing the bottom door and opening the top. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted tantalizingly into the room. 
 
    Master Mason looked over at her with a nod. “All done? Good. Hang your apron on that hook by the door and then go out to the dining room and see if Lucia needs any help with the table settings. You may then wait behind your chair for dinner, which is in”—he glanced up at the wall clock that hung above the double ovens—“six minutes.” Ashley, who was now tossing a salad in a huge wooden bowl, kept her eyes on her task. 
 
    Jaime hung her damp apron on its hook and pushed through the swinging doors into the dining room. The long table was beautifully set with china, silverware and crystal. Uncorked bottles of red wine and glass pitchers of ice water were placed at intervals along the table. Fresh flowers were artfully arranged in a large vase at the center. Lucia was pouring water into the glasses.  
 
    “Hi,” Jaime said shyly. “Can I help?” 
 
    Lucia looked up and smiled back. “I’m just about done, thank you.” She set the pitcher on the table. “I have to go back into the kitchen in a second. You can just wait behind your chair until all the Masters and Mistresses arrive.” But instead of heading back to the kitchen, Lucia regarded Jaime with an appraising gaze. “You know what? I have a minute. Let me see if I can do something with your hair.” 
 
    Jaime touched her head self-consciously. “Thanks,” she said gratefully. “Whatever you can do is great.” 
 
    Lucia stepped behind Jaime. She stroked Jaime’s hair smooth with her fingers and began to deftly weave large strands together, pulling them back in what Jaime realized must be a French braid. 
 
    “Your hair is like my daughter’s—it has a mind of its own,” Lucia said. 
 
    “Your daughter?” Jaime was startled to think of this woman having a daughter. Somehow she had just assumed all the subs at The Enclave were single and unattached. Did a daughter mean a husband? How old was this daughter? Did they live nearby? 
 
    As if reading her mind, Lucia offered, “She’s grown now. Lives in California. Has a daughter of her own with the same unruly hair.” She laughed softly. “My husband was the same, though he let me cut it short for him.” She sighed a little, adding in a quiet voice. “I’m a widow.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jaime said, touched and saddened by Lucia’s revelation. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you. He was the love of my life, but I’m coming to realize, slowly, that the world goes on, even when someone you love leaves it. This place—The Enclave—saved my life. It’s given me direction and happiness. Love will come again, in its time.” 
 
    Jaime pondered these wise words, curious to know more, but sensing now wasn’t the time to ask. Lucia patted her shoulder and stepped back. “There,” she said. “All done.” 
 
    The hair was pulled neatly back from Jaime’s face, the end of the damp braid hanging between her shoulder blades. She wished she could see the overall effect—she’d never managed to master a French braid on her own—but knew it was better than the tangled mess Lucia had had to work with. She imagined a younger Lucia kneeling behind a little girl, fingers moving rapidly as the child shuffled impatiently. The image made her smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Lucia,” she said to the already retreating woman.  
 
    “De nada,” Lucia replied with a smile before she disappeared behind the swinging doors. 
 
    A moment later Gene, Danielle and Katie entered the room. They took their places behind their chairs, both Gene and Katie flashing Jaime a smile, Danielle behaving as if she didn’t exist, which suited Jaime just fine.  
 
    A silent minute passed as they stood waiting, and then the Dominants entered, preceded by footsteps and the rumble of their voices. Master Brandon and Mistress Marjorie appeared first. Master Lawrence entered next, Master Mark a moment later. Jaime’s heart leapt when he smiled at her. “Everything good?” he queried. 
 
    It is now, she wanted to quip, but resisted the urge. “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” He took his seat. Jaime, like the other subs, remained standing behind her chair. Finally Master Anthony arrived, along with Mistress Aubrey. Master Mason entered from the kitchen, the roast, now sliced and on a serving platter, in his large hands. Lucia and Ashley followed, carrying trays loaded with baskets of bread, salad and roasted vegetables. Once the Masters and Mistresses were seated, the slaves, save for Lucia, sat as well.  
 
    As platters of food were passed around the table, Lucia poured wine for those who wanted it. Jaime, her nerves becoming increasingly jangled at the thought of her impending punishment, gratefully accepted a glass of wine from the naked woman with a whisper of thanks.  
 
    She sipped the wine and nibbled at the delicious food, aware she needed to keep up her strength. The Doms laughed and talked, sometimes engaging the subs, all of whom seemed relaxed and happy. Jaime was startled by Master Mark’s hand on her thigh. “You’re jumpy. Calm down,” he said quietly.  
 
    Jaime realized she’d been jiggling her leg nervously up and down, something she used to do as a child when anxious. Her father had put his hand on her thigh in just that manner, admonishing her with a smile to “stop being a jitterbug.” 
 
    She stilled her leg at once, embarrassment making her face heat. “I’m sorry, Sir.” At the same time, his hand on her thigh sent a thrill zinging down her spine. She closed her eyes, recalling the warm, calming embrace of his strong arms wrapped around her, and she relaxed.  
 
    You’ll be fine. I promise. 
 
    She opened her eyes. Master Mark was watching her, and he smiled and nodded, as if he’d been reading her mind. She smiled back. Then she noticed Danielle watching them from Master Mark’s other side, her eyes narrowed, her lips pressed tightly together. As Master Mark turned back toward his plate, Danielle’s sullen expression instantly morphed into placid serenity. 
 
    Dinner finally came to an end, after a dessert of fresh raspberries and white chocolate gelato. The Doms began to rise, and the subs all jumped to their feet, moving quickly to stand behind their chairs, once more at attention. Jaime followed suit, her heart thumping in unpleasant anticipation. 
 
    “Slave Jaime,” Master Lawrence said, fixing his gaze on her. “Come here.” A spurt of adrenaline zipped through Jaime’s veins. She moved down the table past Master Mark and Danielle. Master Lawrence held out a leash. “Come closer so I can clip your collar.” Jaime imagined she could feel Danielle’s triumphant stare as she was led from the dining room. 
 
    Stop giving her free rent in your head, Jaime admonished herself. She isn’t worth it. She focused instead on recalling the feel of Master Mark’s arms around her. Thus fortified, she followed Master Lawrence into the living room.  
 
    He walked her to the large fireplace. A small wooden platform raised about two feet from the ground with posts rising from each corner had been set on the floor in front of the huge, flat stone hearth. Eyebolts were embedded at the tops and along the sides of each post. Several blocks of wood of varying sizes had been placed beneath the platform. A gear bag rested nearby. 
 
    “You will spend the evening on the punishment platform,” Master Lawrence said. He unclipped the leash from her collar. Enclave members had begun drifting into the living room and were taking seats in various parts of the large room. Jaime did her best to keep her focus on Master Lawrence. “You will be punished for each of your transgressions. When the punishment is over, the slate is wiped clean. You will start fresh in the morning. You will handle your punishment with stoic grace and acceptance, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Lawrence.” Jaime silently prayed she would manage to do so. 
 
    Bending down, he pulled out one of the wooden blocks from beneath the platform to use as a stair. “Climb up here. Get on your knees and face the room.” 
 
    Jaime stepped onto the block and settled onto the platform as directed, her back to the fireplace, her bottom resting on her heels.  
 
    “Lift your ass up and spread your knees wider,” Master Lawrence said. 
 
    Jaime obeyed, gripping the posts for purchase.  
 
    Master Lawrence reached for the gear bag and unzipped it. He pulled out a bundle of nylon cuffs with clips at the ends. Teasing them apart, he wrapped cuffs around her wrists and clipped them to the eyebolts near the top of each post so her arms were extended, but bent at the elbow. Moving behind her, he wrapped the cuffs around each ankle, and clipped these in place against the back posts. 
 
    He stepped in front of her and regarded her critically for a moment. She couldn’t help but notice the marked bulge at his crotch. Despite his stern countenance and forbidding demeanor, he clearly got off on what he was doing. 
 
    He bent down and brought up a smaller wooden block. This he placed beneath Jaime’s lifted bottom. “You can rest your ass on this as you need it. You’re going to be here a while.” Jaime settled gratefully against the support. 
 
    Master Lawrence stepped back and turned to face the room. “This trainee is being punished tonight for a number of transgressions,” he said in a loud voice. “Her first transgression is continually speaking out of turn.”  
 
    He reached for the gear bag and unzipped it. He withdrew something and held it up so Jaime could see. She bit her lower lip as she regarded the object with instant and deep dismay. It was a stainless steel contraption, the front part coated in black rubber. Though she’d never personally experienced one, Jaime knew what it was—a dental gag, the kind that fit in your mouth like a horse’s bit. It was just as bad, if not worse, than a ball gag, since your mouth was held open, making it impossible to swallow. There was a leather strap on the back to keep it in place.  
 
    Master Lawrence moved to Jaime’s side. “This gag will serve as a reminder that slave girls don’t speak until they are spoken to. Open wide.” He tapped her cheek with his finger. Jaime didn’t dare disobey.  
 
    She forced open jaws she hadn’t realized she’d been clenching. Master Lawrence placed the hinged, rubber-coated metal into her mouth, positioning it until he was satisfied. Reaching back, he secured the thing around her head, and then adjusted the hinges, forcing her jaws to widen. 
 
    Jaime’s mouth instantly pooled with saliva. She tried, and failed, to swallow, her throat muscles clenching ineffectively with the effort. She blinked back tears of humiliation and reminded herself this punishment was finite. Soon it would be over, and her slate would be wiped clean. 
 
    “Second transgression: coming without permission.” He reached into the gear bag and pulled out a small butterfly-shaped item made of soft, purple plastic, elastic straps hanging from its four wings. He pressed what she recognized as a Venus butterfly against her spread pussy and snapped the elastic straps around her thighs to hold it in place. He turned on a small remote, causing the masturbatory device to buzz into life against her clit. “You will not come for the duration of this punishment, unless or until directed. You will exercise self-control. Are we one hundred percent crystal clear on this directive, slave Jaime?” 
 
    Unable to reply, Jaime could only nod her agreement. She could do this! She’d never particularly liked or responded to the insistent, almost annoying tickle of this kind of toy. She would just ignore it. Mind over matter. She would not come. She would not. 
 
    “Third,” Master Lawrence announced in a voice designed to carry, “You failed to make slave Hans come within the prescribed time limit. We will be working on your oral skills, or rather, your lack thereof, throughout your stay here.” There were a few chuckles from the room. “Meanwhile, tonight, you will observe a typical evening here at The Enclave from the punishment platform until it pleases us to let you down. All staff slaves are experts at pleasing both men and women in the oral arts. Pay attention. Maybe you’ll learn something.” 
 
    He stepped away, giving Jaime a view of the room. Everyone was assembled—Master Brandon and Mistress Marjorie with Katie, Gene and Mistress Aubrey with Master Julian and Hans, Master Anthony and Master Mark with Lucia and Danielle, Master Mason with Ashley. Without another glance at her, Master Lawrence walked toward Master Mason and Ashley.  
 
    Master Anthony and Master Mark, who were seated side-by-side on a large sofa in the furniture grouping closest to Jaime, both stood and casually unzipped and lowered their pants before sitting back down. Lucia and Danielle, each kneeling in attendance, began to stroke and fondle the men’s cock and balls. The men, engaged in conversation, appeared to ignore the ministrations of the girls, though their rising cocks belied their seeming lack of attention. 
 
    Danielle glanced sidelong toward Jaime as she kissed and licked along Mark’s shaft, her fingers lightly cradling his balls, and jealousy slithered through Jaime’s gut like curdled milk. If only she were the one kneeling there before Master Mark with his cock deep in her throat, instead of bound to the punishment platform, drool sliding out of her gaping mouth. 
 
    She shifted slightly on the hard wood in an effort to move the butterfly’s direct focus on her clit. Her effort was unsuccessful, and the thing continued to buzz steadily, if ineffectively, against her.  
 
    She looked away from the cock worshipping and saw that Master Brandon, too, had taken down his pants, which he’d removed altogether. He was standing near the windows, naked from the waist down. Though she’d noticed Mistress Marjorie’s slave collar earlier that day, it was still something of a shock to see her on her knees. Master Brandon’s cock was in her mouth, her hands lovingly cradling his balls, her eyes focused upward in adoration. Katie was behind him, also on her knees, her face pressed between his ass cheeks, her head moving up and down in tandem with her Mistress. 
 
    Master Julian and Mistress Aubrey were in the process of yet another scene, this one involving their slave boys, Hans and Gene. Clamps had been attached to both slaves’ nipples, the chains of the clamps clipped together as they stood facing one another. Focusing her attention in their direction, she could hear Mistress Aubrey outlining the scene. “I’m going to stand behind you, Hans, and fondle your cock, while Master Julian does the same for my boy. When you are given the command, you will come. Make sure you both keep those nipple clamps in place. Careful about jerking each other’s chain.”  
 
    Master Julian chuckled, adding, “Don’t either of you dare come before you are told. Got it, boys?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Julian,” the slaves replied in unison. Jaime thought the setup unfair, since Hans was going to be stroked by a woman, not his gender of choice. Maybe, she realized suddenly, that was irrelevant. This wasn’t about his getting off—it was about pleasing his Doms. 
 
    She watched, her own discomfort momentarily forgotten. Mistress Aubrey stood behind Hans, Master Julian behind Gene. Master Julian placed his hands on Gene’s shoulders and pulled him back a little, which caused the chains linking the two slaves to tauten. Gene, whose face Jaime could see, winced as the clamps tightened on his nipples. His cock, she observed, was fully erect as Master Julian reached around to circle the base of it with his hand. 
 
    Mistress Aubrey, her back to Jaime as she pressed against Hans, who was easily a foot taller than she, said, “Good luck, boys. Make us proud.” 
 
    Despite her self-assurance that she was immune to the limited charms of the Venus butterfly, Jaime’s clit throbbed against its steady thrum as she watched Master Julian pulling at Gene’s hard cock. Gene’s eyes had closed, his face a study in concentration. His neck was flushed red, his chest rising and falling. Jaime wondered how long he’d be able to hold on before he was given permission to come.  
 
    She thought about orgasming on command. How was that even possible? You came when your body was ready to come, not when someone else told you to. And yet, this was apparently expected behavior here at The Enclave, and presumably something she would learn if she managed to hang on for the duration of the training.  
 
    She was already expected not to come until given permission. Yet, that was just as elusive a concept to her. How, again, did one control one’s body in that way? If the nerve endings were stimulated to a certain point, you climaxed. End of story. Even as she thought this, she rejected it. Master Lawrence had told her not to come, as if this were a choice. He was confident she could master control over her body and her reactions. Who was she to refuse at least to try? 
 
    Unable to resist, she looked again at Master Mark and Master Anthony. The girls were still worshipping their cocks. Both men were leaning back against the couch, their eyes closed. The naked, kneeling girls bobbed over their Masters’ laps with undivided attention. 
 
    The sound of approaching footsteps drew Jaime’s attention from the scene. Master Lawrence stood in front of her once more, Master Mason now beside him, along with Ashley. She had a tattoo of a rose on one hip, a knife with a drop of blood at its tip on the other. 
 
    Master Mason unfolded a large, thick towel on the floor in front of the platform and directed Ashley to step onto it. He turned his attention to Jaime. “Mistress Aubrey mentioned you have a bit of an issue with needles,” he said in his deep, rumbly voice. “We’ll have to work on that, young lady. Meanwhile, I thought you might enjoy a demonstration with a properly trained slave girl. Ashley can handle quite a bit of intensive needle and blood play, isn’t that right, sweetest girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Ashley said softly. Jaime noticed then the myriad tiny scars that covered the young woman’s breasts and shaven pubic mons. 
 
    Master Lawrence stepped behind the diminutive Ashley and reached beneath her arms, bending his arms up at the elbows to catch her in a hold against his chest. “I’m going to support slave Ashley while Master Mason engages in a little needle and blood sport for your viewing pleasure.” His pale blue eyes gleamed sadistically. 
 
    Jaime would have swallowed hard, if she could have swallowed. She wanted nothing more than to close her eyes and turn her head away. While she’d knowingly and somewhat willingly agreed, per the terms of the contract, to engage in needle play, watching it was almost worse than enduring it. She could handle the pricking pain of a needle’s jab, but the sight of anyone’s blood, hers especially, was enough to make her pass out.  
 
    Mind over matter. You can do this. It’s safe and consensual. You’re here because you want to be. So is Ashley. These thoughts helped to steady her nerves as Master Mason produced a packet of thinly gauged needles and began to stick them one-by-one in a circular pattern around each of Ashley’s pencil-eraser pink nipples. Jaime glanced repeatedly at Ashley’s face as the needles pierced her flesh. Throughout, Ashley kept her eyes on Master Mason, her expression serene and accepting.  
 
    On the plus side, the buzzing at Jaime’s cunt had been reduced to a merely irritating buzz, her arousal from watching the oral sex scenes obliterated by what was going on in front of her. She was just congratulating herself on getting through the needle play without embarrassing herself, when Master Mason produced a small, glinting rectangle of steel. It was a single razor blade, the kind used in old-fashioned razors. 
 
    “Oh god,” she moaned, though the sound that emerged was just a garbled, guttural grunt.  
 
    “Steady,” Master Lawrence, who was watching her with a hawk’s gaze, said. “You are only a witness tonight, slave Jaime.” His voice, for the first time since she’d met him, was gentle. “This is not happening to you. This is happening to slave Ashley, and it’s what she craves. It pleases both her and her Master. Not all satisfaction is sexual, and not all pain is suffering.” 
 
    Jaime nodded. She would have thanked him for the advice, had she been able to speak. Instead, she could only drool. “Don’t look away,” he continued, his tone a little more strident. “Watch and learn.” 
 
    A wave of dizziness assailed Jaime as Master Mason slid the sharp edge of the razor in a line along Ashley’s mons. A moment later the line turned bright red. The cut was only about an inch long and presumably not deep, but within seconds droplets of blood began to ooze from the wound. 
 
    “Gungghhh,” Jaime moaned incoherently, her eyes fluttering shut of their own accord. A wave of nausea threatened to engulf her. 
 
    “Stop it!” Master Lawrence admonished sharply. “Open your eyes. Stay in the moment.” 
 
    Jaime forced her eyelids to lift and ordered her eyes to focus on the people in front of her. Master Mason was kissing his slave girl with the passion of a lover. She could see their tongues entwining as he gently stroked her cheek, his other hand cupping her mons. When he finally let her go and stepped back, he said, “Make yourself come for us, Ashley. Show this trainee your gratitude.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Mason. Thank you, Sir,” Ashley said, her eyes fixed on his. Master Lawrence was still behind her, still supporting her against his body. She reached with her left hand for her now bloodied pussy and began to rub. As her fingers moved, a few drops of the impossibly red blood splashed to the towel beneath her feet. Jaime watched, at once horrified and transfixed, as Ashley masturbated. 
 
    After only two minutes or so, Master Mason said, “Come for me, sweet slave.” 
 
    Ashley shuddered and jerked forward, her mouth open, her face twisted in what could be pleasure or pain, or both. Master Lawrence let go of her and she fell slowly to her knees, her hand still buried between her legs. 
 
    Jaime noticed a sudden jolting tingle at her clit. Master Lawrence’s hand was in his pocket. She realized he must have turned up the intensity of the butterfly with his remote. Her clit was throbbing and she longed for the feel of a hard, perfect cock to fill the emptiness aching inside her. In spite of her intense physical discomfort, her knees aching on the hard wood, her jaw muscles rigid, drool spilling down her chin and chest, and in spite of the bizarre, bloody scene before her, or perhaps partially because of it, she realized she was on the verge of a climax.  
 
    No. No, no, no, you will not come. You will not come. 
 
    “Come for me, slave Jaime.” Master Lawrence’s voice cut across her frantic inward directive. 
 
    Jaime’s eyes flew open, her gaze turning involuntarily toward Master Mark. He was looking directly at her, directly into her soul. She shuddered and jerked, letting the climax she’d managed to keep at bay sweep over her. She’d just come, not for Master Lawrence, but for Master Mark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark strummed his guitar, humming the tune that had awoken him before dawn. No one else was out on the deck, save for a pair of hummingbirds zipping and diving at one of the several red birdfeeders that hung from the rafters. Mark savored the utter peace that surrounded him. 
 
    The sky was pink and gold, a silver glaze washing the sides of the mountains as the sun worked its way upward. The air was crisp and cool in the early morning light. It was Mark’s favorite time of day, and his most creative. He closed his eyes as he hummed, breathing in the scent of jasmine and pine.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    Mark turned to the sound of Anthony’s voice. “Oh, hey. Please do.” 
 
    “Thought you might like a cup.” Anthony held out one of the two coffee mugs he had brought with him.  
 
    Mark placed his guitar carefully against the wall and reached gratefully for the steaming mug. “Thanks, yes.” He sipped at the hot brew while Anthony took a seat beside him. Anthony had thoughtfully prepared the coffee just as Mark liked it, with just a little cream, no sugar.  
 
    “That was pretty, what you were playing. Kind of haunting. Something of yours?” 
 
    “A tune that was in my head this morning when I woke up. I was just fooling around with it.” 
 
    “Such a talent, Mark. You think you might go back to it someday? Get a new band going? Try again?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” he replied, rolling the idea around in his head, and then letting it slip away. “We were on the road for five years straight, pretty much. We were all heading for a brick wall, not just Jake.” He shook his head sadly. “You know what they say…but for the grace of God…” 
 
    “That had to be very hard, watching him self-destruct like that,” Anthony replied quietly. “I can understand why you need a break from that whole scene, at least for a while.” He smiled thoughtfully. “You’re still so young. Plenty of time to figure out what’s next, when you’re ready. I’m glad you’re here now, with us. I hope, whatever you ultimately decide, that you continue to make this your home. You’re an excellent addition to The Enclave.” They both sipped their coffee. “By the way, I think your training is coming along very well.” 
 
    Mark’s smile was easier this time. “Thanks. Though I’m not sure Lawrence would agree with you.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you’re wrong about that. Lawrence is just very—exacting. He’s old school, doesn’t believe in any overt display of affection during the training process. Don’t get me wrong. He’s very, very good at what he does, but he can be a little, uh, rigid.”  
 
    Anthony took a long drink of his coffee. “You, on the other hand, are a romantic. Just be mindful of setting limits and sticking with them. You need to be firm and consistent, yes, but don’t think you have to lose your humanity or compassion in order to achieve that. You’re finding and developing your own style, what works for you as a Dom. Just follow your instincts. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mark was silent as he thought about this, his mind instantly veering to the scene on the veranda with the trainee. It was true Jaime’s tears had momentarily circumvented his mind and gone straight to his heart. Had he done the wrong thing, offering her gentle encouragement, and then taking her into his arms? Had he behaved, not like a Dom, but like a potential lover?  
 
    There was something about the girl, something that spoke directly to him. From the moment he’d first seen Jaime, he’d sensed a spark of passion and strength in her, something that went beyond her obvious physical beauty and desire to submit. When the tears had spilled down those soft cheeks, it had been the most natural thing in the world to take her into his arms. 
 
    But had he done her, and himself, a disservice in the process? 
 
    He was almost certain Lawrence would say that he had. But then, as Anthony had pointed out, Lawrence and he had very different styles. Mark understood a Dom needed to bend his sub, but not break them. And Jaime, he’d sensed at that moment, was near the breaking point.  
 
    Just follow your instincts, and you’ll be fine. 
 
    Yes, in his heart of hearts, Mark felt he had done the right thing in offering her the comfort he had. If holding her so close had resulted in a raging erection, that was beside the point. He was human, after all.  
 
    He looked up from his coffee cup musings and smiled. “Thank you for the advice and encouragement, Master Anthony. I do believe coming here was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.”  
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way, Mark. We’ll do some more work this morning on Shibari bondage. We need to get a better sense of Jaime’s endurance and comfort level with extreme bondage. We’ll use Danielle as well—she’s very limber and compliant. She’s also due for a bit of a punishment. Did you hear what happened with the hiking boots?” 
 
    “The hiking boots?” Mark echoed, shaking his head. “What happened?” 
 
    “Apparently, Danielle was careless when giving Jaime her boots. She gave her the wrong size. Jaime got blisters as a result. Aubrey took care of it—no big deal—but that sort of behavior needs to be addressed and dealt with.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Mark replied. Switching gears, he asked, “Did you find Jaime at The Garden?”  
 
    Anthony smiled. “Yes. Just like I found you at Lair Sade.” 
 
    “And I was definitely lost.” Mark laughed, but then sobered. Lair Sade, a private, members-only BDSM club in Charlotte, had been a haven for Mark after the band’s breakup and his return to his hometown to lie low and lick his psychic wounds. It was a chance to rediscover a part of himself that had lain dormant for far too long, his life consumed with music, touring and all the attendant insanity that had accompanied it. Though he hadn’t yet shaved off his signature beard or cut off his dreadlocks, members at Lair Sade were used to discretion in all things dealing with the outside world, and no one had hassled him or even let on they knew who he was, which had been just what he’d needed at the time. 
 
    “You weren’t lost, Mark,” Anthony said with a kind smile. “You just needed time to heal, to rediscover. I’m glad you were willing to take the leap from casual scening to a real exploration into D/s as a lifestyle. You’ve got what it takes, Mark. You’re not afraid to put your heart and soul into the process. You’re willing to give as much as you demand of your subs, and that’s key. Without that, it’s just a game.” 
 
    Pleased but mildly embarrassed at the praise, Mark deflected, “I’m looking forward to working with Jaime. What’s her experience in the scene?” 
 
    “Jaime’s never been formally trained,” Anthony replied, “but she’s got a lot of potential. Master Julian was quite enthusiastic about his session with her yesterday. He’s going to continue to work with her on anal comfort and acceptance—one of her weak areas. From what I can glean so far, she’s a true submissive with a fairly high tolerance for erotic pain. She’s inexperienced but eager.” 
 
    “Like me.” Mark laughed. 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, Mark. You’ve already mastered many of the key training techniques and skills. More importantly, you have a natural penchant for erotic dominance without the attendant ego that sometimes gets in the way.”  
 
    Mark wondered if Anthony was making an oblique reference to someone else, but he didn’t pursue that. “Breakfast should be ready by now,” Anthony said, rising from his chair. “The girls picked fresh blackberries and raspberries yesterday, and Mason was just taking out some muffins when I went in for coffee. I’m going to go snag a few before they disappear.” 
 
    Mark stood as well and picked up his guitar. Breakfast was the only informal, self-serve meal at The Enclave, with fresh fruit, yogurt and cereal always available, along with whatever biscuits, muffins or egg dish Mason was in the mood to prepare. Though Mark ate sparingly in the mornings, when he entered the house from the deck, the aroma of the fresh muffins, along with the mouth-watering smell of frying bacon and brewed coffee drew him toward the kitchen as surely as if he’d been on a leash.  
 
    Aubrey and Gene were at the dining room table eating their breakfast, professionally dressed for their workday. Not for the first time, Mark wondered what it must be like, working together by day as doctor and nurse, the consummate professionals, and living together in the evenings as Mistress and slave. However the relationship worked, it was clear the pair was in love.  
 
    Love. He’d written enough lyrics about it, but did he really have any idea what it meant?  
 
    A muffin in hand, Mark loped up the stairs to his bedroom to put away his guitar, his mind turning to bondage rope and lovely, naked slave girls. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Chains clanked against the edges of Jaime’s dream. She opened her eyes, instantly awake. The soft, warm glow of the night-light bathed the room. She lay curled on her side, her hands folded beneath her cheek. 
 
    The cuffs and chain had made it difficult to get comfortable at first, but oddly enough, or maybe not so oddly, given how she was hardwired, she’d been incredibly aroused by her predicament. Once left alone, she’d lifted her hands in front of her face, turning her arms this way and that as she admired the leather and chain that held her captive. There was enough give in the chain to allow her to touch herself despite her wrists being cuffed together, and the thought of the cold metal links moving over her body as she stroked herself had been tempting in the extreme.  
 
    She’d resisted, not only because she was exhausted from her very long and very intense first day, but because the tiny red light of the webcam aimed directly at her bed reminded her she was being watched. Who was watching her? Was Master Mark watching her? 
 
    Though she doubted there was someone actively monitoring her at all times, she didn’t dare take the risk. There had been a very specific clause in the contract about never touching herself in a sexual way when alone, unless expressly directed to do so. She wasn’t about to fuck things up by taking such a stupid chance. 
 
    There was a light knock at the ajar door. “Buenas dias, sleepyhead.” Lucia stepped into the room. “Time to get up.” 
 
    Jaime struggled into a sitting position, holding her cuffed wrists in front of her. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s nearly seven o’clock. You are to report for an outside training session at the dungeon beside the veranda at eight. Master Lawrence permitted you to sleep a little later than usual your first night here. But you need to move now so you won’t make either of us late. I’ll see you in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jaime called to Lucia’s back. “What about these?” She held out her wrists, the chain clanking between her breasts. 
 
    Lucia turned back to face her. “You can undo the cuffs yourself. Just release the clips. It’s a little awkward, but you’ll get used to it soon enough.” 
 
    “I can?” Jaime stared down at her wrists, stunned.  
 
    “Sure. Didn’t you realize that? There’s no padlock or anything. The chains are more, what’s the word, symbolic, than anything. It’s a mindset—it helps get you in the right headspace, you know?” 
 
    Jaime nodded. If that was its purpose, it had been right on the mark. She focused on her bonds, twisting her right hand to get at the clip holding the left wrist cuff in place. When she’d freed herself, she looked up, but Lucia had gone. 
 
    Fully awake and eager for whatever the day held, Jaime climbed out of the bed. She hung the chain with its cuffs on the eyebolt in the wall, running her fingers lightly over the links. She had done it! She’d made it through her first day and night at The Enclave. She pulled the quilt into place and neatly arranged the pillows at the head of the bed.  
 
    Padding on bare feet, she walked to the bathroom and headed directly for one of the toilets. Though not particularly keen to use the toilet in front of others, she realized that was kind of silly, given the fact they were all kept naked 24/7. Modesty had no place in a sub’s repertoire.  
 
    When Jaime came out of the stall, she saw Danielle standing in front of the mirror, a blusher brush and compact case in her hand. “I didn’t realize we could use makeup,” Jaime blurted as she approached.  
 
    Danielle didn’t even glance in her direction, but Lucia replied, “Staff slaves can. You can’t, not while you’re in training. Now hurry up and shower. You’ll find a fresh toothbrush and a tube of paste there in the first stall.” She pointed, adding, “Wash and condition your hair, too, but move as fast as you can. I’ll groom you and fix your hair.” She glanced pointedly at the clock, and Jaime hurried over to the shower stalls. 
 
    When she emerged from the shower, Lucia and she were the only ones left in the bathroom, which suited Jaime fine. She toweled herself dry and wrapped the damp towel in a turban around her head. 
 
    Lucia sat on the edge of the sunken bathtub, a tray containing a razor and various tubes and jars balanced by her side. There was a chair made of sturdy white plastic in the otherwise empty tub, its metal legs tipped with rubber caps. “Sit in there,” Lucia directed as she turned on the tap and reached for the removable shower nozzle. 
 
    Jaime climbed into the tub and sat on the wide plastic seat. “I don’t think she likes me very much.” 
 
    “Who, Danielle?” Lucia shrugged. “She’s had it tough. She didn’t train here, you know. She came with someone, Master Alan, about four months ago. They were long-term guests, and she stayed with him in his room upstairs. Then something happened. I’m not sure what—she doesn’t talk about it—but he took a job offer overseas and left her here. I’m not even sure he’s coming back. Master Anthony gave her the opportunity to stay on as a staff slave, and she took it. But it had to be hard—being left behind like that. I feel sorry for her.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jaime replied, digesting this new information and the different light in which it cast Danielle in her mind. Though there was no getting around the fact that so far Danielle had acted like a bitch, Jaime couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.  
 
    “Now,” Lucia instructed. “Stop talking. I have to focus and I don’t want to nick you.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress Lucia,” Jaime teased, but she shut her mouth. 
 
    Lucia worked quickly, first shaving Jaime’s armpits. Then she removed the bandages over Jaime’s heels. “This one is barely noticeable,” she said, nodding toward what little remained of the blister on Jaime’s right heel. “We can leave the bandage off that one, I think.” She quickly and expertly shaved Jaime’s legs and then her pubic area. She rinsed away the cream and patted Jaime dry. Next she massaged a soothing lotion that smelled appealingly of fresh grass and lemon peel over Jaime’s skin. Finally, she applied some ointment to an adhesive bandage and pressed it over the still-tender skin above Jaime’s left heel.  
 
    “Now your hair. I’ll do a French braid, like yesterday. You’re to wear it up this morning for the rope work.” 
 
    A thrill of nervous anticipation shot through Jaime’s gut as she climbed out of the tub and moved toward the counter. She hung her towel and ran her fingers through her damp hair. Master Lawrence had informed her the first session of her morning would involve Shibari bondage training, and, while Jaime loved to be bound, she was aware Shibari could be a very intense sort of bondage, the kind that rendered you completely immobile in potentially painful positions.  
 
    Lucia appeared behind her a moment later. She brushed out Jaime’s hair and plaited it deftly into a smooth braid. Jaime regarded herself in the mirror as Lucia worked. The welts on her breasts had faded to pale pink lines. Her face looked pale. She wished she were permitted the use of makeup. As it was, there was no way to compete with the model-perfect Danielle. 
 
    Stop it, she admonished herself. There’s no competition. That’s not why you’re here. 
 
    The two girls went up the stairs to the kitchen. Master Mason sat at a small table, poring over what looked like a cookbook. He barely acknowledged them as they entered. Ashley was already in place at a counter with a peeler in hand, an apron covering most of her slight, naked form, a large bowl of potatoes in front of her.  
 
    Lucia pointed toward a huge, stainless steel coffeemaker that contained a large carafe. “Coffee. Muffins. Bacon. Fruit.” Beside the coffeepot there was a large basket with a gingham dishtowel over it. Next to that was a platter of fried bacon, and beside that a big ceramic bowl filled with plump, fresh berries. “Juice and yogurt are in the refrigerator. There’s bread for toast, if you want it. We get our own breakfast in the mornings. Get what you want, and you can eat there.” Lucia pointed toward the table where Master Mason sat. “Or you can take it outside to the veranda, if you want.” Lucia glanced at the clock. “You have fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Jaime nodded and smiled her thanks. She poured herself a cup of coffee, adding cream and sugar. She selected one of the still-warm muffins from the basket, and added a few fresh berries to her plate. She stood uncertainly a moment, wondering if she should venture out to the veranda or sit at the small table where Lucia now sat eating a cup of yogurt and fruit beside the still engrossed Master Mason. 
 
    Who was she kidding? There was no contest. The last time she’d been on that veranda, a gorgeous Dom had held her in his arms. She moved through the spotless mudroom and managed to open and then close the back door while juggling her plate and coffee mug.  
 
    Her heart leaped with excitement when she saw Master Mark’s mop of curly hair and broad back at one of the tables. Down, girl, she admonished herself. Master Anthony was also seated at the table, facing her direction. As she approached, he looked up and smiled. Lifting his hand, he beckoned her forward. “Good morning, slave Jaime. How was your first night?” 
 
    “Good morning, Sir,” Jaime said, approaching their table with her breakfast. It still felt strange to be naked in front of these fully clothed men. “I slept well, thank you.”  
 
    Master Mark turned as she walked toward them, his gaze sweeping in a slow, sensual caress over her body that made her feel flushed. “Good morning, Master Mark,” she managed, hoping her voice didn’t betray her nerves, or her desire. 
 
    “Good morning, Jaime. Sit down and join us. Once you’ve eaten, we’re ready to begin the morning session.” 
 
    Excited at the prospect of training directly with Master Anthony and Master Mark, Jaime sat at the table, wondering if she’d be able to get down a bite of food.  
 
    A swish of shiny blond hair in her peripheral vision made her turn. Danielle was in the outdoor dungeon, balanced astride a wooden sawhorse. Her arms were bound together at the wrist and suspended from one of the beams in the overhead awning. She was blindfolded, her face a grimace of pain, her slim, muscular legs trembling from the effort of holding herself in place. In spite of her dislike for the girl, Jaime’s fists clenched and she couldn’t suppress the gasp of sympathy. All Danielle’s weight must be focused on her cunt, and it must hurt like hell. 
 
    Following her gaze, Master Anthony said calmly, “Slave Danielle is being punished for a transgression. The punishment will be over soon. As soon as you finish your breakfast, in fact. Then we will begin the session.” 
 
    Jaime looked away. She forced herself to take several bites of the muffin and to eat the berries, chewing as quickly as she could to end Danielle’s obvious torment. She slurped her coffee and set down the mug. “Finished, Sir,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Master Mark laughed and shook his head. “Maybe we need to work on remembering to chew next time. Are you that eager to be bound, slave Jaime?” 
 
    “Or is it that you find it difficult to watch another sub being punished?” Master Anthony asked, fixing her with his discerning gaze.  
 
    Jaime nodded. “It does look very painful, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s the point,” Master Anthony replied. “From now on slave Danielle will think twice, I hope, before handing out the wrong size hiking boots.” 
 
    His words hit Jaime like a blow to the gut. Danielle was being punished because of her.  
 
    Master Mark touched her shoulder. “It’s time for a lesson in Shibari.” 
 
    The two men stood, and Jaime rose as well. She glanced at her plate. “Leave everything on the table,” Master Anthony said. “It will be cleared away during chores. Come over to the dungeon and kneel quietly while we take Danielle off the horse.” 
 
    Jaime followed the men to the space. She knelt to one side, noting the dozen or so coils of red and white rope set along the perimeter of the mat. She watched as the two men removed Danielle’s blindfold, released her arms and lifted her from the sawhorse.  
 
    Once she was settled on the mat, Master Mark rubbed salve onto the girl’s mons and labia, and Danielle moaned softly, whether from pain or lust, it wasn’t clear. Jaime’s pussy tingled as she imagined his touch. It would almost have been worth it to feel the cut of hard wood between her labia, if she got to feel his soothing, sensual touch afterward. 
 
    Danielle seemed to agree. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you, Master Mark,” she murmured breathlessly, batting her big blue eyes. Jaime tried to push her uncharitable thoughts aside. After all, Danielle’s Master had abandoned her. That had to be horribly humiliating. Beyond that, the poor girl might have had her heart broken.  
 
    Finally Danielle was settled in position beside Jaime. As the men moved the sawhorse out of the way, Danielle shot Jaime a venomous look. “Bitch,” she hissed in a whisper. “Tattletale.” 
 
    No! I didn’t—” Jaime began, but was silenced by Master Anthony’s stern look. Slaves did not speak unless spoken to. She pressed her lips together, her sympathy for Danielle’s suffering and situation obliterated by the unjust accusation.   
 
    The two men returned to stand in front of the kneeling slave girls. “Slave Jaime,” Master Anthony said, “what do you know about Shibari?” 
 
    “I know it’s a kind of very intense bondage, Sir, and that it originated in Japan.” 
 
    “That’s correct. It literally means to bind. There’s another term, Kinbaku, a term used interchangeably, that means tight binding. The emphasis isn’t on the binding itself, the bondage, but more on the relationship between the one binding and the one being bound. It’s a path, if you will, an extension between the two, that creates a special kind of intimacy.” 
 
    Master Mark had picked up one of the coils and let it unwind. He ran his fingers sensually along the rope. “When practiced correctly,” Master Anthony continued, “it’s not just about techniques and knots. It’s a full involvement of the spirit, the mind and the heart. All the senses are engaged.” 
 
    Master Mark lifted the rope to his face and inhaled deeply, his eyes closing. “Yes,” Master Anthony continued softly, watching the other man, “in this silken rope you can smell the heady scent of bondage, of submission, of suffering, of ecstasy.” Jaime stared, mesmerized by the sensuality of Master Mark’s actions. 
 
    Master Anthony finally broke the mood as he bent and retrieved a second coil of rope. “Mark, do you wish to work with slave Danielle or slave Jaime?” 
 
    “Since slave Danielle already has experience with Shibari, I’ll work with the trainee this morning,” Master Mark replied.  
 
    It took every ounce of willpower not to flash a satisfied smirk in Danielle’s direction. Instead, Jaime fixed her gaze on the tatami, though she couldn’t completely control the smile that played on her lips.  
 
    “As we move through this exercise,” Master Mark said, “it’s important to stay very aware and connected, because this type of bondage can trigger powerful emotional reactions. The positions and pressure inflicted by the ropes are not always easy to manage or endure and are sometimes quite painful. What I want you to do is focus on eroticizing the sensations. Use your breathing to flow with the pain. Embrace the loss of control, let the bondage empower you. Let it set you free.”  
 
    “Beautifully said, Mark,” Master Anthony said quietly, voicing Jaime’s unspoken thought.  
 
    Master Mark turned his gaze to her. “Do you have any questions before we begin?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Jaime replied, her heart’s tempo increasing. 
 
    “And you, slave Danielle,” Master Anthony said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Sir. Always, Sir,” Danielle breathed, her expression the very picture of earnest, eager submission.  
 
    “Okay,” Master Mark said. “We’ll start by binding your arms behind your back. Remember, this isn’t just about bondage. Let all your senses engage. Give yourself fully to the process. ” 
 
    The two men moved behind them. Jaime focused on the sensation of the strong, silky rope being wrapped and looped around her upper arms. As it tightened against her skin, she could feel Master Mark’s warm breath on the back of her neck. The second rope crossed her upper torso and back. As he worked, his strong hands stroked her body with a sure, sensual touch. Waves of pleasure rolled in a shiver of sensation over her skin.  
 
    The men moved around them, crouching, reaching, shifting, bending, Master Anthony murmuring softly to Master Mark as they worked. Master Mark wrapped Jaime’s breasts in beautiful but painful patterns, the bonds cutting into her flesh and turning it purple.  
 
    As she was increasingly immobilized in her bonds, Jaime began to slip into that dark, delicious subspace where she could and would take whatever her Dom cared to give her. She was poised, ready to soar on powerful wings of pure release. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” Master Mark commanded. Jaime forced herself to obey. She inhaled but forgot to exhale as she stared into his fathomless gaze.  
 
    He reached suddenly, grasping her by the throat, his face inches from hers. “Breathe,” he murmured, his voice throaty. “You belong to me now. The ropes are an extension of my hands, and of your grace. Prepare to offer yourself fully now, heart, body and spirit.”  
 
    A long, deep shudder moved through Jaime’s core. She sighed her agreement, letting the stale air at last escape from her lungs. He let her go.  
 
    She became aware of more ropes being attached to the bonds that crisscrossed her upper body. The ropes were pulled taut, forcing her upward until only her knees were touching the tatami. Danielle was being tethered in kind. The men worked in tandem, standing on stepstools to secure the ropes to the wooden beams overhead.  
 
    All at once she was hoisted into the air and then, before she could think or react in any way, her legs were pulled from beneath her, her equilibrium turned topsy-turvy, everything happening so quickly she didn’t even have time to gasp. She was upside down, the blood rushing to her head. Every muscle, every joint, every fiber of her being was alive and screaming. The tension of the ropes tight against her skin took her breath away. She felt hands moving over her, stroking, touching, soothing, igniting.  
 
    “Beautiful. She is a natural.” It was a man’s voice, but she could no longer tell who was speaking. She drifted in the deep, utter purity of subspace, the pain still very much there, but welcome. She opened the arms of her heart to embrace it, the knees of her soul bowing in pure submission.  
 
    When next she opened her eyes, she was sitting on the tatami mat, leaning back into a strong, safe embrace. A profound peace pervaded her being; a serenity the likes of which she’d never experienced in her life. As she became more fully conscious, she strived to hold the feeling, to keep it close, to imprint it in her mind and heart so she could take it out later and relive it, treasure it, breathe it, keep it safe and secret somewhere deep inside. 
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    Jaime felt the push of Master Mark’s hard cock and then the flood of warmth and welcome as he entered her. She moaned her approval. He pressed her against the mattress as he moved inside her. His fingers tightened on her wrists as he stretched her arms over her head. “You’re mine, Jaime. You’ve always been mine. You were born with my name under your tongue. Say it. Say my name.” 
 
    “Master Mark,” she murmured dreamily, arching up to take him deeper. “Master Mark, Master Mark, Master Mark.” He moved inside her, bringing her close, closer—  
 
    “Rise and shine, sleepyhead.” 
 
    The light burned through Jaime’s eyelids. No. No. Not yet. Please. Don’t go. 
 
    Master Mark slid from her, his image turning filmy and ghostlike, his face dissolving beneath the glare of the overhead light. Jaime opened her eyes.  
 
    Katie was smiling at her from the doorway. The smile edged into a frown as her gaze moved down Jaime’s body. “What are you doing there?” 
 
    Jaime jolted fully awake. Her cuffed hands were wedged between her legs, two fingers still pressed into the stickiness of her wet dream. Luckily, the coverlet was over her body, hiding, or at least obscuring, what she’d been doing in her sleep. Heat warming her cheeks, she jerked her hands away. “Oh! I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Katie interrupted. Her eyes darted from Jaime to the webcam and back to Jaime, and Jaime understood. She flashed Katie a grateful look as she sat up. She worked the clips on her cuffs as Katie continued, “It’s Monday, and Monday is our heavy duty cleaning day. You’ll be on bathroom patrol, lucky you.” She flashed a sympathetic grin. “The silver lining is you get to work with Master Anthony this afternoon.” 
 
    Jaime very nearly clapped her hands in childish excitement at the prospect. After hanging her cuffs and chain in their place on the wall, she made her bed. She thought back on the day before. Sunday she had spent a difficult but rewarding morning working with Mistress Marjorie on positions training in the second floor dungeon, really more of an exercise room, complete with mirrored walls and ballet bars.  
 
    “You have natural grace,” Mistress Marjorie had encouraged her as she struggled to master the various standing, kneeling, sexual and punishment positions required of all staff slaves at The Enclave. “You’ll need to memorize these positions quickly. Practice is the best way. I’ll make sure you get in at least an hour a day.” At the end of the session, she gave Jaime a laminated chart outlining ten basic slave positions, along with several variations on each. Jaime had taped it to her bedroom wall, and she glanced at it now, promising herself to work on them during free time.  
 
    Jaime was intrigued by Mistress Marjorie’s ability to submit to her husband, and then to so effortlessly segue into her dominant persona when dealing with the slave staff. Jaime had never known a true switch before, but for Mistress Marjorie it seemed as natural as breathing.  
 
    The session after lunch on Sunday had been less appealing, and a lot more exhausting. Master Brandon had overseen stamina training on the side lawn. Katie and Jaime were paired against Hans and Lucia in a tortuous relay race. Teammates had to run back and forth carrying a heavy concrete brick, which they would hand off to their partner, who would then sprint back and forth across the lawn cradling the rough, scratchy weight as best they could, before handing it off once again.  
 
    The teams had been unfairly matched, with Hans and Lucia barely breaking a sweat as they sprinted like athletes and effortlessly handed off their brick to each other. While Jaime was slender, she well knew that thin did not equal fit, and it had been a long time since she’d done much exercise beyond window shopping and walking from her office to her car. Poor Katie huffed and puffed as she stumbled forward, her face red, the sweat streaming. Thank goodness Master Brandon finally called a halt to the exercise before Katie had a heart attack. 
 
    “You did very well,” Jaime heard Master Brandon tell Katie as he led her away, his arm around her shoulders. “Much improved since you first arrived, hmm?” Jaime could only wonder what it must have been like before.  
 
    Now Lucia was waiting for her in the bathroom and, though it had only been a few days, Jaime had quickly become accustomed to the washing and grooming routine. It was surprising, too, how easily she’d adjusted to being totally naked, save for her collar. Within a few minutes she was showered, smoothed of any stubble and ready to face whatever awaited her. 
 
    It looked like another perfect summer day had dawned as Jaime took her breakfast to the veranda. She sat with Mistress Aubrey and Gene, who kept their clinic open on Saturdays, and thus took their weekend on Sundays and Mondays.  
 
    “I’ve volunteered Gene for your session this afternoon,” Mistress Aubrey announced. Jaime, who had been lost in a daydream, snapped to immediate attention at these words. She looked at Gene, who grinned and cocked one eyebrow. She was dying to ask what the session would involve, but held her tongue. 
 
    When breakfast was over, Jaime reported to the laundry room, which was where all the cleaning supplies were kept. Katie, Lucia and Ashley were already there, standing at attention, arms behind their heads, eyes straight ahead. Jaime took her place in the row and stood likewise. Danielle, Hans and Gene appeared a few seconds later and took their places silently, forming a second row behind the first. 
 
    Master Lawrence came in and stood in front of them, his arms behind his back, his posture military-straight. On the edge of her vision, Jaime could see him examine each slave with a critical eye. When he got to her, she stood as straight as an arrow, breasts thrust forward, feet precisely shoulder-width apart, fingers laced firmly behind her head. When he drew his fingers lightly over her armpits, she managed to stay stock-still, though it tickled like crazy.  
 
    “Chin up,” he snapped, pushing at her chin with his index finger. Master Lawrence would have made a good army drill sergeant. She imagined all of them shouting out, “Sir-yes-sir!” after he barked out an order. 
 
    “Is something amusing, slave Jaime?” Master Lawrence’s cold voice sliced through her. 
 
    “No, Sir!” she replied, thankful he couldn’t penetrate her thoughts. “Pardon me, Sir.” 
 
    After a moment during which he stripped her flesh from her bones with his gaze, he finally looked away. Jaime sighed inwardly with relief.  
 
    “Slave Danielle,” he said, fixing his eyes on the back row. “You will set out the shoes and hobble chains. Hopefully you won’t end up on the punishment pony this time.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Master Lawrence,” Danielle replied. Jaime felt the freeze of Danielle’s silent fury directed toward her as Danielle moved forward to get the high heels for the female slaves and the heavy work boots for the males.  
 
    She’d tried to talk to Danielle, to tell her she didn’t blame Danielle for what was surely an honest mistake, even though she suspected it probably wasn’t. Whatever Danielle’s motivation had been in giving her boots a size too big, Jaime had been willing to let bygones be bygones. She’d further tried to assure Danielle she hadn’t been the one to say anything about it to the Masters, but her words fell on deaf ears. Danielle simply walked away each time Jaime began to speak.  
 
    Danielle set the pairs of shoes down in front of each slave, along with a pair of ankle cuffs attached to either end of a small hobble chain. At a signal from Master Lawrence, Jaime and the other slaves bent down to slip on the shoes and attach the ankle cuffs. While the visual effect was erotic—naked slave girls working in high heels and chains—it definitely made cleaning more challenging. 
 
    “It keeps you focused,” Hans had explained, when she’d wondered out loud about the training aspect. “And it eroticizes the experience. Something as menial as cleaning out a toilet becomes sensual when you think about the submissive aspect of what you are doing.” 
 
    Easy for him to say—he got to wear the boots, not the heels. 
 
    It was amazing how many toilets there were in that huge house. In addition to the four in the slave quarters, there were three on the first floor, eight on the second and four on the third. Jaime needed every minute of the morning to clean the toilets and wash all the bathroom floors, along with wiping down the counters, cleaning the sinks and shower stalls, and polishing the mirrors. By the time lunch rolled around, she was more ready for a hot shower and a nap than a meal, but there was no time.  
 
    The afternoon session was to take place in the main dungeon, and Jaime was both nervous and excited at the prospect of working directly with Master Anthony. She was sure whatever was in store for her, it would stretch her limits and push her boundaries. In a way, she wished the training didn’t include a second sub, but no one had consulted her on the matter.  
 
    Happily, she had just enough time to take a quick shower in the slave quarters before the session. As she brushed out her hair in front of the mirror, she stared at her image. Though she was only in her fourth day of the two-week stint, the face that looked back at her was different than the nervous, uncertain girl she’d seen upon arrival.  
 
    Even without makeup, her cheeks were rosy and her eyes had a sparkle to them, as if she carried a bright, warm secret deep inside. She smiled. For the first time in her life, she felt as if she were being true to her inner self—to that part of her that contained her essence. Her previous life as a ski instructor in Vermont and then as a clerk and paralegal in Asheville seemed almost like a dream. Or no, not a dream precisely, but a different life, one lived in black and white, while The Enclave was a burst of vibrant color. 
 
    She knew she was in the throes of a crush, if not necessarily on a particular person, then on the whole place that was The Enclave. Yes, the training was difficult and exacting. It required more of her than she’d ever given to anything else in her life. And yet, it was precisely because of that, because she was asked every day, every hour, to give all she had to give, that it was so worthwhile and so fulfilling. 
 
    “I want to be here,” she announced to the mirror. Then she caught sight of the reverse image of the clock behind her, and she scurried out. Fortunately, she was the first to arrive in the main dungeon. She knelt quickly on one of the yoga mats, assuming a kneeling, at-ease position, her back straight, upward palms resting lightly on her knees. As she waited, she looked around the room, drinking it all in.  
 
    The space was huge, nearly as big as the main dungeon at The Garden. It was outfitted with beautifully crafted, high quality BDSM equipment, including three X crosses, two spanking benches, two bondage chairs, a cock and ball torture chair, stocks, several cages and a suspension swing. There were racks of whips, canes and paddles, coils of rope and chain, counters neatly lined with gags, cuffs, blindfolds, dildos, plugs, pots of wax and candles, along with trays of needles and metal implements that made Jaime shudder just to look at. 
 
    Turning to face the open double doors of the dungeon, Jaime drew in a deep breath and let it slowly out. In addition to positions training, Mistress Marjorie had worked with her on breathing, on letting submissive peace move through her being. “Eventually,” Mistress Marjorie had assured her, “you will find that your nervous anticipation no longer serves you. You will let it go. You will stop trying to control the moment, and that is when you will achieve true submissive serenity.” 
 
    Jaime closed her eyes and focused on calming her mind and body. Though she remained jittery with anticipation, some of the clatter quieted in her head, and the butterflies, while still batting around in her belly, weren’t quite so insistent. 
 
    She kept her eyes down as Master Anthony entered the dungeon. His black, polished boots appeared in her line of vision. She could see Gene’s bare feet behind him. Master Anthony touched the top of her head and stroked her hair.  
 
    “Stand up, slave Jaime. Hands behind your back, legs spread wide.” Jaime rose, trying for the fluid, graceful movement she’d practiced with Mistress Marjorie the day before, not sure she succeeded.  
 
    Master Anthony was dressed in black leather pants and an open black leather vest, no shirt beneath. His chest hair was silver against tan skin, his muscles every bit as ripped as a man half his age. He moved close and reached for her throat. He gripped her hard just beneath the jawline and she gasped, her nipples instantly erect. With his other hand, he reached between her legs and cupped her already throbbing, wet cunt. His palm rubbed against her vulva. She moaned, her hips arching forward of their own accord. 
 
    “Stay still,” he ordered, his tone quiet but firm. A shudder moved through her loins as he pushed a single finger into the grip of her wetness, and she blew out a ragged breath. He increased the pressure under her jaw, blocking her ability to breathe. She felt her face tighten, her heart beating overly fast. Master Anthony stared deep into her eyes and she felt as if she were balanced on a cliff—the slightest puff of air would send her flying. 
 
    All at once he let her go and stepped back. Somehow Jaime managed to keep her position as she bit back a whimper of frustrated desire. It wasn’t the man, necessarily, but his sheer mastery that held her in such thrall. She struggled to control herself as he began to speak. “Today we will work on focus during distraction and on orgasm control,” he said. “Slave Gene will assist me in the exercise. Your task during the session, slave Jaime, is to follow my instructions, no matter what else is happening at the time, and that includes holding back from orgasm when so ordered, and then coming when I command it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jaime managed, though his words created a sudden, anxious tightness in her chest. Most of her intensive training to this point had been passive—taking a whipping, enduring caning or anal penetration, suffering through difficult bondage sessions. Today’s assignment would require her active participation and control of what she still considered automatic, physiological responses to stimulation. Master Anthony had already reduced her to a sopping wet, trembling puddle of submissive desire within thirty seconds of entering the room. How the hell was she going to get through this training? She knew it was possible in theory to control one’s orgasm and to come on command, but she had no idea if she would be able to accomplish these goals. Or no, strike that—she was pretty sure she was going to fuck this up. 
 
    “During the first part of this exercise,” Master Anthony continued, “you will be secured in a bondage chair. Gene will play with your cunt while I torture your breasts. You will focus on achieving orgasm, and not letting the erotic pain get in the way. Your ultimate goal is to use that pain to help propel you to your climax. The challenge is to balance on the tightrope between pleasure and pain, between release and control, until I give you permission to let go. Do you understand the assignment?” 
 
    “I-I think so, Master Anthony.” 
 
    He led her toward the bondage chairs. There were two types. The first chair was made of stainless steel. There was an adjustable steel collar at the top center of the chair, as well as steel cuffs on the armrests and the front legs for full restraint. This chair brought medieval torture scenes to Jaime’s mind. 
 
    The second chair had a wooden frame, the seat and back made of red, padded leather. The top half of the chair formed a T cross, and the seat was shaped like an inverted V. Master Anthony led her to this chair and directed her to sit, her bottom resting on the point of the V, her thighs along either side, her back against the T cross.  
 
    He strapped her wrists into leather cuffs that hung from eyehooks at the top ends of the T and then cuffed her ankles to the chair legs. Turning a lever on the side of the chair, he widened the V until her thighs were spread, her cunt fully exposed and accessible. He stood back and regarded her appraisingly, his gaze moving like fingers over her skin.  
 
    After a moment he turned toward the entrance of the dungeon, where Gene knelt quietly on a yoga mat. “Slave Gene. Come over here and kneel between slave Jaime’s legs. You will focus on oral pleasure. You may use your hands as well.” 
 
    Gene stood and walked quickly toward them, his pierced cock already rising to the task. He licked his lips and flashed a grin at Jaime as he knelt before her. She was far too nervous to smile back. 
 
    The sudden, unmistakable sonic snap of a whip startled her. Master Anthony was holding a short-handled single tail whip. “Repeat your assignment to me, slave Jaime, and then we begin.” 
 
    Being bound as she was, arms and legs spread wide, cunt on full display, Jaime had a hard time concentrating. Her mouth was dry, her heart fluttering wildly in her chest. “You’re going to torture my breasts”—she stared at the single tail whip as she spoke—“while slave Gene makes me come.”  
 
    “Be more precise. What is this exercise about?” 
 
    Jaime tore her gaze from the whip and looked directly at Master Anthony as she struggled to compose her thoughts. “Um, it’s about control and focus. Focus on my orgasm while you, um, distract me with breast torture.” His nod gave her more confidence, and she continued, “I am to get myself to the edge of a climax, but then wait until you give me permission to come, Sir.” 
 
    And I have no idea if I can do this. She sent a brief, heartfelt prayer to the BDSM gods, wherever they might be. 
 
    “That is correct, slave Jaime.” Master Anthony snapped the whip once more in the air, and Jaime’s breasts tingled, her nerve endings alive with expectation. He looked down at Gene, who waited patiently between Jaime’s spread thighs. “You may begin, boy. Do your best, as I know you will.” 
 
    Gene placed his hands on Jaime’s thighs as he leaned forward. His tongue appeared between parted lips. He drew a long, wet, sensual line over the folds of Jaime’s vulva. Already deeply aroused, she shuddered with pleasure. He licked and kissed her sex with the ardor and passion of a skilled lover and she moaned her approval. 
 
    A sudden, sharp line of fire snapped across her left breast and she cried out. Ignoring everything but his task, Gene licked in a teasing circle around her throbbing clit as the second stroke of the whip left its mark on her right breast. Instinctively she tried to close her legs and her arms, but she was unable to move. The whip struck again, its tip finding her nipple. The pain obliterated everything else. Jaime screamed. 
 
    “Focus,” Master Anthony said calmly. “Accept with grace and joy what both slave Gene and I are giving you.” 
 
    The next stroke hit her other nipple.  
 
    Jaime screamed again, her only focus on the pain. 
 
    Gene pushed a finger inside her, and her vaginal muscles clamped down hard around it. His tongue soothed away the pain in her nipples, moving in fluttery strokes over and around her hard, aching clit. 
 
    The whip struck in rapid, stinging strokes on the undersides of Jaime’s breasts as Gene continued his sweet attention at her cunt. “Focus. Control. Grace,” Master Anthony intoned. The whip continued to sting, but the pain was bearable now, almost welcome. The pleasure mounted, moving through her like a rising tide. Gene did something amazing with his tongue and Jaime knew it was a matter of seconds before she lost it.  
 
    Oh god, oh god, let me come. Please. Say it. 
 
    The whip continued to caress her with its now delicious sting. She managed to open eyes she didn’t realize she’d closed. Master Anthony was watching her face as he flicked the whip in perfect precision. He was so masterful, with his dark eyes, intense expression and complete control of the situation. Gene’s tongue, lips and fingers were driving her wild.  
 
    Please, please, please, oh fuck. “Oh, ooooo…” Without her permission, or anyone else’s, Jaime orgasmed, the climax dragging her under and spinning her in its wake. Even as she shuddered and bucked in her restraints, she knew she’d fucked up—she’d failed at focus and control.  
 
    Remorse quickly overtook the raw, animal pleasure of the climax. When she could get her breath, she gasped, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Sir, I—” 
 
    “Silence,” Master Anthony interrupted sharply. “You did not ask for permission to speak.” 
 
    Jaime snapped her mouth closed, her face hot with embarrassment and shame. Of all people, Master Anthony was the one she wanted most to impress, and she’d failed him. Gene, witness to her shame, was still kneeling between her legs, but he was sitting back on his haunches, his hands in his lap, his gaze downward.  
 
    “We begin again,” Master Anthony continued, his voice once again soft, his expression kind. “This time, work on harnessing the pain, rather than fighting it. Work on reining in the pleasure, rather than giving in to it. Before you can truly submit, you must learn to control your reactions, your responses, your desires and your needs. Before you give yourself fully to another, you must first become the master of yourself.” 
 
    He gave a small nod to Gene, who resumed his sensual, singular attention to Jaime’s now-sensitized sex. The whip flicked down in a snapping arc on tender breasts. Sweat trickled down Jaime’s back and prickled at her armpits. She clenched her hands into fists, determined this time to succeed, to become her own master.  
 
    She felt dizzy. Her cunt throbbed, pleasure rising in her core, as the whip snapped and cut across her flesh. The tip found her nipples once more, pain exploding like firecrackers at her nerve endings.  
 
    “Now,” Master Anthony said, his voice strong. “Come for me, slave Jaime. Give me your submission.” 
 
    At that precise moment, Gene slipped his fingers inside her, twisting them in a way that connected perfectly with whatever he was doing with his tongue. The whip continued to snap and bite at her breasts but she now welcomed its relentless sting. She actually visualized herself walking that narrow tightrope between pleasure and pain, high above the world, lifted by her Master’s command. 
 
    She came, the orgasm ten times—a hundred times—more powerful than the first stolen climax, its onrush blinding in its impact, its perfection, its grace. 
 
    When she finally opened her eyes, it took her several seconds to focus and reorient herself. She felt as if she’d run a marathon, and won. She had done it! She’d focused, worked through the pain, staved off her orgasm, and then come on command. She flashed a grateful glance and smile at Gene, who, it seemed to her, had worked some kind of magic to send her over the edge at just the right moment. He, however, was not looking at her, his gaze fixed instead on Master Anthony. 
 
    Some of Jaime’s pleasure ebbed. She flexed her fingers, which tingled uncomfortably from lack of blood flow. Her breasts stung. She was sweaty, thirsty and exhausted. The exercise seemed to be over. She wanted to be let out of the cuffs. She needed to pee.  
 
    Master Anthony was watching her, and she had the uncomfortable feeling he was reading her less than obedient, less than submissive thoughts. She looked away and drew in a deep, cleansing breath, trying to refocus on acceptance.  
 
    Master Anthony touched her cheek. “You did well, slave Jaime. We’ll continue to work on your control skills, and also on acceptance and the need to stop anticipating.” 
 
    So he had read her mind. She nearly smiled in her chagrin and silently promised herself to do better. 
 
    Master Anthony glanced down at Gene. “How long has it been since you orgasmed, boy?” 
 
    “Three days, Sir,” Gene replied promptly. 
 
    “Your Mistress has given permission for you to come today, if I agreed you earned it. You did. So stand up and take your pleasure. I will direct you.” 
 
    Gene jumped eagerly to his feet, a wide grin on his face. “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” he said enthusiastically. His cock was fully erect, the golden hoop of his Prince Albert piercing glinting at the base of the head. 
 
    Master Anthony leaned close to Jaime’s chair and adjusted its legs until her knees were touching. He released a lever on the chair’s side, which caused the top half to ease back until she was lying flat. He stood over her and unzipped his leather pants. Without taking them down, he reached into the open fly and pulled out his cock, which, even in its semi-erect state, appeared to be quite large.  
 
    He wrapped his hand around the base and shifted until he was standing just over her head. With his other hand, he gestured to Gene. “Stand on her other side. We’re going to ejaculate at the same time, on my command.” Gene scooted quickly to Jaime’s other side, his expression puppy-dog eager.  
 
    The two men began to masturbate, their cocks poised over Jaime’s upturned face. She lay, still bound, arms spread wide, as they pulled and tugged at their shafts. Gene’s gaze was fixed intently on her welted breasts. Master Anthony was watching her face. After only a few minutes, he said, “Open your mouth, slave Jaime, and accept our gifts. Keep your focus on me.” 
 
    To Gene, he commanded in a slightly breathless voice, “Come for me, slave Gene. Now.” 
 
    On cue, the perfectly trained slave boy began to spurt, his jism splattering Jaime’s cheeks and chin. Unable to control her reflexes, Jaime’s eyes squeezed shut, though she managed to keep her mouth open. Recalling Master Anthony’s admonition, she quickly opened her eyes. Master Anthony, his gaze still fixed on hers, shot a ribbon of ejaculate directly into Jaime’s open mouth. She sputtered and swallowed, struggling for some modicum of grace as she tried not to choke.  
 
    Recovering, she drew her tongue over her lips. Master Anthony’s come was salty-sweet. His cock still erect and dripping, he reached down and pushed his hand between Jaime’s legs. A few well-directed strokes of his fingers against her cunt had her instantly pulsing with need. He rubbed her for perhaps thirty seconds and the wave of a climax began to roll toward her. 
 
    “Are you ready to come again, slave Jaime?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she gasped, the wave rising. 
 
    “Well, don’t.” His fingers kept moving. “You are on the edge. Learn to balance there.” 
 
    Jaime stiffened, her fists clenching above the cuffs, her heart thudding, her breath rasping. It felt good. Oh god, too, too, too good.  
 
    Fuck, oh fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
    The wave crashed over her. 
 
    The fingers were withdrawn. The room was deadly silent, save the thudding of Jaime’s heart in her ears.  
 
    Finally Master Anthony spoke. “Ah well. You know what they say. Progress, not perfection. That’s why it’s called training. Shall we begin again?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” Mason said as he watched Mark push yet another needle through the skin of the orange. “Your technique is excellent. You’re ready to work with a live subject. My girl will be happy to volunteer.” They were in Mason’s suite on the second floor of The Enclave where the Dominants and their personal slaves slept. Mason’s space consisted of an L-shaped room, one part containing the bedroom, the other his private playroom/dungeon.  
 
    “Let’s move on to knives.” 
 
    Mark glanced up quickly. “Knives?” An involuntary shudder moved through him. “Sorry. I know it’s a major rush for you and Ashley, but blood, all that”—he shook his head adamantly—“I’m just not into it.” 
 
    Mason smiled, shaking his own head. “Don’t be so quick to dismiss something, just because it takes you out of your comfort zone, Mark. Think if we let the subs do that—we’d only have floggers and Hitachi wands in the dungeons.” 
 
    Mark laughed. “Okay, okay. You’re right. I’ll try to keep an open mind.”  
 
    “Good.” Mason stood from the worktable at which they’d been practicing and turned toward a freestanding wardrobe. He opened the doors and selected a large, flat wooden box from a shelf. He returned to the table with it, along with a tissue-box-type plastic container of pre-moistened anti-bacterial wipes. 
 
    “This is my knife play collection, carefully honed, pun intended,” Mason said with a grin, “over my twenty-plus years in the scene.” He set down the box and opened the lid. Beneath a folded piece of black cotton he revealed half a dozen black velvet bags, each set into its own molded partition. There was also a packet of small plastic cards with a rubber band wrapped around them, as well as a large box of various types of adhesive bandages and a tube of antibiotic cream.  
 
    “Those look like credit cards,” Mark remarked, pointing toward the stack. 
 
    “They are.” Mason picked up the packet and tossed it toward Mark, who automatically caught it. “Edge play isn’t just about cutting and drawing blood—the core of the experience is mental. It’s a mind fuck in the best sense of the word.” As Mark stared down at the expired gasoline card on top of the packet, Mason continued, “One very effective technique during knife play is to blindfold your sub. She doesn’t know what to expect. That’s when the plastic cards can come into play. Her brain will have been geared by you to expect a knife’s edge. You can use the edge of the credit card and really bear down on the skin without risk of cutting. You know it’s perfectly safe, but she doesn’t. Hence the mind fuck.” 
 
    Mark nodded, his imagination rippling with the possibilities. “That makes sense. It sounds hot.”  
 
    “Smokin’,” Mason concurred. He reached for one of the velvet bags and pulled a knife out by its handle. He set the knife down on the unfolded cotton fabric. “When choosing knives for play, just as when choosing them for cooking, you want to focus on functionality, not fashion.” He selected a second knife and slid it from its velvet sheath. He handed it to Mark. “This is a good starter knife. The length of the blade is approximately the width of your hand, for easier control. The weight, size and balance are important. You don’t want something with too long a blade, especially when starting out, since they can be unwieldy and hard to balance.”  
 
    Mark lifted the knife and shifted it from hand to hand, imagining the blade sliding along bare, smooth skin. “That’s right,” Mason encouraged. “The handle should feel comfortable at all angles in your hand so you have full control and can properly judge how much pressure you’re putting on the blade. Remember, even here at The Enclave, rack is the name of the game.” 
 
    “Rack?”  
 
    “You know, R-A-C-K,” Mason spelled out. “Risk-aware, consensual kink. It’s a level beyond S-S-C.” 
 
    “Safe, sane and consensual,” Mark replied, glad he at least knew that one, and feeling foolish that he hadn’t heard of RACK before, though he understood and practiced the concept behind it. 
 
    “Yep.” Mason nodded. “It’s all part and parcel of our core principals of consent, communication, responsible play and risk mitigation. With something like knife play, it’s especially important that everyone is made completely aware of the potential risks and complications of what they are doing. The first step is making sure you, as the Top, do, in fact, know what the hell you’re doing. We’ll go over the basics, and you can use these knives to work with on your own before we actually scene this afternoon.” 
 
    “This afternoon?” Mark queried, surprised. “Isn’t that a little quick?” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “Nah. I’ve watched you in action, Mark. You’re a natural. You already have the whole mind fuck concept down, and you have the passion and intuition to make any scene a success.” Mark warmed beneath this praise. “Skill with the blade isn’t that crucial yet. I mean, yeah, you’ll be using a real knife, but I’ll handle any actual cutting. We’ll never move out of your comfort zone during the actual scene.” 
 
    Mark liked and trusted Mason, whom he regarded not only as a teacher, but as a friend. “Okay,” he said. “I’m willing to give it a try.”  
 
    “Good man.” Mason selected another knife and pulled off its velvet cover. “Some people use fruit and paper and stuff to practice, but I believe the best dummy to use is yourself. You need to know, up front and personal, exactly what that blade feels like on your own skin before you get anywhere near your sub.” 
 
    “But you said you don’t have to cut yourself?” 
 
    “No. Not talking about an actual cut. Knife play isn’t about cutting, in general, unless that’s your particular kink. It’s about the sensation of the blade grazing your skin, the potential, the possibility that it might happen—that it could happen. That’s the mind fuck, see?”  
 
    Mark nodded.  
 
    Mason set down the knife and pushed up the sleeve of his knit black top, revealing his hairy, muscular forearm. “Now, if you’re kinked like me”—Mason turned his arm over and drew the tip of his blade in a small line along his inner arm. Mark watched, both horrified and fascinated as a thin line of blood beaded in its wake—“you get off on the blood and the pain, and the endorphin rush it brings.”  
 
    He looked up at Mark and smiled a sadist’s smile. “I know, I know,” he said as Mark opened his mouth to protest, “it’s not your thing. I get that.” He reached for the box of Band-Aids and pulled one out, quickly tearing off its paper covering and applying it to the tiny, self-inflicted wound on his arm, which, Mark now noticed, was covered in myriad tiny scars. 
 
    “Like I said, you don’t have to actually cut yourself to learn to do this properly,” Mason continued calmly as he pulled down his sleeve. “It’s all a matter of technique, and of paying attention, close attention, to your sub’s reactions.” He popped open the plastic tissue box and plucked a pre-moistened wipe from it.  
 
    Picking up the knife, he wiped its blade and then looked over at Mark. “Now let’s practice some technique. Use your knife and copy what I’m doing on your own arm, to get a feel for what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Mark, wearing a button-down shirt already rolled to the elbow, didn’t need to push up his sleeve. His heart beating a little too fast, he tentatively touched the edge of the cold blade to his bare skin. “That’s right.” Mason nodded encouragingly. “Now, pull the knife toward you—never push it. You want to hold your blade the way an artist holds and controls a paintbrush. You have to anticipate a sudden flinch, jerk or quiver so that any cut is intentional, never accidental. Your sub is your precious canvas, and you want to be creative while always maintaining full control.” 
 
    Mark watched carefully, copying Mason’s movements with his own knife, a surge of adrenaline kicking through his gut at the thought of doing this to someone else, to a naked, vulnerable sub girl who trusted him completely. The erotic power was a natural aphrodisiac, and he suddenly understood what a rush edge play could be.  
 
    The image of Jaime bound to a bondage table, blindfolded and at his mercy, tried to push its way into his consciousness, but he managed to shake it away. He focused instead on the knives and what his friend was teaching him. As with any BDSM scene, he instinctively understood it wasn’t necessarily about the tools you were using, but the whole setup and execution—placing the submissive in the proper mindset and giving her, and in the process yourself, what she needed and craved. 
 
    Mason brought out a bucket of ice from a small refrigerator he kept in the corner of the room, along with a candle and a lighter, and a violet wand kit. They experimented with chilling and heating the blades, as well as adding an electric thrill to the experience with the violet wand. They worked steadily for over an hour, discussing technique and nuance as Mark gained comfort and experience handling the knives. 
 
    Finally Mason set down his blade. “Take the kit,” he said. “Keep working. I’ve got a scene scheduled with the trainee this afternoon. I want you to join us and put your practice to the test.” 
 
    Before Mark’s brain processed Mason’s words, his cock sprang to attention, his earlier fantasy leaping flow-blown back into his consciousness.  
 
    He could no longer deny it—it was becoming increasingly hard to keep his growing feelings for the girl at bay. In the two months since he’d been at The Enclave, he’d worked intimately with all the staff slaves, as well as two other trainees, neither of whom had been invited to join The Enclave community, though both had been worthy subs—just not the right fit. While he’d grown and developed as a Dom with each experience, and had genuine fun and sexual thrills with some of the female subs, no one had gotten under his skin the way Jaime had over the past few days.  
 
    He’d been trying to put his feelings aside, to dismiss them as casual attraction to a beautiful woman. After years of fortune and fame, he’d had his fill and then some of beautiful women eager to be with him, not because of who he was—but because of what he represented as a rock star, with all the glitter and fame that went with it. It was that same fame and its attendant pressures that sapped both his energy and time, making a love connection virtually impossible. 
 
    Love! 
 
    Who said anything about love? 
 
    Jaime was there for another week or so. Then the odds were good she’d disappear, the same as the others. The Enclave was a special place but an exacting one, and the commitment, especially for staff slaves, was intense and all-consuming. It was foolish to allow oneself to become emotionally connected to the trainees, especially for someone who hadn’t fully committed to the place himself. 
 
    Annoyed with himself for brooding, Mark pushed away his thoughts and went in search of his guitar. He would refocus with his music, and then practice with the knife kit for the afternoon’s session. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    I can’t do it. No way. No fucking way. Jaime clenched her hands into fists against her thighs, her muscles rigid with anxiety. Ashley and she knelt together on the mat in the main dungeon waiting for Master Mason to arrive and begin the scene. Ever since Master Lawrence had informed Jaime she was to report to the main dungeon after lunch for knife and needle training with Master Mason, Jaime’s mind had been in turmoil. She was grateful Ashley was going to be there with her, but also knew Ashley was totally into the extreme play that made Jaime sick to her stomach just to think about.  
 
    Ashley turned to regard her. “What’s wrong with you? You’re all tensed up.” 
 
    “I can’t do it,” Jaime blurted, voicing her silent fears. “I’m terrified of needles and knife play. I thought I could handle this, but I can’t. I just can’t.” 
 
    Ashley was silent for several long beats. Eventually she shrugged. “So go, then. Leave. Quit.” 
 
    “What?” Jaime was confused. 
 
    “It’s not like you’re here as a prisoner, Jaime. If you don’t want to continue your training, you can just walk out. No one’s going to beg you to stay.” 
 
    Avoiding the real issue for a moment, Jaime blurted, “But what about the money? I already spent it.” 
 
    Ashley blew out a dismissive breath. “Master Anthony won’t care. In case you hadn’t noticed, money’s not exactly an issue around here. It’s not about the money—or it shouldn’t be. If you’re here because you got paid, then this definitely isn’t the place for you.” She stared hard at Jaime. “You wouldn’t be the first trainee to fail, you know. You won’t be the last, either. It takes real courage to submit.” 
 
    Ashley’s words stung. “It’s not about the money for me either,” she retorted hotly. “I do have submissive courage, I do! But I have limits, too. Hard limits. Everyone does.” 
 
    Ashley shook her head. “Not here, they don’t. At least, you don’t get to decide what they are. The Masters decide for us.” Her voice softened as she continued, “They’re highly skilled at what they do, Jaime. If Master Anthony thought enough of you to invite you here, then he trusts that you’re willing and able to undergo the training process in its entirety. If he hadn’t thought so, you wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Jaime nodded, mollified. “I get that. And I want to succeed. I’ve never felt so alive as since I got here. I’ve never felt so worthwhile or vital. But”—she struggled to articulate her thoughts—“I’m afraid of some things, you know? I’m afraid of confined spaces and I’m afraid of needles and seeing my own blood. I’m afraid I’ll pass out. I’m not like you—this kind of edge play isn’t a turn on for me—it freaks me out.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, Jaime.” 
 
    “What?” Again Jaime was confused. 
 
    “Look,” Ashley explained, “everyone is scared sometimes to do something. They don’t think they can do it. They don’t want to fail. They don’t want to make a fool of themselves. That’s when the courage really kicks in. For me, believe it or not, it’s about cooking. About becoming a real chef, not just some sous chef in a second-rate restaurant, which is what I was when Master Mason found me.” 
 
    She angled her body slightly toward Jaime and laid her hand on Jaime’s arm. “Let me see if I can explain this to you. I get off on pressure—you have to if you’re in the restaurant business. That pressure is like fuel. Master Mason’s been giving me more and more responsibility in the kitchen lately, and, to quote you, it’s been freaking me out. But it’s also the best thing in the world for me, and I know it.” Her pretty, pixie face became more animated. “Whenever I think, uh-oh, I don’t feel ready, this is going to come out bad, I’m going to fail, then I get this physical feeling, like a hand has reached into my gut and twisted it. I don’t like that feeling, but I like the whole arc of it. I need the whole arc for it to be good. You’re scared shitless right now because you’re facing a scene that doesn’t get you all hot and excited. It’s not a sexual turn-on for you, like whipping or bondage. But the Masters obviously believe it’s necessary for you, if you want to achieve true submission, that is. If you want to move beyond scratching your particular kink itch.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jaime acquiesced, chagrined to hear herself described in this way, but equally aware Ashley was pretty much on the mark. “I get that, but can’t I achieve true submission, as you call it, without having my hard limits violated?” 
 
    “Don’t think of them as limits. There are no limits, except the ones you erect in your head. Achieving submission is like any other worthy but difficult goal. The people who succeed are the ones who think through what they really want from the experience and then work incredibly hard, day after day, to attain their goals. They don’t just flop around like fish out of water. They have a vision, and they work their asses off to make it a reality. Whether it’s becoming a top-notch chef or becoming the best sub you can be, one worthy of becoming an Enclave staff slave, it’s all the same thing.” 
 
    “But what if I fail?” Jaime asked in a small voice.  
 
    Ashley shrugged. “Then you fail. And you try again. You keep at it, despite failing, or because of failing, if that makes sense. It’s like creating that perfect recipe. You rework and rework and rework it until you get it right. The bar is definitely high here at The Enclave, but that’s what makes it so exhilarating, don’t you see? Yeah, you have to struggle, and yeah, sometimes you fail, but how you react to that failure is where the choice comes in. You can either get pissed and give up, or you can ask yourself, ‘How can I make it better? What can I do to be a better sub, not for Master X, but for myself?’” 
 
    Ashley turned toward the entrance of the dungeon at the sound of approaching footsteps. Her countenance smoothed into serenity, her body arched into statuesque perfection. “You can do it, Jaime,” she whispered as Jaime, too, struggled to assume the at-ease, kneeling-up position. “Have faith in yourself.” 
 
    Two sets of boots appeared in front of their lowered eyes. At a tap to her shoulder, Jaime looked up, not into the face of Master Mason, as she’d expected, but into Master Mark’s lively eyes. “Oh,” she blurted in happy surprise before realizing she’d made a sound. She pressed her lips together and looked down, wondering if he’d seen the blush rising on her cheeks. 
 
    “Good afternoon, girls,” Master Mason growled in his deep bass. “Today’s session will involve needle and knife play.” He turned to Master Mark. “I understand Jaime has issues, difficulties, with this kind of edge play. What do you think about securing her in one of the St. Andrew’s crosses to keep her from fidgeting or turning away while she watches the demonstration?” 
 
    “I think it’s an excellent idea,” Master Mark said. He tapped her shoulder again. “Get up, slave girl. I’ll strap you in while Master Mason and slave Ashley prepare for the demonstration.” 
 
    Relief flooded through Jaime as she followed Master Mark through the dungeon toward one of the X crosses that stood near the back of the large space. She was going to be an observer; that was all!  
 
    Yet, at the same time, she found herself oddly disappointed. Ashley’s words had made a strong impression on her, giving her resolve she hadn’t had previously. She had almost looked forward to the chance to prove, both to herself and to her Masters, she had the courage and determination to handle whatever they deemed was right for her. Still, the relief was greater than the need to prove herself. There would be other times for that during her training, she was pretty sure. 
 
    She resisted the strong urge to lean into Master Mark’s touch as he cuffed her into the cross. He added a leather restraint across her forehead that made it impossible for her to turn away. When he was done, he ran his fingers lightly over her nipples, trailing his hand down her abdomen to between her spread legs.  
 
    She nearly moaned aloud, only barely catching herself in time. As it was, her perking nipples and instantly sopping pussy had to be obvious testament to her desire for the man. She had to bite her lips to keep from groaning with frustration when he dropped his hand from her body and stepped away. Her clit throbbed in protest and her nipples ached. 
 
    Still, she had to admit, having him around made the prospect of what she knew was going to be a boundary-pushing scene a lot easier to bear. She watched as the two men dragged a second cross into position so it was directly in her line of vision. The diminutive Ashley stepped up onto a platform, her back to Jaime. She spread herself into an X on the cross and the Masters cuffed her wrists and ankles into place.  
 
    “Slave Ashley is fully trained in edge play,” Master Mason said as he worked. “But we always use restraints during knife and needle play, just as a precaution. A securely bound sub can’t move unexpectedly if they, for example, sneeze or something. Any cutting or piercing I do will be on purpose, not because of a slip of the knife or unexpected jab of the needle.” 
 
    Master Mason brought over a tray laden with supplies and set it on the bondage table near Ashley’s cross. On it, Jaime could see dozens of single-use hypodermic needles tipped with black plastic hubs, each individually wrapped in clear plastic. Beside the heap of needles, there was a small red plastic container with a white lid, the words Danger – Destroy by Incineration printed on its label. There was a small cardboard box stuffed with medical procedural gloves, one of them protruding from the opening, along with a box of skin cleansing wipes. Finally, and rather mysteriously, there was a spool of red satin ribbon and a pair of scissors. 
 
    Master Mason pulled two gloves from the box and slipped them over his large hands. He picked up one of the needles and tore off its plastic wrapping. “We’re going to enjoy a little piercing play today, nothing permanent. When we’re done, the needles will be removed, and the tiny puncture wounds caused by the superficial piercing will be healed within a few days.” 
 
    He asked Master Mark to come closer for observation and began to talk about things like nerve endings, and the dermal layer of skin through which he would be drawing the needle, and how to do it so there was both an entry and exit point. “Like this, see?”  
 
    The point of the first needle disappeared into the skin on Ashley’s upper back, and Jaime felt a wave of nausea move through her. She closed her eyes. “You don’t want to go into the subcutaneous layer or down into the muscle,” Master Mason continued, his deep voice rumbling in Jaime’s ears. “Not for this kind of play.” 
 
    Not for any kind of play—not with me. 
 
    “Slave Jaime.” Master Mark’s voice penetrated Jaime’s thoughts and for a moment she feared she might have spoken out loud. “Open your eyes. You do not have permission to close them.” 
 
    Jaime blew out a breath and forced herself to obey. The nausea had subsided, and she reminded herself that what was going on in front of her was fully consensual and pleasurable to both the giver and the receiver.  
 
    “To make it more fun,” Master Mason was saying, “you can pierce a pattern into the skin. See if you can tell what I’m doing here.” He had already placed several needles in a vertical line down Ashley’s back. Jaime was relieved there was no blood in evidence. Ashley hadn’t moved a muscle.  
 
    He worked methodically, reaching for one needle at a time, ripping the wrapper and sliding the sharp point home. Jaime saw that the line of needles was edging closer toward the spine as it moved down Ashley’s tattooed back. Jaime forced herself to watch, telling herself the exposure would help inure her to the whole thing, and actually finding it to be true. 
 
    When he was done, Master Mason stepped back, and Jaime could see the line had flared out slightly for the last several needles at the bottom of Ashley’s back. “There,” he said, running his gloved finger lightly over the horizontal needles. He looked at Master Mark, who stood on Ashley’s other side. “Now it’s your turn. You do the other side, and follow my pattern, only in mirror image.” 
 
    Jaime sensed his hesitancy. Was this a training session for him, too? And was he, like she, struggling to find his courage? The thought both comforted and intrigued her. She watched intently as he gloved his hands and reached for the first needle. He moved with less assurance and speed than Master Mason, but the first needle slid in with apparent ease on the opposite side of Ashley’s spine. 
 
    Master Mark seemed to find his stride as he moved down her back, pushing sharp needle after needle into the tattooed flesh until there were two matching lines of needles, like the rungs of curving ladders that narrowed and then widened down her back. 
 
    “Excellent job,” Master Mason boomed. “Like I said, Mark, you’re a natural.” 
 
    Master Mark looked pleased, and Jaime found herself pleased for him. She flexed her hands over her cuffs, wishing she had the right to put her arms around the man and smother him in congratulatory kisses. 
 
    Master Mason put his face close to Ashley’s and murmured something Jaime couldn’t hear. Ashley turned her head toward her Master, and Jaime could see the beatific smile on her face. Jaime imagined she could feel the other woman’s radiant serenity emanating from her like a force field and her heart ached with longing.  
 
    Master Mason stepped back. “Now for the pièce de la résistance,” he said with a grin. He reached for the ribbon and the scissors, quickly cutting two long strips of ribbon from the spool. Jaime’s view of whatever Mason was doing was blocked by the big man as he stood directly behind Ashley.  
 
    When he finally stepped aside, Jaime drew in a breath of awed admiration. By lacing the satin ribbon in a crisscross pattern around the hubs of the needles, he’d created a ribbon and needle corset on Ashley’s back.  
 
    “Beautiful,” Master Mark, apparently equally awed, breathed. 
 
    “Yes,” Master Mason said, beaming. “Normally I’d leave that in for a while just to enjoy the effect, but for now we need to finish the process.” He tugged gently at the ribbon, unwinding it carefully from the needles still piercing Ashley’s flesh. Popping the lid of the sharps bin, he dropped the ribbon inside it.  
 
    “Remember,” he continued, “the piercing stimulates the nerve endings and draws your sub toward her limit of sensation. When you run the scene yourself, especially the first time with a new sub, you have to carefully monitor her reactions and limits because you eventually have to take out the needles you put in, and that stimulates the nerve endings all over again. The goal, you see, is to take your sub to her personal limit, but not send her too far over it. As with any scene, you want to leave them wanting more.” 
 
    Jaime couldn’t imagine ever wanting more needle play, but of course she held her tongue on the matter. 
 
    Gripping the plastic hub of the top needle on his side, Master Mason drew it slowly from Ashley’s skin, leaving droplets of blood in its wake, which he quickly dabbed with a cleansing wipe. Jaime’s eyes fluttered shut, but she quickly forced them open.  
 
    The next several needles came out clean—no blood. When he was done, he pushed the open sharps bin in Mark’s direction. “Now you.”  
 
    Master Mark plucked a wipe from the container and held it with one hand as he removed the first needle on his side. There was no blood. He worked carefully and methodically, and only the second to last needle resulted in droplets of red blood beading against Ashley’s skin.  
 
    Master Mason dropped his gloves into the sharps bin and Master Mark followed suit. Master Mason carried the tray over to the sink set into a counter on the side of the dungeon and returned a moment later with a black briefcase in his hand.  
 
    Jaime was quite pleased with herself. She’d worked through the initial nausea and managed to keep her eyes open, except for that one, brief slip, through the whole process. She was a little apprehensive about the knife play to come, but reminded herself she’d gotten through it that first night when Ashley had been cut in front of her, and she could do it again.  
 
    Master Mason set the briefcase on the bondage table and clicked open the lid. He lifted out something wrapped in a black velvet bag. As he drew the object from the bag, Jaime saw the shiny blade of a knife. Her heart began to beat, quick and desperate, like a whispered prayer.  
 
    He turned to her with an evil smile. “Your turn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mason sat on one of the recovery sofas, Ashley nestled on his lap, his arms loosely around her. She had her cheek cradled against his chest. 
 
    Mark was reassured by Mason’s presence for his first knife play scene, but also a little self-conscious. Funny, he had no trouble performing in front of thousands on a music stage, but this was different. Jaime was placing her trust in his hands, in spite of her obviously very real fear. While he felt confident of his skills, he took his responsibility to her seriously. He wanted the scene to be a success for them both, whether or not they had an audience. 
 
    He released Jaime from the cross and placed his arm around her shoulders. He could feel the tension radiating from her. As he led her to the bondage table, he murmured into her hair, “Relax, slave Jaime. Show your courage. Show your grace. You can do this. I know you can.” 
 
    He helped her onto the bondage table, his cock nudging to attention from their direct physical contact. It was odd how quickly one adjusted to the staff slaves always being naked. While he admired the hard bodies of the male slaves, and enjoyed the sight of so much lovely female flesh, he’d become used to it, his cock no longer springing awake every time he saw bare breasts or a shaved pussy. But with Jaime it was different. With Jaime, his body reacted as if he were still seventeen.  
 
    He worked quickly, stretching her arms overhead and securing them in leather cuffs positioned at the top corners of the table. A plump cushion slid beneath her ass raised her hips and pelvis. “Spread your legs,” he commanded. He placed his hand briefly over her mons, savoring the moist heat against his palm. Once her ankles were cuffed to the bottom corners of the table, he stepped back to admire the deliciously erotic presentation.  
 
    “You’re going to need to stay very, very still during the knife play, slave Jaime. Any sudden movement when sharp blades are involved is never a good idea.”  
 
    “Oh,” Jaime gasped softly, her eyes flitting toward the nearby table where the knife kit waited, lid open, the long, dangerous blade Mason had removed gleaming on the velvet. 
 
    “I’ll help you with that,” Mark said. “These leather restraints will prevent you from any sudden jerking or unintended movement.” He secured wide strips of leather made just for the purpose above and beneath her breasts, across her waist and over each thigh and calf. 
 
    “Try to move,” he ordered when he was done.  
 
    Jaime managed to twitch a little, but otherwise was still. She was able to lift her head, but he could always add a forehead strap later if he felt it was necessary. Satisfied, he nodded. “Good.”  
 
    Mark had entered that dominant headspace where power thrummed through his veins like jet fuel, his engines revved and ready to take off. He recalled a girlfriend from his college days. “What do you get out of this? It seems so unfair,” she had said, after he’d spent a long time figuring out how to tie her down to the bed, and then had given her a butt blistering spanking, followed by several orgasms using his hand while she remained tethered, facedown on the bed. “You do all the work, and I get all the fun!” 
 
    He had just laughed and shrugged. Back then he didn’t have the words to express the unparalleled thrill of pure erotic power and control he experienced when in the throes of a good scene. He would have described the deep intangible bond between Dom and sub when the connection was there—the way he experienced each stroke of the whip, each stinging kiss of the cane, each shudder of erotic pleasure, with as much intensity and passion as his sub. There was nothing like it—not even when he was making his music—nothing to compare in terms of pure, actualized and deep satisfaction. 
 
    With this trainee, with this girl he wanted to know better, the connection had been immediate and sure. Something in her drove him to be his very best self, both as a Dom and as a man. Though he had to keep his feelings in check for the duration of her training, he wasn’t going to deny them, at least not to himself. 
 
    He moved around the table and stood beside her, looking down into her eyes. “Are you ready, slave Jaime? We’re going to explore edge play now. There is no safeword, but I’ll be here with you every step of the way.” He placed his hand flat on her breastbone. He could feel the rapid beat of her heart against his palm. “Slow your breathing,” he reminded her. “Deep, calming breaths.” 
 
    He waited a moment as she drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Again,” he urged, his hand still over her heart. “Again.”  
 
    When he was satisfied she had calmed enough to continue, he turned back toward the table and picked up the long, shiny blade Mason had selected. He held it so Jaime could see. 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath, and he was aware the heart he’d just helped to slow had kick-started back into a pounding tempo. How he loved this process of guiding a slave through a scene, of taking her to the edge of submission and then bringing her back into the safety of his dominant but loving control. He was the one who was making her heart pound with fear and desire. He was the one who would then calm her fears, only to kindle them again with a whisper, a touch, the stroke of a whip, the blade of a knife.  
 
    He set the knife down once more and returned to the bound, naked girl. He placed his hand on her throat and gripped in a light but unmistakable gesture of control just beneath her jawline. She began to tremble, and he could feel both her fear and her desire as if they were his own. He leaned close to her ear and murmured, “Remember, I am your Master during this session, and as your Master, I will always keep you safe. The journey of a submissive is not an easy one, but you are strong and courageous, and I know you can do this. I want you to do this, for me, and for yourself. Are you ready, slave Jaime? Are you ready and willing to submit to me, to place your trust in me as I guide you through this scene?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “Louder,” he commanded. “Say it louder, slave.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said throatily, and he saw the resolve beneath the fear in her face.  
 
    He nodded, satisfied, his cock twitching with anticipation. “We begin,” he said. Turning again toward the equipment table, he surveyed the gear Mason and he had set there for this session. Next to the knife kit was an ice bucket, a black satin sleep mask and a large, red candle in a glass container, along with a small box of matches. Mark picked up the box and removed a wooden match. He struck it on the side of the box and held the flame to the candle’s wick until it sputtered to life.  
 
    He picked up the knife once again and turned back to Jaime. As he intended, her eyes fixed on the long, shiny blade, her lips lightly parted, her nipples engorged, round and red as ripe cherries. His mouth watered as he imagined suckling them.  
 
    He placed the knife carefully on Jaime’s taut, flat stomach, balancing it so only the wooden handle actually made contact with her skin. Jaime gasped, and the knife shook slightly against her trembling muscles. Mark moved to the end of the table. In spite of her fear, or no doubt partially because of it, the pink folds of her pussy were swollen and moist with arousal.  
 
    Leaving the knife balanced between Jaime’s hipbones, Mark turned back to the table and picked up the sleep mask. He placed it over Jaime’s eyes and slid the elastic behind her head. Moving down along the table, he lifted the knife from her still-trembling body. “I want you to focus solely on the sensations produced by the sharp, seductive edge of the blade. Taking away your sight will heighten the sensation and help you stay focused on what you are feeling.” 
 
    Mark glanced over at Master Mason. Ashley was now on her knees on the floor in front of her Master, her head bobbing on his cock, her back marked with two vertical rows of tiny red wounds that glistened with antibiotic ointment. Mason met his eye and flashed a grin. 
 
    For a moment, Mark wished he were alone with Jaime, the scene private and belonging only to the two of them. He knew even as the thought entered his mind that it was inappropriate. For now, at least, he was Jaime’s trainer, nothing more. And this was his first real scene with knives—he needed Mason there as mentor and spotter in case anything went amiss.  
 
    Turning back toward the table, Mark put away the sharp knife he’d used to set the scene in Jaime’s mind. He selected two more knives, one still in its metal sheath, the other in a velvet bag. He set the bag down beside her on the bondage table and moved close to her head, holding the sheathed knife near her ear.  
 
    “Prepare to suffer, slave Jaime,” he whispered. He unsheathed the knife, and the unmistakable sound of the metal sliding against metal reverberated in the dungeon. The sound was primal and dangerous, designed to trigger Jaime’s fight or flight response. She gasped. He lightly touched the sharp point of the blade to Jaime’s right nipple. 
 
    With a cry, Jaime jerked her head, the only part of her body she could move.  
 
    “Stay still,” Mark admonished, his heart beating hard along with hers. Satisfied the mind fuck was now in full swing, he set the sharp knife aside. He picked up the velvet bag and slid what Mason had referred to as the dead knife into his hand. This knife’s blade had been purposely dulled using steel wool so that it wouldn’t cut the skin, even if you tried.  
 
    But Jaime didn’t know that.  
 
    “Stay very still,” he warned again. “I don’t want to cut you—at least not unintentionally.” He glanced again at Mason, who lifted his right hand in a thumbs-up gesture of approval. 
 
    Turning back to Jaime, Mark held the dead knife at a forty-five degree angle against Jaime’s arm and lightly scraped the blade along her skin. Jaime startled and gasped again, but was unable to flinch or jerk away. The bonds were doing their job. 
 
    “You belong to me, slave Jaime,” Mark murmured as he drew the tip of the blade between her breasts. He touched the edge of the dull blade to her throat and dragged it along the pulse of her carotid artery. She shuddered. “A sudden move, a press of the blade, and you would feel the bite of steel and then the warm, wet ribbon of your life’s blood…”  
 
    Jaime clenched her hands into fists over her head, her breath a shallow pant. Mark could feel the rise of her panic, which threatened to engulf her if he moved too far, too fast. He wanted her on the edge, yes, but he didn’t want her to tumble over, to lose control, to forget her courage and her grace. It was his job to pay attention to her body and her cues, and to help her stay on the path of true submission.  
 
    Setting the knife aside a moment, Mark leaned over the blindfolded girl and spoke gently. “I need you to relax your body,” he said. “I want your surrender, not your resistance.” He cupped her hands with his and gently forced her fingers to uncurl. He stroked her cheek, his voice soothing. “I want you to breathe. Center yourself. Focus. Stop anticipating and just give yourself to the sensations. Hold nothing back.” 
 
    He continued to stroke her soft skin until the coil of her tension eased a little more, and her breathing slowed to something approximating normal. He wanted to bend down and kiss her, but knew he mustn’t. Instead, he moved his hand, trailing it along her throat and moving lower, drawing a circle around her distended nipple with his finger. He brought his thumb and finger together and squeezed the rigid nubbin, giving it a sudden, sharp twist. 
 
    Her cry of pain sent a jolt directly to his cock, and the power surged like an injection of pure heroin directly into his veins. He reached for the second nipple, twisting it until he drew another delicious cry of pain from the masochist bound, naked and spread before him. He cupped her smooth cunt, feeling the damp heat and Jaime moaned. However frightened she was of the knife play, the girl was sopping wet.  
 
    Unable to resist, he held his palm to his nose and inhaled the intoxicating scent of her musk. Tamping down his own immediate desires, Mark stepped away from the sexy girl. He selected a large knife and slid the blade into the ice bucket. Once satisfied it was fully chilled, he returned to Jaime. “Remember, stay perfectly still.” He laid the flat of the icy blade across both nipples. Jaime stiffened and shuddered. 
 
    He returned to the table and grabbed several pieces of ice from the bucket. Leaving the knife balanced over her nipples, he moved to the end of the table. “Hold your breath,” he ordered. “I don’t want you to move a muscle.” He waited a beat as he watched her comply. Then he pressed an ice cube into the heat between her spread legs. Jaime cried out, her brain no doubt trying to process the sensation at her cunt—was it a blade? Had he cut her? 
 
    He slid a second piece inside her and then gripped her warm thighs with his cold fingers. She shuddered and moaned. He moved back along the table and lifted the blade to reveal her reddened nipples, the areolas puckered from contact with cold metal. 
 
    Setting the blade aside, he stroked Jaime’s cheek and saw she was clenching her jaw. He massaged her jawline with his thumbs for a few seconds. Not wanting her too relaxed, he slid his hand down to her throat, squeezing just hard enough to remind her who was in charge.  
 
    A deep, sensual shudder moved through Jaime’s body and she shivered. Mark placed his hands over her breasts, cupping them. Her nipples jutted against his palms. “Poor baby,” he crooned. “Are you cold?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “I’ll just have to warm you up then,” he said with an evil grin she couldn’t see. He brought over the candle and tipped the glass ever so slightly, letting just a few drops splash down to her breasts.  
 
    “Ah!” the blindfolded girl cried, straining helplessly in her bonds. 
 
    He let a few more drops land in a red pattern over her nipples. Jaime hissed with pain as Mark moved the candle slowly above her body, letting the wax splatter in a line down her stomach. He held the candle poised over her vulva and let several drops of hot wax fall.  
 
    As they made contact, Jaime whimpered. Mark glanced over at the pair on the recovery sofa. Both Mason and Ashley were watching now, Ashley once more perched on her Master’s lap. Mason’s eyes were glittering with intensity. Yes, he mouthed, nodding slowly. Keep going. 
 
    Mark set down the candle on the table and retrieved a small, narrow, rectangular spatula perfect for removing wax. The wax had cooled and hardened on Jaime’s skin. Mark leaned close to Jaime’s ear. “I’m going to use a very sharp knife to remove the wax,” he said quietly. “You must stay perfectly still, slave girl, so I don’t accidentally cut you. Understand?” 
 
    Jaime nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. He didn’t upbraid her for failing to answer a direct question with the proper title of respect. She was nearing sensory overload, he could see. Rather than distract her with protocol, he would give her just the push she needed to fly right over the edge. 
 
    He started with her chest, scraping the hardened wax from her engorged nipples and along the soft curve of her breasts. Jaime was trembling, a real knife’s blade no doubt looming large in her mind’s eye.  
 
    “You are doing so well, slave girl,” Mark said, truly in awe of her courage and resolve. “You just need to slow your breathing. Embrace what is happening to you. Take it inside and use it to empower yourself.” He put his other hand on her chest. Her heart was beating fast. “Breathe,” he said again. “In…and out. In…and out. Yes.” 
 
    Once she was calmer, he continued to drag the edge of the spatula along her abdomen, chipping away the bits of dried red wax as he moved down her body. Jaime, still believing a knife was at play, had begun to tremble again.  
 
    “Stay very still,” he reminded her as he positioned himself at the end of the table. Carefully, gently, he scraped the bits of hardened wax from her spread cunt. This wax came off the most easily, aided no doubt by the slick lubricant of her arousal.  
 
    “Would you like to come, slave girl?” 
 
    “Oh god,” Jaime moaned, arching her hips wantonly upward as best she was able in her bound position. “Yes, please, Sir. Please.” 
 
    His cock and balls ached. Christ, he wanted to fuck her. Forcing his own selfish desires aside, he smiled cruelly, though Jaime couldn’t see. “To earn that privilege,” he said, “you will have to pay. I’m going to spank your cunt with the flat side of this knife. As long as you stay still, you won’t be cut. If you can manage that, you will be rewarded with an orgasm.” 
 
    Jaime inhaled in a sharp, quick gasp. If she refused or balked, he decided he wouldn’t press the issue. He had given her a choice. Let her make it.  
 
    “Yes,” she finally said, her voice low and throaty. “Yes, please, Sir. I want it.” 
 
    “Then you shall have it. You will come on my command.”  
 
    Mark touched the flat of the spatula against her spread vulva. Jaime tensed and gave a little whimper of fear, but stayed very, very still.  
 
    “Good girl,” Mark encouraged. He began to tap lightly against the wet, pink folds of her cunt, gently at first, and then harder. Even though there was no danger of cutting her, the metal striking her delicate flesh had to sting. Taking careful aim, he caught her hooded clit with the square end of the spatula. 
 
    Jaime screamed, her hands clenching once more over her head, but her restraints and her sheer self-will kept her body still, save for the lingering tremble in her limbs. Mark continued to paddle Jaime’s spread cunt until the folds were dark red. Jaime was breathing hard, her chest heaving. In spite of the erotic pain she was experiencing, he could see the glisten of her juices at her entrance.  
 
    Dropping the spatula, he stroked the slick, reddened folds with his fingertips. Using his other hand, he pushed two fingers into the tight, wet heat of her cunt. He could feel the vaginal muscles spasm against them. Jaime was panting, her whole body shaking with the strain of resisting what he was doing to her.    
 
    “Now,” he said, thrusting his fingers like a cock moving in and out of her hot, sticky cunt. “Come for your Master.” 
 
    Jaime groaned, the sound low and then rising up a feminine scale as she climaxed. Her body was sheened with sweat, her mouth a lovely O beneath the black satin of her blindfold. He continued to stroke and finger fuck her as she keened and shuddered, until finally she sagged back against the table, completely limp. 
 
    Mark moved quickly around to the head of the table and removed her blindfold. Jaime didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t move. There was no gentle rise and fall of her chest. Mark leaned closer, his fingers seeking the pulse at her neck. The beat was strong, her skin warm. Relieved, he stood again. 
 
    “Hey,” he said softly, looking down at her with a smile as he stroked her cheek. The aching tenderness he felt at that moment made tears come into his eyes. Blinking them away, he queried, “You alive?” 
 
    After a few seconds, Jaime’s eyes fluttered opened and she inhaled deeply, as if emerging from a trance. She blinked several times as she focused on his face. “No, Sir,” she said, smiling the most beautiful smile he had ever seen. “I think I died and went straight to heaven.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, girls. Let’s see how your Dominatrix training is coming along since our last lesson.” Mistress Marjorie stood in front of Jaime and the others—Katie, Lucia, Danielle and Ashley—who were all kneeling at-ease in front of her on yoga mats. Mistress Marjorie was beautifully dressed as always, today wearing a sheer burgundy silk blouse tucked into form-fitting black leather pants, her feet shod in high-heeled black leather mules. Her small, high breasts were clearly visible beneath the fabric, and the heart-shaped crystal padlock sparkled on her slave collar in the soft light of the dungeon. 
 
    “One thing I’ve learned over the years,” she said as she looked from girl to girl, “is that in order to truly master something, first you listen and pay attention, then you practice, and finally, you teach. Ashley and Lucia, you will be the teachers during this first part of the session. Katie and Danielle, while you’re both adept with the flogger, each of you could use more finesse and control with the cane.” She turned at last to Jaime. “Jaime, with only one session under your belt, you’ve got a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Jaime agreed. While interested from an intellectual standpoint in the mechanics of wielding a whip and a cane, she was especially intrigued with what was planned for later that morning. Mistress Marjorie called it Sadie Hawkins Day at The Enclave, and while Jaime didn’t know what that was, she’d gathered from the other female subs’ excited discussion during grooming that morning that today was a day when things were turned on their heads, and subs became Dommes, at least for a few hours.  
 
    During a training session with Mistress Marjorie earlier in the week, Jaime had been given a large flogger, a single tail and several canes of varying lengths and thicknesses. She’d worked on wrist and arm techniques, using the boxing bag that hung in the corner of the positions training room as her subject.  
 
    “Sometimes,” Mistress Marjorie had explained when beginning the lesson, “as a trained slave, you might be called upon to dominate another sub for the pleasure and amusement of your Masters. As such, you’d better know what the hell you’re doing. During these first two weeks, there isn’t a lot of time to focus on this aspect of your training, but if you’re invited to join The Enclave as a full-time staff slave, you’ll be expected to become proficient with a flogger and a cane, along with basic bondage techniques and the proper use of sex toys on others.” 
 
    Jaime tried to envision herself in full leather gear and stiletto heels, flicking a six-foot bull whip against the ass of a suspended slave boy, but she couldn’t quite pull it off, even in her imagination. She had felt no particular thrill or rush of power when handling the flogger, nor did she seem to have much aptitude for the task, but she appreciated the importance of learning the basics. She wondered, as she watched Mistress Marjorie demonstrate with enthusiasm, what it must be like to be a true switch—as happy and actualized when using the whip as when on the receiving end of its delicious sting. 
 
    Mistress Marjorie clapped her hands, recalling Jaime back to the moment. “Okay, then. Let’s begin! Katie, Jaime and Danielle, stand up and assume the corporal position while Mistress Ashley and Mistress Lucia select their canes for the training session. That is how you will address them for the duration of the session.” 
 
    Turning to the two chosen teachers, she added, “Feel free to really use the cane, girls. I want to see some marks and welts, got it? Though no blood, please. That’s beyond the scope of today’s lesson.” 
 
    Jaime’s gut tightened. While she loved the cane, she also hated it. She forced herself to swallow her trepidation as she stood. Along with the other two, she turned around and bent forward to grab her ankles, bringing her head as close to her knees as possible as she thrust out her ass. Katie was struggling a little beside her to assume the position, while Danielle folded with the easy grace of a ballerina, her legs perfectly straight, her nose resting on her knees, her shiny blond hair falling in a sheet to the floor.  
 
    It’s about doing your personal best. Jaime recalled a heartfelt conversation with Lucia when Jaime had been feeling down on herself after a particularly grueling session. Focus on being the best sub you can be, not on how you compare to others. 
 
    She felt a tap on her shoulder. “Stand up. You will have a lesson in using the cane first,” Ashley said. As Jaime stood upright, Ashley continued, “Mistress Lucia and I will demonstrate, and then you’ll give it a try, okay?” 
 
    Jaime nodded and then remembered to say, “Yes, Mistress Ashley.” It was odd to address the naked, pierced and collared sub girl that way, until she whipped the cane suddenly through the air, and its whistling promise made Jaime, along with the still bent and waiting girls, flinch in anticipation. 
 
    Lucia and Ashley each had selected canes of medium thickness, and Jaime’s skin prickled with sympathy and longing as she watched Lucia position herself behind Katie, Ashley behind Danielle.  
 
    “You start lightly,” Lucia said, taking over the narrative by some silent or prearranged agreement. “A steady, easy tapping to get the skin acclimated and ready. You want to get the blood rising to the surface, you want to get the adrenaline flowing and the anticipation up.” 
 
    They both tap-tap-tapped for a while, and then Ashley said, “You don’t want them falling asleep, though.” She struck suddenly, the cane thwacking against Danielle’s right ass cheek. Danielle jerked but otherwise held her position. Ashley struck again, painting a matching line on the left side. Danielle yelped. Ashley struck her twice more, painting even, parallel lines above the first strokes. Danielle began to pant, and Jaime could see she was gripping her ankles hard, her legs trembling slightly from the effort. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing, I see, Ashley,” said Mistress Marjorie, approval in her tone.  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Ashley said, smiling sweetly up at Mistress Marjorie. “Master Mason recently discovered the purifying effects of the cut of the cane. It’s his new favorite way to relax.” 
 
    Mistress Marjorie nodded. “Perhaps we’ll switch him yet,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    “I don’t think so, ma’am,” Ashley said. 
 
    “No,” Mistress Marjorie agreed, still grinning. “Mason is a Dom, through and through. Still, I had no idea you’d become so accomplished. Perhaps for your Sadie Hawkins switch with slave Julian, you’d like to try something different.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Ashley agreed with a grin. “I do have something else in mind, as a matter of fact. Hans and I have been talking.” 
 
    “I bet you have,” Mistress Marjorie said, laughing again. She looked at the bent-over girls. “I’m distracting you. Let’s return the focus to the session.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” Ashley turned to Jaime. “Here, you try now.” Jaime took the offered cane and stepped hesitantly behind Danielle. “Watch what Lucia is doing.” 
 
    Lucia was still tapping against Katie’s ample bottom, which was turning a rosy pink. “Especially when you’re just starting out,” Lucia said, her eyes fixed on the movement of the cane as it made contact, “make sure to avoid the tailbone.” She struck a little harder and a white line appeared against the pink flesh, which quickly darkened to red. Katie gasped but held her position. “When your sub is bent over, the muscles are pulled taut, making them more sensitive to impact,” Lucia continued.  
 
    “That’s right,” Ashley chimed in, “so you don’t want to strike as hard as if your subject is lying down. Go ahead,” she urged. “You try it, Jaime.” 
 
    “Copy what I’m doing,” Lucia said. “Use a quick snapping motion of the wrist, and then let the cane bounce back as soon as it strikes, like this.” The cane whistled through the air and connected with flesh. Katie gasped again and then whimpered. 
 
    “You can strike with the tip of the cane, which produces a sharp, concentrated sting, or you can use the side of the cane, aiming for contact about midway down its length, like this.” Lucia shifted a little and the caned whipped through the air and landed with a crack against Katie’s jiggling ass, leaving another welt in its wake. 
 
    “Oh!” Katie cried. 
 
    Ignoring her, Ashley continued, “As a novice, though, it’s better to start with more carry-through.” She placed her hand over Jaime’s on the cane. “Like this, see.” She guided Jaime’s arm through the air, stopping just before making contact with Danielle’s bottom. “This will produce a heavier feeling of impact that’s not as sharp and stingy. It’s less likely you’ll inadvertently cut the skin this way. It’s a safer stroke for a newbie. Go on, you try it.” 
 
    Jaime drew in a breath and, concentrating fiercely, tried to mimic the movements of her teachers. She hesitated slightly at the moment of impact, and the cane glanced off Danielle’s ass, the tip catching her hip and leaving an angry mark. 
 
    “Ow!” Danielle cried, outrage in the single syllable.  
 
    “Aim is important,” Ashley said, winking at Jaime. “You don’t want to hit bone like that, but that only happened because you didn’t trust yourself. Follow through this time. Give her what she needs, and put your own fear aside.” 
 
    Jaime wanted to apologize to Danielle, but knew that wouldn’t be well received. Instead, she refocused on her task, ignoring the fear sweat pricking in her armpits.  
 
    She flicked her wrist, and the cane whistled and landed with a satisfying crack just where Danielle’s ass met her right thigh.  
 
    “Yeah!” Ashley enthused. “That’s it. That’s the sweet spot. That’s the best, right?”  
 
    Jaime’s skin tingled with muscle memory of being caned just so. She nodded in agreement, and aimed again, catching Danielle in the same spot on her other thigh. They worked a while longer, and Jaime’s confidence rose. She painted several pink stripes on Danielle’s ass, though she was very careful not to strike too hard.  
 
    “Okay, really good job, girls.” Mistress Marjorie placed a hand on Jaime’s shoulder. “Jaime, you’re still a little timid, but that will improve with experience.” Stepping back, she addressed all of them. “Okay, now we’ll switch out. Jaime and Lucia, assume the position. Danielle and Katie, take the canes. Ashley, you may continue to instruct.” 
 
    Jaime handed her cane to Ashley, her heart kicking up a notch. Please, please, please, let me have Katie, she begged the BDSM gods. “Danielle, you will work with Jaime, and Katie, you take Lucia,” Mistress Marjorie continued, blithely unaware of Jaime’s silent plea. 
 
    Jaime focused on relaxing her body and mind. Don’t anticipate. Practice acceptance. The caning began well, the light, steady tapping creating a sensual, steady hum through her blood. She relaxed a little more and drew a deep, calming breath.  
 
    The sudden, savage cut across both cheeks struck like a snake, leaving a stinging line of fire in its wake. “Fuck,” Jaime blurted involuntarily, the f exploding percussively against her teeth, tears blurring her vision.  
 
    “What was that?” Mistress Marjorie said sharply, and then, before Jaime could apologize for the outburst, “Oh, dear. Danielle, didn’t I tell you no blood today?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mistress Marjorie,” Danielle said, her tone saccharine sweet. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Jaime’s fingers were slippery with sweat and she felt dizzy. Somehow she managed to stay in position, holding on to her ankles for dear life. Something cool and soothing was dabbed gently along the painful line of fire on her ass. “There,” Mistress Marjorie said behind her. “You may stand, Jaime.” Strong fingers wrapped gently around Jaime’s upper arms, helping her to a standing position. “It’s a shallow cut, nothing that won’t heal quickly, especially with the miracle salve Aubrey makes for us.” She turned Jaime so she was facing her. “You look a little pale, dear.” She touched the back of her hand to Jaime’s forehead. “A little clammy.” She turned to Ashley. “Take Jaime over to the recovery couch for a few minutes. Give her some water. The slave boys”—she grinned widely at the term—“will be in shortly for their Sadie Hawkins session.” She rubbed her hands together. “I don’t know about you girls, but I can’t wait.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Mark remembered something called the Sadie Hawkins Dance back in middle school, where the girls were supposed to ask the boys to the dance. Apparently, in his mother’s day, to hear her tell it, such an event was a much bigger deal than in his more liberated time. At his school’s dance, as he recalled, he and a gaggle of gangly boys had showed up in a pack, not having been among the chosen few specifically asked by a girl. Like every other school dance he attended until his hormones kicked in sufficiently to override insecurity, he’d stood around, his hands shoved in his pockets, posturing to attempt to impress if a girl moved close enough. 
 
    Mark was surprised but pleased to see Lawrence had chosen to participate in the Sadie Hawkins session, signing up for the last of the four available spots that morning. They filed into the room and moved to the yoga mats, as they’d been instructed prior to entering.  
 
    Jaime, Katie, Danielle, Lucia and Ashley were standing in a line and Mark’s brain did a double take as it struggled to process what was different about them.  
 
    They weren’t naked.  
 
    The slave girls were wearing silky, shimmery lingerie type things, like see-through one-piece bathing suits, except much sexier. Each wore a different color, Lucia in gold, Danielle in cobalt blue, Katie in pink, Ashley in black and Jaime in silver. It was still possible to see their bare, lovely forms beneath, but somehow, perhaps because it was so unusual to see slaves clothed in any way, the effect was extremely erotic.  
 
    Mark started to kneel on the mat, assuming that was required, but was stopped by Marjorie. “Welcome, slave boys. Before you kneel and await your instruction, you will strip completely naked. You may leave your clothes in neat, folded piles in the cubbies.” She pointed to an area of the dungeon where supplies were kept.  
 
    Mark’s initial impulse was to balk, but he realized how ridiculous that was. They expected and required the subs to be naked, and they, as subs at least for that morning, should have expected nothing different. He glanced at the other men. Julian, who had already pulled off his shirt, was in the process of removing his boots, a wide grin on his eager face. Anthony was unbuttoning his shirt with a calm, faintly amused expression. Lawrence looked grim, a faint blush moving over his pale face as he reached for the fly of his fine, black leather pants. 
 
    Mark, who had dressed that morning in black jeans, work boots and his favorite black leather vest, set about stripping himself as directed. He glanced toward the slave girls, or rather, the Mistresses. All of them were watching the men with rapt attention. Mark smiled as he stared back at them, admiring their lovely, feminine curves, made all the more tantalizing by the shimmery silk. Ashley frowned at him, and he looked away, suddenly aware he’d been behaving in a less than submissive fashion with his brazen stare. This was going to be a very interesting morning.  
 
    When the men were all naked and kneeling in a relatively neat row, Marjorie said, “Today we will be working in three groups. Your Mistresses have been given carte blanche to fully direct their own scenes. Their plans haven’t been discussed or rehearsed. Whatever they say, goes.” As she gave them a moment to digest this, Lawrence fidgeted a little beside Mark.  
 
    “Anthony,” Marjorie continued, “you will be dominated by Mistress Lucia. Mark, you will be claimed by Mistress Katie, and Lawrence, you will submit to Mistress Danielle. Julian, I do believe Mistress Ashley has something wicked in mind for you.”  
 
    Julian laughed. “Bring it on, Mistress Ashley. I can take it.” 
 
    Mark’s eyes slid to Jaime. As a trainee, she hadn’t yet earned the privilege of serving as a Mistress in this scene, but Anthony had mentioned she’d be participating as an assistant and observer. Mark found himself conflicted about whether he wanted her in on his scene. On the one hand, he liked being near her, whatever the circumstance. On the other, she was distracting. It was going to be hard enough to do this particular exercise without having to control his desires, especially given the fact he would be naked. Yes, much better if she wasn’t in the way. 
 
    “Slave Jaime will assist Mistress Lucia,” Marjorie added, and Mark experienced a sudden, sharp letdown that told him he’d been lying to himself.  
 
    Katie led Mark to a spanking horse and instructed him to drape himself face down over its back, resting his elbows and knees on the padded supports that ran along the sides of the horse. Lawrence followed Danielle to nearby stocks. Mark watched with amusement as she lifted the hinged top and instructed Lawrence to kneel and place his head and hands in the hollows of the wood. Mark twisted his head but the others in the room were out of his line of vision. 
 
    “Stop fidgeting,” Katie said, and Mark, chagrined, stilled. As she placed cuffs around his wrists and ankles, a little swoop of adrenaline rippled through his gut.  
 
    “Today, slave boy,” Katie said in a slightly tremulous voice, “we will begin with a spanking, and then I’ll move on to flogging and caning. You will remain still and quiet during the session, except to thank me. Are we quite clear on this?” 
 
    “Yes, Ka—, er, Mistress Katie,” Mark said, suppressing a smile. He had a fairly high tolerance for pain, and wasn’t too worried about his ability to obey her directives. Katie stepped out of his line of vision. He could hear her fumbling about behind him.  
 
    He stiffened when he felt the sudden touch of something cold and gooey between his ass cheeks. Katie appeared once more in front of him, this time waving a huge, shiny black butt plug in his face. “To help you enter the proper headspace of a submissive,” she continued, her tone less timid now, “I’m going to insert this butt plug into your ass.” 
 
    Mark barely managed to bite back the immediate, sharp retort that rose in his throat. This exercise in submission was going to be a little more difficult to handle than he had anticipated. 
 
    Katie must have seen something in his expression, because she knitted her brows and frowned. “Is there a problem, slave Mark? Are you frightened?” She stroked his head, tilting her own as she peered into his face. “You need to relax—to open yourself to the experience. You need to trust me.” She was parroting back words he’d said to her on many occasions during various sessions and, despite the concern on her face, her eyes were sparkling.  
 
    She’s having fun with it. So should you, he told himself. This morning is for the slave girls. It’s their day to play. Give her what you so easily demand. 
 
    “No, Mistress Katie, no problem,” he said sincerely. “Thank you for guiding me, for reminding me.” He closed his eyes, took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing the stress he was holding in his muscles to leave along with the air in his lungs.  
 
    “Much better,” Katie said, patting his head. 
 
    She stepped out of his vision again, and after a moment he felt the poke of hard rubber against his sphincter. He couldn’t help but tense as it pressed its way past the ring of muscle, but it slid in easily enough with the ample lubricant she’d applied. Only the last, wide bit of the plug created a brief, intense pressure that quickly subsided merely into a sensation of fullness. 
 
    “We begin,” Katie, or rather, Mistress Katie, announced as she brought her hand down on Mark’s bare ass. Mark glanced over at Lawrence. Danielle was kneeling in front of him, her face close to his. She’d attached clamps to his nipples, and the chain swung gently below his chest. All at once, she drew back her hand and slapped his face, the sound sharp and sudden, and followed by Lawrence’s quick intake of breath.  
 
    Danielle tapped Lawrence’s hands, which had balled into fists inside the stocks. He uncurled his fingers, his eyes still on hers. She stroked the cheek she’d just slapped with two fingers and then slapped him again on the same cheek, the sound ringing in the air. The two continued to stare at one another. Lawrence’s lips were parted. Mark’s gaze slid down their bodies, and he observed that Danielle’s nipples were fully erect, as was Lawrence’s cock. 
 
    Well, well, Mark thought, what the hell is going on between those two?  
 
    He was distracted from his musings by Katie’s hard, insistent palm. She was surprisingly strong, and with each smack, the stinging heat rose and spread over Mark’s skin. He grunted, tensing in his effort to hold himself in a way that caused the least stress to his body.  
 
    He felt a soothing hand on his lower back, though the spanking continued. “Remind him to breathe,” Marjorie said, for a moment confusing Mark. Then he realized she was talking to Katie. “See how he’s holding himself stiffly, his body taut. He’s not relaxing into the spanking. You need to remind him. Talk to him. Bring him along. Ask him how he’s doing.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh. Right!” Mark could hear the chagrin in Katie’s voice. She leaned close to his ear, the spanking halted for the moment, which was just fine with him. “Slave Mark,” she said softly, “how are you doing? Are you remembering to breathe? To flow with the pain?” 
 
    “I’m trying, Mistress,” he answered honestly. “This is new for me. Thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave boy.” 
 
    Mark smiled at the incongruity of sweet, submissive Katie referring to him as her slave boy, though he managed to hold his grin at bay until she was again behind him.  
 
    The smile fell away when her hard palm cracked once more on his now quite tender flesh. It took concentration not to cry out, but he was determined to remain silent and stoic—to take it like a true sub. 
 
    When she finally stopped, she demanded breathlessly, “Thank me, slave.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress Katie,” Mark replied somewhat breathlessly himself. 
 
    The flogger was next, and the sensation was almost pleasant when compared with the sharp, hard sting of Katie’s palm. The flogger was a long-handled suede model, ideal for an introductory flogging. She was wielding it in a steady, swinging motion that was more sensual than painful, and Mark began to relax beneath its onslaught. His cock actually rose in response to the erotic pain, rubbed pleasurably against the leather horse with each thuddy stroke. He nearly protested when she stopped, but caught himself in time. 
 
    “Thank me,” she demanded once more, and he did. 
 
    The cane was another story.  
 
    Though she began with the traditional light tapping to acclimate the skin, he wasn’t ready when the first searing stroke sliced across the top of his ass just below the tailbone. It fucking hurt!  
 
    That’s the point, he could almost hear himself say aloud, which was what he would have said to a protesting sub if they’d voiced their complaint. The second and third strokes landed with better aim, catching him across the fleshier part of his ass, though the cut was still biting and quite painful. Without the overlay of masochistic hardwiring that made such an experience easier to bear, Mark found himself clenching his fists once more. Though Katie appeared too focused on her task to notice, Mark recognized in himself that he was taking the pain in and failing to release it—to let it go, as he so easily counseled his submissives.  
 
    “Breathe,” Katie said, stopping a moment to place her hand comfortingly on the back of his neck. “You can do this. You’re doing so well, slave Mark. I’m so proud of you.”  
 
    Mark realized he had, indeed, been holding his breath. He let it out and drew in several calming breaths as she lightly massaged his neck with cool, strong fingers.  
 
    But she wasn’t done yet. Once more the cane sliced in a line of fire against his ass and thighs. “Stop resisting and give yourself over to the process. Embrace the pain. Become one with it.” Struggling to obey, Mark imagined a huge wave coming at him and, instead of stiffening and holding his breath as it crashed over him, he dove into it, seeking to ride it, to let it lift him high in its powerful arms. 
 
    “Yes. That’s it.” Mark was dimly aware of a feminine voice behind him, though he was no longer sure if it was Marjorie or Katie. “Better. Much better.” 
 
    He could still hear the steady, whistling thwack of the cane as it struck his flesh. He could still feel its sharp, insistent bite. But it no longer hurt. Or, no, that wasn’t right. It hurt, but the hurt was bearable. No, it was more than that. The hurt was good. It was necessary. He was riding it now, rather than drowning in panic beneath its undertow. It was lifting him, carrying him, pushing him forward and then…he was soaring, his arms spread wide, his heart lighter than it had ever been, his spirit free…free…free… 
 
    “Mark? Master Mark, er, slave boy, Sir? Are you okay?” 
 
    Mark slowly opened his eyes. Katie was crouching in front of him, her face twisted with concern. “Oh, phew,” she said, blowing out a breath as she pushed her springy curls from her face. “You had me worried there for a second, Sir, uh, slave boy.” She grinned. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    A slow smile lifted Mark’s lips. The sense of utter peace was still there, though amused surprise was now pushing it to the side. “What happened?” he echoed, his smile widening into a grin. “Why, Mistress Katie, I do believe you made me fly!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaime hadn’t been able to stop herself from staring as the Masters had stripped in front of them. None of the four had seemed the slightest bit self-conscious about shucking their clothing. Julian was shaven smooth, and sported piercings in his nipples and cock matching those of his slave boy, Hans. Anthony’s chest hair was silver like the hair on his head, though his pubic hair remained dark. Lawrence’s chest was smooth, his body wiry but muscular, his flaccid cock quite large for his body, over heavy balls.  
 
    But it was Mark who had captured and held Jaime’s surreptitious attention the longest. He had the long, lean muscles of a natural athlete, his chest hair curling in a dark, sexy V at his sternum and tapering down his flat abs toward his cock and balls. He had those indenting lines on either hip, like a statue of a Greek god, and Jaime wanted to run her hands along the perfect curves and planes of his body in the worst way. She focused instead on his tattoos—one that looked like a piece of Shibari rope running in a circle around his left bicep, the other a small single tail whip, curling around his right hip. She realized she was clenching her fists at her sides in her thwarted desire, and forced herself to relax her fingers and let go of her fantasies. 
 
    As the temporary sub boys and Mistresses made their way to their assigned stations, Jaime’s position at the rear of the dungeon obscured her view of Master Mark and Katie. That was just as well. It would be easier to ignore her pangs of jealousy and focus on the task at hand—assisting Lucia in dominating the inimitable Master Anthony.  
 
    Jaime wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about this whole Sadie Hawkins concept. In a way, it didn’t feel correct to dominate the Masters, and yet she understood the need to be prepared to serve as a part-time Domme, should her Master or Mistress require it. Beyond that, she recognized the process reminded everyone at The Enclave that the dynamic of Master, Mistress and slave was a fully consensual and sometimes fluid arrangement.  
 
    Turning to Jaime, Lucia asked, “Do you know what this is?” She pointed to a steel apparatus, which was painted a shiny black. Beside it was a tray set on the ground with various cuffs, clips and clamps, along with a small single tail whip and a riding crop. Next to the tray was a large wooden block. 
 
    “Some kind of restraint?” Jaime offered, eyeing the torture device, which consisted of a platform, about two feet square, with a sturdy, adjustable rod rising to about waist height from the center, metal ankle cuffs at the base of the rod, a vise at its top. She glanced at Master Anthony. “Uh, for guys,” she added, marveling at Master Anthony’s calm expression since, presumably, Lucia was planning to place him in this contraption.  
 
    “Yes, restraint and also torture,” Lucia agreed with a devilish smile, her eyes also flickering toward Master Anthony. “It’s called a cock and ball crusher, and with good reason.” Her smile widened as Master Anthony grimaced slightly.  
 
    “We’re going to give Master, uh, slave Anthony a taste of erotic suffering this morning.” Turning to address him directly, Lucia added, “It can be quite freeing, as you’ve taught me. The goal is both to transcend the pain, and to harness it, to take its power inside of you.” 
 
    Master Anthony smiled as if to say touché, and Lucia grinned, something sparking between them that Jaime couldn’t quite define. “Slave boy,” Lucia continued, “position your ankles in the open cuffs.” As Master Anthony moved to obey, Lucia explained to Jaime, “The ankle cuffs are adjustable, and so is the rod. ” She crouched in front of Master Anthony and adjusted the rod’s height until she was satisfied. She reached for his shaft with one small hand, his balls with the other, and pulled his genitals forward into the vise. 
 
    Jaime bit her lip in sympathy as Lucia slowly tightened the vise by turning the wing nuts on either side, catching Master Anthony’s cock and balls between the metal bars. “Does it hurt?” she asked him, looking up from her vantage point. 
 
    “A little, Mistress,” Master Anthony replied calmly. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    Lucia offered another impish grin. “I could make this a lot more interesting by having him stand on the balls of his feet. Then I might adjust the vise so it would hurt like hell if he got lazy or tired and let his feet go down flat.” She drew a fingernail along the curve of Master Anthony’s balls, her dark eyes sparkling. Normally so quiet and submissively self-contained, Lucia was clearly enjoying her newfound, if temporary, role as Mistress. “But given the limited time and nature of the session, we’ll introduce erotic pain in other, more direct ways. The crusher, today, is primarily to keep our slave boy in position and focused.” 
 
    Jaime glanced at Master Anthony’s face to see how he was handling all this. He still looked calm, though a small muscle jumped at his jaw, making Jaime wonder if he were clenching his teeth. Having your cock and balls caught in a vise, even for the most diehard masochist, had to be a definite limit pusher. 
 
    Lucia stood and stepped back, her nipples erect beneath the sheer silk of her camisole. “Hands behind your back, slave boy,” she ordered. Master Anthony obeyed. Lucia handed Jaime a pair of leather cuffs with a clip already attached. “Secure him,” she said. “Then I’ll show you what I want you to do.” 
 
    Jaime moved behind Master Anthony. His wrists were neatly crossed at the small of his back. Jaime closed the cuffs over each wrist and used the clip to attach one to the other. As she turned, the activity at the nearest station distracted her. Julian was stretched out on the padded spanking horse, his knees resting on the support rails on either side, his ass thrust out. He had a black silicone bit gag in his mouth, its strap buckled around the back of his head. Long leather reins were attached to the strap and draped over his bare back. Petite Ashley was standing on a wooden block behind him, the largest strap-on dildo Jaime had ever seen protruding from her groin, its leather belt secured around her small waist.  
 
    Ashley was in the process of squirting copious amounts of lubricant over the shaft. Once satisfied, she dropped the tube and gripped her shiny, black cock, stroking it as she coated the rubber dildo with lube. “Spread your cheeks, boy,” Jaime heard her say. 
 
    Julian reached back without hesitation and pulled his ass cheeks apart, wiggling his butt in obviously eager anticipation. Ashley moved forward, positioning the large cock until the head of it was nestled between his cheeks. Keeping one hand on the shaft, she reached for the reins with the other. 
 
    “Hey!” Lucia’s voice startled Jaime. “Your focus needs to be here, not there. You’re my assistant, remember? Is our sub boy cuffed? Yes? Then get over here. I want to show you how to use the cock whip.” 
 
    Jaime scurried around to the front of the pillory, where Master Anthony stood tall, chest forced out by his hands cuffed behind his back. His trapped cock and balls jutted forward in the vise, his ankles locked into the cuffs below. 
 
    Lucia reached for the riding crop, which she handed to Jaime. “You’ve had lessons, right? You know how to use this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaime said hesitantly. “But not on a real person.” 
 
    “I watched you with the cane today,” Lucia said. “You have a natural sensibility. The key is to pay attention. Pay attention to the reaction of your sub. Pay attention to what they say and don’t say. If you’re not comfortable doing something, then don’t do it, okay? No pressure. This is about having fun and stretching our boundaries a little, both yours and his, comprendes?” 
 
    Jaime nodded. She snapped the crop experimentally against her own thigh. 
 
    “You got it!” Lucia enthused. “Excellent wrist action. I told you, you’re a natural.”  
 
    Jaime smiled, not at all certain, but pleased with the encouragement.  
 
    “Start easy,” Lucia continued. “You can touch and tease to get him hard, if he needs the help.” She glanced pointedly at Master Anthony’s cock, which, unlike a true masochist’s would have been in the same situation, was not erect. “Then bring on the crop. The object is to slowly build up the erotic pain, always watching and gauging, always listening to the cues.” 
 
    “And what will you be doing?” Jaime asked, curious. 
 
    Lucia brought over the wooden block and placed it just to the right of Master Anthony. Next she reached down and retrieved a pair of weighted nipple clamps, along with the single tail whip. She flicked the whip in the air with a snap that made both Jaime and Master Anthony flinch. “If I do my job right, I’ll be making this slave boy beg,” she said, her voice low and throaty, every inch a Mistress. 
 
    “Oh,” Jaime said, the word uttered involuntarily. Was every sub in this place a switch except for her? Not Katie, surely, she thought, but the rest of them? Or were they just embracing the temporary role assigned to them, taking their submissive duty to the extreme of not merely obeying a dictate, but becoming that which their Masters decreed? Would she ever achieve that level of submission? 
 
    “We begin,” Mistress Lucia announced. She instructed Jaime to kneel on Master Anthony’s left side, while she stepped onto the block, which raised her to eye level with the man. 
 
    Jaime set down the crop and shifted on her knees to get a better angle. Reaching out a tentative hand, she lightly stroked his balls. They felt hard and smooth, compressed as they were by the vise’s grip. She took his shaft in her other hand. As she stroked and gently tugged, it wasn’t long before it stiffened in response.  
 
    He uttered a soft cry of pain and Jaime dropped her hands, confused. Glancing up, she realized his cry had nothing to do with her. Alligator-style clamps with black vinyl-coated fishing weights dangled from Master Anthony’s nipples. “There, there, slave boy,” Lucia crooned. “You can take it, I know you can.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he managed, flaring his nostrils. Lucia stroked his cheek and it seemed to Jaime he leaned into her touch. 
 
    Lucia, glancing down at Jaime, snapped, “Focus on your task. You’ve got the sub boy hard. Now make him suffer.” 
 
    Jaime looked down at Master Anthony’s cock, which was still erect. Picking up the crop, she started with his balls, slapping lightly with the leather rectangle against the taut skin. She shifted her focus to his shaft, using a little more force in her stroke as she smacked at Master Anthony’s cock. Despite their directive, she couldn’t think of him as a slave boy or sub, or even Anthony. He was Master Anthony to her, and always would be.  
 
    His erection flagged a little as she smacked him, the shaft reddening. She gripped his balls lightly in her other hand and continued the cropping. She resisted the urge to lick the head of his cock, not sure what was acceptable in her apprentice position. 
 
    The flicking crack of the single tail reached Jaime’s ears, followed an instant later by Master Anthony’s second tortured cry. Startled, Jaime lowered the crop. Looking up, she quickly realized once again she’d had nothing to do with his cry of pain, though she knew the crop had to sting. It was the single tail, which snapped again as she watched, causing the teardrop-shaped weights at his nipples to sway. She stared, transfixed, as the whip snaked again against his skin, leaving a third red line along his well-muscled chest. 
 
    Lucia, whip still in her small hand, glanced down again at Jaime with a reproving look. Embarrassed, Jaime refocused on the man’s captured cock and balls. She sought to mix the pleasure and pain, stroking his shaft when it flagged until it hardened once more, and then striking it in a flurry of stinging leather. 
 
    Mistress Lucia continued to torture her slave boy above Jaime’s head while she focused down below. Master Anthony’s limbs had begun to tremble and Jaime could hear the ragged pant of his breathing. Following her instinct, she dropped the crop and wrapped her arms around his legs, resting her cheek against his muscular thigh as Mistress Lucia continued to whip him. Despite what was happening to him, Master Anthony’s cock remained hard, bobbing tantalizingly beside Jaime’s face. 
 
    “Oh, god,” he moaned finally. Jaime released her grip and leaned back on her haunches, looking up. “Please, Lucia, I want… I need…” He trailed off.  
 
    “I know what you want,” Lucia replied in a soft but fervent tone. She dropped the whip and stepped off the wooden block. Standing directly in front of Master Anthony, she fell to her knees beside Jaime. Her chin was lifted, her eyes on Master Anthony’s face. “I know what you need,” she added in a whisper.  
 
    Jaime felt superfluous, invisible, as Lucia closed her mouth over Master Anthony’s shaft and leaned forward, taking it in as far as she could, given his tethered state. Her hand came up in a tender cup around his compressed balls as she worshipped her Master’s cock. 
 
    Yes, Jaime thought. Her Master, not her sub boy. Though no words had been spoken, no new directive given, it was clear Lucia had slipped off the mantle of Mistress, her true nature as submissive reasserting itself, her desire for the man before her raw and exposed. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Master Anthony bucked and shuddered, groaning as he came. No permission was requested and none was needed. Master Anthony took what was offered, what was already his. Lucia, still apparently oblivious to Jaime’s presence, rose from her knees, her tongue moving over her lips like a cat licking away the excess cream. Stepping once more onto the wooden block, she took the still-bound man’s face in her hands and, without missing a beat, kissed him full on the mouth.  
 
    Master Anthony held himself stiffly at first, and then seemed, all at once, to melt against Lucia, leaning into her kiss with a heartfelt sigh. It wasn’t the kiss of a Mistress and her slave, or even of a Master and his sub. The two were sharing a lovers’ kiss, and Jaime saw the passion and the tenderness, the spark and the raw need. She had become a trespasser, an interloper on something that was too private, too personal, for her to witness.  
 
    She had never felt so safe, so accepted and included as she did at The Enclave. They got her here. They understood who she was and what she needed. But the community as a whole couldn’t give her what she hadn’t even known she longed for. She was bereft of love. She had never, not once in her life, been truly in love. Watching Master Anthony and Lucia, it was as if a fist had been shoved into her guts, into the most secret folds of her empty, aching heart.  
 
    Blinking back sudden tears, she looked away. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The scenes had ended, and the Doms had been unbound, released, gently washed and soothed. The men had re-dressed in their black leather and boots, while the sub girls let the silky garments they’d worn as temporary Mistresses fall in puddles to their feet.  
 
    Mistress Marjorie and the Masters had left the subs to clean and straighten the dungeon, after which they would have free time until lunch. The girls worked quietly, wiping down equipment and gear, and setting the dungeon to rights.  
 
    Jaime stopped what she was doing a moment to watch Lucia neatly coil the single tail, a faraway look in the woman’s eyes. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” Jaime dared. 
 
    “What?” Lucia looked up from her task. “Who?” 
 
    Jaime wondered if she’d overstepped. But since she’d started the conversation, she pushed on. “Come on. I saw the way you kissed him. The way he kissed you…” 
 
    “Oh.” Lucia shook her head. “No. No, no. I mean, well, maybe a little, but it can’t be. It’s not meant to be. There’s too much history.” 
 
    “Too much history?” Now Jaime was intrigued. “Between the two of you?” 
 
    Lucia glanced around the dungeon. Ashley and Katie were at the front of the room, Danielle nearby but apparently absorbed in polishing the wooden stocks, her back to them. Turning back to Jaime, Lucia said quietly, “Master Anthony was Miguel’s mentor.” 
 
    “Miguel?” 
 
    Tears filled Lucia’s dark eyes, though she managed a small smile. “My Master. My late husband.” 
 
    Jaime blinked back her own tears of sympathy. “What happened?” she asked softly. “I mean, if it’s not too personal?”  
 
    Lucia shook her head. “He had a heart attack, a massive coronary while he was on his construction site—he was a contractor.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s awful!” 
 
    She shrugged sadly. “It was completely out of the blue. We had no idea there was even a problem. He never liked to go to doctors. He was strong and in shape, but apparently his heart wasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Lucia wiped a single tear and then smiled, shaking her head. “We had twenty good years together, me and mi esposo. I thought we’d have another fifty, but then, you never expect something like that. Miguel was fifty when he died—ten years older than me.  
 
    “It’s been nearly three years now. Anthony was a huge support during all the craziness after. He helped me sell Miguel’s business and invest the proceeds. Miguel had a life insurance policy too, so I never have to worry about money, and I can help my family.” This time her smile was brighter. “Most importantly, he let me join The Enclave anyway, even without my Master. He understood that in order to heal, I needed the comfort and peace of submission and sensual slavery. It keeps me grounded and happy.” A solemn but radiant serenity suffused Lucia’s expression, though there was still a touch of sorrow in her eyes. 
 
    “And it keeps you near Master Anthony,” Jaime murmured, shocked at her own nerve in saying it, but certain she was right. 
 
    Lucia glanced sharply at her, but then chuckled, surrender in the sound. “It’s that obvious, huh? And here I thought I was the master of discretion.” 
 
    “He loves you, too,” Jaime said. “I saw it in his eyes, Lucia.” 
 
    “No.” Lucia shook her head, her arms wrapping protectively around her body. “He sees me as Miguel’s submissive. Miguel’s widow. I’m not sure he can get past that. And he’s got issues with age. Says I’m young enough to be his daughter.”  
 
    “He needs to get over it,” snapped Jaime, and then she clapped her hand over her mouth, her cheeks warming. “I’m sorry. I’m being disrespectful. I know this is none of my business anyway.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Lucia grinned. “It’s none of your business. Just like the fact that you have a major crush on Master Mark is none of my business, but there you are.” 
 
    “Oh my god.” Jaime brought her hand once more to her mouth as she glanced quickly around the dungeon. Ashley and Katie had disappeared, but Danielle still lingered nearby. “Does everyone know that, too?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” Lucia shrugged. “I think you’re fairly discreet, really. But I see it in your eyes when you look at him. And the way your voice kind of softens when you talk about him.” 
 
    Jaime shook her head, embarrassed to be so transparent. “It’s dumb, right? I barely know him. I mean, I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s like I do know him. He seems so familiar to me. Like we knew each other in a past life or something.” 
 
    “Well, he is pretty famous. He wrote all their best stuff, you know. He’s a real poet and it might make you think you know the guy, but it’s just one part of who he is. We think we know people because of their music, but you really don’t know the man behind the musician.” 
 
    “What?” Jaime wrinkled her nose in confusion.  
 
    Lucia, unaware Jaime had no clue what she was saying, continued, “Think how his fans would freak out if they knew the lead singer of Planck Time was also Master Mark of The Enclave, a confirmed sexual sadist who does all sorts of perverted things to willing, eager slave girls?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Jaime struggled to process and make sense of what Lucia was saying. “What are you talking about? That grunge band that broke up a while back?” A vision of three young guys in dreadlocks and beards flashed into her mind. She’d liked the band, though she didn’t own any of their stuff. They had a dark, intense sound, kind of like that 80’s band, Nirvana. She cast back in her mind, recalling the specifics. The lead singer was Mark something. Mark Wheeler…  
 
    “Holy shit!” Jaime blurted, understanding finally fully dawning. She realized Danielle was now staring at her, and she lowered her voice. “Master Mark is Mark Wheeler? But he looks so different!” 
 
    “Amazing what a pair of scissors and a good razor can do.” Lucia laughed. “Ashley used to have hair down to her waist when she got here. You wouldn’t have recognized her, either, trust me. And Master Mark keeps a very low profile regarding the band. He doesn’t like to talk about it.”  
 
    “You know,” Jaime said, “I’ve heard him a few times playing his guitar out on the veranda in the mornings. He sounded really good, but I just never connected him…” She trailed off, thinking how weird it was she’d been living with and submitting to a famous rock star for the past ten days, and nobody had even said a word. She vaguely recalled some scandal involving drugs, one of the band members dying of an overdose. Poor Master Mark! “This must be like a safe haven for him,” she mused aloud. “A place to recover.” 
 
    “It is, I’m sure.” Lucia nodded. “When Anthony met him he was holed up in a house in Charlotte, living pretty much like a recluse. He came out at night to hang out at some of the private BDSM clubs, and that’s where they met. The Enclave has given Master Mark the freedom and the privacy to really explore his dominant impulses and his core needs without the spotlight of the media or anything else distracting him. He’s only been here a little over two months.” 
 
    Jaime tried to process the mountain of information being thrown her way. “Wait, so he’s not a permanent resident here at The Enclave?” 
 
    Lucia shrugged. “He doesn’t have an ownership share the way the other Masters and Mistresses do, so yeah, I guess he’s not really permanent at this point, though I do know they really like him and want him to stay. So if he decides to make it permanent, they’ll work that out, I guess.”  
 
    Jaime was silent as she pondered this. As her two-week period drew to a close, she knew she would be faced with making a decision, assuming she was offered the chance. She realized she’d been assuming—even counting on—Master Mark as part of that equation. 
 
    As if reading her mind, Lucia said quietly, “I didn’t come here for Anthony, Jaime. You can’t come here for Mark.” 
 
    Guiltily, Jaime started to protest. “I wasn’t—” 
 
    Lucia cut her off with a wave of her hand. “I’m not saying you are. I’m just advising you from the heart, because I like you, and I don’t want to see you do something stupid. This place isn’t about finding a lover or a partner. That does sometimes happen, though most of the couples here were already together when they arrived. But if you sign on at The Enclave as a staff slave, you’re making a commitment and promise to serve all the Masters and Mistresses to the very best of your ability, every second of every day. Someone might claim you, with your express permission of course, but that doesn’t mean they are your lover, and you need to be very clear about that, Jaime. The Enclave is unique, and we subscribe to a lifestyle that suits only a very few. If they offer you the chance to become a member, you had better think long and hard about your decision. If you join The Enclave, it’s because you want what we offer here, and because you need to serve. End of story. No Master/husband/boyfriend/lover should enter that equation. You got it, chica?” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard and looked away. Something tore in her heart, but she knew Lucia was right. “Yeah,” she said glumly, aware Danielle was now openly eavesdropping on their conversation. “I got it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaime turned slowly on her stiletto heels as she admired the room. She set down her bucket and supplies, surveying the space as she decided what to tackle first. She was charged with cleaning all surfaces in the dungeon and making all the gear and equipment shine. As always, just looking at the sexy bondage and torture gear was enough to get her juices flowing. She’d been honored by the cleaning assignment, given the special event to take place at the dungeon that evening. 
 
    She surveyed the different stations, letting her mind linger over the bondage table where Master Mark had taken her to the edge with the intense knife play. She had been so scared at the start of the scene, the thought of those sharp, terrifying blades pricking her skin, slicing her flesh, drawing the hot gush of her blood… Yet, as it had a hundred times in the days since that powerful experience, Jaime’s mind drifted back to the session itself, and to the amazing man who had so thoroughly engaged every fiber of her being—mental, physical and spiritual—with that intense and incredibly mind-blowing scene.  
 
    Ever since her talk with Lucia after yesterday’s Sadie Hawkins experience, Jaime had been mulling over and trying to distill her feelings for the handsome, sexy Master Mark. While her newfound knowledge of his status as a rock star was intriguing, she could honestly say her awareness of his fame didn’t really impact her feelings for him one way or the other. She was curious about his experiences as a musician and hoped someday they might be close enough where she could talk to him about it. She would love to hear him sing a song just for her. All that, at least for now, was a distant dream. 
 
    She thought about Lucia and Master Anthony, about how obvious it seemed to Jaime that the two of them would be a perfect couple, but then, nothing was ever as simple or clear as it might seem from the outside. She recognized that, though she felt a deep and intense attraction to Master Mark, at least some of that had to do with his mastery as a Dom. And she further understood that just because someone was fabulous in a scene and could take you to spiritual and sensual places you never dreamed of, that didn’t mean he was destined to be a partner in your life. 
 
    She had to laugh at the direction of her thoughts. Lucia was right. Of course she was! If and when Jaime was faced with the decision of joining The Enclave, she would leave Mark solidly out of the equation.  
 
    She brushed her palms together in a gesture that meant she was washing her hands of the whole thing and picked up a fresh rag, ready to tackle her assignment. She would start with the dusting, and then move on to oiling the leather gear, polishing the chrome and the mirrors, and cleaning the counters and sink. Lastly, she would sweep and mop the floor. She had two hours for the task, and she would use every second to make the place sparkle. Energized, she set to work.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “We’re delighted to have you here with us for a few days, Stefan,” Anthony said. “I’m sure I speak for us all when I say I’m excited to see your branding techniques firsthand.” Stefan Janssen, a friend of Anthony’s, had just arrived from Amsterdam for a brief visit, his reputation as a branding expert preceding him.  
 
    Anthony looked down the table to Mason. “Are you and slave Ashley still planning on participating in an actual branding?” 
 
    Master Mason nodded enthusiastically. “You bet your ass. Or should I say, Ashley’s ass.” 
 
    There was laughter around the table. Mark quietly studied the diminutive, tattooed girl to Mason’s right. She had her eyes on her plate, but a small, secret smile played over her lips. She was one of the most self-contained submissives he’d ever met. Her self-control and high pain tolerance were very impressive. 
 
    “What’s your take on the subject, Mark? Have you had any direct experience with branding?” Master Anthony asked. 
 
    Mark shook his head. “Tonight will be a first for me.” 
 
    “You are in for a treat,” Stefan said eagerly. His accent was barely discernable, notable primarily because of his perfect diction. “As with so much in the scene, it’s as much a matter of what is in the head as it is of the body. It’s about the anticipation, the fear and the desire, even more than the thrill of burning one’s permanent mark into the flesh of another.”  
 
    Jaime, who sat to Mark’s immediate right, drew in a small but audible breath. Mark glanced over at her. “Branding is not your cup of tea, hmm?” 
 
    She looked back at him with wide eyes. Her long, wavy dark hair was down tonight, tendrils curling prettily around her cheeks and falling softly over her shoulders. She, unlike Ashley, wore her emotions on her face, and he could see the fear there. “No, Sir.” 
 
    “So, if I, as your Master, wanted to brand you, to mark you as mine in that way, you would refuse me?” he teased.  
 
    Color seeped into Jaime’s cheeks, her mouth falling open. “Oh! No, Sir. I mean, yes. I mean, I wouldn’t want to disobey but—” 
 
    He was immediately contrite that he’d put the trainee in an awkward position with his teasing. “Hey, I’m just kidding. And I’m with you.” He flashed a grin. “Branding is not my cup of tea, either.” She looked so relieved it was almost comical.  
 
    “Permission to speak, Sir?” Danielle, who sat to Mark’s left, lightly touched his arm.  
 
    He turned toward her. “Yes, slave Danielle?”  
 
    “I believe a properly trained slave should always submit to her Master’s wishes,” Danielle said with a lift of her chin. “If you wished me to be branded, Sir, then that is what would please me.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Danielle,” Mark replied. Something in the girl’s tone and countenance reminded him of a particularly smug teacher’s pet he’d known in middle school, but he pushed the ungallant thought away. “While I recognize that branding can be a valid and powerful expression of ownership and submission, I would never ask my sub to alter herself in such a permanent way for me, unless it was something we both agreed was right for us.” 
 
    Danielle lowered her thick fringe of lashes and echoed softly, “Us. Yes, Sir. Thank you for teaching me. I understand.” Mark had the momentarily unpleasant feeling Danielle had deliberately misunderstood him, but he decided to let it go. 
 
    When dinner was cleared, dessert and coffee on the table, Stefan turned to Anthony. “I would like to take a look at the facilities and get set up before the demonstration. Is that possible?” 
 
    “Of course.” Anthony looked to Lawrence. “Would you accompany Stefan?” 
 
    Lawrence pushed back his chair, dropping his napkin to his plate. “Of course. Slave Jaime,” he said, looking over Danielle’s and Mark’s heads. “I haven’t had a chance to inspect your handiwork. You will come with us.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Jaime pushed back her chair and stood. Her bare breast, round and soft, brushed Mark’s shoulder as she stood, sending a jolt directly to his cock. He was glad his napkin hid his sudden arousal, and he kept his eyes down as she moved away. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jaime followed the men out of the dining room, through the main living area and along the wide hallway to the dungeon. Master Stefan carried a large gear bag over his shoulder. Jaime tried to imagine what must be inside—branding irons, a blowtorch to heat the metal designs that would be burned into the flesh, soothing balms to treat the wound that would eventually heal into a symbol of servitude and devotion.  
 
    She shivered slightly as she imagined the searing pain of the white-hot brand, and the sizzling stench of burning flesh. Not for me. No way, no how. But then another thought slipped in right behind the first. Never say never, and she knew this was true. If someone had told her before Master Anthony’s astounding proposal back at the Garden only a few weeks ago that Jaime would willingly subject herself to complete sexual, submissive servitude at the hands of a group of dominant strangers, she would have dismissed the idea as completely absurd—utterly impossible! 
 
    Yet since she’d been at The Enclave, her life had slowed from a frenzy of busywork, struggling to make ends meet and always looking ahead and ahead and ahead, never living for the moment, never content. For the first time in her life, she was living each day purely on its terms, taking in each experience and letting it lift and carry her, taking her where she needed to go. 
 
    They reached the double doors to the main dungeon. “Jaime is in training,” Master Lawrence said to Master Stefan as he pulled open the doors. “She has prepared the dungeon for tonight’s demonstration.” They stepped inside, Jaime just behind them, her heart executing a small loop-de-loop in her chest.  
 
    She had learned firsthand that Master Lawrence was an exacting man. She had done a tiptop job cleaning the dungeon, but if Master Lawrence was determined to find fault with her work, she knew he could find something to criticize. 
 
    “What a marvelous space,” Master Stefan said as he moved into the room. He stumbled forward suddenly, his hands thrust out as he struggled to keep his balance. “Wat de hel…” he cried. Fortunately, he regained his footing and didn’t fall. 
 
    Master Lawrence rushed forward and then stopped suddenly. “Slave Jaime! What is this on the floor?” His tone was angry and Jaime’s heart clutched in her throat. 
 
    “What is it, Sir?” She stepped forward. 
 
    He pointed to the floor. There was a puddle of what looked like floor wax directly in front of the door. Jaime stared at it uncomprehendingly. “Unacceptable,” Master Lawrence barked. She started to reply, to explain there was no way she’d left that there, but he cut her off. “Silence. Don’t move.” 
 
    He turned away from her where she stood frozen to the spot, confusion and horror short-circuiting her brain. “Stefan, are you all right?” he asked solicitously, moving toward the older man. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s nothing,” Master Stefan said quickly.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Master Lawrence said. “I should have inspected the dungeon before bringing you here, but the day got away from me. This trainee was permitted to do this task unsupervised”—he flashed Jaime a venomous look—“and evidently failed to finish the job.” 
 
    Jaime opened her mouth once more to protest, but then closed it, recalling his order that she stay silent. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Master Stefan said, gesturing toward one of the counters. “A bit of a mess here, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Jaime stared in mute horror. The dildos, cuffs, gags and other paraphernalia she’d meticulously dusted and neatly arranged were in a jumbled pile on one end of the counter, some of them in a heap on the floor beside it, as if someone had used their arm in a sweeping gesture along the surface. 
 
    Dread moved with an icy finger along her spine. Someone had done this—someone had deliberately made a mess of all her hard work. Her gaze shifted, her eye caught by something white beside one of the St. Andrew crosses. There sat a bucket, a wet rag hanging over its side, another puddle of soapy water on the floor beside it. A dildo was perched on the seat of one of the bondage chairs, a tube of lubricant beside it, as if someone had masturbated there and forgotten to clean up. 
 
    The whole thing was such an obvious setup it was ridiculous, and again Jaime opened her mouth. This was insane. She had to tell Master Lawrence. “Please, Master Lawrence,” she said urgently. “Permission to speak.” 
 
    “Denied,” he barked, whipping his head back to glare at her. His face was purple with fury. “You were given a simple task. How dare you treat this incredible training opportunity with such disdain? We have a guest here! What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Lawrence,” Master Stefan interjected, placing his hand on Master Lawrence’s arm. “Perhaps you’re overreacting? Please don’t worry on my account. You mentioned she is still in training. Perhaps she didn’t properly understand the assignment?” 
 
    Master Lawrence pressed his lips together in a thin, hard line. “Perhaps,” he said, his tone calmer now, some of the blood draining from his face. His lips lifted into something resembling a smile, though his eyes were like chips of blue ice. “If you don’t mind waiting in the living room for a few minutes, we’ll get the dungeon properly prepared for you to set up.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Master Stefan said, flashing a sympathetic look in Jaime’s direction. “I’m sure this is easily remedied.” 
 
    Turning back to Jaime, Master Lawrence spoke in a measured tone, though Jaime could feel the anger just beneath it. “Get your ass to the punishment room. Close the door behind you and kneel down in the offering position. Wait in that pose until I come for you.” 
 
    “Please, Sir!” Jaime cried desperately. “I didn’t—”  
 
    “I did not grant you permission to speak.” His voice was sharp as a knife’s edge as it cut across hers. “If you speak out of turn again, you will be dismissed from this training program. Do. You. Understand.” 
 
    Jaime swallowed hard, tears springing to her eyes, her hands clenched into fists of frustration. Someone had done this, and she had an idea who it must have been. She also recognized, even in her turmoil, that Master Lawrence was embarrassed in front of Master Stefan for the apparent failure of his trainee. Surely once they were alone, she would be able to explain what must have happened, and he could seek out and punish the actual culprit. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she managed. Not knowing what else to do, Jaime bowed her head, turned on her heel, and left the room. She walked in a daze through the empty living room, glad at least there was no one there to witness her humiliation. 
 
    She entered the punishment room and flicked on the overhead light. “This isn’t fair,” she wailed to the empty room. “Why wouldn’t he let me tell him?” Tears of frustration rolled down her cheeks and she angrily wiped them away.  
 
    She took in the small cage beside the cross and shuddered. One of her hard limits during casual BDSM play had always been confinement in very small spaces. But she hadn’t been asked about hard limits here at The Enclave. She had blindly, blithely trusted that Master Anthony and the others would intuitively understand and respect her limits, and so far, that had been true.  
 
    No safeword. 
 
    She could turn around and walk out. She wasn’t an actual slave with no recourse or rights. The clothing she’d had with her, along with her duffel containing her cell phone and other personal items, had been neatly stowed in the bottom drawer of her bureau. She could go there right now—there was no one stopping her—and get her things. She could call a cab and leave this place, never to return. 
 
    The thought nearly broke her heart. 
 
    She didn’t want to leave. 
 
    She would make Master Lawrence understand. He would have to listen to her. Hope fluttered like a trapped butterfly in her chest as she knelt on the floor as directed, wrists crossed, arms stretched out overhead, forehead touching the ground, ass in the air.  
 
    She no longer bothered to wipe away her tears as they splashed on the floor. She closed her eyes and focused on recapturing the blissful feelings she’d experienced during the Shibari exercise. She reached for the warm, sensual memory of Master Mark’s arms around her on the veranda and wrapped it around her senses. She thought about his tender, loving gaze after she’d soared during the edge play session, and the feel of his hand on her cheek as he brought her gently back to earth. 
 
    Patience, obedience, submission, grace. 
 
    She heard the door open. Her pulse, which had slowed during her meditation, leaped to life. Her heart thumped against her bones. She heard footsteps on the wooden floor and then a hand gripped her hard by the hair and yanked her upright. Master Lawrence’s face was suddenly close to hers, his breath hot on her face. 
 
    “You will be punished now, slave Jaime. Sloppy work is never tolerated here at The Enclave.” He pulled her to her feet, using her hair as a handle. Jaime winced in pain.  
 
    He dragged her toward the cross and yanked her right arm upward, locking it into a cuff before she could react. He quickly secured the second cuff. She whipped her head in his direction. “I didn’t do it,” she said fiercely.  
 
    He grabbed her hair again and jerked her head back, making her gasp with pain.  
 
    “Enough of your excuses. You are on very thin ice right now. Very thin, indeed. You can’t seem to keep that pretty mouth of yours shut, so I’m going to shut it for you.” He lifted his free hand and pressed something against her lips. He wasn’t going to let her explain. He didn’t care what she had to say.  
 
    She smelled the rubber of the ball gag and instinctively tried to turn her head away. She had to make him understand. But he was much stronger than she, and just as determined. Letting go of her hair, he gripped her jaw hard, forcing her mouth open. With his other hand, he pushed the ball of the gag into her mouth. Moving behind her, he buckled it tightly into place. 
 
    He stepped away and a moment later she heard the terrifying whistle of bamboo whipping furiously through the air. “Twenty strokes with the cane,” he said in a tight, hard voice.  
 
    Before Jaime could prepare, mentally or otherwise, the cane cut across her ass several times in fiery succession. She screamed but the sound was pushed back into her throat by the gag. The cane sliced into her thighs. More strokes of fire snaked along her calves. Tears streamed down her face.  
 
    When the cane met her back, Jaime couldn’t entirely process what was happening. There wasn’t a trace of eroticism in this punishment—just pure, fiery, agonizing pain. She tried to draw in a breath, but she had forgotten how to breathe. Her heart felt like it was exploding in her chest. There was an odd ringing sound in her ears and the room began to spin. A misty, gray film moved over her vision. 
 
    It took Jaime a second to realize she must have passed out, and as she came to her senses, she felt the cuffs being pulled from her wrists. Her knees gave way and she fell back into the arms of her tormentor.  
 
    “Dog!” Master Lawrence said sternly. “Now!” 
 
    At first Jaime had no idea what he was saying. Then she realized he was referring to the slave position. Dog meant she was to drop to all fours, ass thrust up, legs wide. When she didn’t immediately react, he pushed her roughly to the floor. 
 
    “Crawl,” he commanded. He pointed toward the small cage. Again, when she failed to react, he reached down and grabbed her by the collar and jerked her roughly toward the cage. Jaime instinctively tried to twist away, all at once on high alert, her heart smashing painfully in her chest.  
 
    “Get in there.” With strong, deliberate movements, he pushed her into the tiny space. “You will stay there and think about what you have done while the rest of us watch the branding demonstration.” 
 
    His words hit her like a tight fist. “No,” she screamed as she struggled against him. “No!” Though it came out as a gurgle, her shaking head and rigid limbs had to convey her meaning. Her back was to the room, and he reached into the cage, pulling at her arms so they were behind her as she lay on her side. Her wrists were pulled together, cuffs clipped into place around them. She could hear the cage door closing and its latch sliding home. Panic rose like bile in her throat.  
 
    “You will start once more with a clean slate once your punishment is complete, but I would caution you—this sort of behavior will not be tolerated. You’ve disgraced The Enclave.”  
 
    Jaime could barely hear his words over the rush of blood in her ears. His voice came from far away, as if he were talking through a tube. “Someone will return for you within the hour.” His footsteps echoed away from her along the hardwood floor. The door clicked closed and she was left alone in a small cage, her mouth plugged, her arms twisted uncomfortably behind her back, her skin in tatters, her mind blank with terror. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Mark stood near the door of the dungeon, too distracted by what Master Lawrence had told him to concentrate on the branding ceremony about to take place between Master Mason and Ashley.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time Master Lawrence, The Enclave’s resident disciplinarian, had found fault with a cleaning task and punished the errant submissive for his or her transgression. Mark hadn’t even realized what was happening until two staff slaves had been dispatched to put right what Jaime had apparently left wrong in the main dungeon.  
 
    Mark hoped the punishment hadn’t been too severe. Perhaps Jaime hadn’t understood what was expected. The whole thing didn’t sit quite right with Mark and made him wonder. That kind of carelessness didn’t seem like the Jaime he’d gotten to know. Was it possible he was letting his attraction for the woman cloud his perception of her as a sub? 
 
    He watched as Master Stefan heated the metal brand clamped in a pair of insulated pliers with the blue flame from a propane torch. Ashley was kneeling up beside Master Mason, her expression calm as she watched the heart-shaped brand glow a fiery red. 
 
    He thought about Jaime’s reaction at the dinner table to the prospect of being branded, and Danielle’s assertion of accepting whatever her Master meted out, no matter her own feelings on the matter. Master Lawrence and Danielle would make a good couple, it suddenly occurred to Mark. He thought back to the Sadie Hawkins session, recalling the intensity of their connection, both physical and emotional, during their scene. Master Lawrence favored that sort of dictatorial, all-knowing Master approach and, at least to hear Danielle tell it, so did she. 
 
    As he took in the people sitting, standing and kneeling throughout the dungeon, all eyes fixed on the proceedings, Mark’s thoughts veered again to Jaime. She should have been there, kneeling among the other subs.  
 
    He placed his hand on the doorknob and turned it. Pulling the door quietly open, he slipped out of the room and headed down the hallway. He knew the rules about interfering with another Dom’s punishment arrangement, but he didn’t care. Suspecting Jaime might be in need of a little TLC, given what he knew of Lawrence’s methods, Mark made a quick detour to the kitchen, where he grabbed a clean dishtowel and snagged a bottle of water from the refrigerator.  
 
    The punishment room door was closed. He opened it and stepped inside. For a second he didn’t see her, and then his eyes fixed on the cage. Jaime was huddled into a fetal ball inside it. She was trembling, her wrists cuffed behind her back, which was crisscrossed with welts, two of them wet with blood. 
 
    “Fuck,” he breathed softly, his heart constricting as he strode quickly to the cage. Tossing aside the water and towel, he crouched down, pushed back the latch and yanked open the cage door. Reaching inside, he pulled loose the Velcro cuffs at Jaime’s wrists. To hell with Lawrence and the rest of them, too, if they had a problem with his actions. He was taking her out of there.  
 
    Slipping his hands carefully beneath her trembling body, he drew Jaime gently from the confines of the small cage and took her into his arms. Jaime turned her tearstained face toward him and he saw the ball gag wedged tightly between her teeth. Reaching behind her head, he quickly unbuckled the gag and pulled it from her mouth, dropping it onto the floor.  
 
    Careful of her ravaged back, he drew her closer. Reaching for the towel, he dabbed lightly against her wounds. They would need to be properly cleaned and treated, but not now, not yet.  
 
    Jaime hid her face in his chest and began to sob. Mark held her gently, his heart cracking as she cried. While he understood the two-week initial training had to be rigorous in order to weed out the players and wannabes, Lawrence had gone too far this time. 
 
    Mark was clenching his jaw and he made a conscious attempt to let go of his fury, which served no one. “Shh,” he murmured, focusing on the girl in his arms. “It’s okay, Jaime,” he murmured soothingly. “You’re okay.” He began to hum a tune his mother had sung to him when he was a child, while he gently rocked the girl in his arms.  
 
    Eventually Jaime’s trembling subsided, as did her sobs. She pulled back from Mark and he let his arms fall away. They sat facing one another in the middle of the small room. Mark reached for the bottle of water that had rolled nearby. “Here. Have some water.” He twisted the cap off the bottle and handed the water to Jaime. After she had drunk her fill, he took the half-empty bottle from her and set it down. 
 
    He handed her the towel, waiting as she wiped her tear-stained face. “What happened, Jaime? Why did Master Lawrence punish you so harshly?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” she whispered, her eyes dark with misery. “I didn’t.” Tears sprang again into her eyes. Speaking louder, she continued, “It wasn’t me. But he wouldn’t let me tell him.” Her voice cracked. “He wouldn’t let me explain.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Stay calm. Take a deep breath. We’ll get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    With a nod, Jaime drew in a shuddery breath and let it out. Mark reached once more for the water bottle and held it out. Jaime accepted the bottle and took another swallow. “Thank you, Sir.” Jaime managed a wan smile. 
 
    “Better,” Mark said. “Now tell me, what didn’t you do?” 
 
    She pushed her hair back from her face and tucked it behind her ears in a way that made him want to kiss her. “I didn’t leave the dungeon in that condition,” she said. “It was spotless, I swear. I never would have left puddles and buckets and a mess on the floor. I promise you, Master Mark. Someone came in after me. Someone deliberately made it look like I left that mess.” 
 
    Mark wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but that certainly wasn’t it. To blame someone else for your failures as a sub was the consummate no-no at The Enclave. Mistakes were tolerated, even expected, but excuses were not. Yet what she said made sense. Who in their right mind would be so stupid as to leave their task half finished, especially when they knew they would be the focus of keen attention and judgment? Jaime wasn’t a stupid woman, nor did she seem the self-destructive type. 
 
    But if she didn’t do it, then who? 
 
    All at once he knew. 
 
    “I believe you, Jaime,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she whispered, and the light returned to her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark placed his hands lightly on Jaime’s shoulders, pulling her closer so their faces were almost touching. All at once the door of the punishment room flew open. Lawrence stood there, fury washing over his face as he took in the scene. “What the hell is going on in here?” he spluttered indignantly. “How dare you interfere—” 
 
    Jaime froze, her eyes wide with fear, her back still to the door. Lawrence stopped abruptly as a large hand clamped firmly on his shoulder, and Mark saw Anthony just behind Lawrence. Taking in the scene, Anthony dropped his hand and pushed past Lawrence into the room, his expression grim. Lawrence crowded in behind him.  
 
    Anthony, his eyes fixed on Jaime’s welted back, spoke in a quiet but firm voice. “What happened here?” 
 
    “I did my job, that’s what. You saw the condition of the dungeon,” Lawrence snapped. “The trainee humiliated the entire house in front of Stefan and then tried to cover up her mistakes with excuses and lies. She got what she deserved and Mark had no right—” 
 
    “That’s enough.” Anthony’s voice had turned to steel. “Lawrence, please go wait in my study. I’ll be there directly.” 
 
    “What?” Lawrence retorted. “I’m in charge of discipline and—“  
 
    “I said”—Anthony interrupted, a hard look Mark had never seen before entering his face—“go wait in my study. Now.” 
 
    Color rose in Lawrence’s face. For a moment Mark thought he would refuse, but then, with a curt nod, Lawrence turned on his heel and disappeared. Addressing Mark, Anthony said quietly, “Please get Marjorie and Aubrey while I talk to Jaime a moment. Ask Aubrey to bring her doctor’s kit. She’s just finishing up with Ashley’s aftercare.” 
 
    Mark didn’t want to leave Jaime but he didn’t protest, instead pushing himself to his feet. “It’s gonna be okay,” he murmured to Jaime, reaching down to stroke her cheek. “I promise.”  
 
    The rest of the household was still in the main dungeon. Ashley was seated in Mason’s lap, a large gauze bandage on her upper back, Mason’s newest mark of ownership no doubt just beneath it. Aubrey stood behind them, in the process of closing up her medical kit. Marjorie was nearby with Brandon and Stefan, the three engaged in conversation. 
 
    Mark approached Aubrey first. “Excuse me, Aubrey, but you’re needed in the punishment room. Please bring your medical kit.” He turned toward Marjorie, who had an expression of concern on her face that told him she’d just heard what he said. “Sorry to interrupt, Marjorie, but Anthony asks if you could come too. Jaime needs some help after a punishment that went a little”—he caught himself and stopped. Why sugarcoat it?—“a lot awry.” 
 
     He filled them in briefly, the women letting him talk without interruption as the three of them hurried through the house. There wasn’t room for them all in the small space of the punishment room. Anthony stepped out and spoke quietly with Marjorie for a moment, though Mark couldn’t hear what they were saying. Then the women entered the small space, clucking and crooning as they took Jaime under their maternal wings.  
 
    Anthony turned to Mark. “Jaime told me what happened. Thank god you had the foresight and sense to stop this when you did.” Mark nodded, not quite trusting himself to speak. Anthony continued, “Let’s go talk to Lawrence and sort this out.” 
 
    Mark thought the best way to sort this out would be to give Lawrence some of his own medicine. He briefly fantasized about caning the shit out of Lawrence and then stuffing him into a cage. He knew even as the fantasy inserted itself into his brain that it was unworthy of a Dom—unlike Lawrence, Mark would never punish a sub, or anyone else, out of anger.  
 
    Anthony’s study was large and comfortable, a distinctly masculine space with dark wood paneling and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Anthony sat in a wingback chair and gestured toward the sofa, where Lawrence was perched ramrod straight on one side, his lips compressed in a thin line, his arms crossed over his chest. Mark settled on the other side. 
 
    Anthony sat quietly for a time, his gaze moving from Lawrence to Mark and back again as he composed his thoughts. “You know,” he said slowly, looking now neither at Mark nor Lawrence, but rather staring off into the middle distance. “During training, a lot of focus is placed on getting at a submissive’s emotional core. Submission is about truth, about revealing yourself. If you simply demand obedience without understanding a sub’s true motivations and needs, even if the sub obeys every command to the letter and every aspect of every scene, they’re just going through the motions, and so are you.” 
 
    “Yes! That’s it!” Mark blurted before he realized he was going to speak. “That’s it. That’s what makes this place different from the BDSM club scene and the players you find there. Or at least, I’d thought so.” He shot a dark look at Lawrence, who glared back. 
 
    “You thought right, Mark,” Anthony replied, favoring him with a nod. “And you, Lawrence, I think this is what you’ve been missing, what’s lacking in you.” Lawrence, who still held his defensive posture on the edge of the sofa, stiffened further but remained quiet. “You have to listen not just to a submissive’s words and physical cues, but to the heart and soul that lie beneath. They are giving you a gift, and it’s your responsibility to cherish rather than abuse it. It’s not just an exchange of power, you see. It’s an exchange of trust. You have to trust them as much as you ask them to trust you.” 
 
    “This is all very well,” Lawrence said through clenched teeth, “but I don’t understand what this has to do with what happened tonight. I thought you brought us here to explain to Mark what he did wrong, but instead I’m hearing that you have a problem with what I did, and I have to say, I resent that. I did what I always do in my role as disciplinarian at The Enclave. I punished the trainee for misbehavior. Mr. Rock Star here”—he shot a withering glance at Mark before looking back to Anthony—“decided he knew better than I did what she needed, and took the matter into his own hands. Now Jaime is no doubt completely confused about our expectations, and it’s all his fault.” 
 
    “No,” Anthony shouted, the word accompanied by his fist, which he smashed against his knee for emphasis. The outburst was so unexpected in the normally imperturbable man that both Lawrence and Mark startled. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lawrence managed, his eyebrows lifted in surprise. 
 
    “No,” Anthony repeated, though he lowered his voice. “That is not why we’re here, Lawrence. I invited Mark to join us because I want him to understand the serious nature of what has transpired here. He was witness and thus this affects him. Mark is still considering if he’ll join us permanently here at The Enclave, and I want his decision to be a fully informed one.” He glanced at Mark, and the tight coil of tense worry in Mark’s gut unwound for the first time since he’d found Jaime in the cage.  
 
    Anthony returned his attention to Lawrence. “It’s true Mark intervened directly in a punishment when he might have come instead to you to suggest a different course of action. Be that as it may, he reacted based on what he saw in the moment, and in my estimation, he reacted appropriately. You left a trainee alone in a cage with her hands bound and a gag stuffed in her mouth, her back torn and bloody. You didn’t tell anyone else what you had done. Whatever Jaime did or didn’t do regarding her duties earlier today when cleaning the dungeon, you failed to listen. You didn’t let her speak—you simply assumed she was lying. You reacted with anger, Lawrence. You behaved in a reckless way that endangered another person, and quite frankly, it’s grounds for immediate expulsion from this community.” 
 
    “Anthony!” Lawrence interjected in a shocked tone, the color draining from his face. “You can’t be serious. My life is here. I belong here!” 
 
    Anthony held up a hand. “And I want you to stay, Lawrence, but there are conditions. The first of which is you need to agree to counseling.” 
 
    “Counseling?” Lawrence furrowed his brow. “Like with a shrink?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anthony concurred. “Precisely. I believe you have some emotional and anger issues that are going to prevent you from becoming the Dom I know you want to be. Issues that, if I may be so blunt, are keeping you from finding the love and connection I know you long for.” 
 
    Lawrence’s eyes skittered toward Mark and then away, and Mark understood Lawrence had confided in some way about his personal hopes and dreams, and perhaps his failures, to Anthony, just as Mark himself, and probably every man at The Enclave, had done at one time or another. Anthony was that kind of person—at once father-figure, mentor and best friend. You just felt safe baring your heart to him. Mark wondered if Lawrence regretted sharing those confidences—if he believed it now made him vulnerable. Mark realized his fury toward the man had subsided. He no longer wanted to beat him to a pulp. He understood Lawrence was weak and frightened, as bullies generally were when you scratched just beneath the surface of their swagger. 
 
    “I know an excellent therapist who works with people in the BDSM community,” Anthony continued. “He has an intimate knowledge and understanding of the kind of issues we sometimes face in this lifestyle. It’s not easy being a good Master, and we all work at it. You’re having trouble balancing the power of your position with the grace and love that must accompany that power. I want to get you the help you need to start to deal with those issues from the inside out. Do you agree to some counseling sessions as a condition of remaining here?” 
 
    Lawrence swallowed hard, his jaw working. Finally he nodded. “Yes. If it means I can stay, yes, I agree.” 
 
    “Good.” Anthony said. “I’ll call him first thing in the morning. In addition, I’m going to put you on probation until you demonstrate you’ve attained the understanding and internalized the philosophy of The Enclave to my satisfaction. You’re obviously highly skilled in the mechanics of being a Dom—that was never at issue here. It’s the spiritual aspect that we’ll focus on during your probation.” 
 
    “How long?” Lawrence whispered. “How long will I be on probation?” 
 
    “That’s up to you, Lawrence,” Anthony said, his voice now gentle. “I’ll let you tell me.” He stood, adding, “I need to talk to Danielle.” 
 
    “Just what I was going to say,” Mark concurred. 
 
    “Danielle?” Lawrence queried, clearly confused. 
 
    “She’s the real culprit here. I’ll bet my bottom dollar on it,” Anthony replied. “I believe Jaime that she’s innocent. She didn’t leave the dungeon in that condition. I’ve thought it over and Danielle is the only one of our staff slaves capable of this sort of behavior. As much as I don’t want to think it’s true, there is no other conclusion I can draw.” 
 
    “Danielle?” Lawrence repeated stupidly. A play of emotions moved over his face, and Mark saw he, too, was finally putting two and two together. Understanding dawned with a lift of the eyebrows, and then shame crumpled his face, his mouth falling open as Lawrence finally seemed to grasp the full extent of what he’d done. “Jesus,” he whispered, “why would she do that?” 
 
    “I suspect it has to do with our rock star here.” Anthony glanced toward Mark with a mirthless grin. “Danielle’s been dealing with the age-old issues of attraction, loneliness and insecurity that afflict the young and stupid. Or no,” he amended, “they afflict us all, young people just tend to do a much worse job of disguising it. Danielle’s been lonely and scared since Alan abandoned her, and who can blame her? Now I wonder about the wisdom of letting her stay on once he’d left. I felt sorry for her, but I see now I made a mistake.” 
 
    “You can’t send her away!” Lawrence burst out.  
 
    Anthony raised his eyebrows with obvious surprise. “You’re defending her actions?” 
 
    “No, I’m not defending what she did, if in fact we find out that’s the case. Like you said, she’s young and stupid. She’s made some poor decisions, but I see something in her. You did, too, or you wouldn’t have allowed her to stay on when Alan left. You’re giving me another chance. Why not her?” 
 
    Anthony was quiet a moment as he regarded Lawrence. “As soon as we’re done here, Marjorie and I are going to have a long talk with Danielle. I will take your suggestion into serious consideration, Lawrence. You’re right. She’s young and stupid, but she’s been dealing with issues by herself that perhaps we should have been more sensitive to. I do believe in second chances.” He stood, and Mark and Lawrence stood as well.  
 
    “If we decide it makes sense for her to stay,” Anthony added, “she’ll be on probation, same as you.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lawrence said, his anger and arrogance drained away. “Thank you, Anthony.” He turned to Mark. “And thank you.” 
 
    Mark, stunned, could only nod.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jaime sipped the hot, fragrant tea and let the soothing sound of rushing water lull her senses. She was exhausted—the weariness permeating not only her body but her psyche. Mistress Marjorie sat on a nearby chair, Aubrey having excused herself once she finished ministering to Jaime’s wounds. Her back barely hurt now, the welts cleaned, Mistress Aubrey’s miracle salve smoothed over the broken skin. She’d been permitted to speak freely, to explain what had happened, and she had been listened to and, most importantly, believed. 
 
    Tentatively, she leaned back against the soft towel Marjorie had thoughtfully placed along the back of the deep, overstuffed sofa in the meditation room. It was her favorite room in the house, especially the slate and copper waterfall that covered an entire wall, with its soothing sheet of water cascading down in an infinite cycle.   
 
    When she’d been curled into herself in the small cage, left alone with her thoughts and her pain, she’d vowed she would not spend another night at The Enclave. When Master Lawrence let her out, and surely he had to eventually, she would pack her meager belongings and call a cab. Her time so far at The Enclave had shown her she required a life of sensual submission, but not at a place where she couldn’t feel safe or heard. 
 
    Now she no longer knew what she thought or felt. Too much had happened, too fast. “You don’t have to decide anything right now,” Mistress Marjorie had counseled. “Just rest and recover. We still need to understand this whole situation. Master Anthony should be along directly.” 
 
    As if summoned by her words, there was a light knock on the door. At Mistress Marjorie’s, “Come in,” it opened, revealing Master Anthony in the doorway. As he stepped inside, Jaime saw Danielle just behind him, a defiant, petulant expression on her face. 
 
    Master Anthony pointed to a floor cushion. “You will kneel there, slave Danielle. I want you to tell Mistress Marjorie and Jaime what you just told me.” Jaime stiffened at the sight of her. She bit her lower lip to keep from saying something she might later regret.  
 
    Danielle moved toward the cushion and knelt as directed, while Master Anthony took a seat on the sofa near Jaime. He placed his hand lightly on Jaime’s shoulder as he gazed into her eyes. His look and his touch eased some of the tension Danielle’s presence had triggered, and she managed a small smile. 
 
    Master Anthony dropped his hand and turned his attention back to Danielle, who was staring at the ground. “Go on, Danielle. Tell us what you told me a moment ago.” 
 
    Danielle lifted her head, the defiant look still on her face. “I told Jaime she was going to get in trouble if she did such a crummy job, but she said no one would notice. It’s not the first time she’s cut corners during chores. I haven’t said anything because I don’t like to tattle on others. It’s not my fault she got punished. I don’t know why everyone thinks this is somehow my fault.” She lifted her chin, clearly waiting to be challenged. 
 
    Master Anthony stared at her until she lowered her eyes once more. Turning to Jaime, he said, “Stand up, Jaime, and turn around. Show Danielle your back.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Jaime stood and walked to where Danielle was kneeling. She turned until her ravaged back was to Danielle. Danielle drew in a sudden, audible gasp. Master Anthony nodded toward Jaime. “You may sit down.” 
 
    He returned his focus to the kneeling woman. “I wanted you to see that, Danielle. It’s quite possible some of those wounds will scar. It’s possible Jaime won’t finish her training, as traumatizing as this experience has been for her. In addition, we are considering asking Master Lawrence to leave the community, as his methods don’t coincide with how we do things at The Enclave.”  
 
    Danielle brought her hands to her mouth, a look of fear mingled with horror on her face. “I didn’t— I wasn’t…” She trailed off, a beseeching look on her pretty face as she moved her gaze toward Mistress Marjorie. 
 
    Mistress Marjorie leaned forward. “We understand you’re scared right now, Danielle. We need to hear from you directly, what part you actually played in this. This kind of thing goes beyond girlish jealousies and competition. People’s lives have been negatively affected. There will be consequences, of course there will be, but they will be much worse if you can’t find a way to tell the truth. We value what we have built here at The Enclave too much to let this go unaddressed. I know it’s been hard since Alan left you, but that’s no excuse for your behavior.”  
 
    A sob welled up in Danielle’s throat, a yelping keen, and she dropped her face in her hands. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she wailed. “I didn’t mean for it to get so out of control.” Between hiccupping sobs, she managed, “Everything was perfect till she showed up. I almost had him. He was going to make me his personal slave. I just know it. Now he can’t stop mooning over her with those bedroom eyes, and it just made me so furious. It’s not fair! I’ve worked so hard for this. I can’t bear to be humiliated again.” 
 
    “Master Mark?” Mistress Marjorie queried, echoing Jaime’s unvoiced question. Danielle, still crying, nodded, her unexpected words whirling in Jaime’s brain. Had Master Mark been mooning over her? Where had she been while this was going on? In spite of Danielle’s damning admission, in spite of the girl’s breakdown and Jaime’s exhaustion, her words sent a thrill through Jaime’s being.  
 
    Master Anthony reached for a tissue from the end table by the sofa and stood, moving toward the crying girl. He crouched beside her and handed her the tissue. As Danielle wiped her eyes, he said, “I do appreciate, very much, that you’ve admitted you were the one who set this terrible chain of events in motion. You’ll feel better, too, once you calm down, to know your actions won’t continue to taint an innocent person.”  
 
    He stood and returned to the sofa. Once seated, he leaned toward Danielle, his hands on his knees. “Danielle, I don’t think The Enclave is the place for you,” he said earnestly. “I do believe you’re sincere in your desire to submit, but I think your focus on finding a mate since Alan left has made you lose your way on your submissive journey.” 
 
    “No, please,” she begged, “don’t make me go! I’ll be good, I promise. I’ll do anything. I’ll stay in the shed out back, just please, please, don’t send me away. I have no place to go.” Her voice turned suddenly bitter. “Alan, that bastard, cleared out our account when he went back to his ex-wife. He left me penniless.” 
 
    Master Anthony shook his head while Jaime processed this tidbit of information. “Staff slaves are here because of their love and commitment for the lifestyle, not because they need a roof over their head or a particular Master to own them. Do you see that, Danielle? Yes, there are couples here, but that isn’t the purpose of this community, merely a happy byproduct. Alan came highly recommended by someone I know in the scene, but I didn’t know him personally when I allowed the two of you to join. I won’t make that mistake again. Nor will I compound it by keeping you here out of pity.” 
 
    Danielle started to protest again but Master Anthony silenced her with a raise of his hand. “I have a place in Asheville where you can stay while you get on your feet. And in point of fact, you are not penniless. Staff slaves draw a significant monthly salary—we keep it in escrow for you. You’ll have full access to your money. You’re a licensed massage therapist, as I recall. Mistress Aubrey is well connected with physical therapy clinics in Asheville and I’m sure she can help you get a job, if you choose to remain in the area.” 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Danielle moaned, dropping her forehead to the floor and throwing out her arms in subjugation. “Please, Sir, please Master Anthony. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She lifted her head, turning her blotchy, tear streaked face toward Jaime. “Please, Jaime, forgive me. It was a horrible thing I did, and the hiking boots, too. I’ve never known how to get along with other girls. It’s always been about getting the guy, no matter what, but I don’t want to be like this anymore.”  
 
    She turned next to Mistress Marjorie. “Please, Mistress, don’t let him send me away. Give me a chance to make it up to everyone.” She turned back to Master Anthony. “Even if you don’t let me stay, please give Master Lawrence another chance. I don’t want to mess up his life because I was an idiot. Please.” Her voice trailed to a whisper, the tears rolling steadily down her cheeks. “Please.” 
 
    Jaime stared at the girl, stunned at her admissions and apology. It occurred to her Danielle was, perhaps for the first time in her life, being utterly sincere. The room was silent for several long beats, save for the rushing sound of the waterfall. Finally Master Anthony broke the silence, startling Jaime by addressing, not Danielle, but her. “What do you think, slave Jaime? Does Danielle have what it takes to rebuild our shattered trust? Can you find it in your heart to forgive her? Do you think I should give her another chance?” 
 
    Danielle looked down, her shoulders sagging, and Jaime realized she thought she knew what Jaime’s answer would be. And really, wouldn’t it be best to send this girl packing, after all the damage she’d done? But Jaime knew what it was to be lonely and afraid; and she knew, too, what it was to make stupid, impetuous decisions that came back to bite you in the ass. She also recognized Danielle’s genuinely submissive plea. She’d expressed her longing not only with her words, but through a visceral, physical response that couldn’t be faked. While Jaime doubted she would ever come to like Danielle, her heart ached for the miserable, defeated girl kneeling there before them. In the end, she, too, believed in second chances.  
 
    “Yes,” Jaime replied, half surprising herself. “I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning after breakfast Jaime was directed to present herself in Master Anthony’s study. When she arrived, Master Lawrence was sitting on the sofa along with Master Anthony.  
 
    “Good morning, slave Jaime,” Master Anthony said with a kind smile. “How are you this morning? How is your back?” 
 
    “Better, Sir, thank you,” Jaime replied, her eyes darting toward Master Lawrence, who was looking down at the ground. She dropped into a kneeling-up position on a floor cushion in front of the men and waited. 
 
    “That’s good to hear. I asked you here this morning because Master Lawrence needs to speak to you. He has something to say.” 
 
    Jaime’s stomach lurched unpleasantly. What now? Hadn’t he done enough damage already? Her spine stiffened and she drew in a breath through her nostrils, willing herself to remain calm. 
 
    Master Lawrence looked up at her. To her astonishment, she saws tears in his pale blue eyes. “Slave Jaime,” he said, his voice cracking a little. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The words hung in the air between them while Jaime’s confused brain struggled to process their import. Master Lawrence, sorry? Had she somehow entered a parallel universe? 
 
    Turning to Master Lawrence, Master Anthony prodded gently, “Go on, Lawrence. Tell her what you told me.” 
 
    Master Lawrence swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing at his slender throat. A faint flush had moved over his face and neck, and Jaime sensed his discomfort. As he blew out a breath, she also sensed his resolve. He met her eyes squarely. “I ask your pardon, slave Jaime. I failed as a Master to you and to The Enclave when I refused to listen to you. I punished you in anger. I promise that will never happen again. Please accept my apology.”  
 
    Jaime realized she was staring, her mouth fallen open in shocked surprise. As she’d lain awake the night before, she’d fantasized about just such an apology, savoring her imagined victory as Master Lawrence groveled in shame before her. But now, faced with the actual man, with the fallible, humbled man before her, all she felt was gratitude and relief.  
 
    “I accept your apology, Master Lawrence. Thank you.” 
 
    Master Lawrence smiled. “Thank you, slave Jaime.” 
 
    “And I thank you as well, Lawrence,” Master Anthony added. “Humility is as important for Dominants as for submissives, if not more so. We must always remember that the exchange of power is a gift and should never be abused.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Master Lawrence said quietly. “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Jaime’s last few days of training progressed, Danielle was given the most menial of service tasks, including washing out dirty gutters on the outside of the house and scrubbing the floors on her hands and knees, using only a rag and bucket of soapy water for her task. Her free time was spent in a punishment corner holding a penny against the wall with her nose. Jaime found her crying in the laundry room one morning as she was ironing a huge stack of linen napkins. Jaime took no pleasure from the girl’s obvious disgrace, but when she tried to offer comfort, Danielle vehemently shook her head. Though her dismissive, snarky behavior had stopped, Danielle had resisted Jaime’s few attempts at friendliness since her apology. “No. Please go away. I just need to be alone right now.” With an inward shrug, Jaime had let her be. 
 
    Master Lawrence, too, remained on probation. He still attended training sessions, though Jaime hadn’t worked directly with him since the cage incident. From what she could observe, and from what Katie shared, he was working hard at his rehabilitation and seemed genuine in his desire to be a better Master. That, as much as anything, swayed Jaime in a positive direction as she mulled over what her answer would be, given the opportunity to remain at The Enclave as a full-time staff slave. 
 
    Her final Friday afternoon found her sitting in a meditative trance as she stared at the golden coins of sunlight dancing on the rippling lake water. Her back had healed surprisingly well in the four days since the punishment caning, and Mistress Aubrey had reassured her there would be no scarring. Her training had progressed well, the slave positions nearly automatic now, her ability to withstand and even embrace erotic torture with grace definitely improved. She still had trouble with controlling her orgasms, both the withholding and the coming on command, but she understood the process better now and knew with time and practice she would get there.  
 
    “Hey there.” 
 
    Jaime’s heart gave a pleasant jolt at the sound of Master Mark’s voice. 
 
    Turning from the rippling, sun-dappled water, she smiled up at the handsome man. 
 
    “Hello, Master Mark.” 
 
    “I was looking for you,” he said, taking a seat beside her on the bench. “I wanted to let you know I have to leave The Enclave for a few days. My little brother’s getting married. He roped me into being his best man.” 
 
    Master Mark didn’t seem especially happy at the prospect. Not sure what to say, Jaime offered, “Congratulations. I mean, it’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sure, yes, it’s good, but the timing is lousy, with your final assessment coming up tonight. The actual wedding is tomorrow but the rehearsal dinner is this evening. I kind of have to be there.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir. I understand.” Though Jaime didn’t want him to leave, it warmed her that he had sought her out to tell her.  
 
    “I didn’t want to leave without seeing you once more. I needed to talk to you.”  
 
    Jaime held her breath. 
 
    Master Mark stared into her eyes for several long moments, as if trying to decide where to begin. In the sunlight, she noticed there were tiny dots of blue deep within the green of his eyes, with brown underneath, as if his eyes were soil and grass and sky.  
 
    He looked reached for her hand, which rested on the bench between them. Turning it over, he ran his thumb over the fleshy part of her palm. His touch sent a warm, buttery shudder through her body, all her nerve endings zinging.  
 
    All at once, he let go of her and turned to face the water. “I’m sorry.” He ran a hand over his face. “I shouldn’t be doing that. It’s not fair to you. We aren’t on an equal footing right now, with me still your trainer and all.” 
 
    “Permission to speak, Sir?” 
 
    He glanced back at her, as if startled by the question. “What? Oh, yes, of course. Please.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Sir?” Jaime asked quietly, watching him. His touch had been that of a lover, not a trainer. “You said you wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “Yeah. I do. I guess I’m just not sure how to begin.” 
 
    “At the beginning?” Jaime teased with a smile, and Master Mark laughed, a hearty, satisfying sound that made Jaime laugh too. 
 
    “You’re something special, slave Jaime,” he said, sobering, and Jaime’s heart twisted with longing. “The thing is, I won’t be here this evening for your final assessment. There are some things I wanted you to know in the event you are asked to stay.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “I don’t need to tell you how intense a trainee’s experience is, without throwing someone else’s emotions into the mix. I’ve worked with two other trainees since I’ve been here. They were both good, worthy subs, it just wasn’t the right fit for The Enclave. In those instances, I didn’t have any trouble keeping my emotions—my heart—out of the equation. But with you—” He took her hand in his once more and squeezed it. “With you, it’s been different. I think you know that. I’ve been doing my damnedest to keep my feelings, or at least the actions resulting from those feelings in check, but I couldn’t leave without telling you, without acknowledging there’s something between us, even if we can’t act on it right now.” 
 
    “Oh, Sir,” she breathed, unable to look away from his serious, sweet gaze. She felt as if her body had been pumped full of helium, as if she might float right up into the sky if he let go of her hand. 
 
    He smiled again, a little ruefully, it seemed to Jaime. “The thing is, this isn’t fair to you.” 
 
    “What?” Jaime blurted, not understanding. “What isn’t fair?”  
 
    “Me laying it out there like this. It’s a timing issue, I guess. I don’t want any feelings there might be between us to cloud your decision. If they offer you the opportunity to stay, you need your mind free and clear of clutter. What I’m trying to say is, it shouldn’t be predicated on anything that might or might not develop between you and me. If we decided to move forward, to get to know each other on a personal level, that shouldn’t be a factor that affects your decision to join The Enclave or not.” 
 
    Jaime nodded, getting it now, though it was hard to focus, the excited little girl inside her shouting, He likes me! Oh my god, he likes me! “What you’re saying makes sense,” she said in her best imitation of a mature adult. He was still holding her hand, and he leaned toward her, their faces now nearly close enough for a kiss. She closed her eyes, her lips tingling— 
 
    A sudden burst of electronic bells startled her. Her eyes flew open and they both pulled back, Master Mark dropping her hand. He snorted and shook his head. Reaching into his pants pocket, he pulled out his cell phone. “My alarm,” he said with a grin. “It’s telling me not to do anything stupid.” He touched the screen and the sound stopped. “Seriously, though, I better get a move on. If I’m late for this dinner thing, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    Standing, he placed his hand lightly on the top of her head. “See you soon, slave Jaime?” It came out as a question.  
 
    She nodded. “Yes, please, Sir,” she said softly.  
 
    His answering smile lit her from within.  
 
      
 
    Once dinner was over, the subs stood at attention behind their chairs while the Dominants filed from the room. Tonight before the evening play session, the focus would be on Jaime. Earlier, Master Anthony had instructed her to wait on a floor cushion in the living room after dinner until the dominant members of the community had assembled to conduct her final assessment. Gene, who was standing to Jaime’s right at the table, gave her shoulder an affectionate squeeze once the staff slaves were alone in the room. “Good luck, Jaime,” he said. “I hope they ask you to stay.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Katie piped up from across the table. “I feel like you’ve always been here.” 
 
    “You’re a braves mädchen—a good girl,” added Hans. 
 
    Lucia and Ashley had already disappeared into the kitchen, which left only Danielle. To Jaime’s surprise, Danielle said in a small voice, “I hope you stay, Jaime. You’re a true submissive.” 
 
    Warmed and encouraged by their words, Jaime took a deep breath and smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Heart kicking up a notch, she entered the living room and moved to a large silk throw pillow in front of the couch where she’d had her first inspection upon arrival at The Enclave. Katie was right—in a way it was as if she’d always been here. Yet it had only been two weeks, barely a drop in the bucket of her twenty-seven years on the planet. Was that really enough time to make such a momentous decision as would be asked of her tonight? 
 
    Yet, if she were honest, hadn’t she made the decision already? Hadn’t she known the answer the moment Master Anthony had posed the question—the tightly furled bud of submissive longing in her heart opening like a rose in a time-lapse video at his first offer that night at the Garden? 
 
    Jaime couldn’t stop thinking about Master Mark and his revelations by the lake. In her excitement and delight to know her feelings for him were returned, she hadn’t really had a chance to tease out how much of a decision to stay at The Enclave was based on those feelings, and how much on a heartfelt, pure desire to serve and submit. He’d said her decision shouldn’t be based on anything that might or might not develop between them, but what did that mean exactly? She wished they’d had more time, say an hour or a week or maybe a few years, to figure this all out.   
 
    Hearing the sound of approaching footsteps, she knelt quickly on the floor pillow, assuming the at-ease position, hands resting lightly on her thighs, eyes downcast, heart pumping at an accelerated pace as the Masters and Mistresses settled on the couch and chairs in front and on either side of her. 
 
    “Slave Jaime,” Master Anthony said, and Jaime lifted her eyes to meet his. “I know you’ve been waiting all day for our decision, and I don’t want to make you wait any longer. You have behaved in an exemplary fashion during your training period. You’ve learned and grown as a submissive and, while there is always more to learn and strive for, we believe you are well on your way to achieving true submissive grace. As such, our decision is unanimous—we would like to invite you to join The Enclave as a full-time staff slave.” 
 
    Jaime looked at each member, feeling Master Mark’s absence keenly, despite her rising euphoria. All of them seated there, Master Anthony, Master Brandon, Mistress Marjorie, Master Mason, Mistress Aubrey and even Master Lawrence, were smiling encouragingly at her. “Oh gosh!” she exclaimed, her hands coming together over her heart. “Thank you all so much. Oh, wow! I was hoping this would happen, but I wasn’t absolutely sure. I mean, you know—” 
 
    She clapped her hand over her mouth, furious with herself for gushing, heat washing over her cheeks and throat. Damn it, she’d practiced a somber, sophisticated response in her head all through dinner—not a school-girly gush of oh goshes and wows, for heaven’s sake. 
 
    They were all still smiling, some of them now absolutely grinning, but Jaime remained mortified. She looked down as she tried to compose and organize the rush of her thoughts. Fortunately, Master Anthony continued as if she hadn’t just made an ass of herself. “We’re very glad this has been a good experience for you, Jaime. We know it hasn’t always been easy, and it hasn’t always been fair to you, but hopefully you’ve come to see during the process that we’re all human here. No one is infallible, but we can all learn from our mistakes.” He shifted his gaze from Jaime to Master Lawrence, who nodded soberly.  
 
    Master Anthony turned his gaze back to Jaime. “We would love to have you join our community, but we recognize we’re asking for a major commitment, and it’s not one you want to make lightly. After only two short weeks, we’re asking you to give up the life you had before—your apartment, your friends, the right to come and go at will, the freedom to live your life purely on your terms. As a staff slave, while you can get permission to leave The Enclave for family visits and things of that sort, you are basically entering a consensual agreement of sexual and service enslavement. You will no longer have access to your own finances, though money will be set aside for you every month and will be available to you if and when you need it. You will no longer be permitted to make decisions about your body, your daily life or your submissive and masochistic choices. We, as your Masters and Mistresses, will decide for you. There are no hard limits here, no safewords. Once you sign on as a staff slave, you abdicate all rights. The only choice left to you will be the choice to leave, should you decide you are unhappy here. In that case, your connection with The Enclave would cease, and you would not be allowed to return.” 
 
    He paused a moment, scrutinizing Jaime’s face as he allowed her to absorb his words. “With that in mind,” he finally went on, “we want you to take a few days to think this over, removed from the intensity of life here at The Enclave. Take your time. Even if you think you know the answer, let it germinate and rest inside you. It’s also a good time to think about what steps you’ll want to take to get your previous life in order, if you make the decision to join us. We’ll help with the details of closing up your apartment, paying off your car, things of that nature. We have a storage facility here on the property where you can keep your belongings, if you wish. Tomorrow morning Hans will drive you back down the mountain, and I’ll give you a call on Monday morning to get your answer. Does that suit you, slave Jaime?” 
 
    She smiled inwardly, aware that, as usual, Master Anthony was at least one step ahead of her. He was right, of course. Despite her initial impulse to shout, “Yes! I’m in, I’m in!” it was better to take a little time, a few days, to sort things out. She needed to let the excitement settle, to make a decision with a clear mind, and without distraction.  
 
    Lifting her chin, Jaime fixed her gaze resolutely on Master Anthony. “Yes, Sir,” she replied. “That suits me just right.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Mark drummed his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the music as he made the drive back from Charlotte that Sunday morning. The wedding had gone smoothly, and his brother and new wife were on their way to Hawaii for their honeymoon—Mark’s wedding gift to the two of them. He’d left Charlotte as soon after the Sunday breakfast as he could, eager to get back to The Enclave.  
 
    His thoughts had veered constantly to slave Jaime over the course of the weekend. Had he done the right thing in telling her his feelings? Should he have left those things unsaid? Had he, rather than making matters clearer for them both, just confused the issue? He’d wanted her to understand her decision to join The Enclave shouldn’t be predicated on whatever might be developing between them, but had he just muddied the waters for her? Should he have kept his mouth shut? 
 
    Used to making decisions and then moving forward without too much agonizing, Mark became annoyed with himself. This new uncertainty was not to his liking. What was his problem, anyway? 
 
    “The problem is you care about her,” he said aloud as he drove. “She’s either going to sign up as a staff slave at The Enclave, or she isn’t. She knows how you feel, and hopefully she gets it that you’ll continue to feel that way, whether or not she joins the community. You should let her be while she makes that decision.” 
 
    Newly resolved, he reached for the tuner knob and changed the station. A Planck Time song was playing, one of their top hits, and Mark decided this was a good omen. Turning up the sound, he sang along with himself as he headed west on the highway.  
 
    He had intended to take the exit toward the mountains, but found himself continuing on to Asheville, a part of his brain apparently making decisions for him without his express knowledge or permission. He told himself he might stop at the new BDSM gear store he’d heard about, but even as the thought flitted through his mind, he knew he was lying.  
 
    Anthony had told him in advance of their intention to offer Jaime a position as staff slave. He’d further shared his intention of having Jaime leave The Enclave for the weekend while she considered her response, which Mark thought was very sensible. He had also appreciated this time away to think about his own future without the intensity of life at The Enclave coloring his decision.  
 
    He’d read Jaime’s slave file, which included her address in Asheville. He had her cell number too and could have called, but decided against it. Instead, he headed toward Pasqual’s Bakery, a little spot Mason had told him about, which made the best buttery, melt-in-your mouth croissants he’d ever had in his life. He realized as he pulled into the small parking lot that he was hungry, having had only a cup of coffee, several glasses of juice and a few pieces of bacon at the breakfast, a little hung over from too much champagne the night before.  
 
    Cutting the ignition, he climbed out of the car, a man on a mission. The smell of freshly baked bread and melted chocolate assailed his senses as he entered the place. Pasqual, a small, rotund man with rosy cheeks, stood behind the counter busily placing rolls and croissants in a large cardboard box for the customer in front of Mark. When it was his turn, he chose three plain croissants, three chocolate and three with raspberry cream. 
 
    Bakery box in hand, Mark returned to his car. It wasn’t too late to change his mind. He could do the mature thing and bring the croissants back to The Enclave, giving Jaime the space she needed to make up her mind without distraction. 
 
    “Oh, what the hell,” he said to his image in the rearview mirror. “Maturity is overrated.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Two weeks really wasn’t that long in the scheme of things, but when you unplugged yourself from social media during that time, it could seem like a lifetime. Jaime found ninety-seven unread emails and a billion notifications on her Facebook when she booted up her laptop for the first time in two weeks. Most of it, she was happy to realize, was junk, spam or the unimportant chatter of a generation that grew up posting its trivia online as if that somehow lent it importance.  
 
    She toyed with the idea of calling Amy, the closest thing she had to a friend in Asheville, to discuss what might be the biggest decision of her life, but couldn’t think how she would broach the conversation with someone who had no clue about the lifestyle. She thought about trying to contact some of her play partners from the Garden, but knew she would not.  
 
    It made her realize how far she’d come since training at The Enclave. She was no longer a club sub, using the people and gear to get her kinky thrills, and basically topping from the bottom in the process. There was nothing wrong with being a player in that kind of scene, but she no longer felt at home there. It was like splashing in a blowup baby pool in the backyard, when you’d become used to swimming in the ocean. 
 
    How odd it had been to put on her clothing for the trip back to Asheville Saturday morning. How quickly she’d come to appreciate the freedom and grace of being nude, the only adornment her leather slave collar. Once she’d worked through the initial shyness, she found being naked while her Masters and Mistresses were clothed kept her centered—a constant and sensual reminder of her status as a submissive. 
 
    The minute she returned to her apartment she’d shucked the now-unwelcome garments. Master Anthony had allowed her to keep her slave collar, which was still around her neck. It was a warm, comforting reminder of the place she had begun to miss the moment Hans had driven out of the large gates that marked the property entrance.  
 
    As she’d lain down to sleep the night before, she’d had to stop herself from reaching for the cuffs and chain she had become used to placing on her wrists each night of her stay at The Enclave. When she had woken earlier that morning she’d known before even coming fully conscious that she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.  
 
    The sun was moving across the sky and yet she’d done nothing but daydream since she’d awoken several hours before. She wanted to get up and moving, but couldn’t quite summon the will. Instead she remained sitting on the edge of her unmade bed, staring out the window at the parking lot and convenience store across the street. She touched her lips, recalling their almost-kiss. She closed her eyes, summoning the vision of the lake, lit gold by the setting sun, the feel of his hand, strong and sure around hers, the tremble inside her body as her eyes fluttered shut—until that stupid cell alarm interrupted everything. 
 
    Somehow, impossibly, the alarm was chiming once more, the sound popping her daydream like a bubble. It took another fraction of a second to process that it was in fact her doorbell that was ringing. Who the heck could that be?  
 
    Jumping up, she grabbed a sundress from a hook in her closet and slipped it over her head as she hurried to the front door. She looked through the peephole, expecting perhaps a deliveryman at the wrong door or a neighbor who’d locked themselves out. 
 
    Jaime drew in a sharp breath when she saw him standing there, a white box tied with red string in his hands, a smile on his handsome face. Fumbling briefly with the lock, Jaime pulled the door open wide. “Master Mark!” she cried, “I thought you were in Charlotte. What’re you doing here?” Afraid she had sounded rude, she stepped back, gesturing him inside. “Please, come in.”  
 
    “Hi, Jaime.” Master Mark entered her small living room, giving it a quick glance. “I hope it’s okay I stopped by. I was in the neighborhood…” He trailed off, grinning. “These are for you.” He held out the box. “In case you were hungry.” 
 
    Master Mark’s apparent discomfort startled her. The masterful, fully-in-control Dom at The Enclave was out of his ken, on her turf, not certain of his welcome.  
 
    She accepted the proffered box with a warm smile. “Thank you, Sir.” The bottom of the bakery box was still warm and she lowered her head to inhale the aroma. “Hmmm, whatever’s in here smells yummy,” she said as she looked up at him. He still seemed a little nervous, his hands shoved in the back pockets of his jeans, his teeth gripping his full lower lip. “Would you like some coffee?” 
 
     “Yeah, coffee would be good, thanks,” he replied quickly, grabbing onto her suggestion as if it were a lifeline. “Those are from Pasqual’s. The best.”  
 
    He followed her into the kitchen. Jaime set the box down on the counter and untied the bow of red string. She opened the box and saw the pile of flaky, fragrant croissants inside. “Oh, yum,” she enthused. “I smell chocolate.” 
 
    “You look different,” Master Mark said from behind her.  
 
    Jaime turned toward him with a laugh. “Not used to seeing me with my clothes on, Sir?” she teased. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, a small smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “That must be it.” He moved closer, so close they were almost touching. Instinctively, she stepped back, bumping against the kitchen counter. He reached for the straps of her sundress, drawing them down her arms. “I think you should take this off,” he murmured as he guided her arms out of the straps. The dress puddled to the floor at her feet. 
 
    He gripped her shoulders. “I’ve been wanting to do this forever. Since that first day when I saw you kneeling at the door.” He lowered his face and this time no cell phone alarm chimed, no doorbell rang. Jaime had stopped breathing, and when his lips touched hers, she moaned against his mouth, the sound primal and yearning. 
 
    As they kissed, he wrapped his arms around her, pinning her between his body and the counter so that her feet barely touched the floor. She lifted her legs and brought them around his hips, crossing her ankles at his lower back. Cupping her ass with both hands, he lifted her into his arms. Turning, he carried her out of the kitchen and through the living room into the single bedroom, kissing her as they moved. 
 
    He dropped her onto the bed and stood before her, his earth-and-sky eyes never leaving her body as he unbuttoned his shirt, kicked off his shoes and yanked down his jeans and underwear. Jaime stared back hungrily, actually salivating as she drank in the lean, muscular lines of his body. His cock was thick and long, fully erect, a pearl of pre-come beckoning at its tip. 
 
    He made a sound, something like a growl, as he fell onto her, his mouth finding hers once more as he pinned her to the bed beneath him. His cock was rock-hard against her thigh. Her legs fell open in wanton invitation. 
 
    “Please,” she begged.  
 
    His mouth covering hers, he pushed into her sopping wet cunt, his hard cock sending shooting spirals of nearly unbearable pleasure that radiated from her core and spread throughout her being. She groaned, arching up to take him deeper, to pull him into her until they became one being.  
 
    He held her tight as he swiveled and thrust, his pelvic bone grinding just so against her engorged clit. It seemed like only seconds before she was ready to come. They were in her apartment, far from The Enclave, but she was still slave Jaime and he very much her Master Mark. “Please, Sir,” she panted, “may I come?” 
 
    “Yes. Come for me.” 
 
    She let the wave crash over and through her, dragging her along in its relentless wake. Master Mark held onto her throughout, keeping her grounded and safe as she keened her pleasure.  
 
    When she was able to catch her breath, Master Mark, who still hadn’t come, raised his body a little, letting the cool air in the room move between their sweaty torsos. Slowly, languorously, he reached for her wrists, bringing them together in one hand. He pressed them into the mattress over her head and brought his other hand to her throat.  
 
    He framed her jawline with his forefinger and thumb, pressing until her breath caught in her throat, and then pressing harder still. She felt her face reddening, the pressure building behind her eyes and nose. She was frozen in his grip, utterly at his mercy, his hard cock still pulsing deep inside her. She stared into his eyes, her entire body trembling with primal, delicious, erotic anticipation, her being suffused with a wrenching desire like none she had ever known.  
 
    When he finally released his chokehold on her throat, she drew in a deep, shuddering breath, letting it out in a sigh. Her wrists still caught in his powerful grip, his eyes still fixed on hers, he began to move again inside her. Her cunt spasmed and clung to him as he pulled nearly out and then plunged deep into her.  
 
    He held himself just over her, their bodies touching only at the groin. His body was sheened with sweat, his breath rasping in his throat as his hips moved in perfect rhythm. Arching suddenly, he let his head fall back. She focused on his neck, on the vein pulsing at its side, and the masculine curve of his jaw. He climaxed with a cry, his hand still tight on her wrists, and then collapsed against her, his hand falling away. She could feel the rapid thump of his heart, beating like a drum against her chest.  
 
    They lay that way a long time. Jaime floated in a kind of fugue state, only returning to full consciousness when Master Mark carefully disengaged himself from their tangle of limbs and flopped onto the bed beside her. Turning toward him, Jaime lifted herself on one elbow.  
 
    Master Mark regarded her with a sleepy, satisfied grin. “I think you killed me,” he announced. 
 
    “Then I hope there’s an afterlife,” she teased back.  
 
    He sat up with a laugh. “And I hope there are croissants from Pasqual’s when we get there. Say, is that offer of coffee still on the table?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Mark, Sir,” Jaime replied, suddenly ravenous. “It most certainly is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat on the narrow balcony of Jaime’s third floor apartment perched on folding chairs, a plate of warmed croissants and two mugs of coffee on the small, round, wrought iron patio table between them. 
 
    It was one of those perfect, crisp late summer days that hinted at the autumn to come, with a cool breeze wafting lazily toward them from the mountains, the sun gently beaming on them from a china blue sky. The coffee was hot and strong, the croissants flaky, buttery and as delicious as he remembered them.  
 
    Their impromptu lovemaking had been every bit as amazing, if not more so, than his many fantasies over the past two weeks. During the drive from Charlotte he’d thought about a slow, sensual seduction involving rope, a satin blindfold and candlelight, but he’d known the moment she’d opened her apartment door he couldn’t wait another second.  
 
    Even now he wanted to reach across the little table and rip the flimsy material of her dress from her lovely body so he could take her there and then. His cock perked eagerly at the thought. To distract himself, he selected a chocolate croissant from the plate and held it out to Jaime, who so far had only sipped at her coffee, not touching the food. 
 
    Jaime took the pastry with a smile of thanks. When she bit into it, her eyes fluttered shut in ecstasy and she gave a small groan of rapturous appreciation.  
 
    Mark grinned with pleasure. “Good, huh?”  
 
    Her eyes opened and she smiled. She licked a tiny dab of chocolate from her lip, the gesture almost painfully erotic. “Oh, yes, Sir,” she breathed, and with that one word—Sir—the mood shifted from friends or even lovers to something deeper, something better. 
 
    Slipping easily, effortlessly, into dominant headspace, Mark said quietly, “Tell me, slave Jaime, how long have you been aware you were a sub?” 
 
    Jaime set down what remained of her uneaten croissant, a lovely sort of serenity washing over her features as she replied, “Ever since I can remember, Sir.”  
 
    “What’s your earliest submissive memory?”  
 
    Jaime tilted her head back as she contemplated the question, her gaze turning inward. “I was probably six or seven. It was one day at recess. I hadn’t managed to make it to the swings in time to get one, so I was standing around waiting for a turn when I noticed a group of older boys nearby. They were playing pirates, brandishing sticks and swaggering around. One of them noticed me watching and yelled ‘Capture the wench! We’ll make her serve us on the ship!’ They all started running toward me and instinctively I ran in the other direction.” 
 
    Jaime shook her head, a look of wonder moving over her face. “I will never forget that first powerful rush, the intense thrill when one of them caught me in a bear hug from behind, pinning my arms to my sides. It felt so good, so right, to be held that way, caught in his grip, under his control.” She met Mark’s eye, her expression at once yearning and shy. 
 
    Responding to her unspoken question, Mark replied, “I understand, slave Jaime. You needed, even then, what the boy was offering, even if for him it was no more than a game. You need to be possessed, controlled, owned.” 
 
    Something in her face softened, a shine entering her eyes. They were an unusual shade of blue gray, the hue different depending on the light. Now the irises were like luminous gray silk rimming her pupils, the sunlight sparking them almost to silver. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. “Yes, Master Mark.” 
 
    Mark reached across the small table for her hand. “I want to be that Master for you, Jaime, and more.” He turned over her hand and brought it to his lips, lightly kissing her palm. A tremor moved through her frame, and his cock rose hard in his jeans. Forcing himself to focus, he continued, “Whatever’s happening between us right now isn’t about The Enclave. Yes, that’s where we made this connection, but the decision you face this weekend shouldn’t be impacted by you and me.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t?” Jaime looked confused.  
 
    “No,” Mark replied, taking a moment to formulate his thoughts so he could get his point across. “What’s happening between us is independent of whether or not you return to The Enclave.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what all you know about my situation at The Enclave. I’ve been there living and working as a Master, but until now I haven’t signed on for full-fledged membership. Anthony has been encouraging me, and the time away this weekend has really helped me solidify my decision. I’m ready to make that commitment, but that doesn’t change what’s been happening between us. 
 
    “What I’m saying is, I’m planning on living at The Enclave and serving there as a full-time Master, but I’d still have plenty of time to myself—time to spend with you here in Asheville, even if you decide becoming a part of The Enclave community isn’t right for you. We can still have a relationship, however that relationship evolves between us.”  
 
    “And if I do decide to join the community?” 
 
    “If you accept Master Anthony’s offer, you would belong to the community, and be expected and required to serve there, much as you have been during the candidacy training. But I would want to claim you for my own, as well, if that’s something we both agree we want.” 
 
    “Oh, Sir,” Jaime breathed. “Yes. Please.” 
 
    Mark’s heart warmed, happiness suffusing him. At the same time, he recognized they were moving fast, maybe too fast, their emotions perhaps getting the better of them. “Don’t decide yet,” he cautioned. “Let’s take the time Anthony has given us. When he calls on Monday, that’s when you’ll know for sure. That’s when you can tell him, and me, of your decision.” 
 
    Jaime was quiet a long while. Finally she nodded, turning a smile on him that was like a burst of pure sunshine. “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    Mark stood and held out his hand. Jaime accepted it, allowing him to pull her upright. “Now,” he said, his balls tightening with anticipation, “about that continued exploration…” Reaching for Jaime, he scooped her into his arms and carried her through the open slider back into the apartment, heading directly for her bedroom. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The second time they made love was even better than the first. Their bodies fit perfectly together, the eager desperation of their first time segueing into a slower, more fully realized sensual dance. At one point he rolled from her, pulling her along as he moved and positioning her so she was on top. Even astride him, ostensibly the one in control, Master Mark subtly shifted the balance of power back his way by reaching for her nipples, capturing and twisting them as he ordered her to ride his cock to orgasm. She was more than happy to comply. 
 
    Afterward they dozed together in a pleasurable fog of post-orgasmic bliss, entangled in one another’s arms. When Mark’s breathing became deep and even, Jaime pulled carefully away. As her mind began to boot up, the huge decision that loomed before her came once more to the fore. She had thought she was certain of her decision to remain as a staff slave the moment Master Anthony had made the offer, but she recognized at least part, perhaps the most significant part, of her decision was colored by her feelings for Mark. Now that she understood they could be together whether or not she signed on at The Enclave, she had to rethink her decision, probing and analyzing it to make sure her motivations and desire to be a full-time staff slave were pure. 
 
    Lifting up on her elbow, she regarded the sleeping man beside her, her eyes moving lovingly over the muscular curves of his body. On an impulse, she leaned over and ran her tongue lightly over the rope tattoo that circled his left bicep. He didn’t stir. She moved her hand softly over his chest, following the pattern of curling chest hair along his sternum and down his flat belly, veering away from his lovely, resting cock to the tattooed whip that graced his hip. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Mark said sleepily, his thick fringe of lashes fluttering as his eyes opened and focused on her.  
 
    “When did you get this?” Jaime asked as she stroked the black ink image. 
 
    Mark reached for her. She rested her head on his chest, snuggling against him as he pulled her close. “I got the whip back in my early twenties when I was still relatively new to the scene. My Mistress wanted me to get it. It was her farewell gift to me.” 
 
    Jaime was silent a beat as her brain tried to compute the words she must have misheard. She lifted her head to see Mark’s face. “Wait, what?” 
 
    Mark chuckled and nodded. “Yeah. You heard me right. When I first was exploring BDSM, I tried it both ways. I wanted to understand the experience from all angles. I met this older woman at a BDSM underground club in Charlotte and she invited me to spend a weekend with her in her dungeon. She believed in total immersion, and she kept me naked and chained the entire time. She was heavily sadistic and had lots of whips and canes, every single one of which she used on me during that long, amazing weekend. She controlled my every move and action, from when I ate, when I used the bathroom, when I could ejaculate—everything.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jaime blurted, trying to imagine Master Mark in such a position, and failing. “How did you handle all that?” 
 
    “The same as you handled Sadie Hawkins Day at The Enclave, I suppose,” he said with an amused smile. “Remember, I wasn’t there against my will. I wanted to experience the passion of D/s from the other side. I’m not sorry I did it. Not for one second. The experience was very intense and very involving. I feel like it’s given me a better understanding of the true courage and enormous trust it takes to submit fully to another. It also firmly solidified for me what my own needs and desires are. I understood by the end of the weekend that my orientation lay squarely on the other side of the spectrum. I need to be the one in control, the giver of erotic pleasure and pain, the Master of the situation.” 
 
    Jaime was quiet as she absorbed this fascinating aspect of Mark’s story. It made her love him just a little more, if that was possible. “What about a tat relating to your career as a musician? Do you have some hiding somewhere I haven’t seen?” Raising her eyebrows, she flashed a grin. 
 
    Master Mark shook his head. “You know, I’ve been asked that before. My band mates had plenty of them, enough for all of us, I guess.” He rubbed his chin, as if still pondering the question. “I guess we get tattoos, which are permanent, to honor the things that mean the most to us.” He met her gaze. “As weird as it is to say, while I love music and writing songs, the whole band and touring thing—it was never really right for me. It was a constant struggle, if you want to know the truth. Even if Jake hadn’t”—Mark paused, a spasm of pain moving over his features—“if he hadn’t died, we still would have broken up the band. It was time. I was done.” 
 
    “Maybe you could keep the part of it you love,” Jaime suggested gently. “You can still sing and write songs, even if you don’t go touring, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Master Mark smiled. “You’re right, Jaime. I can keep the part I love. Thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    They were both quiet for a time. Eventually, Jaime began to trace the tattoo on Master Mark’s arm. “What about this one? Did another Mistress order you to get it?” she teased. 
 
    Master Mark grinned and shook his head. “I just got that this past year when I was attending a Shibari workshop in Houston. I’m fascinated with the power of erotic bondage, especially as practiced by the Shibari Masters. It goes beyond the physical act of restraint, and even beyond the visual beauty of the precise placement of rope, body and limbs. I love the emphasis on sensuality and vulnerability, and also of strength. I got the sense when we introduced you to Shibari that you share my sensibility on this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaime breathed, her skin suddenly tingling with longing for the rope. “Though I’m new to it, that session with you and Master Anthony was one of the most intense bondage experiences of my life. It’s like the rope became an extension of your hands. It was so—so intimate.”  
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Mark agreed, holding her tighter. “I love your description of the rope as an extension of my hands on your body. That’s exactly how I visualize it.” 
 
    She twisted toward him so their pelvises were touching, her breasts smashed pleasantly against his muscular chest. In spite of the fact they’d made love twice in as many hours, she felt the swell of his cock between them and her cunt moistened in instant response. “I never travel without my rope,” Master Mark murmured in her ear. “I left my duffel just inside your front door. I want you to get it and come back as fast as you can. I think a Shibari session is in order, slave Jaime.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Jaime didn’t try to hide her broad, happy grin as she scampered from the room.   
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Though the weekend alone had been wonderful and affirming, Mark was excited to begin their new life together, no matter what Jaime’s decision might be. As he reentered her apartment that Monday morning, a bag of warm croissants and some fresh raspberries in tow, he heard Jaime’s cell phone chime from the bedroom. “Hello?” came her sleepy reply and then, considerably more alert, “Oh! Hello, Sir. Good morning, Master Anthony.” 
 
    Mark moved closer in the silence that followed as Jaime listened to whatever Master Anthony was saying on the other end. “Yes, Sir,” Jaime said, a quiet determination entering her tone. “I have made my decision.”  
 
    Though he’d meant it when he’d said he would find a way to fit her into his life, whether or not she joined The Enclave on a full-time basis, in his heart of hearts he wanted her there 24/7. He wanted to share her grace and submissive charms with the people he’d come to regard as his family. And at the same time he wanted to possess her fully, to keep her in his bed at night, and by his side or on her knees in front of him when she wasn’t serving the needs and pleasures of the household. The days away from The Enclave, both at his brother’s wedding and over the past two days with Jaime, had solidified for Mark his desire and intention to make a full-time commitment himself to The Enclave. As a fellow musician had once said to him when marrying his true love after two decades on the road, Mark was ready to unpack his suitcase and put his shoes under the bed. In a word, he’d found his home. Now, with all his heart, he fervently hoped Jaime had come to the same conclusion. 
 
    Mark stood stock-still, forgetting to breathe as he waited to hear what she would say. 
 
    “I want to return to The Enclave, Master Anthony,” Jaime said, her voice clear and sure. “I want to serve.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Strings of tiny lights twinkled in the leafy branches overhead, the sky velvety black above the canopy of the trees. The effect was magical, like a scene from one of Jaime’s favorite childhood stories about a secret fairy garden where a lonely little girl was transformed into a princess. White wooden folding chairs had been arranged in a semi-circle in front of an arch cobbled together with wooden beams. The arch resembled a wedding canopy, except instead of white gauzy curtains and garlands of flowers, it was hung with rope, leather restraints and whips. A folding table had been set up to the side of the arch, piled with gear Jaime knew would come into play later in the evening. A large plastic bowl had been placed underneath the table. 
 
    Throw rugs had been scattered on the ground over the area to accommodate bare feet and knees. The staff slaves knelt on the rugs, three on either side of the arch, their backs tall and proud, their hands resting lightly, palms up, on their thighs. They were all looking at her and smiling encouragingly, even Danielle. Jaime would have smiled back, but her lip muscles weren’t cooperating at the moment, and it was all she could do to remind herself to breathe. 
 
    Lucia and Katie had helped Jaime with her hair and makeup earlier that afternoon, Lucia creating a beautiful, elegant updo to rival actresses on the red carpet, Katie applying Jaime’s makeup in a way that left her looking dewy fresh and natural, only better. Master Anthony had reviewed the basics of the ceremony with her beforehand, including her expected behavior and responses, which were simple enough, as long as she kept her mind clear and focused. Mistress Marjorie had led her through a meditation just after dinner to help her focus and relax.  
 
    Before she took her place with the other slaves, Jaime would have to walk the gauntlet between the Dominants, who stood before her in two lines, four on each side. Master Anthony and Master Mark were at the head of the line. Master Anthony gave her a solemn nod, his dark eyes fixed on hers, his lips lifted in a hint of a smile. Master Mark’s smile was broad, his eyes fiery with pride and love. She could feel his positive, encouraging energy moving through her, easing away at least some of her jitters. She smiled back, took a deep breath and stepped forward.  
 
    Master Brandon and Mistress Marjorie were first in line, standing across from each other. They both held single tail whips, which they raised as Jaime approached. Master Brandon spoke first. “Will you take my mark, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?”  
 
    “Yes, Master Brandon,” Jaime said, her voice quavering a little as she faced him. 
 
    “Offer your right breast to me,” he commanded. 
 
    Jaime placed her hand beneath her right breast and lifted it, trying to hold onto the sense of grounding Master Mark had given her a moment before. The single tail landed with a crack against the top of her breast, leaving a line of white-hot pain in its wake. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she said through gritted teeth, “for your gift.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave Jaime.” 
 
    She turned toward Mistress Marjorie, the welt on her breast now a dark red line. “Will you take my mark, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress Marjorie.” 
 
    “Offer your left breast,” the Mistress instructed. Her stroke landed with the same fiery, welcome pain, creating the symmetry of a second welt. 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” Jaime managed, “for your gift.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave Jaime.” 
 
    Mistress Aubrey was next. She had a pair of clover clamps in her hands held together by a thin black chain. “Will you wear my clamps, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
    “Offer your nipples, slave Jaime.” 
 
    Jaime lifted both welted breasts, her nipples tingling with anticipation. Mistress Aubrey gripped her right nipple first and opened one of the clamps, letting it close on either side of the distended nipple. The intense pressure was immediate and explosive, and Jaime couldn’t stop the hiss of pain that escaped her lips. Unperturbed, Mistress Aubrey gripped the second nipple and closed the clamp over it, sending another seismic tremor of erotic pain through Jaime’s nerve endings.  
 
    “Thank you, Mistress, for your gift,” Jaime breathed as she struggled to process and handle the tight, unyielding bite of the clamps. 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave Jaime.” 
 
    Shakily, Jaime turned to Master Julian, who stood across from Mistress Aubrey. To her dismay, she saw he held a fat butt plug already shiny with lube. His eyes crinkled with amusement as his gaze moved over her face. “At least pretend you like it,” he teased.  
 
    Embarrassed, Jaime struggled to arrange her features into welcoming submission. “Please pardon me, Sir.” 
 
    Still smiling, Master Julian intoned the ritualistic words, “Will you take my plug, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave? 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Turn around and bend over.” 
 
    Jaime did as she was told, determined to finish the gauntlet without another graceless hitch. She spread her ass cheeks and closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing as the hard rubber pushed its way inside her. When it was firmly in place, Jaime stood and turned to face Master Julian once more. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir, for your gift.” 
 
    “My pleasure, slave Jaime.” 
 
    As she approached Master Lawrence, Jaime’s gut clenched with residual fear, despite her awareness of Lawrence’s sincere efforts to become a better Master. He gripped a long, thin cane by its black-suede-covered handle with one hand, stroking its length with the other as he stared into her face with his icy blue eyes. “Will you take my mark, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?” 
 
    Jaime’s eyes fixed on the long, lethal rod. Determined to bear its stroke with as much grace as Master Lawrence had shown with his apology to her, she, too, squared her shoulders. “Yes, Master Lawrence. I will.”  
 
    “Offer your ass.” 
 
    Jaime turned and bent, the chain of the clover clamps swaying between her nipples. The stroke was quick and broad, the cane catching her along both ass cheeks, the force of the blow nearly making her stumble. A cry of pain rose in her throat like a sob, but she managed to bite it back to a whimper.  
 
    Breathing hard, she stood and turned to face Master Lawrence. “Thank you, Sir, for your gift.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave Jaime,” Master Lawrence said, stunning her as he added, “We’re all glad to have you here. You’ll be a good addition to the community.” He actually smiled. 
 
    Jaime realized her mouth had fallen open and she clamped it shut. Finding her voice, she replied with complete sincerity, “Thank you, Sir. I appreciate it very much.”  
 
    Master Mason grinned at her as she turned to face him. He, too, held a pair of clover clamps. Jaime regarded the clamps, confused, until the direction of Master Mason’s hooded gaze made his evil intentions clear. “Will you wear my clamps on your pretty little cunt, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?” 
 
    Jaime tried to swallow away the lump that had risen in her throat. Failing that, she still managed to reply, “Yes, Sir.” She spread her legs wide and arched her hips forward to give Master Mason easier access to her tender folds. The clamps bit into her flesh, but it was actually less painful than the initial throb at her nipples, filled as they were with so many more nerve endings than her outer labia.  
 
    “Thank you, Master Mason, for your gift.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, slave Jaime.” 
 
    She turned next to face Master Anthony, though she could feel Master Mark’s warm, intense gaze on her. Master Anthony held a silver leash. “Will you wear this chain, slave Jaime, as a symbol of your submission and service to The Enclave?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Anthony,” Jaime breathed, much of the tension that had coiled inside her unspooling beneath his calm, steady gaze.  
 
    Master Anthony clipped the leash to Jaime’s collar and led her to the row of kneeling slaves, indicating she should kneel in the spot at the center, the space reserved just for her. He draped the leash over her back as Jaime, still clamped and plugged, sank to her knees between Danielle and Lucia.  
 
    The Dominants, save for Master Anthony and Master Mark, had moved to sit on the chairs facing the arch. Jaime bowed her head as she struggled to get a grip on the emotions churning within her—the thrill and honor of being accepted as a staff slave warring with the excited, anticipatory fear of what was to come next.  
 
    Master Anthony stood in front of the row of slaves and faced the seated members of The Enclave. “It is my pleasure and honor to welcome Jaime as a full-fledged staff slave.” There was applause and a few cheers. In spite of her jitters, Jaime felt her face warm with happiness.  
 
    Master Anthony smiled broadly at Master Mark and then turned to face the Dominants. “There is more good news. After living and working with us these past months, Mark has agreed to join the community as a full-fledged Master.” 
 
    “Yeah!” called out Master Mason, amidst laughter and more applause. 
 
    “I tell you this during Jaime’s ceremony,” Master Anthony continued, “because I have very special news to share with regard to these two young people. Slave Jaime will be joining us not only as our communal property, but as Master Mark’s personal slave. To commemorate their union, Master Mark and I have chosen a boundary-pushing experience, with the full knowledge and consent of slave Jaime.”  
 
    Murmurs of excitement and approval rippled through the space, and Jaime’s heart began to pound. At a nod from Master Anthony, the other slaves rose and moved to stand in a neat row behind the seated Dominants. Master Mark appeared beside Jaime, his long, leather-clad legs so close she could have wrapped her arms around them.  
 
    Reaching down, Master Anthony tugged gently at the leash, and Jaime rose, striving for the grace she’d practiced in Mistress Marjorie’s training room, in spite of the fact her legs had turned to rubber. He handed the leash to Master Mark, and Jaime turned with the chain to face the man she’d fallen in love with in so short a time. He looked gorgeously dominant, dressed in full leather from his boots to the leather vest he wore over his broad, bare chest. 
 
    She forced herself to resist the urge to melt against his body, fully aware she needed to muster all her courage for what was planned next. Though she had participated in the planning, and agreed to what was to come, that didn’t stop her heart from smashing like a crazed bird against the window of her chest. How could a heart pound with fear and croon with joy at the same time? 
 
    Master Anthony stepped away as Master Mark led Jaime to the center of the arch. Looking down into her eyes, he reached for the nipple clamps “Are you ready?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Jaime stiffened but nodded. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, as ready as she would ever be. She managed to stifle the cry of pain as he released the clamps, allowing the nerve endings to shriek to life as the blood flow returned. Master Anthony stood nearby, the plastic bowl in his hand. Master Mark dropped the nipple clamps into the bowl and turned his attention back to Jaime.  
 
    The removal of the labia clamps wasn’t as difficult to handle. Depositing them in the bowl, Master Mark gestured with his hand for Jaime to bend over. Happily, the butt plug slid easily from her body after the initial tug and was added to the bowl for later cleaning and sterilization. The two men moved together toward the table. They returned a moment later holding several coils of Shibari rope.  
 
    “Arms behind your back,” Master Mark commanded, and Jaime obeyed. The two men worked quickly as they wrapped and twisted the supple rope around Jaime’s arms, binding them together from elbow to wrist. Moving to stand in front of her, Master Mark coiled the ropes in pleasing patterns and knots around her breasts, her nipples jutting like ripe cherries at their centers. Jaime could feel Master Anthony’s steadying hands on her shoulders from behind. A potent mixture of sensual peace and throbbing lust wove its way through her blood as it always did when she was properly bound.  
 
    Master Mark walked toward the folding table, returning with the piercing kit he’d shown her earlier that day, along with the small black velvet box that contained the nipple rings he wanted her to wear as a symbol of his ownership and her submission. Even her untrained eye could tell it was fine jewelry, exquisitely made. The hoops were twisted into a delicately wrought knot of gold, a conscious nod to the Shibari rope they both loved.  
 
    As he opened the kit to reveal the piercing equipment, Jaime’s stomach lurched, but the snug, comforting embrace of the ropes, Master Anthony’s reassuring hold on her shoulders and Master Mark’s warm, loving gaze all gave her the courage to face what was to come. 
 
    The clearing was silent, save for the slight swish of the leaves above caught in a gentle evening breeze and the hoot of a distant owl. Jaime could feel all eyes trained on her but she kept her focus squarely on her Master as he swabbed her nipples with a pre-treated gauze pad to ready them for the needle. Setting the gauze aside, he stroked her cheek. “Are you ready, slave Jaime? Will you take my needle and wear the jewelry that symbolizes my ownership of your body and soul?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Mark.” Jaime had meant to speak loudly for everyone to hear, but her voice sounded as if it were coming from a distance, reedy and wavering. 
 
    Master Mark regarded her, his eyes moving over her face as if he could read the thoughts and fears in her head. “You can do this,” he said with quiet certainty. “You are my strong, brave girl. You were born to submit, slave Jaime. And I was born for you.” 
 
    With those words, the last of her fear snapped inside her, like a lock springing open. She watched with an almost detached calm as Master Mark pulled her right nipple taut with the forceps. She closed her eyes when the sharp point of the piercing needle touched her nipple. Though she was no longer frightened, dizziness suddenly assailed her, making her sway. Again she felt Master Anthony’s steadying hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “Open your eyes,” Master Mark commanded, his voice soft but firm. “You will watch the needle pierce your flesh. This is your gift to me, and mine to you. You will participate fully, slave Jaime, as I claim you for my own.” 
 
    His masterful words centered her once more. The dizziness left her, her balance and poise returning, her courage rising once more to the fore. “Yes, Sir,” she said, her voice steady. “Yes, please.” 
 
    The pain as the needle pierced her flesh made stars explode across her vision. She would have screamed, but the shock to her nerve endings took her breath away. Mercifully, he was very quick, both nipples pierced and threaded with the jewelry in a matter of seconds. As she looked into Master Mark’s eyes, a joyous lightness of being suffused her. She imagined she might float away but for the ropes that crisscrossed her body and held her arms tightly behind her back.  
 
    Master Anthony stepped from behind her and stood in front of her as Master Mark stepped aside. Master Anthony regarded her with a serious gaze, though his eyes were twinkling. “Welcome to The Enclave, slave Jaime. You belong to us all now. I hope you will serve with all the grace and submission I know you possess.” 
 
    I will, Sir. I promise,” Jaime said fervently, tears popping into her eyes, which she blinked rapidly away. 
 
    With a nod and a smile, the silver-haired man stepped once more behind Jaime. As he untied the knots and unwound the rope, blood flow returned with tingling insistence to her arms and fingers, which she flexed to ease the sensation. The release of the buckle at the back of her neck startled her. Why was Master Anthony taking away her slave collar, which she’d only removed, and then reluctantly, in order to shower? Of course, she was too well trained to ask or resist, but her neck and throat felt naked without the comforting wrap of leather, her world suddenly oddly out of balance. 
 
    Master Mark appeared in front of her, an oblong velvet case she hadn’t seen before in his hands. He opened it to reveal a beautiful leather collar dyed a lustrous pearly blue-gray, a single diamond sparkling at its center.  
 
    “Oh,” Jaime breathed, transfixed. “It’s beautiful, Sir.”  
 
    “Master Brandon outdid himself with this one,” Master Mark said, glancing toward the leather master with a smile. “The leather captures the color of your eyes perfectly, and the diamond symbolizes the strength and endurance of the bond we’re forging together.”  
 
    Jaime glanced shyly at Master Brandon, who beamed back at her from his seat. She closed her eyes, the world righting itself as Master Mark wrapped the soft leather collar around her neck and buckled it into place. The group erupted into spontaneous applause and happy laughter.  
 
    Master Mark dipped his head close to Jaime’s ear. “Welcome to The Enclave, slave Jaime,” he murmured. “Welcome home.”  
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 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The naked woman in the video was on her hands and knees, a bucket of sudsy water beside her, a large sponge in her hand. Her face was obscured by her long blond hair.  
 
    Marissa sucked in her breath as she watched Master Mark lift his heavy black boot and bring it to rest on the woman’s back. Marissa could sense the sudden tension in the woman’s body, though she continued to move her hand in wide circles over the stone floor. The online Dom pressed down with his boot until the woman collapsed onto her stomach on the cold, wet floor.  
 
    “Why are you here, slave L?” Master Mark asked in his deep, sexy British accent. He moved his boot along her back until it rested on the nape of her neck.  
 
    The camera moved in for a close-up of slave L’s face, capturing what seemed to be genuine fear in her wide blue eyes. “Because I was a dirty little slut, Sir,” she replied in a tremulous voice. 
 
    Master Mark laughed. “We already know that, slave. What precisely did you do that resulted in this particular punishment?” He slid his boot to her cheek and then lifted it, leaving a wet streak of dirt behind. Crouching beside her, he tucked strands of blond hair behind her ear and Marissa was struck by the tender expression now on Master Mark’s face. 
 
    “I was touching myself without permission, Sir,” the girl whispered. 
 
    Marissa sighed and shifted on the bed. She slipped her hand between her legs, her fingers seeking her throbbing clit. Though intellectually she was repelled by the way the guy was treating the woman, emotionally she thrilled to it. Defenses lowered by her arousal, Marissa had to admit in her heart of hearts she yearned to be that naked girl lying on the wet stone waiting for her stern Master’s retribution. 
 
    Master Mark wrapped his hand in slave L’s thick hair and twisted it back from her scalp. She winced but remained otherwise still. “That’s correct,” Master Mark said. “You touched my property without my express permission. Get up.” He tugged her hair to pull her upward.  
 
    As the woman struggled to her feet, he continued, “Time for part two of your punishment. Stand at attention, hands locked behind your head, legs shoulder-width apart.” The camera pulled back, revealing the long, whippy cane Master Mark now held in his hand. “Twenty strokes,” he intoned. “You will maintain your position, and you will thank me for each stroke.” 
 
    The slave cast a fearful glance at the cane. “Yes, Sir,” she breathed. Marissa could see the tremble in her limbs and the faint sheen of sweat on her face. Master Mark’s cock bulged in his leather pants. If these were actors, they were doing a hell of a job.  
 
    The camera angle shifted again, giving Marissa a good view of the woman’s back, ass and long legs that ended in very high, shiny black heels. The cane hissed in the air. Marissa winced as it struck the backs of the woman’s thighs. “Thank you!” the woman yelped. 
 
    Marissa rubbed herself with fingers lubricated by her desire as Master Mark struck the woman over and over, leaving red, angry stripes on her thighs and ass. When the camera moved to her face, it was twisted in an expression that could have been agony or ecstasy.  
 
    “Oh, thank you, Sir. Thank you! Oh!” slave L cried. 
 
    Marissa’s mouth was dry, her breath a rasp in her throat, her fingers flying in the wet heat between her legs as the Master with the hard eyes and cruel smile struck the willing masochist on the screen again and again. A warm tingling sensation rose deep in Marissa’s belly, culminating in a shivery burst of sensation as her cunt spasmed in release.  
 
    Her hand fell away and she closed her eyes with a sigh. She lay limp, no longer focused on the scene still playing on her laptop screen. When she could rouse herself sufficiently from her orgasm-induced lethargy, she reached for the laptop, where slave L was now on her knees slurping and sucking Master Mark’s huge cock with enthusiastic abandon.  
 
    Marissa clicked away from the site and closed down the laptop. Her immediate urges satisfied, the usual vague feelings of shame and dissatisfaction began to reemerge in her psyche. Why was she like this? She was a medical doctor, a professional who had always held her own in her romantic relationships. What was wrong with her that she got off watching women be degraded and sexually tortured? Even worse, why did she long with such a deep and abiding intensity to be one of those women?   
 
    Oh, get over yourself. Marissa could almost hear her friend Dana’s voice in her head. It’s a consensual act. They both like and want what’s happening. Stop beating yourself up for your feelings. If only she could be more like Dana, who was completely comfortable in her own skin and fully accepting of her masochistic tendencies and sexual needs.  
 
    Maybe if I found the right guy, Marissa thought, not for the first time. Someone who would just know what I want without my having to spell it out. She snorted at this line of thinking. If there was a Prince Charming, or rather a Master Charming, out there somewhere waiting to sweep her off her feet, he sure was taking his sweet ass time about it. Or maybe he just couldn’t find his way to the hospital where she spent most of her waking hours. 
 
    Pushing these unproductive thoughts from her mind, Marissa reached for her smart phone and set the alarm for five a.m. That should give her time to get to the gym for her workout before hospital rounds at seven. She reached for the lamp and turned it off. Pulling the covers to her chin, she closed her eyes.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “Hey, Dana, I didn’t see you out there this morning.” Marissa reached for a second towel and wound it around her head. Her workout had been good, and she’d already decided she would permit herself a muffin later that morning. 
 
    Dana, who had been coming to the same Manhattan health club for the three years Marissa had been a member, stepped from the shower stall beside Marissa’s. They had become friends, and they met for lunch whenever their busy schedules permitted. Though they only managed to get together a few times a month, Marissa had found herself opening up to Dana in a way she rarely had with anyone else.  
 
    “Oh, hey there, girlfriend,” Dana replied. “Yeah, I got here early so I could soak in the hot tub after my workout. How’re you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Marissa said automatically. “How are you?” 
 
    “Great,” Dana said with way too much enthusiasm for six in the morning. She turned away to reach for her towel and Marissa’s heart did a little flip in her chest.  
 
    Dana’s ass and the backs of her thighs were striped with brownish-red welts. Dana glanced back. “What are you looking at?” She followed Marissa’s gaze and shrugged. “Oh, that. We had a totally hot session last night. Tony got a little, uh, overenthusiastic. I loved it.” 
 
    Dana had always been open with Marissa about her lifestyle, as she called it. In fact, once Marissa had finally gotten up the nerve to admit she was curious, Dana was the one who had turned her on to the BDSM training sites that now provided the secret fodder for Marissa’s late night masturbatory activities. Dana was unapologetically submissive and masochistic, and claimed she was “owned” by her husband, Tony, a concept that at once baffled and deeply intrigued Marissa.  
 
    “Are those cane marks?” Marissa whispered, though the other women in the locker room were busy dressing, blow-drying their hair and applying makeup. No one was paying them the slightest bit of attention.  
 
    Dana grinned proudly and nodded as she reached back with one hand to touch her welted thigh. “I earned each stroke, thank you, and the orgasm Tony gave me afterward would have blown my socks off, if I’d been wearing any.” 
 
    Marissa felt suddenly hot. The skin on her own thighs and ass actually tingled with sympathetic longing. What would it be like to experience the sharp cut of a cane, the stroke a whip, the feel of a heavy boot pressed against her cheek? 
 
    To distract herself as much as anything from the turmoil raging in her brain, Marissa said, “Come over here. Let me examine your skin.” 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Roberts.” Dana gave her a mock salute, but she moved obediently to stand with her back to Marissa, who was seated on the bench between the lockers. Marissa gingerly touched the skin on Dana’s thigh, which was welted but not broken. She could feel the slight heat radiating from the affected areas as Dana’s skin rallied to heal itself.  
 
    “What do you use to care for the wounds?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “They’re not wounds,” Dana retorted, flopping down to sit beside Marissa. “They’re marks of courage and honor, and I cherish them.” The flippancy was gone from her tone. “But to answer your question, we treat my marks and bruises with arnica cream. It’s part of Tony’s aftercare ritual.” 
 
    “Aftercare?” Marissa was always fascinated by the glimpses Dana gave her of their lifestyle, and, if she were honest, not a little jealous. The way Dana talked about BDSM made it sound like the most romantic thing on the planet, which confused Marissa, but intrigued her nonetheless. 
 
    Dana pulled on her thigh-high stockings as she spoke, reminding Marissa she needed to get ready as well. She rose from the bench and busied herself in front of the mirror, but she was all ears.  
 
    “Well,” Dana said, moving to stand beside Marissa, her makeup bag in hand. “After the intensity of a play session, Tony rewards me for what he calls the gift of my submission.” She smiled dreamily. “A scene can really take it out of you. It’s not just about the physical thing—the whipping or bondage or what have you.” Just these words sent a shiver through Marissa, and she marveled as she always did at Dana’s ease and comfort in tossing around what for Marissa were highly charged words. “Submission can also take a huge emotional toll. When you do it right, you give of your whole self—it’s a complete exchange of power, and it can be incredibly intense, and, frankly, exhausting. Sometimes I can’t even move for, like, ten minutes. I mean, I’m conscious and everything, but I’m off floating somewhere, and I lose the capacity to think or use my muscles or anything. Other times I might burst into tears.” 
 
    “Tears?” Marissa echoed, looking at Dana in the mirror. 
 
    Dana shrugged. “Not sad tears. It’s more of a release. Tony will just hold me and whisper sweet things in my ear. He tells me to take my time and come back to earth when I’m ready. He’ll do stuff like put the arnica cream on my skin, or wash my body with a warm washcloth, or give me a massage. I love the aftercare almost as much as I love the play, if you want to know the truth. Everyone loves to be touched, but it’s more than that. Tony makes me feel cherished and adored.” 
 
    Marissa busied herself with her makeup, trying to recall the last time a man had held her in his arms, a man who made her feel cherished and adored. Let’s see, she mused as she applied her lipstick, I guess that would have been…never. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Cam cursed softly under his breath. Not again, he thought. His aide, Becky, had just called in at the last minute to say she was sick and wouldn’t be coming in. It was the third time in the ten days he’d been in the new job that she’d done that, and always at the last second. Cam knew the aides were paid next to nothing, and he also knew you got what you paid for. In every hospital he’d ever worked in there was always a problem with aides not showing up or leaving mid-shift or just not doing a good job. As a registered nurse, Cam’s plate was more than filled with direct patient care duties and supervising his healthcare team. While he hated to complain, he flat out didn’t have time to change bedpans and fluff pillows.  
 
    Cam finished the chart he was working on and glanced at his watch. If he worked quickly, he’d manage at least to make sure his patients were clean and comfortable, and maybe he could get another aide to cover by the afternoon. Armed with a pile of fresh linens, Cam began to move down the corridor. As he walked past Mrs. Watson’s room, he heard a soft moan of pain and stopped short.  
 
    Mrs. Watson had just arrived the day before, brought in by a concerned neighbor who found her lying on the floor of her bathroom, where she’d taken a tumble while stepping out of her tub. Fortunately, the only immediate thing wrong with her was a broken wrist—a broken hip would have been far more serious. But beyond the fracture, Mrs. Watson was elderly, frail and clearly disoriented. She was malnourished and probably barely eking out an existence on her social security check. She had no family to speak of, and, Cam suspected, suffered as much from loneliness as anything. Cam had made a request for social services, but meanwhile he hoped to make Mrs. Watson as comfortable as possible for as long as Medicaire allowed her to be in the hospital. 
 
    He stopped at her open door and knocked lightly. “Good morning, Mrs. Watson. May I come in?”  
 
    There was no response. Cam stepped into the room. Though her eyes were closed, the old woman’s mouth was twisted into a rictus of pain, one gnarled hand clenching the sheet. 
 
    “Mrs. Watson?” Cam said gently, moving closer. “Can I make you more comfortable?” 
 
    She moaned again. She didn’t move or open her eyes. Cam lowered the guardrail and sat carefully on the edge of the bed. “Mrs. Watson? Emily?”  
 
    At the sound of her first name, her grimace relaxed, if just a little. Cam reached for her hand in an effort to ease her death grip on the sheets. Like a child, she curled her cold, dry fingers around his index finger and sighed softly, though she still didn’t open her eyes.  
 
    “Emily,” Cam said again, “can I get you something? Some water? A fresh pillow?”  
 
    Mrs. Watson rolled her head in his direction, wisps of white hair barely covering her pink scalp. “George,” she croaked in a tiny voice, her eyes still closed. “George, I knew you would come.” She squeezed tighter on Cam’s finger.  
 
    “Yes, Emily,” Cam said softly, his heart aching for the lonely old woman. “I’m here now. You can let go of the pain. You can sleep.” 
 
    Her grip loosened on his finger and she sighed, her face slackening, her breathing deepening. Cam sat there a full minute longer, until he was sure she was resting comfortably. Carefully he eased his hand from hers. Raising the guardrail, he slipped quietly from the room. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa surreptitiously watched the new nurse as he leaned over a chart in the nurses’ station. His hair was a little long, curling around his ears and on the back of his neck, though it was neatly brushed back from his face. It was rich chestnut brown, and Marissa had a sudden fantasy of running her fingers through the thick, shiny locks. He wore dark blue scrubs over broad shoulders and muscular arms. Probably in his late twenties, he had a good face, she thought, with strong bones, sparkling, kind blue eyes and a ready smile.  
 
    All the nurses and aides had been buzzing about “the new guy” since he’d arrived on the floor. A male nurse was still unusual enough for comment, but a seriously good-looking one was enough to set them all in a tizzy. “Probably gay,” Lawanda, Marissa’s favorite nurse on the unit, had informed Marissa on Cam’s first day. “A guy that hot, that in shape, and a nurse? Got to be gay.” 
 
    Marissa wasn’t so sure, but firmly told herself it didn’t matter in the least what the man’s sexual orientation was, or anything else about him, as long as he did his job. She even told herself she was mildly annoyed he’d been assigned to her floor, since his presence distracted the staff, though they’d get used to him soon enough.  
 
    Marissa’s phone buzzed and she reached into her lab coat to glance at it. It was a text message from Dana. Girlfriend, exciting news! Call me when you get a chance, k?   
 
    Marissa ducked into her office to make the call. When she opened her office door, she was disconcerted to see someone at her desk. Phil Mitchell looked up with a smarmy smile.  
 
    “What are you doing in my office?” Marissa demanded. “That’s my personal laptop. What do you think you’re doing?” She advanced quickly into the room. She distinctly remembered leaving her laptop on the credenza behind the desk, but now it was on the desk in front of Phil, his hand resting on top of it. 
 
    He lifted his hands as if in surrender. “Relax, I thought it was one of the hospital-issued laptops, but I realized my error right away.” He flashed a boyish grin at her. “Fear not, lovely lady. All your secrets are safe with me.” 
 
    Marissa frowned, angry with Phil for his presumption and overfriendly manner, especially after the debacle at that happy hour. She could feel the heat in her face and knew she was blushing, which just made her madder. Why had Nancy let this guy waltz in there like he owned the place? She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m sorry—what were you doing again in here? Does the secretary know you’re in here?“ 
 
    “Not to worry. I’m cleared through the tech department to install the latest upgrade on all physician and nursing station PCs. I’m just finishing up here, and then I’ll be out of your hair.” Swiveling toward her office computer keyboard, he tapped a few keys and pushed away from her desk. “That should do it. You’re all set.” 
 
    He moved past her in the small office, his arm brushing her shoulder. The unwelcome contact sent a shiver down her spine. Turning back at the door, Phil moved his eyes insolently from her face to her body and then back again. “Let me know if you have any problems. Any problems at all, Doc.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that,” Marissa said firmly. Over my dead body.    
 
    She closed the door and moved toward her chair. Marissa would have to talk to Nancy about letting unaccompanied people into her office. The idea of Phil Mitchell being in her private space sent an unpleasant shudder of distaste through her.  
 
    She sank down into her chair, her mind whirling back over the disastrous happy hour the week before. The IT company the hospital was using had arranged a “meet and greet” for medical and administrative staff most affected by the software changes. They had reserved a room at a nearby restaurant and had provided hors d’oeuvres and an open bar. 
 
    Marissa had decided to attend, part of a promise to herself to be more social at hospital events. She’d barely eaten over the course of the day and made the mistake of having two Bay Breeze cocktails in a row, which slid down way too easily and then went straight to her head. When Phil Mitchell had appeared beside her at the bar with his blond good looks and ready smile, she’d been friendlier than she might have been without the lubricant of alcohol.  
 
    He was maybe a little too full of himself, but what the hell, he was young, single and seemingly captivated by her. She could admit now in retrospect, she’d been flattered by his attention and apparent interest.  
 
    Still, she had been stunned by his move when she came out of the women’s restroom toward the end of the event. The restrooms were located at the back of the restaurant in a darkened alcove. Without a word, he’d slammed her against the wall, pressed his mouth against hers and tried to force his tongue between her lips while grinding his erection against her body.  
 
    She’d shoved him hard, sending him sprawling backward. “What the hell do you think you’re doing!” she’d demanded, breathless with shock. 
 
    He’d looked confused for a second as he righted himself. Then a flash of pure, venomous rage had flickered over his features before being extinguished by a conciliatory smile. “Hey, come on, baby. What gives? The way you were flirting with me back at the bar, I thought—“  
 
    “You thought wrong,” she’d snapped, still taken aback by the guy’s nerve.  
 
    “Hey, Doc, no hard feelings. Just crossed wires, huh?” 
 
    Embarrassed by the whole situation, Marissa nodded. “Okay. Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    She was still angry, not only him, but at herself for letting liquor momentarily affect her better judgment, and had decided it was time to leave. While saying her goodbyes to Fred Hession and the other top brass, she had felt Phil’s eyes on her. She’d glanced toward him, disconcerted by his cold, hard stare. Marissa had shuddered, glad she hadn’t made the horrible mistake of actually going out with such a creep.  
 
    She’d managed to avoid him over the past week while he worked all the bugs out of the hospital’s computer systems. As he moved around the unit, he flirted shamelessly with the female staff, and most of them seemed to eat it up, giggling and batting their eyelashes at the handsome young computer technician. He hadn’t apologized to Marissa for his behavior, and she’d told herself it was just as well—she would put the whole sorry event behind her. It was over and done with, and soon, thank god, he’d be gone. 
 
      
 
    Marissa got paged almost as soon as she’d shooed the unwelcome Phil out of her office. It was nearly five o’clock before she had a chance to respond to Dana’s text. Flopping into her desk chair, she tapped a message onto the screen. Hey, Dana. Crazy day. What’s up? 
 
    A moment later her phone buzzed with an incoming call from Dana. Swiveling in her chair to face the tiny window of her cramped office that looked out over the vista of the Manhattan skyline, Marissa took the call. “Hi,” she said, trying and not quite succeeding to censor the image of Dana’s naked, welted body from her mind. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Open invitation night, that’s what,” Dana said cryptically.  
 
    When she didn’t elaborate, Marissa said, “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s open invitation night? Are you inviting me over to watch Master Tony in action?” As soon as the words tumbled from her mouth, she wished she could grab them back. She’d only been kidding as she said it, but what if that was what Dana was offering? Did she dare accept? Would they expect her to participate? Did she want to?  
 
    Dana laughed. “Even better. You know that BDSM club we belong to? Once a month we’re allowed to bring guests and prospective members to see what the place is about. Tony asked me if I’d like to bring you and—” 
 
    “Tony knows about me?” Marissa blurted, not quite sure how she felt about that. 
 
    “Sure. I tell Master Tony everything, you know that. He’s always interested in anyone who’s curious about the scene. He’s got this personal mission to bring BDSM to the world.” She laughed and continued, “He’s suggested before that I bring you around, but I was pretty sure you weren’t ready. Then after I saw the way you were looking at me this morning, your tongue practically hanging out, your eyes so full of longing I thought you were going to cry—” 
 
    “What?” Marissa exploded, embarrassed she’d been so transparent. “I never did any such thing.” 
 
    Dana’s voice was kind. “Hey, Marissa, honey. I’m sorry if I’m pushing buttons. I do tend to just blurt things out, you know. Master Tony says that’s what gags are for.” Again she laughed. “Anyway, seriously, can you honestly tell me you weren’t, if not turned on, at least intrigued about those cane marks?” 
 
    When Marissa didn’t respond, Dana went on, “You’re thirty-two years old, right? In the three years I’ve known you, I’ve watched you date the occasional guy and lose interest in like five minutes, no matter how nice or good-looking or rich or hung or whatever the dude might be. You’ve talked before about wishing you could find a guy you connected with, but that it’s virtually impossible to meet anyone, given your schedule and the dwindling supply of decent single guys in the city.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marissa admitted, though she knew the issue went deeper than mere availability of single men. Several times over the course of the day, Marissa had found herself falling into a daydream in which she was the cherished and adored sub girl, lying in the arms of her Dom after an especially intense play session, as Dana called them. She didn’t just want any available guy in the right socio-economic bracket. She wanted what Dana had. 
 
    Dana continued, unwittingly giving voice to Marissa’s thoughts. “Every time I talk about the scene, or you witness the latest evidence of Tony’s and my delicious games, you look like a kid with her face pressed up against the glass of a candy store. Yet, as far as I know, and please correct me if I’m wrong, the only thing you’ve done to find out if the lifestyle is for you is masturbate to BDSM porn videos, am I right?” 
 
    Marissa’s ears felt hot, and she was glad this was a phone conversation, instead of face to face, as she knew she was blushing. “Oh, I, um,” she stammered, though Dana had in fact hit the nail on the head.  
 
    “Want to know what I think?” Dana continued, thankfully not pressing Marissa for a more coherent response. “I think you’re just not looking in the right place. I think it’s time for you to take the bull by the horns. Stop acting like a little girl and find the courage to explore your true feelings and desires. The Power Exchange is opening its outer room to guests tonight, and I’m inviting you.” 
 
    Dana had mentioned The Power Exchange before—a private BDSM venue for folks who were seriously into the BDSM lifestyle. Dana and Tony engaged in what Dana called public scenes, which Marissa surmised from Dana’s occasional descriptions included whips, chains, rope, gags and lots of naked bodies. Marissa imagined something out of a gothic horror film—whipping posts, torture racks, manacles protruding from crumbling stone walls, everything cast in a blood-red light, the only sound that of cracking leather and anguished cries. 
 
    Marissa felt the heat rising in her crotch. Her breasts ached and she reached her free hand into the cup of her bra to tweak the suddenly distended nipple. She shifted in her chair and pressed her thighs together in an effort to ease the ache in her sex, glad her office door was closed. 
 
    “Marissa? You there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marissa said hoarsely. She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m here.” 
 
    “So, how about it? You ready to stop being the kid with her nose pressed to the glass and step on inside? Shall we come by your building at nine o’clock to pick you up?” 
 
    Dana was right. Marissa’s excuses all her life about why she had no time for a relationship were pretty worn at this point. She was done with medical school. She was done with residency. She had a good staff position at a well-respected city hospital. She understood intellectually there was nothing wrong with being a sexual masochist. Was she ready, at last, to finally begin her own erotic exploration into BDSM? 
 
    Marissa was silent for a long moment. She felt as if she were poised on the edge of a high dive. Closing her eyes, she took the leap. “Yes, nine o’clock sounds good.” 
 
    “That a girl,” Dana said approvingly. 
 
    Marissa felt almost giddy with excitement, but she managed to keep her tone calm as she asked, “So, what do I wear to this place?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. You’ll have to strip at the door anyway.”  
 
    There was a beat of silence while Marissa struggled to process this latest information. “Wait, what?” she finally managed. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Dana laughed. “Just kidding, silly. You can wear jeans, a dress, whatever you want. But I should warn you, there will be some folks there who are naked, or nearly so. I figure you can handle that, being a doctor and all.” 
 
    Marissa thought about this and decided that yes, she could handle it. “What about you? What’re you wearing?” 
 
    “Whatever Master Tony lays out for me. Probably something short, tight and low cut. He likes to show me off.” 
 
    “And you like to be shown off,” Marissa observed. An associate at a large midtown law firm, Dana was always conservatively dressed for work, but, knowing Dana as she did, it was no real stretch to imagine the self-proclaimed sub girl dressed in something skimpy and provocative at a private club. 
 
    “It pleases my Master, and that pleases me,” Dana said simply. 
 
    “Oh,” Marissa breathed, Dana’s words resonating somewhere deep inside her. Again the daydream of belonging to another in the deepest sense of the word threatened to engulf Marissa, and she felt herself drifting to that dark, secret place. 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door, and the sound released Marissa from the erotic spell she’d been falling into. “Someone at my door. Gotta go,” she said. “See you tonight.” 
 
    “See ya!” Dana sang into the phone. 
 
    Marissa took a moment to compose herself. She touched the plastic rectangle above her breast that read Dr. Roberts. Feeling centered again, she called out, “Come in.”   
 
    The door opened and the handsome new nurse stuck his head into the office. Marissa was glad the lab coat covered her still perking nipples. “Yes?” she said in her best professional doctor voice. “Cam, is it?” As if she didn’t know. As if he weren’t the primary topic of conversation at the nurses’ station whenever he wasn’t around. 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Roberts. If you had a minute, I wanted to talk to you about Mr. Santana in room two thirteen. I have some suggestions that might be useful.” He stood just inside the door, looking like some kind of GQ model for hospital scrubs, a chart tucked underneath one of his tan, muscular arms. His eyes really were remarkably blue, especially in contrast to his dark brown hair. And those lips. What would it be like to kiss those lips?  
 
    What the fuck? He was a nurse, for crying out loud. Not some sex object for Marissa to ogle. Embarrassed, she gestured toward a chair in front of her desk. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    As Cam sat across from her, Marissa couldn’t stop herself from staring into those deep, kind eyes. Something about the man was so compelling she had to physically restrain herself to keep from leaping over the desk and into his lap. Jesus H Christ, she must be farther gone than she realized. Now she was lusting after gay guys. 
 
    Okay, stop it this instant. You’re an MD. A professional. Act like it. 
 
    Marissa leaned forward and held out her hand for the chart. His fingers brushed hers as she took the chart from him, and though she knew it was all in her mind, the electric spark that passed between them shot straight to her pussy. It was all she could do not to gasp, and she prayed her voice would come out steady.  
 
    She lifted her chin, reminding herself she was the doctor here. “Tell me what’s going on with Mr. Santana,” she said crisply.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the taxi pulled up to the curb of Marissa’s apartment building, a man in jeans and a black T-shirt beneath a sports jacket climbed out of the backseat. “Hey there, you must be Marissa. I’m Tony. Great to meet you at last.” His voice was deep and seemed too large for the rest of him. 
 
    “Oh, hi. Nice to meet you too.” Marissa took the man’s offered hand. She had always envisioned Tony as a big, burly man in black leather and black army boots, like Master Mark on her favorite videos. It took her a second to readjust her mental image of Dana’s Master/husband. He was looking her over as well, his eyes moving with an appreciative gaze from her face, to her breasts, to her legs and back up again. Normally Marissa would have taken offense at a man regarding her with such brazen scrutiny, but somehow with Tony it didn’t offend. She found herself hoping instead that he was pleased with what he saw. 
 
    After much deliberation and the trying and discarding of a number of outfits, Marissa had finally settled on the first thing she’d pulled from the closet—a simple sleeveless black dress she had spent too much on, but which hugged her curves in all the right places. It was lower cut than what she usually wore, but she was going to a BDSM sex club, after all, so why not? Judging from Tony’s appreciative gaze, he approved. 
 
    Tony waved toward the open car door. “After you,” he said. Marissa preceded him into the roomy backseat of the old-fashioned yellow cab.  
 
    “Hey, girlfriend!” Dana, already seated, enthused as Marissa settled herself between the couple. She would have preferred to be on Dana’s other side, rather than separating the pair, but neither of them seemed the slightest perturbed by this. 
 
    As the cab pulled away, Marissa turned to her friend to see what she was wearing, but a light spring coat covered her outfit. Dana’s auburn hair, usually pulled back during the workday, fell in a shiny curtain to her shoulders. Unlike the conservative makeup she wore while practicing law, Dana’s eyes were heavily made up with eyeliner and mascara and her lips were painted a deep, shiny red.  
 
    Dana leaned back against her car door as she appraised Marissa. “I love the dress,” she said. “Though it would look even better without a bra, don’t you agree, Tony?” 
 
    Tony slid his arm over the back of the car seat. “I do indeed. Perhaps a punishment is in order for daring to harness such luscious breasts.” 
 
    Marissa stiffened with embarrassment and felt her face flush. What the hell? Dana might belong to Master Tony, but Marissa sure as hell didn’t. She barely knew the guy! She opened her mouth in protest, but before she could speak, both Dana and Tony laughed, and Dana reached for Marissa’s hand. “We’re just teasing, silly. I’m sorry. You’ll have to forgive our sense of humor.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tony agreed, still chuckling. “We’re so used to hanging out with other folks into the scene, we sometimes forget to take the tender feelings of newbies into account.” 
 
    “Newbies, huh,” Marissa countered, trying to put a cocky edge into her tone. “So you two do this a lot? Find young innocents to corrupt?” 
 
    “As often as we can,” Dana quipped. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” Tony added. “We do regard it as a kind of sacred duty to help people who are curious about the lifestyle to find their way. There’s a lot of misinformation out there about BDSM. Did you know you can still go to jail or lose custody of your children in some states, just for practicing consensual BDSM sex in the privacy of your own home? Even though BDSM has moved more into the mainstream over the past few years, there’s still a lot of confusion about consensual power exchanges, and the passion and commitment that’s required. Sometimes it seems like we take two steps forward and one step back when it comes to freedom of sexual expression in this country.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Dana added, her tone suddenly dark. “Certain distribution websites that shall remain nameless have even started censoring BDSM erotica, if you can believe it. That’s one reason we love The Power Exchange. It’s a safe place to practice our kink with likeminded people who get it.” 
 
    “I really appreciate your including me tonight,” Marissa said. “Though I’m kind of nervous. I won’t, you know, like, be expected to do anything, will I?” 
 
    Dana laughed and squeezed Marissa’s leg. “Only if you want to.” 
 
    Marissa thought about this as the cab wended its way through city traffic toward the lower west side of Manhattan. A sudden vision of herself naked, her arms extended high over her head, her legs spread and chained to the floor by shackles around her ankles, flashed into her brain. She felt a tingle in her pussy as Master Mark appeared behind her in the video now playing in her overactive imagination. He was holding a heavy flogger, and it cracked against Marissa’s skin with each stinging stroke. He moved closer behind her, nuzzling his mouth against her neck as he reached around with his free hand to squeeze her breast. 
 
    Marissa sat up straighter and glanced at Dana and Tony, suddenly afraid her lusty little daydream was somehow apparent to them. But they were both looking out their respective windows at the lights of the city passing by. Marissa smoothed back her hair, which she had worn loose for the evening, and blew out a cleansing breath. 
 
    After about ten minutes, they pulled onto a dark street that contained a row of what looked like abandoned warehouses. The cab pulled to the curb and the cabbie twisted back. “This the place, Mac?” 
 
    “The very one,” Tony replied with a smile. He handed some bills to the cabbie and opened the car door to step out onto the sidewalk. Wearing heels higher than she was used to, Marissa gratefully accepted Tony’s offered hand as she climbed out of the car. 
 
    He helped out Dana as well, who, in her heels, stood a good three inches taller than her spouse. Finally he opened the front passenger door of the cab and pulled out a large black leather messenger bag, which he slung over his shoulder.  
 
    As the cab pulled away, Tony walked toward a metal door and pressed a buzzer beside it. Dana and Marissa stood just behind him. “This is the club?” Marissa said quietly to her friend, unable to keep the skepticism from her voice. The place looked like a dump. The images she had earlier of a dank, stone dungeon with manacles protruding from the walls resurfaced with a vengeance in her mind. What in god’s name had she signed up for? 
 
    “Not to worry,” Dana said as if reading her mind. She reached for Marissa’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s much nicer inside.” 
 
    A voice came over the intercom asking them to state their business. “Master Tony, slave Dana and guest,” Tony said in his deep voice. 
 
    Slave Dana. 
 
    The words sent a shiver down Marissa’s spine. Would she ever be someone’s sex slave? Did she want to be? 
 
    No, her mind insisted. No way. 
 
    Yes, her body whispered fervently. 
 
    The door buzzed and Tony pulled it open, gesturing for the women to enter ahead of him. A set of wide stairs led downward, and the clacking of the women’s heels echoed against the concrete walls. Marissa held tight to the metal railing as they descended. There was a second door at the bottom of the stairs, which was pulled open as they approached.  
 
    A wiry young man with short blond hair dressed wearing only black leather pants and a slave collar ushered them inside. He was holding a clipboard, and he checked something off and looked at them with a smile. “Welcome, Master Tony,” he said, not even glancing toward Dana or Marissa.  
 
    “Good evening, Steven,” Tony replied. Marissa noticed Steven’s nipples were pierced, small silver barbells gleaming against his smooth chest.  
 
    A young woman with long dark hair hanging loose down her back appeared. She was wearing a sheer white dress made of a kind of stretchy lace fabric that did little to hide the fact she was completely nude beneath it. Her feet were bare, and she wore a thick metal chain around her neck. “Lovely to see you, slave Jade,” Tony said.  
 
    “Good evening, Sir,” the girl replied in a quiet, respectful tone. An involuntary shudder moved through Marissa’s frame and her nipples poked hard against the lace of her bra as her mind replaced Jade’s name with her own. 
 
    The young woman led the three of them to a table at the far side of the room, and as they walked, Marissa took in her surroundings. She was quite impressed with the opulence of the place, especially considering the façade of the seemingly rundown building in the nearly deserted neighborhood that housed it. Instead of a medieval stone dungeon, the space looked more like a posh Westchester County country club. The lighting was softly muted, the walls painted a warm, creamy beige, the thickly piled carpeting a soft tan. Instead of iron manacles, oil paintings of lush landscapes and plump, nude women lounging on velvet settees were hung along the walls. Leather sofas and deep, plush chairs were scattered throughout the room in conversational arrangements, and half a dozen small tables were set up near a long bar of polished wood and brass. Soft classical music filled the room, though Marissa couldn’t see evidence of any speakers. 
 
    That was where the comparison to a country club ended, however. Large circles had been cut into the carpet in various spots around the spacious room, and equipment Marissa recognized from the online BDSM training site was set up in each circle. These included whipping posts, medical exam tables, large X crosses and spanking benches.  
 
    “Those are the punishment circles,” Dana explained, following Marissa’s wide-eyed gaze. “That’s where people do public scenes, as you can see.” 
 
    Marissa could barely keep her mouth from hanging open as she struggled to process everything going on around her. As Dana had warned, there were both women and men in various states of undress. A rather large woman brushed by Marissa as they walked toward their table. She was wearing a black leather bustier cinched in at the waist, her ample breasts spilling out over the top. There was a guy in his forties who was completely naked, save for a small cage fitted over his genitals. His hands were loosely cuffed to a thick leather collar around his neck, and he was being led on a leash by a tall, imposing woman with impossibly high heels wearing a full-length black velvet gown.  
 
    A man with a black hood covering his head and face was kneeling on all fours between two seated women, both of whom were resting their stiletto-heeled feet on his bare back and talking over him as if he were no more than a piece of furniture.  
 
    A naked woman was bound to a whipping post in one of the punishment circles, a black blindfold over her eyes, her ass bright red and mottled with bruises. Another woman dressed in a very short black leather skirt and a sheer white silk blouse stood just behind her, smacking the woman’s ass with a long-handled purple riding crop. 
 
    A woman was lying face-up an exam table, her wrists and ankles buckled down at the corners with leather restraints. Four men were gathered around her, each holding a lit candle. Her naked body was covered in splattered red wax, especially her pubic area and breasts, and she whimpered softly each time more droplets of melted wax scalded her skin. 
 
    Neither Tony nor Dana seemed the slightest bit perturbed by any of this as they wove their way through the small crowds clustered around each scene. It was all Marissa could do to keep moving beside them, when all she really wanted to do was stop and stare.  
 
    Once they got to their table, Tony pulled out chairs for both Marissa and Dana. He stood behind Dana and helped her remove her coat. Beneath the coat, Dana wore a dark green satin corset cinched tightly at her long, slender waist. Her small breasts were pushed high in the bodice of the corset, which was cut so low the top half of her pink nipples were showing. She wore a skirt of matching green leather that barely covered the tops of her slender thighs. Marissa knew from seeing her in the gym locker room that Dana was shaved smooth, and she found herself wondering if she was wearing any underwear. Though Dana had a killer body, still Marissa marveled at her friend’s apparent ease and confidence at displaying herself like that in public. 
 
    Yet she had to admit Dana looked spectacular, the effect far sexier than if she’d been merely naked. The deep green of the corset set off her green eyes and auburn hair, and her breasts looked like perfect, ripe peaches, bunched together and just waiting to be tasted.  
 
    “You look stunning,” Marissa breathed, feeling dowdy in comparison in her black cocktail dress.  
 
    “Thank you.” Dana smiled brightly. “Master Tony brought home this lovely corset this afternoon.”  
 
    Tony stroked his wife’s arm, and Marissa could see the love in his eyes. “A gift for my slave girl,” he said. Turning to Marissa, he added, “She’ll earn it tonight.” Leaning down, he reached for the messenger bag he’d set on the floor beside his chair and opened the flap. He pulled out a black plastic container and placed it on the table. 
 
    At that moment, a young woman wearing nothing but a black satin apron with a huge bow at the back appeared beside their table, a small order pad and pen in her hand. Her chest and arms were covered in an elaborate series of tattoos and large gold hoops dangled from her nipples. 
 
    “The usual, Sir?” she asked Tony, not even glancing at Dana or Marissa.  
 
    Tony turned to Marissa. “Do you drink champagne, Marissa?”  
 
    “Yes. I love champagne,” Marissa said, though she was a little confused by the question.  
 
    Tony turned back to the nearly naked waitress. “Yes, Stella,” he said with a nod. “Three mimosas over crushed ice.” 
 
    Stella did a small curtsey. “Yes, Sir. Right away.” 
 
    “I thought there was no alcohol allowed at BDSM clubs,” Marissa said, having heard this somewhere or other.  
 
    “Not at public clubs,” Tony agreed. “And yes, as a rule, you don’t want to mix alcohol with BDSM play. But one glass of champagne won’t hurt us.” 
 
    “And they squeeze their orange juice fresh,” Dana added. “I always have to have at least one mimosa when we come to the club. The champagne is almost an afterthought.” 
 
    “Okay, sounds great.” After all, Marissa certainly wasn’t planning to engage in any BDSM play. And a drink might take the edge off her nerves. 
 
    After the waitress left them, Marissa nodded toward the container Tony had placed on the table. “What’s that?”  
 
    Tony turned the clasp and opened the lid, revealing a black plastic wand with a red tip, and three glass rods, one with a round flat end like a stethoscope, one shaped like a large comb and one shaped like a dental implement. 
 
    “What is all that?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “It’s a violet wand kit,” Dana said, her eyes literally glowing with delight as she stared at the toys.  
 
    Marissa had heard of this type of BDSM sex toy, but she’d never actually seen one. “That’s like electrical shock, right? Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    Dana shook her head. “Not if it’s handled correctly.” She smiled warmly at her husband and then stroked one of the glass rods. “At a low setting it feels like tiny champagne bubbles fizzing on your skin. Increase the intensity, and it can be quite a shock.” 
 
    Marissa bit her lip. “Yikes. That’s got to hurt.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, silly. It hurts so good.” Dana grinned but then sobered. “Seriously, though. It’s not really pain, per se. It’s more like intensity. And that’s what we masochists crave the most. Intensity of experience. Pain is just one aspect of intensity.” 
 
    While Marissa thought about this, Tony added, “The wand delivers a spray of electrical sparks onto your skin that excite your nerve endings.” He picked up the black plastic wand and fitted the glass rod with the stethoscope end into the head of the wand.  
 
    “They operate on a low current, high voltage, high frequency electricity to the body,” he continued. He flipped a small switch at the base of the wand and held the glass head close to Dana’s arm. The glass turned a bright purple, tiny sparks of electricity like bolts of lightning flying from the head. “Oooh,” Dana said, shivering, while Marissa gasped in surprise at the unexpected fireworks. It was really quite beautiful. 
 
    “Contrary to what you might think,” Tony said as he held the wand a few inches away from Dana’s arm, “the farther you hold the electrode from your partner’s skin, the sharper the shock.” A small crack of electricity cut the air between them as the wand flashed purple and white, and Dana uttered a small squeal. 
 
    Tony removed the glass electrode and set it carefully back into its foam slot. He reached again into the messenger bag and took out a small, thin-handled whip. Instead of the usual leather, the strands were made of some kind of bright blue material, almost like the fiber optic rods of a light sculpture. “This,” he said with a cruel, sensual smile as he ran his fingers through the blue strands, “is how slave Dana’s going to earn her new corset.” 
 
    “Oh,” Marissa said softly, the word escaping unbidden from her lips as she watched Tony fit the whip handle into the plastic wand. 
 
    “This particular flogger,” he explained, “is made for use with a violet wand. The electrical charge is conducted evenly through each of the forty-five strands of Mylar, delivering an intense prickling sensation on contact. Tonight Dana is going to submit to an electrical flogging, aren’t you, darling?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Dana breathed, her eyes shining. 
 
    The waitress reappeared with their drinks, and Marissa was glad for the distraction. She felt both agitated and deeply excited by the heady atmosphere of the club, and by the erotically-charged connection that existed between Dana and her Master/husband. Dana hadn’t expressly said she was going to scene with her Master that evening, though Marissa supposed she should have expected it.  
 
    The couple moved their heads together until their foreheads were touching. The gesture was somehow more intimate than even a kiss would have been. As Marissa watched them, a vague, undefined longing swept through her, and she thought about Dana’s earlier analogy likening her to a kid with her face pressed up against the glass of a candy store. But this was more than candy, she understood now. For Dana and Tony, and maybe for her as well, this was sustenance of the most basic kind, and she, Marissa, had been unwittingly starved for it all her life. 
 
    Their silent, intense communication completed, Tony and Dana leaned away from each other. Marissa looked quickly away so as not to be caught staring. When she reached for her glass, she saw her hand was shaking slightly. Looking up, she met Dana’s eye. Dana smiled kindly. “I’m really proud of you, Marissa. I know this whole scene is a lot to process for a sub-curious girl like you. Coming here is the first step to a whole new life, if you want it.” 
 
    Tony lifted his glass, and the women followed suit. As they clinked, he said, “To the two loveliest sub girls in Manhattan. Now, let’s go play!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Late Saturday morning Cam jogged up the steps from the subway and headed along St. Mark’s Place. The heavyset woman waving wildly at him from across the street looked familiar, though it took Cam a moment to place her. Janice was an RN at the hospital who, Cam had already figured out, was something of a gossip, her head always leaned conspiratorially close to a colleague, her eyes darting knowingly as she spread the latest rumor. Cam waved back and continued walking. He could still feel the woman’s eyes on him. He briefly considered moving past his destination, but decided at the last second not to. What the hell, he’d give the old girl something else to whisper about at the water cooler. 
 
    He went down the three steps that led to the door of the boutique. A male mannequin was featured in the window, decked out in leather and chains, a bright red ball gag fitted over his mouth beneath vacant, staring eyes.  
 
    A little bell jingled as Cam entered the small space and Celia looked up from behind the counter, her face splitting into a broad grin. “Hey there, stranger. It’s been way too long. Where’ve you been? I was afraid maybe you’d found a better place to get your gear. Maybe even online, god forbid.” 
 
    Celia’s hair was pink today, gelled into a crown of spiky points around her head that matched the metal spikes of her dog collar. She wore a black, very low cut leather bustier and when she stepped out from behind the counter Cam saw the rest of her ensemble—a pink satin miniskirt and high black leather boots. Somehow on her, it worked. She held out her arms and Cam moved into her embrace, leaning down to give her a quick kiss on the cheek.  
 
    “I would never abandon you, Celia, you know that. You and Cat are my go-to girls for all my gear. I’ve just been really busy, is all. I got a new job and I’ve had to pull a few weekend shifts as the new kid on the block.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Celia said with a mollified nod. “What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “I’m interested in a new flogger. Something in leather, not suede. I need something with more sting. And I could use a couple more canes. I broke one the other day.”  
 
    “On somebody’s ass?”  
 
    Cam nodded. “Yeah. The guy had buns of steel and kept telling me to hit him harder. He could definitely take it, but obviously the cane couldn’t. “ 
 
    “Oooh, lucky guy.” Celia moved closer again. “You can break a cane on my ass anytime you like, sugar,” she purred teasingly. 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think Mistress Cat would approve,” Cam teased back.  
 
    “Ah, but she’s out of town. And you know what they say…when the cat’s away…”  
 
    Cam just shook his head, though he was smiling. Celia loved to flirt, but she was one hundred percent gay and never scened with men, period. “Okay, okay,” Celia said, pretending defeat. “If I can’t get you to cane me, at least I can get you to buy something. Let me show you what we’ve got. I have some fabulous new floggers by Adam Sands, that Australian dude who does everything by hand.” 
 
    Cam took his time examining the floggers, weighing the workmanship and quality of the leather against cost as he tried to make his selection. The club actually provided gear to its Master Trainers, of which Cam was one, but he liked to have his own things, especially when it came to flogging. A good flogger became the extension of your arm, almost a part of you, and an intimate knowledge of its heft, balance and stroke was essential in Cam’s book. 
 
    Someday, he thought with a sudden wistfulness, he would find his own sub girl, and together they would choose their own gear, gear they would keep at home. This girl, no, this woman, would be strong and confident, successful in her professional life and happy in herself, but sexually submissive to Cam. She was out there somewhere, he knew she was, and he was willing to wait for her.  
 
    He’d had several D/s relationships with women over the years, some more successful than others, none that lasted beyond a few months. He’d pretty much run the gamut, from super intense to nearly vanilla. On one end of the spectrum was Nicole. With her, the BDSM sex had been hot, and there was no erotic torture he could devise that she didn’t fully embrace. It had been great, at first, but after a while Nicole had needed more—more than he was willing or able to give. She wanted him to shave her head and to brand her ass with his initials. She wanted to sleep in a box underneath his bed in shackles. She wanted him to use her as his toilet, and to verbally humiliate her while he pissed into her mouth. While he understood her deep-seated need for such complete and total objectification, that wasn’t what he was looking for, and he had to break things off.  
 
    Then there was Coleen, beautiful, vivacious and smart as a whip. She’d seemed excited and eager when he’d first introduced the concept of BDSM play into their sex life. But eventually he’d figured out that for her it was just a game, a fun kink that proved how sexually free and open she was. When Cam tried to take it deeper, she balked and ran, and he let her go, aware she wasn’t the one. 
 
    Over the years he’d found himself pulling back from seeking a love match with a submissive woman, or any woman for that matter. It wasn’t that he didn’t want love, but he’d decided to let it find him. When the connection was right, he’d know it. Meanwhile, he had the club, and the satisfaction he derived from training. For now, that was enough.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Janice and Lawanda were whispering as Marissa approached the counter. They pulled apart when they saw her and Janice hurried away. Marissa took the stack of charts and sat down behind the counter to type in her notes at a terminal. From behind her, Lawanda said, “You’ll never guess Janice’s latest juicy tidbit.” 
 
    Marissa snorted. “Come on, Lawanda, whatever it is, please consider the source. According to Janice, the chief of oncology is having an affair with any number of the nurses, Frank down in the mailroom is really a CIA operative, and I’ve secretly been married and divorced three times.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lawanda said with mock surprise. “You mean you haven’t?” 
 
    Marissa laughed and shook her head. She tried to focus on her work but Lawanda persisted. “It’s about Cam Wilder.”  
 
    Marissa didn’t turn around, but her fingers stilled on the keyboard. “Oh?” she said in an elaborately casual tone. Shit, even the guy’s name was enough to make her tingle. 
 
    Lawanda laughed knowingly. “Yeah, oh,” she agreed. “The verdict is in on our newest hunk. This isn’t even gossip, it’s just the facts. Janice has proof. She saw him on Saturday going into one of those gay sex shops down in the Village. It’s official. The guy is queer as a two-dollar bill.” 
 
    “Oh,” Marissa said again, her heart plummeting into her shoes. She forced a small laugh and shrugged. “Just as well,” she lied. “Less distraction for the ladies, right?” 
 
    The busy day finally came to an end, and Marissa considered canceling her evening plans so she could take a hot bath and go to bed early. But she was only kidding herself. No way was she going to cancel. She had to see this through. She just had to. 
 
    Since Friday night at the club with Tony and Dana, Marissa hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what she’d witnessed. Watching Tony whip Dana with the electric flogger had been an extraordinary experience. Marissa had hugged herself as she watched, barely able to keep from whimpering with longing. Dana had been quiet at first, but as the flogging intensified and the sparks flew, she’d begun to yelp and squirm, and Marissa could almost feel the electric sting of the strands as they whipped over her friend’s bare back and ass. Then Dana had quieted again, though Tony had continued to flog her, if anything harder than before. A stillness had moved over Dana’s body and her face had been suffused with a kind of ethereal glow that was hard to describe.  
 
    Finally Tony had set down the flogger and released his wife from the large X-shaped cross to which he had earlier bound her by the wrists and ankles. She fell back into his arms without looking, her trust complete that he would catch her, which of course he did. Though he was the smaller of the two, he was apparently quite strong. He lifted her effortlessly into his arms and carried her to one of a series of sofas set around the room, Marissa forgotten. She’d trailed along, not wanting to intrude, but not sure what else to do.  
 
    Eventually Dana had opened her eyes and fixed Marissa with an angelic smile. “Hi,” she’d said. “So what did you think?” 
 
    Never in her life had Marissa yearned for something so fiercely, not even in her certainty since elementary school that she wanted to be a doctor. Seeing Dana, someone she knew and loved, transported by the erotic experience, had sealed the deal in her mind. She was done being a voyeur, watching videos and dreaming her secret dreams in the dark. She was ready for more. “I want it,” Marissa had blurted before realizing she was going to speak. “I want what you have.” 
 
    “Then you shall have it,” Tony had answered. 
 
    And tonight was the night. Dana had called her on Sunday to invite her over for what Tony had called “an exploration of your submissive potential.” Marissa’s heart had kicked immediately into high gear at the offer, but she was on call until six a.m. Monday and so had to decline. In a way she had been almost relieved to have a good excuse. Maybe she wasn’t as ready as she’d thought that night in the club. 
 
    “How about tomorrow night, then?” Dana had persisted, and again the longing had surfaced, as powerful and persistent as before.  
 
    Still, she forced herself to respond cautiously. “Um, what exactly are we talking about?” 
 
    “Whatever works for you,” Dana had replied breezily. “Tony and I are very comfortable scening with others, but we get it that you’re new to all this. If you just want to see what it feels like to maybe be tied up and spanked, we can do that. Or we can go further. It’s totally up to you.” 
 
    “At the club?” Marissa asked hopefully. 
 
    Dana shook her head. “Sorry. Open invitation night is only once a month.” 
 
    “Oh.” Marissa was surprised by how much this news deflated her. She wanted to go back. She wanted to be immersed in the heady, intense atmosphere of the luxurious, exotic surroundings of The Power Exchange. When they’d dropped her at home late Friday night, she’d masturbated in bed to images of herself in one of those punishment circles, naked and chained to a cross, a strong, faceless man whipping her until she begged for mercy. She’d moaned aloud when the man had pressed his naked body to hers, his erect cock hard against the small of her back. He’d released her from the cross and pushed her to the floor, where he’d mounted and fucked her until she screamed once more for mercy. She’d come hard, there alone in the dark. 
 
    “It’s better to take this first step in a private space, rather than a public club,” Dana had assured her. “It’s one thing to fantasize, but it could be you just like the idea of erotic torture and submission. Physically it might not be right for you. This is a way to dip your toe in, if you will, to see how your body reacts to what your mind thinks it craves.” 
 
    That made sense to Marissa, and she had genuinely liked Tony. Plus, Tony and Dana were clearly in love. This wasn’t just an excuse for the husband in a relationship to touch another woman, at least she was pretty sure it wasn’t. Just the same, she’d said, “I can keep my clothes on, right?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out when you get here,” Dana had replied evasively, but then she’d added with a laugh, “Don’t worry, girlfriend. Whatever we work out, it will be with your full and complete consent. See you at eight. Be there or be square.” 
 
      
 
    Dana and Tony lived in a nice apartment building right off Central Park West in the seventies, complete with a doorman, who checked his iPad for Marissa’s name before granting her access to the marbled lobby. The elevator stopped on their floor and Marissa stepped out, feeling as nervous as a teenager on her first date. She rang the doorbell at number 1218 and stepped back. 
 
    A moment later the door opened and there stood her friend Dana. “Welcome. Come in, come in.” She pulled Marissa into a hug and then let her go.  
 
    Marissa took in the clean, elegant lines of the living room, with dark hardwood floors, minimalist leather and chrome furniture and a huge flat screen TV against one wall. The Manhattan skyline unfolded in a breathtaking view outside a huge picture window. Marissa’s entire apartment would fit into this one room, she realized. Both Dana and Tony were attorneys, Tony a partner at his firm. Clearly law paid better than medicine, she thought with an inward shrug. “What a gorgeous place,” she said sincerely. 
 
    “Thanks. We like it.”  
 
    Tony appeared from what must be the kitchen. He was holding a bottle of red wine and three glasses. “Hey there, Marissa. Welcome.” He moved toward a sofa with a coffee table set in front of it and put down the wine. “Come sit down. We’ll share a glass and talk about expectations, okay?” 
 
    Dana and she moved to sit down. Dana was wearing a white loose-flowing shift, her small, high breasts braless beneath the sheer fabric, her feet bare. Tony was wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt. Marissa was glad she’d changed from her work clothes into a silk batik tank top and white slacks.  
 
    Dana and Marissa sat on the sofa, and Tony sat across from them in a chair. He poured the wine and handed each woman a glass. Marissa took a sip. It was delicious, and she took another, letting its warmth move through her. After a bit of small talk, Tony put down his glass and stood. He moved around the table and, as Dana shifted to the side, sat down between the two women. 
 
    Marissa’s heart picked up its pace as Tony turned toward her. He reached for her hand, and Marissa let him take it. “Nothing that happens tonight will happen without your full consent. Dana and I have talked it over, and we would like to introduce you to a little light bondage and maybe a spanking or a flogging, depending on your comfort level. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    Marissa’s mouth had gone dry and her voice came out hoarse when she answered. “Yes,” she managed, shocking herself by adding, “please.” 
 
    Tony smiled and let go of her hand. He stood. “Good. Why don’t you two go along to the playroom? I’ll join you in a moment.” Marissa darted a look at Dana, who had stood as well and was smiling. Finishing her wine, Marissa placed her glass on the table and got up, her heart beating with nervous anticipation.  
 
    While Tony took the bottle and glasses back into the kitchen, Dana led Marissa through the living room and down a narrow hallway, stopping at a closed door. Dana opened the door and stepped inside, clicking on the light as she entered. Marissa followed. Inside the room was a mini version of the club, complete with a cross, a spanking bench and, intriguingly, a human-size cage in the corner of the room. One wall was hung with coils of rope and various whips, canes and floggers. All sorts of cuffs, gags and other BDSM paraphernalia were set out on a long, high table against the back wall. Tucked into a corner was a plump loveseat with deep cushions, a small pile of blankets and towels stacked neatly on an end table beside it. 
 
    “Wow,” Marissa whispered, her mouth hanging open as she took in the space.  
 
    “Pretty amazing, huh?” Dana enthused. “Am I the luckiest girl in the world, or what?” Then, to Marissa’s surprise, Dana pulled the shift over her head and hung it on a hook just inside the door. Completely naked, she dropped to her knees on a small mat just inside the door and locked her arms behind her back, thrusting her small, perfect breasts proudly forward. 
 
    Seeing Marissa’s shocked expression, she said, “I’m sorry, I should have warned you. I must always strip immediately when I enter Master’s playroom. It puts me in what Master Tony calls a proper frame of mind.” Dana’s voice had taken on a sultry, husky tone, and she already had that dreamy expression on her face Marissa had seen at the club.  
 
    “Oh,” Marissa replied inanely.  
 
    Tony appeared in the door. He stepped in front of his kneeling wife and bent down to kiss the top of her head. Turning to Marissa he said in a matter-of-fact tone, “Would you like to start on the spanking bench or on the cross?” 
 
    “Um, gosh. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Would you like me to decide for you?” Like Dana, Tony’s voice had also taken on a deeper timbre, and he seemed to radiate a kind of mastery Marissa found extremely attractive.  
 
    “Uh, yeah. Yes. That would be good.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Tony corrected. “While in this room, you will call me Master, or Sir, understood?” 
 
    Something lit deep in Marissa’s gut at these words, a tiny but bright flame of desire. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Tony nodded. “We’ll go with the St. Andrew’s cross. Face the cross and lift your arms against the X. I will strap you into place.” 
 
    Marissa felt like she was in a kind of dream as she moved toward the cross. She leaned against the large wooden X and lifted her arms. “I’m going to take off your sandals, okay?” Tony said. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Tony crouched behind her and unbuckled her sandals, slipping each one off. Something about the gesture was both masterful and tender, and Marissa realized she was deeply attracted to Dana’s husband, and not quite sure how she felt about that. Tony moved just behind her, the warmth of his body seeping through her clothing as he reached up and strapped one wrist and then the other against the smooth, polished wood of the cross.  
 
    A shudder moved through her frame, shaking her to her core as the leather cuffs closed snugly around her wrists. The sense of vulnerability was nearly overwhelming, but at the same time her entire being thrilled to the sensation of being bound. 
 
    She jumped when Tony lightly caressed her back. “Relax,” he murmured into her ear. “How are you doing? You okay?” 
 
    Marissa nodded, both confused and excited by what was happening to her. 
 
    “While in this room, Marissa, you are my sub girl. My sub girl will answer all questions with words. It’s important that I hear you speak, and it’s also a sign of respect. So I’ll ask again. Are you okay?” 
 
    Sub girl.  
 
    The words resonated deep inside Marissa. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, her heart beating high in her throat. “I’m okay, Sir. I’m good.”  
 
    “Good.” He stepped back and moved so Marissa could see his face. “Not that I think you’ll need it for this exercise, but it’s always a good idea to have a safeword, especially between people who aren’t intimately familiar with one another. Do you know what a safeword is?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so, uh, Sir,” Marissa answered. “It’s a word I would use if the scene got too intense. If I needed all the action to stop.” 
 
    Tony nodded. “That’s correct. It’s a word that we would never mistake as being an ongoing part of the scene. Something random, but that you would easily remember. Dana’s safeword is banana. Do you want to select a piece of fruit?” He grinned. 
 
    “Um. I’ll take lemon,” Marissa replied, deciding not to make a Freudian joke of Dana’s particular selection. Then the import of what she’d just done, of what she was doing, really hit her. A safeword! 
 
    “Lemon,” Tony repeated matter-of-factly, unaware of the turmoil going on inside Marissa’s head. “Perfect.” He stepped again behind her. “I’m going to leave your legs free for now. I think we’ll start with a spanking, just to get a sense of what you can handle. Pants on or off?” 
 
    Marissa swallowed, thinking of Dana naked behind her and so comfortable in her nudity. But Dana and Tony were married, and Dana was a bona fide sub girl, while Marissa was still only sub-curious, and really barely knew Tony. “Pants on…Sir.” 
 
    “All right, but feel free to change your mind. I’m going to spank you now.”  
 
    Marissa squeezed her eyes shut and tensed with nervous anticipation. Tony’s palm landed with a smack against her ass and Marissa gasped more out of surprise than anything. He struck her several more times in succession. Marissa began to relax. This wasn’t so bad. In fact, she had to admit she kind of liked the thud of his hard hand against her ass.  
 
    “How are you doing?” Tony asked.  
 
    “Good, Sir,” Marissa said. “But, um…” Did she dare? 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Could we maybe try it with the pants off, but panties on?” 
 
    Tony chuckled. “We could do that.” 
 
    “It’s best skin on skin, Marissa, sweetheart,” Dana chimed in. “Don’t be shy. Tony’s seen bare bottoms before, trust me.” 
 
    Marissa said nothing to this. She drew in a tremulous breath as Tony unzipped the side zipper on her summer slacks and pulled them down her legs.  
 
    “We continue,” Tony said from behind her. His hand made more of an impact now, with only the thin silk of her panties between them. Marissa gasped as the sting mounted and her flesh heated. She began to pant, and became aware of the throb of her clit and the dampness in the crotch of her underwear.  
 
    He struck her hard, his rhythm steady as he covered every inch of her bottom. Tears stung her eyelids and Marissa began to dance a little on her toes, her body twisting to avoid Tony’s hard, relentless palm. 
 
    “I smell your desire,” Tony announced from behind her, and Marissa felt her face flame at these words.  
 
    “Oh, god,” she moaned, the words ripped from her mouth without her permission. 
 
    “No god.” Tony chuckled. “Just me. Are you ready for skin on skin, sub girl?” 
 
    Her tongue felt thick in her mouth and she could barely hear over the pounding of her own heart. “Skin, Sir,” she finally managed. He yanked down the flimsy, sex-soaked silk and pulled it away. 
 
    The solid impact of his hand against her ass sent another spasm through Marissa’s frame, this one as much pure, raw lust as fear. She began to pant. Her nipples actually hurt and her clit throbbed so hard she felt like she might actually come without being touched, if such a thing were possible. “Oh, god,” she heard herself moan again, though the voice seemed disembodied, as if it belonged to someone else. Her ass was on fire, her cunt was soaked in liquid heat, her mind was short-circuiting, her heart smashing wildly against the confines of her ribcage. “Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god,” she chanted as Tony struck her again, and again, and again. 
 
    Then it happened—as impossible as it seemed, Marissa felt the familiar warm, buttery clutch of an orgasm rising deep in her belly and shuddering through her body as she gasped and jerked against her wrist restraints. Finally she sagged against the cross, tears streaming down her cheeks, blood roaring in her ears, her breath rasping in her throat. 
 
    After a while—a second, a minute, an eternity, who could say?—she heard Tony’s dry chuckle behind her, and she realized the spanking had stopped. She felt him reach for one wrist and then the other, releasing the Velcro straps that held her in place. She fell back against him, her eyes closed as she reveled in the warmth of his strong embrace. 
 
    Tony put a supportive arm around Marissa’s shoulders and led her to the loveseat, where Dana now waited, a blanket spread open on her lap. As Tony eased Marissa onto the loveseat, Dana wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. Marissa leaned against her friend, who pulled her close. She rested her head on Dana’s shoulder, her eyes closing of their own accord as a happy sigh escaped her lips.   
 
    “This girl is a natural,” Tony said from somewhere in the distance. “No question about it. She was born to submit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Roberts was discussing the medical treatment plans for Cam’s patients, and Cam was mostly paying attention, but her mouth kept distracting him. It was a sensual mouth, her lips mobile and expressive as she spoke. She had a sexy voice, too, slightly husky while still completely feminine. He liked that she didn’t wear a lot of makeup—just a bit of mascara and a hint of pink lip-gloss, as far as he could tell. Her glossy hair was pulled back in a wide barrette at the nape of her neck, as it always was at work. What would it look like loose, tendrils curling around her face?  
 
    Her skin looked dewy fresh, and he had an irrational urge to stroke her cheek, just to see if it was as soft as it appeared. In spite of his best intentions to focus, his overactive libido kept inserting images of this beautiful woman kneeling naked in front of him and parting those luscious lips to receive the head of his cock. He would just give her the head at first. She would have to earn more.  
 
    She was asking a question about medications and Cam gave himself a mental shake. As his mouth responded to her question, his brain demanded to know what the fuck his problem was. Marissa Roberts was a doctor, for crying out loud, not to mention they worked together. Anyway, she was probably vanilla as an ice cream cone, and because of that, even if the sex was fantastic, it could never be more than a one-night stand. And he no longer did one-night stands. Especially not with vanilla MDs who looked down their noses at male nurses. Not that she’d ever offered the slightest hint of disrespect, but Cam was hypersensitive to the mutterings of hospital staff, and why should she be any different? Even though it was the twenty-first century, male nurses were still considered somewhat suspect, which was ironic, when you thought about it.  
 
    He forced himself back to his duties, thankfully easing once more into professional mode as they discussed the caseload for the week. Their meeting completed, Dr. Roberts turned and walked briskly away. He couldn’t stop himself from gazing after her as she headed toward the elevator bank. Again his imagination slipped into forbidden territory, as it removed the white lab coat and sensible pumps, re-dressing her in stiletto heels, stocking and garters, and nothing else. Before his body got into the act and gave him an erection, Cam turned back to his computer screen and busied himself with typing up his notes. The weekend, after all, was only a few hours away. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “Okay, I worked it out. You’re in.” 
 
    “You did?” Marissa realized her voice had come out as a squeak. She cleared her throat. “So I can come to the club with you tonight even though it’s not an open invitation night?” Marissa jumped up from her desk and did a little happy dance before catching herself. Glancing through her open office door, she sat back down and turned toward the window. 
 
    After that incredible experience with Tony and Dana, Marissa had spent the week in a kind of a daze. Her workweek was beyond busy, as always, which was a good thing, since otherwise she would have been banging on their door, begging for a repeat experience. When Tony had said she was a natural—born to submit—something had clicked into place inside Marissa, like a door finally unlocking onto a world she’d only dreamed of. She wanted more. More, more, more. But she had no idea where to go to find it.  
 
    Tony and Dana hadn’t invited her back, though to be fair, they were as busy as she was, if not more so. In her heart of hearts, she knew it probably wasn’t a good idea to request a repeat performance. The experience had been more sexual than she had expected, and even if they’d been interested, the concept of a ménage did not appeal. 
 
    She thought about joining one of the online BDSM dating sites, but figured they were probably as bogus as the vanilla dating sites, with gamers and posers far outnumbering any real potential partners. The idea of meeting a total stranger to engage in something as intimate as D/s just didn’t compute in her brain.  
 
    Dana had advised her that the public BDSM clubs could be pretty sleazy. Though there were genuine folks dedicated to the scene, there were even more wannabe bully boys posing as Doms, and needy, lonely girls pretending to be subs just to get a little affection, or at least physical touch. It could be, Dana had warned, a pretty depressing scene. 
 
    “Yes. Tony worked it out,” Dana replied to her question. “You can come with us tonight if you want, but, uh, there’s a catch.” 
 
    “A catch?” Marissa didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “Well, more of a condition. Membership requirements are pretty strict but Jack Morris, he’s the owner of the club, has agreed you can join on a trial basis, provided you undergo a full assessment.” 
 
    Marissa’s heart skipped a beat. “An assessment?” she squeaked. 
 
    “Yeah. The way Tony described it, it’s a kind of interview and session combined. The trainer needs to assess your submissive potential and decide if you’re the kind of person they want joining the club.” 
 
    Marissa wasn’t sure she liked the sound of submitting to whatever some stranger decided for her. In fact, the prospect scared her to death. On the other hand, she really wanted to go back to The Power Exchange, and if this was the only way… “Did you have to do this, uh, assessment when you joined?” 
 
    “Me?” Dana replied. “No. But I’m owned. Tony got admittance and I was included as his sub girl. It’s unusual for submissives to apply on their own, though it has been known to happen.” 
 
    “So, give me more details. Would I have to, um, get naked?” 
 
    Dana laughed. “Probably. But it won’t be in public, if that’s what you’re worried about. Assessments and training take place in the inner room. I’ve never even been in there before. It’s only for trainers and their clients. Some very intense stuff happens in there, so I’ve heard. Of course, I’ll want a full report.” 
 
    Marissa bit her lip, her mind veering wildly over the possibilities.  
 
    “So?” Dana prodded. “What’ll it be? You in?” 
 
    “Gosh, I don’t know. I mean, I want to, but I’m scared. It’s all so new.” 
 
    “I know. But Tony was right—you’re a natural. I frankly have no idea how you got this far in your life without exploring the scene before now.” Marissa didn’t reply, though since the amazing spanking, she’d been wondering the same thing herself.  
 
    “Think of it this way,” Dana said. “It’s not like you’re signing up to be someone’s 24/7 sex slave or something. It’s just an assessment. If it doesn’t feel right, you end the scene, that’s all. What are a few hours on a Friday night in the scheme of things? Shit, you went through four years of medical school and three years of residency, for Christ’s sake.”  
 
    Marissa chuckled dryly. “Yeah, talk about torture, but without the eroticism.” 
 
    “Exactly. Almost as bad as law school, ha ha. But seriously, this should be a piece of cake in comparison. There’s no real downside. If what the trainer offers isn’t for you, well good, then you’ve learned something important. But listen, it’s totally up to you. You can give this a pass, and you can still come with us again next month as our guest.” 
 
    That was three weeks away. Marissa could barely wait another second, much less three weeks. And Dana was right—there was no real downside, other than the somewhat terrifying prospect of getting naked in front of a stranger and basically assigning her self-will over to him for a period of time. Yet, even as her mind wavered, her body knew the answer. It was telling her with the thrum of adrenaline racing through her veins, the pulse deep in her sex, the desire vibrating through her bones like a primal drum.  
 
    “No,” she blurted. “I mean yes. Yes. I want to do it. Please tell them yes for me.” 
 
      
 
    Marissa felt a little foolish as she glanced down at the ridiculously expensive lacy black bra and panty set she’d bought that evening at Victoria’s Secret on her way home from work. It wasn’t as if she were dressing for a lover, but on the other hand, Dana had advised she would probably be asked to strip, so why not look her best? 
 
    She examined her naked form critically in the mirror. Her size C breasts were still firm, her stomach flat, not from dieting but from being too damn busy during the day to eat much. She touched her pubic hair, wondering if she should shave it, as so many women, Dana included, seemed to be doing these days.  
 
    She decided that, no, she would leave the neatly trimmed curls as they were. She would feel naked enough as it was, thank you. She sprayed a little Beyond Paradise perfume on her throat and wrists, then added a little spritz on her thigh for good measure. She put on the bra and panties and reached for the satin cream-colored chemise-style blouse she’d also bought at Victoria’s Secret. She slipped it over her head, reveling in the silky feel of the satin against her skin. It was lower cut than she was used to, but she had to admit she looked good in it. 
 
    She grinned nervously at her reflection and reminded herself again this wasn’t a date she was preparing for, but an assessment. It sounded so formal, so clinical. She wondered who this so-called trainer would be. Would he bark orders at her, like Master Mark had with slave L, and make her do things like scrub floors and lick his boots? God, she hoped not. That had been sexy to watch, but how would she handle it when she was the one on her knees?  
 
    A piece of cake, Dana had said. No big deal. And you can always end the scene, Marissa reminded herself. Yes. She could use her new safeword—lemon. She would have to make sure this trainer knew her safeword and understood she had next to no experience. He was a professional. She didn’t need to worry. All she had to do was listen and obey. A piece of cake. 
 
    Marissa’s cell phone buzzed and she glanced at it. We’re a little early. Come down when you’re ready, the text message read. Shit! Dana and Tony were already downstairs. Marissa pulled on her skirt and slipped her bare feet into the higher-than-usual heels she’d only worn a few times before, but which were surprisingly comfortable.  
 
    Be right down, she texted back. She ran her fingers through her hair, which had dried naturally into loose waves that fell around her shoulders and framed her face. She had thought about and rejected any jewelry. Keep it simple, she told herself. After all, you’re going to be stripping anyway.  
 
    Wrong thought, as it sent her heart once more into overdrive. She reached for her black velvet jacket. A last glance in the mirror, and she grabbed her purse, took a deep breath and murmured, “Piece of cake,” as she locked her apartment door. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to The Power Exchange.”  
 
    Marissa looked up to see a fortyish man of medium height with massive arms and a shaved head. He was wearing a black leather vest over a barrel chest, leather pants stretched over muscular, stocky legs. His large nose was crooked, as if it had been broken, perhaps more than once. His eyes were dark and penetrating, and Marissa could feel the power in his gaze. 
 
    “Hi,” Marissa said. The man held out his hand, which engulfed Marissa’s as they shook.  
 
    “I’m Jack Morris.” His voice matched the rest of him, deep and gravelly. He spoke like someone used to being obeyed. “Tony’s told me a lot about you.” 
 
    Marissa glanced at Tony, who sat with her and Dana at the same table they’d occupied the last time she’d been to the club. Tony lifted his glass in Jack’s direction. “All true,” he grinned. Smiling at her, he added, “You’ll be in excellent hands, Marissa. The trainer who will assess you tonight is regarded as tops in his field—a real pro, and with good reason.” He turned back to Jack, adding, “Marissa won’t let you down. This one’s a keeper, Jack, you’ll see.” 
 
    You’ll see? Was Jack going to be her trainer?  
 
    Marissa bit her lower lip. Where Tony had been understanding of her fears, and had let her go at her own pace, she strongly doubted Jack would go as easy on her. While the man was certainly compelling, he was also rather formidable, and not what she had visualized. In truth, she’d been harboring a fantasy that she would be trained by someone like the tall, dark and handsome Master Mark from the training videos.  
 
    Don’t be stupid. This is the chance of a lifetime. Tony and Dana say he’s the best. He has to know what he’s doing. She realized they were all three staring at her. “If you’ll come with me,” Jack said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Marissa glanced nervously at her friends. Tony was smiling encouragingly at her. Dana put her hand on Marissa’s shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Good luck,” she said softly. “I know you’ll do great.” 
 
    Marissa pushed her chair away from the table. Excitement warred with trepidation inside her as she took Jack’s offered hand. She was ready. She wanted this. More than that—she needed this.  
 
    Jack stepped to the bar and lifted a panel, gesturing for her to follow him. With a last look at Tony and Dana, Marissa stepped behind the bar. The bartender didn’t even glance up as they passed her. They walked through a small kitchen and down a narrow hallway to a set of double doors. Tony turned the knob on one of the doors and pushed it open. He stepped back, ushering Marissa in ahead of him. The room was larger than she had expected and looked something like Tony’s playroom, except there were more pieces of equipment, some of which she recognized, some she didn’t.  
 
    In addition to a St. Andrew’s cross, several spanking benches, a whipping post, a medical exam table and a set of stocks, there was an interesting series of rubber strips in one corner strapped to a metal frame. The apparatus was shaped like a huge spider’s web, with cuffs and chains dangling from various parts of it. Nearby were two cages, one upright with cuffs attached at the upper and lower corners, and one low and oblong, with newspapers spread on the bottom and what looked like a dog’s water bowl set inside it. 
 
    Muted lighting was provided by a series of sconces set high along the perimeters of the room. Marissa noticed several racks, some with floggers, some with canes, some with wicked-looking single tail whips of various sizes, the largest a coiled bullwhip that looked like a shiny-skinned, sleeping snake.  
 
    Marissa jumped a little when Jack closed the door behind them. 
 
    “You can put your things over there.” Jack pointed to a small set of cubbyholes, not unlike those found in a kindergarten classroom for book bags and lunchboxes.  
 
    “My…things?” Marissa said faintly. She knew she would have to get naked—Dana had warned her. But now that it had come to it… 
 
    Jack glanced sharply at her. “Yes. Everything. Strip naked. Oh wait, leave on the heels. You will wait for the trainer on that dais, there.” He pointed again, this time toward a raised platform in the center of the room with a set of three wooden steps set along its side. 
 
    Did that mean Jack wasn’t the trainer? Who was? Where were they? She realized Jack was watching her, his bushy eyebrows raised, as if questioning why she was still just standing there.  
 
    Don’t blow this. Do what he says. Remember, you can always use your safeword.  
 
    “My safeword is lemon,” she blurted suddenly, and then felt herself blushing. 
 
    Jack’s lips lifted into a half smile. “That’s nice,” he said flatly. “Now do what you’re told.” 
 
    Marissa tried to swallow, but somehow her mouth had filled with sawdust. She moved toward the cubbies and reached for the zipper of her skirt with trembling fingers. She realized she had left her velvet jacket over the back of her chair in the outer room. She stepped out of the skirt, folded it and set it into an empty space. With a glance toward Jack, she reached for the hem of her chemise and pulled it over her head. Blowing out a breath, she reached behind herself and undid her pretty new bra. Jack stood with his arms crossed over his massive chest, an implacable expression on his face, his eyes trained on Marissa. 
 
    Just do it, she admonished herself. Nudity was the norm at The Power Exchange. Half the people in the outer room were in various stages of undress, and no one batted an eyelash over it. She was being silly and self-conscious. It was just skin. No big deal. She reached for her panties and slid them down her legs, stepping carefully out of them while still balancing in her heels.  
 
    She placed the panties on top of her clothing pile and turned to face Jack Morris. His eyes swept over her body, his expression still difficult to read. “Good,” he finally said. “Now get up on the dais.” 
 
    As Marissa moved through the room on rubbery legs she could feel Jack’s dark eyes on her. She climbed the small set of stairs and stood on the wooden platform, wondering what to do with her arms. As if reading her mind, Jack said, “Stand at attention, arms up, fingers locked behind your neck, feet planted shoulder-width apart, eyes forward. Don’t move until the trainer tells you to move.” 
 
    Marissa attempted to do as the man had ordered, feeling at once ridiculous and at the same time kind of sexy, naked in nothing but high heels. The position forced her to thrust her breasts forward, and she felt like an object designed to be ogled, which was no doubt the intent of being forced to pose on a raised stage. Rather than feeling humiliated by being put on display, arousal burned its way through her, spreading into her sex and engorging her nipples.  
 
    Without another word, Jack turned and left the room by the door through which they had entered, closing it with a small click that seemed to echo in the empty space. Marissa drew in a shuddery breath and released it slowly. Her nose itched suddenly, and she wondered if she dared move out of position in order to scratch it. Keeping her head still, she managed to glance around the room, half expecting to see a camera trained on her. Unless it was hidden, she didn’t appear to be observed. Jack had said not to move, but who would know? 
 
    The itch was now driving her nuts. She dropped one hand and quickly scratched her nose. Shaking back her hair, she once again assumed the somewhat awkward position, her fingers laced behind her neck. The room was cool, but she could feel the prickle of perspiration beneath her arms, and the dampness of undeniable arousal between her legs.  
 
    She was there on a completely voluntary basis, she reminded herself. She could leave at any time. No one was holding her prisoner. This was just an assessment, and Tony had said she was a natural sub. Not that she needed him to tell her. She knew what she was now, or more accurately, she understood now what she had the potential to become. She was being offered a rare and precious opportunity to be assessed by a top trainer.  
 
    Marissa heard the sound of a door opening from somewhere behind her. Though she’d been told to keep her eyes straight ahead, Marissa couldn’t help turning toward the sound. Her mouth fell open as she took in the figure standing there dressed in a black muscle T-shirt that hugged his broad shoulders and tapered along his body toward a narrow waist and slender hips. He wore black leather pants that looked like they were molded to his long, muscular legs, his feet shod in heavy black boots of the Master Mark variety.  
 
    Marissa forgot all about holding her position. Instinctively she tried to cover her naked body. Her heart was thumping like a drum against her bones while her mind struggled to place the man within these surroundings.  
 
    His piercing blue eyes moved over her body and settled on her face, and his mouth, like hers, fell open. They stared at one another for several beats of the loudest silence Marissa had ever experienced. 
 
    “Dr. Roberts?” he finally said, his voice incredulous. 
 
    It was impossible, and yet it was he. No question about it. Her nurse, Cam Wilder, was her trainer. “Holy shit,” she exclaimed. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shock of seeing Marissa Roberts standing there stark naked, save for those fuck-me high heels, caused something to short circuit in Cam’s brain, and he found himself momentarily speechless. He realized now Jack hadn’t even told him the subject’s name, but only that she was a novice with almost no experience in the scene.  
 
    Despite the fact she was trying to cover herself, Marissa’s body was even lovelier in real life than the images he’d conjured of her when stroking himself to a quick morning orgasm in the shower. She was blushing sweetly. Her shiny, dark hair cascaded to her shoulders, a deep cleavage created between those luscious breasts by her arms hugging her body. 
 
    Cam felt like one of those cartoon characters whose jaw had come unhinged from shock, but his brain sternly ordered him to regain control of the situation. He was the Master; she was the novice trainee. To cede control would be to undermine the entire process. The thing to do was to push on with the assessment. He owed it to Jack, to himself, and to Marissa.  
 
    “I could ask you the same thing, sub girl, but we both know the answer. I am a master trainer, and you are here as my subject. You are in the inner room, which means Jack apparently saw something in you worthy of exploration. My job tonight is to assess your submissive potential. As of right now, I see none.” He glared at her. “Look at you, out of position, hiding your body from me. The first rule of submission is never hide from your Master—not your feelings, not your fears and most definitely not your body. Back in position, arms behind your head. Now!” 
 
    Marissa didn’t move. If possible, her face became even redder and she stared at him with flashing eyes, her chin lifting in defiance. If she didn’t obey even this most basic command, Cam would end things then and there. He would let Jack know he was not compatible with the subject and hadn’t been able to properly assess her as a result. Jack wasn’t a forgiving sort of man, Cam knew, and that would be the end of Marissa’s chances to join the club.   
 
    He would count to three in his head. If she hadn’t obeyed by then, he’d walk out. There was no other way. 
 
    One… 
 
    Two… 
 
    He could see the war of emotions moving over her features, but she dropped her arms and then slowly lifted them behind her head, locking her fingers at her neck. Cam could barely admit to himself the vast relief that washed over him at seeing her obey in time. He moved closer.  
 
    “I know this is difficult. This is an unusual situation, but we both know you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t need this. Whatever exists between us outside this room, for right now you are my sub girl and I am your Master. If you find yourself unable to agree at the outset to put everything outside this room aside, we won’t be able to move forward, and you might as well get down from there, get your things and go.” 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    “You want to stay, then? To move forward?” He realized he was holding his breath as he waited for her to answer.  
 
    She lifted her chin again, a stubborn look crossing her face. “Yes, Sir.” At least someone had coached her to address a Master with respect.  
 
    Cam hid his smile, and his relief. “Okay, good. A few ground rules. You will not speak for this hour, except to answer direct questions. When you answer, you will do so as completely as you can. There are no wrong answers. I really do want to get a feel for where you’re at each step of the way. If something scares or upsets you, it’s okay to ask for permission to speak, and then, once granted, for you to tell me what’s bothering you. Though the decision will ultimately be mine, I will listen to you and take your concerns into account.” 
 
    Cam felt himself settling into his comfort zone, his nervousness and confusion at the bizarre situation dissipating. “To give you an idea of what to expect, first I’m going to conduct a physical examination of your body. After I’ve assessed your comfort level with being touched, I’m going to put you through a series of exercises designed to determine masochistic reactions, pain tolerance levels, sexual responsiveness, and obedience. You will submit with all the grace you can muster. I will then report to the owner on my findings.” He waited a beat while she absorbed all this, and then said, “Are we agreed on this?” 
 
    He saw she was trembling slightly, but she nodded and whispered, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Cam climbed the small stairs and stepped onto the dais in front of Marissa. The smell of her perfume, something spicy and floral, mingled with the sharp but not unpleasant tang of fear sweat. Unable to help himself for a moment, he closed his eyes and breathed in her intoxicating scent. Scent had always been a powerful trigger for Cam, and he had to exercise every ounce of self-control not to take the beautiful, trembling woman into his arms and kiss her. 
 
    He delivered a rapid, silent lecture to himself that included reminders of professionalism and the limits of this assessment. He’d been attracted to trainees before and he’d managed to keep his tongue in his mouth and his dick in his pants. He would do it now and cut out the teenaged horn dog bullshit. 
 
    “I’m going to examine your body now, sub girl,” he said, his voice coming out gruffer than he intended. “Your only job is to obey. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied softly.  
 
    He started by walking in a slow circle around her. Stopping behind her, he placed his hands lightly on her shoulders. She jumped a little at his touch, but held her position. He massaged the rigid muscles beneath her skin, allowing a touch of gentleness to enter his tone, now that she was behaving. “Relax, sub girl. Just the fact that you’re here means someone saw something valuable in you. Just go with your instincts. Don’t try to fight me or yourself as we move through this process.” 
 
    He continued the massage until he felt the muscles ease, if just a little. Stepping back, he cupped her ass cheeks, which, though small, were full and round, an excellent target for the flogger or the cane.  
 
    Or his hand…the intimacy of skin on skin, stroking, then slapping, watching the flesh jiggle and flush to red. He wouldn’t stop until she begged him. Erotic pain and lust would intertwine like rope around her senses until she was nothing but raw, submissive desire. Then, and only then, would he slip his fingers into the wet heat between her legs as he pressed against her naked body with his… 
 
    Shit. Cam’s cock had sprung to rock-hard erection and was straining against the soft leather of his pants. He dropped his hands, closed his eyes briefly and thought about bedpans and patients vomiting into a bowl until his cock got the message and at least partially deflated.  
 
    Moving to stand in front of her, he said, “How are your arms? Are you okay staying in that position while I complete the examination?” 
 
    Marissa nodded. He lifted his eyebrows until she spoke. “Yes, Sir.” He smiled, and she actually smiled back, if somewhat hesitantly. A sudden tenderness swept through him, and impulsively he stroked her cheek, which was indeed just as soft as he’d imagined. 
 
    Stepping back, he reached for her breasts, cupping his hands beneath each one and lifting them. She drew in a small breath but didn’t resist him in any way. He let them fall and reached for her left nipple. It was dark pink, and it lengthened between his thumb and finger. He tweaked it lightly, pleased at her responsiveness, which manifested as another small, sudden intake of breath and a dilation of her pupils. 
 
    His fingers still on her nipple, he looked into her eyes, and she looked back. Were they blue or were they green? He couldn’t quite decide. He twisted the nipple, pinching it hard. She gasped and emitted a small cry as she instinctively jerked backward. 
 
    He let her nipple go but frowned sternly. “Back in position,” he snapped. “I didn’t tell you to move.” 
 
    “It—oh, I…” She pressed her lips together, and then said, “Permission to speak, uh, Sir?” 
 
    Jesus Christ, she was fucking adorable. Keeping his expression neutral, Cam nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “It hurt! That’s why I jerked away. I wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
    Cam shook his head, allowing his mouth to curve into a hint of a smile. “It’s supposed to hurt, silly girl. You’re a sexual masochist, aren’t you? Look around you.” He waved his arm to indicate all the BDSM apparatus and gear in the room. “Where do you think you are? This is a BDSM dungeon. How am I going to assess your pain tolerance if you can’t even submit to a little nipple tweaking? Are you sure you want to be a member of The Power Exchange?” 
 
    “No, I mean, yes! I mean, that is, I do want the assessment. I am a sexual…masochist.”  
 
    She seemed to stumble over the words, and Cam could see this was truly hard for her. What had Jack been thinking, giving him such a complete neophyte to assess? She looked down, but not before he saw tears suddenly pooling in those beautiful eyes. He softened.  
 
    “Marissa,” he said gently. “It’s not too late. You can still back out of this. I’ll just explain to Jack that we know each other outside of the scene and—” 
 
    “No!” she burst out. “I want to stay. Please. Just give me another chance, okay? I can do this. I know I can. Please, Sir?” She looked up at him, her expression beseeching. 
 
    “All right then.” He nodded, barely admitting to himself how delighted and thrilled he was she hadn’t given up. “Lower your arms and step down from the dais. I’ll conduct the physical examination with you lying down. It’ll be a little less stressful for you that way.” 
 
    She nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Sir.”   
 
    He brought her to the exam table, an old ob/gyn table complete with stirrups. She looked askance at the apparatus. That was supposed to make her more comfortable? She turned to Cam. “You want me to…to lie down on that?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, unable to hide his grin. He let her failure to address him correctly slide for the moment. “I do believe lying down for an exam is easier than standing at attention, but if you disagree, we can always go back to the dais—“ 
 
    “No, no, please. This is fine, Sir,” she said unconvincingly, but she didn’t move.  
 
    Letting a little of his impatience enter his tone, Cam snapped, “Go on. Do as you’re told. You know the drill. Take off your shoes. Once you’re on the table, scoot forward, feet in the stirrups.”  
 
    He could actually see her girding herself, her shoulders going back, her chin lifting, her hands curling into fists as she moved to the end of the table and turned so her back was to it. She stepped out of her high heels. In bare feet she only came up to Cam’s collarbone. She would have to lift her head for a kiss, as he dipped his to meet her.  
 
    Idiot. Stop it. 
 
    She hesitated another second, but finally put her palms flat on the table and hoisted herself onto it. She slid back against the smooth leather surface and then scooted forward as instructed, placing her feet in the metal stirrups. 
 
    Cam moved to stand in front of her, positioning himself between her spread legs. Her body was strong and lean, but still had feminine curves in all the right places. He placed his hands lightly on her legs, and he could still feel the tremble in her limbs. He stroked the soft skin of her inner thighs. “Relax,” he soothed. “I am not the enemy, sub girl. I am your Master. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t longing to submit. Submit now to my touch and my command. Close your eyes and breathe slowly.”  
 
    He waited for her eyes to flutter shut. He watched as she dutifully took in a large breath and slowly let it out. “Yes, that’s good,” he encouraged. “In…and out. Slow and easy. Let all resistance flow out of your body. For this moment, you belong to me.” 
 
    He moved his hands along her legs, lightly massaging the firm muscles of her shapely calves, and then moving up again, his fingers stroking the sensitive skin where her legs joined her body, meticulously careful not to touch the delicate, sensual folds of her exposed cunt.  
 
    Not yet. 
 
    He moved around to the side of the table and brought his hands over her stomach and abdomen. Leaning over her, he cupped each breast, and felt the perk of her nipples hardening against his palms. Though he would have enjoyed lingering there quite a bit longer, he lifted his hands to her slender arms and gently massaged her biceps and triceps before sliding down her forearms. He massaged each hand in turn, pressing his thumbs into her palms and stroking each finger until he felt her relax beneath his touch.  
 
    “Lift your arms up over your head.” He was pleased when she obeyed without protest and without opening her eyes. He touched her underarms and she startled slightly, but didn’t wriggle away. Good—not overly ticklish.  
 
    He moved back to stand between her spread knees. Leaning forward once more, he placed his hands around her throat and squeezed lightly. Her eyes flew open, the pupils dilated so wide there was only a ring of blue-green iris rimming them. She gasped, her hands moving toward his. He stopped her with a firm shake of his head. “I didn’t tell you to move. You need to trust me, sub girl. You are safe. Keep your arms over your head.” 
 
    She blew out a shaky breath, but she let her arms fall back into position. He could see that his hands at her throat were a trigger for her, though he surmised by the way she had begun to pant, and the fact that her nipples were hard as pencil erasers, that the trigger was a positive one, even if it was a little scary. 
 
    He tightened his fingers at her throat, though he was careful to keep the pressure light as he gauged her reaction. Her lips parted and she began to tremble again, but her eyes were shining and the whimper she emitted sounded sexual to his trained ears. 
 
    Why not find out for sure? 
 
    Keeping one hand on her throat, he brought the other down between her spread legs. He touched the soft folds of her cunt, which felt damp and hot. Moving his finger carefully between the folds, he sought and found her entrance. The muscles of her cunt seemed to suck his finger inside and then clamp down. She was slippery wet, and as he moved his finger inside her, he applied a little more pressure to her throat. She groaned, her hips arching lewdly upward, which forced his finger deeper into the tight, wet grip of her cunt. 
 
    Standing between her legs as he was, his palm was positioned directly over the hard nubbin of her clit, and he pushed and ground against it, knowing full well what he was doing. She actually squealed, her breathy cry sending a jolt of pure lust directly to Cam’s cock. 
 
    She was shuddering, panting, her hips arched and gyrating as she tried to fuck herself on his hand, and he had never witnessed anything sexier in his life. He wanted her in the worst way. He wanted to rip down his pants and plunge himself into her without mercy or restraint. He wanted to fuck her while keeping his hand tight around her throat, a primordial and powerful display of his dominance and complete control. 
 
    Christ, this had never happened to him before, not like this, not with someone he barely knew, and most especially not with someone from the hospital! Someone he would have to face on Monday, who would have to face him. 
 
    Jesus, what was he doing? 
 
    He pulled both his hands away and stepped back. She lay there panting, her body convulsing as if in aftershock. The skin on her chest, neck and cheeks was mottled pink. Holy shit—she’d orgasmed.  
 
    She was sublime. No other word for it. 
 
    Without realizing what he was doing, Cam brought his juice-slicked fingers to his nose and inhaled the heady aroma of her musk as he stared down at the beautiful woman. He had to get a grip. He had to regain some semblance of self-control. He was supposedly a master trainer, but he was behaving like a rank amateur.  
 
    Marissa opened her eyes and fixed them on his face. He dropped his hand quickly to his side. She bit her lower lip and then said, “Permission to speak, Sir?” 
 
    He nodded and cleared his throat. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, Sir. I didn’t mean to do that. I hope I didn’t offend you.” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows. “Offend me? In what way?” 
 
    She shook her head and looked away. “Never mind, Sir. Nothing.”  
 
    He had no idea what she was talking about, but rather than slow the momentum any more than it had been, he said simply, “No problem. You’re very sexually responsive, and that’s a good thing in a submissive. You can get off the table now. It’s time to see how well you handle erotic pain.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa was grateful that Cam didn’t make her put the heels back on. She was also grateful for his hand as he led her across the room. Her legs felt wobbly, and her face still burned with embarrassment for having come like that.  
 
    The numbness of her shock at discovering that her trainer was her nurse had started to wear off, but it was replaced by a confusing jumble of terror, longing and pure, unmitigated lust. Didn’t it just figure that she would fall for a gay guy? 
 
    She’d found him attractive at work, but it hadn’t bothered her, not really. She wasn’t stupid enough to waste her time pining after some gay nurse, and he was easy enough to ignore when wearing his scrubs and sensible shoes. 
 
    But seeing him decked out in that muscleman T-shirt and black leather, his usually combed back hair falling into his eyes, his five-o’clock stubble adding a roguish appeal to his features, while she stood naked as a jaybird in front of him—holy cow! She’d nearly fallen down with shock. 
 
    And the way he’d stared at her. Yes, he was clearly taken by surprise too, but his eyes had moved over her hungrily, making her feel even more naked than she was, if that made any sense. At the same time, though, it had felt as if he were caressing her with his gaze, as if he wanted her. But maybe that was just a talent he’d developed as a trainer—a way to make the submissive feel desired, whether male or female. 
 
    She’d told herself she could handle the situation—she wanted to explore this part of herself too much to blow it—and she could have! She was doing okay, that is, until he put his hand on her throat, and his other hand on her cunt.  
 
    Something about that big, masculine hand closing around her neck, bringing with it the knowledge that he had complete power over her, erotic and otherwise, had nearly undone her. Her poor clit was throbbing and when he slipped his fingers into her, that was bad enough. But that thing he did with his palm! Oh god, it was amazing. She wanted him to do it again. And again. And again… 
 
    Where did a gay man learn to touch a woman like that? 
 
    Though she was apprehensive about what came next, she was also excited. Erotic pain. Just the words were enough to send a shiver through her loins. Dana was right—how had she survived this long without being clued in to her submissive and masochistic needs? And if Cam were anywhere near as capable in the erotic pain department as he was in the giving straight girls orgasms department, she was definitely in for an intense experience. 
 
    “I understand from Jack that you’ve responded well to a bare-handed spanking. Have you ever been flogged or caned? Have you ever been whipped?” Cam’s deep, sexy voice pulled Marissa back to the moment.  
 
    Her heart jolted into a higher gear at these questions. “No, Sir. None of those things. Not yet.” 
 
    A smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “Good answer. Not yet. Well, let’s remedy that, at least in part. I believe the flogger is the next logical step. I have something new I think would be just right.” He moved toward a rack and selected a medium-sized flogger with dozens of black leather tresses dangling from a thick braided handle. 
 
    “I think I’ll keep you standing for this exercise.” He pointed to the polished wooden column that rose from the floor to the ceiling, which Marissa knew from the outer room was called a whipping post. “Hug the post and bring your hands together around it. I’ll cuff your wrists so it’s easier for you to stay in position. I’ll leave your feet free. Since we’re at a point in the assessment where it’s possible you might need it, what’s your safeword?” 
 
    Marissa felt a ridiculous but undeniable sense of pride that she had one. “Lemon,” she said promptly, adding a belated, “Sir.” 
 
    “Lemon,” Cam repeated. “Okay. Stand at the post. I’ll get a new set of cuffs for you.” Marissa moved to the whipping post and carefully pressed her bare body against the cool wood. She wrapped her arms around the thick pole and turned her head so her cheek was resting against it.  
 
    Cam returned with a set of canvas cuffs with Velcro on either end, a ring of metal dangling from the center of each. He put one around each of her wrists and then clipped them together by the rings. Oddly, instead of making her feel more vulnerable because she was now bound, she found herself easing into a softer place, if that was the word. Somehow the wrist cuffs soothed her, and she wished he would also bind her waist and ankles, but she said nothing. 
 
    He moved out of her sight and a moment later she felt his strong body pressed up against hers from behind. He smelled so good! Something woodsy and masculine. She wondered if he had a lover—a partner. Was the guy a sub? Did he cuff him to a whipping post and flog him before making love to him? 
 
    Stop it, she ordered herself sternly. It is what it is. 
 
    “Are you ready, sub girl?” Cam’s mouth was so close she could feel his breath tickling her ear. Though she’d just had a powerful if unexpected orgasm, her perverse cunt, which apparently didn’t know the man leaning against her was gay, perked to instant and throbbing attention. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she managed, though in fact she was frightened of the flogger, which had to hurt way more than a mere spanking. 
 
    Cam stepped back. “Good. We begin.” He appeared once more in front of her and held the handle of the flogger close to her face. “Kiss it,” he ordered. “Kiss the flogger as a gesture of your appreciation for what it can give you.” 
 
    Though this sounded a bit contrived to Marissa, she dutifully touched her lips to the soft, fragrant leather. 
 
    He moved again and she could just see him in her peripheral vision. “We’ll start light,” he said, “and gradually increase the intensity. My goal is to see what you can handle, and how you handle it. Feel free to cry out. It’s okay to tell me if it hurts, or to say that you don’t think you can take it anymore, and I’ll listen to you, though I won’t necessarily stop—not until I think it’s time.  
 
    “Regarding your safeword—be very, very careful about using it. It’s an absolute last resort, and should only be used if you sincerely believe I’m not getting the message and the action needs to stop immediately. I should tell you, I’ve never, not once in the six years I’ve been doing this, had a sub need to use their safeword. I will pay attention to your body and your reactions, and all you really need to do is open your spirit to what I’m giving you. That said, you can use the safeword if you think you have to, but know that all action will cease at that moment, and the session will end. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa said, now thoroughly terrified at the thought she was going to be taken to the point of crying out and screaming that she couldn’t take it anymore. Nonetheless, she was determined to see this through. No way was she going to back down now. 
 
    “Okay, then. We begin.” 
 
    The first strokes were little more than the brush of leather whispering over her skin. It almost tickled. After about ten of these, however, the intensity increased a little, and the leather now lightly smacked her skin, though still nowhere near as hard as Tony’s palm had been. This wasn’t so bad. She could totally do this! 
 
    The flogger moved away from her ass now, landing between her shoulder blades. It stung, but at the same time, it felt good. It felt right. The leather moved down her back to her ass, this time striking harder, so the sting matched that on the thinner skin of her back. Next the flogger shifted to the backs of her thighs. 
 
    The first really hard stroke took her by surprise, and Marissa gasped and tensed. “Relax,” Cam said at once. “Flow with the pain, not against it.” 
 
    She had no idea what this meant, but Marissa did her best to relax, in spite of the fact she was naked and tethered to a whipping post, while an incredibly sexy gay Dom smacked her ass with a flogger. 
 
    He hit her again, just as hard, and Marissa yelped a little. “Flow with it,” she heard him whisper behind her. He struck her again and again, each time a little harder than the last. It hurt, make no mistake, but at the same time her body seemed to crave the pain, just as it had when Tony had spanked her. Or no, even more. She thrilled to the thuddy caress of the flogger as it crashed against her with the force of an ocean’s wave. 
 
    Yes, her body whispered, yes, yes, yes.  
 
    And then, without warning, he changed his angle so just the tips of the leather strands made contact with her skin. It stung like hell, and ripped her from the near-trance she had entered. The stinging little tips brushed the sides of her body and it felt like a hive of angry bees swarming over her skin.  
 
    “Ow!” she yelled. “Fuck, that hurts!” 
 
    “Take it.” Something in Cam’s tone spoke to something deep inside Marissa’s psyche. 
 
    The panic that had been rising subsided, and she found that, while the whipping still stung, she could bear it. She could take it. 
 
    He resumed the thuddy strokes once more, covering her flesh from thigh to shoulder in a dark, sweet fire of sensation that was nearly as good as, or no, be honest, maybe even better than, sex. 
 
    “Oooooo,” someone moaned, the word charged with eroticism. Vaguely Marissa was aware she was the one making the sound, but she’d lost the capacity to censor or control her reactions. “Oooooo,” she moaned again. There was no more pain, though Cam was flogging her just as hard, if not harder, than before.  
 
    Or, no, that wasn’t right. It did hurt. But it hurt so good. Though she didn’t understand it, the erotic pain, the pleasure, the power, the passion of what this man was doing somehow reached past the reserves built up over a lifetime of holding back the most intimate part of herself. It peeled back layers of control, of fear, of longing, of need, reaching to the very core of Marissa’s being. “Yes,” she whispered, the word a sibilant hiss of pure, raw need. “Yessssssssss…” 
 
    Her head felt heavy and she let it fall back. Her bound hands around the post were the only thing that kept her from sliding into a puddle on the floor. She was no longer Marissa Roberts, MD, or Marissa Roberts the woman, or even Marissa Roberts, the sub girl. She was just sensation. Pure, perfect sensation, her spirit rising from her body as the leather kissed and stroked her skin with what she could only define as love. 
 
      
 
    When she opened her eyes, she was confused to find herself on the ground. She was leaning back against someone, whose strong, masculine arms were wrapped around her from behind. As she came more fully to herself, she realized it was Cam holding her. She must have somehow passed out or something.  
 
    Whatever had happened, she was engulfed in a deeply satisfying sense of utter well-being. Though still disoriented, she leaned back her head and smiled up at the gorgeous sexy man who was holding her. 
 
    Defenses completely lowered, she blurted, “Wow, that was fucking amazing. No offense, but it really sucks that you’re gay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” Cam was sitting behind Marissa on the floor near the cross, his arms around her. He had been rocking her gently as she returned to planet earth, drifting in a pleasant fantasy that he wasn’t her trainer, but rather her lover—the lover who would soon carry her to bed and make love to her.  
 
    Her words smashed through his reverie like a fist to the jaw, and he actually whipped his head back from the impact. Marissa twisted to face him, extricating herself from his arms in the process. “Oh!” she exclaimed “Sir. I should have said Sir. I didn’t ask permission to speak. I forgot. I—” 
 
    “No, no,” Cam interjected. “That’s okay, Marissa. The assessment, the scene—it’s over. It’s okay. This is called aftercare. Where I help you come down from the high of the experience. No more Master or Sir required.”  
 
    She looked relieved. “Oh, okay, then. Phew.” 
 
    Cam smiled, but he wasn’t about to drop the subject. “So, I need clarification here. You think I’m gay?” 
 
    She bit her lower lip, her eyes sliding away from his. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I hope that wasn’t rude to say. It just kind of slipped out.” 
 
    Cam couldn’t help it. He started to laugh. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. Marissa knew him first as a nurse, and he’d heard the whispers and seen the looks of some of the staff when he passed by.  
 
    She met his eyes, crossed her arms over her breasts and frowned. “What? What’s funny?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Forgive me.” He was still grinning. “I hate to burst your bubble, but I’m straight as an arrow.” 
 
    Her expression moved to one of confusion. “Wait, what? You mean you’re…you’re not gay?” she stammered. Color was washing prettily over her cheeks and throat. 
 
    It took every ounce of self-control for Cam not to gather her into his arms. “No, I’m not. What made you think I was? Surely not just because I’m a nurse?”  
 
    “No, not at all,” she said with such conviction he wondered if she, if not lying, was perhaps hedging the truth a bit.  
 
    He didn’t let her off the hook. “Okay, so then…what?”  
 
    Again she looked away. “Oh, well, the other nurses were saying, I mean…Janice saw… Oh god, I’m really confused right now.” 
 
    Cam relented. “Hey, I’m just busting your chops.” He pushed himself to his feet and headed toward the wall hooks where the clean robes were hung. He grabbed one and returned to her. As he placed it around her shoulders, he said, “So, I’m all ears. What juicy gossip did Janice have to spread this time?” 
 
    Marissa offered a rueful smile. “So, you’re already on to her, huh? You’re right. I should have considered the source. Usually I know better. She swore she saw you going into a gay sex shop in the Village.” 
 
    Cam slapped his forehead. “Ah, now I remember. I did see Janice down in the Village the other day. What she actually saw was me heading into C&C’s.” Marissa looked blank, and Cam elaborated. “It’s a BDSM gear shop. I suppose, in Janice’s defense, not that she deserves any, the mannequin in the window at C&C’s is a male dressed in BDSM leathers and chains, a ball gag over his mouth. She obviously drew her own conclusions.” 
 
    Marissa started to laugh, a full-throated, open laugh that filled Cam with an irrational joy. He started to laugh too. Still chuckling, he leaned toward her and extended his hand. She took it, allowing him to help her up. 
 
    They regarded each other for a long moment, each growing serious again. Cam’s lips tingled with the need to feel the press of her mouth against his, but he held himself in check.  
 
    Marissa tied the sash of the robe around her slender waist. “So,” she said, pushing her hair from her face and tucking it behind her small, pretty ears. “Tell me the truth. How did I do tonight? Did I pass the audition?” 
 
    “You did, Marissa,” Cam said sincerely. “I can honestly and without reservation recommend you to Jack as a provisional member of the club.” 
 
    As he said it, he silently marveled at how little anyone knew about the people they worked with. Dr. Roberts, with her brisk, no-nonsense manner on the job, was secretly a passionate, sensual masochist with incredible potential as a submissive. And here she’d been right in his backyard, so to speak, and he’d had no idea.  
 
    “Provisional?” she countered. 
 
    Cam smiled. “Yeah. Jack is super cautious about admittance. He had a few problems with some guys a while back that nearly got the place shut down, so he’s very careful about who he accepts. Three months probation, and you can join as a full-fledged member.” 
 
    There was a sharp rap at the door. Cam glanced at his watch. “Oh, shit,” he said. “I have a client booked for the next hour. That’s my five-minute warning. I’ll just talk to Jack real quick and let him know you’re in.” 
 
    “Oh. You have a client? Now?” Marissa looked crestfallen, which made Cam smile again. He realized he’d been smiling so much in the last few minutes that his cheeks actually ached.  
 
    Taking a chance, he said, “Listen, could you maybe wait for me? It’s a light night. I only have one half-hour session after this one coming up. I’d love to take you out for coffee or a glass of wine or something.” Suddenly he realized the assumption he’d made, and he added quickly, “I mean, uh, that is, if you came alone.” 
 
    “I came with my friends, Tony and Dana. Do you know them?” 
 
    Cam nodded. “I know who they are, but I don’t know them well.” He offered an apologetic shrug. “I don’t get a chance to spend much time in the outer room. I mostly work with clients and potential members back here. So”—he assumed a casual tone— “Tony and Dana are just…friends?” He’d learned in the scene not to make assumptions about the nature of D/s relationships, and ménages, especially those consisting of a Dom and two subs, were not all that unusual. 
 
    Marissa smiled. “Just friends. Really Dana is my friend. Tony’s her husband. But he’s the one that got me this, uh, assessment.” 
 
    “So, would they be cool if you came with them, but left with me? More to the point, would you be cool with it?” 
 
    Her smile widened and she ducked her head in a coquettish way that had nothing to do with Marissa Roberts, MD and everything to do with a sexy, flirtatious sub girl. “Yes, Sir. I’d be very cool with it.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Dana and Tony were still sitting where she’d left them when Marissa returned to the outer room. Dana’s hair was a bit disheveled, her mascara a little smeared, which led Marissa to think they’d been doing some scening of their own during her absence. 
 
    “Well,” Dana said eagerly, as Tony stood and pulled out a chair for Marissa. “How did it go? Tell us everything!” 
 
    Marissa sat, offering a nod of thanks to Tony. “It went great,” she said, unable to stop the wide smile that spread over her face.  
 
    Dana was regarding her expectantly. “Come on, details, girlfriend! I’ve never even seen the inner room. I want a full description of everything that happened, from the second you entered the room until you came out here with that big ass smile on your face.”  
 
    Tony sipped his wine as he regarded his wife with an indulgent smile. 
 
    Where to start? Marissa had already decided she didn’t plan to share the fact that she and Cam worked together. She had a sense that would be violating his privacy. Nor did she plan to divulge her deeply personal, visceral response not only to what he’d done, but to the man himself. It was all still so new and precious—she wanted to have time alone to digest, dissect and savor every moment. 
 
    “Let’s see,” she said, composing her thoughts. “The place wasn’t all that different from your playroom, except more equipment and more gear.” She went on to describe the basics of what the assessment entailed, leaving out their conversation during the aftercare, or the fact that Cam had pulled a powerful climax from her. 
 
    “It sounds amazing,” Dana breathed, hanging on to every word. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “Cam, er, the trainer, is going to talk to Jack. He says he’s going to recommend me for provisional membership.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great!” Dana enthused. “Oh, Marissa, I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    “Well done,” Tony echoed. “Congratulations.” 
 
    As if on cue, Jack Morris suddenly appeared beside their table. “Excuse me,” he said, staring down at Marissa. “If I might have a word with you in private?” 
 
    Though she knew the news was good, something about his tone and the way he seemed to look past her eyes into her most secret thoughts was disconcerting. Marissa swallowed and nodded. As she pushed back her chair, Jack said to the others, “If you’ll excuse us for a moment.” 
 
    “Of course.” Tony nodded, waving them away with his glass. 
 
    Marissa followed Jack to the bar, where they both sat on stools at the far end, away from anyone else. Jack swiveled on his stool to face her. His voice was deep, and power seemed to radiate from his pores. “The trainer was quite positive in his assessment, Marissa. I’m pleased to offer you a provisional membership, assuming the terms of our membership agreement meet with your approval.” 
 
    He pulled a piece of paper that was folded lengthwise from his back pocket and spread it on the bar in front of Marissa. “You can read that at your convenience, and if you are agreed, just sign and return it to me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” The “Sir” had just popped out without any premeditation. Jack exuded an authority that seemed to require the appellation. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Jack stood. Staring into her eyes, he stroked her cheek with a single, large finger. Though she wasn’t sexually attracted to Jack, his touch sent a shiver through her, and she had a sudden nearly overwhelming desire to fall to her knees in front of him. 
 
    Fortunately, he broke the spell. Dropping his hand, he said brusquely, “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Marissa. I look forward to seeing you again.” She stared after him as he strode away.  
 
    Dana appeared beside her a moment later. “What did he say? What did he say? Are you in?” 
 
    Marissa held up the piece of paper he’d given her. “This is the provisional membership agreement. I just have to sign it, and yes, I’m in.” She grinned suddenly at the prospect.  
 
    They returned to the table. Marissa scanned the document quickly. It was basically a confidentiality agreement, with Marissa promising to keep everything that went on at the club strictly private, along with some rules about proper conduct, exchange of bodily fluids and management's responsibility or lack thereof for any injuries suffered during play. It also outlined a fee schedule that seemed quite reasonable to Marissa.   
 
    Tony asked to see the document, and pulled out some reading glasses to peruse it. After a moment, he pronounced that he saw no legal reasons for her not to sign. He produced a pen and held it out to her. 
 
    Marissa took the pen and signed on the dotted line at the bottom of the page, a whole swarm of butterflies suddenly swooping inside her. “It’s official then,” Dana said, watching her. “You’re now a sister sub in the BDSM community. Welcome to the most exciting and supportive group in the world.” She stood and leaned over Marissa, giving her a big hug. Sitting back down, she added, “Now, we just need to find you a Master.” 
 
    Marissa’s smile widened into a grin. “Well,” she said, “about that…” 
 
    “What?” Dana demanded. “What about that?” Her eyes widened. “Hold on. You aren’t saying Jack…? Jack doesn’t even like—” 
 
    “No, no,” Marissa interrupted with a laugh. “Not Jack. Cam. The trainer.” As Dana’s eyes widened, Marissa hurriedly amended, “I’m not saying he’s going to be my Master or anything. But when the trainer is done with his sessions in about an hour or so, we’re going to, I mean, he’s invited me out for a drink.” 
 
    Dana regarded her for a few seconds, her face splitting into a widening grin. “Marissa Roberts, get out of town! That dude has a rep as untouchable. Never scenes in the outer room. You spend forty-five minutes with him and whammo, he’s taking you on a date?” 
 
    “You saw how responsive Marissa was in our playroom,” Tony interjected. “Are you really so surprised?” 
 
    “Surprised?” Dana shook her head. “No, not surprised. Just pleased as punch. Way to go, Marissa, honey.” 
 
    Marissa shook her head and gave an exasperated laugh. “It’s not a date. Why do I feel like you two are marrying me off? We’re just going for a coffee or something. We actually know each other from the outside.” 
 
    Oops. She hadn’t meant to say that. Oh well, the cat was out of the bag, but she’d make sure and leave it at that. 
 
    Both Tony and Dana looked surprised. “Really? But that’s amazing. Who is he? Do you work with him?” Dana demanded. Tony put his hand on Dana’s arm and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    Marissa picked up the membership agreement. “Confidentiality,” she reminded Dana. “I shouldn’t even have said that much.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Forget I asked.” She leaned close to Marissa’s ear and said in a stage whisper, “You can tell me later.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The waitress brought them each an espresso in a tiny porcelain cup and set a plate of baklava between them. Cam had found himself on autopilot several times during his sessions, and had to force himself to forget Marissa long enough to do his clients justice. Now he was free to focus entirely on the lovely woman who sat across from him.  
 
    She lifted a piece of the sticky honey pastry and took a bite, her eyes fluttering shut in appreciation. Cam grinned, pleased she seemed to like his choice of location and dessert. “It’s delicious, right? I love this place, and they’re open until three a.m., which is great when you work nights like I do at the club.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to get my head around all this. There’s a whole world out there I never even dreamed of, to tell you the truth. This is all so new.” 
 
    “Tell me a little about your experience in the scene,” Cam said. “I know you’ve had no formal training, but obviously you’ve been involved in some way in D/s, right?” 
 
    Marissa shook her head. “Not really. Until very recently, I was what my friend referred to as sub-curious.” 
 
    “Sub-curious.” Cam smiled. “I like that.” He took a bite of his baklava as he waited for her to continue. 
 
    “Yeah.” Marissa smiled. She had an adorable dimple in her left cheek, and another in her chin. “I mean, I’ve had these kinds of feelings—submissive feelings I guess you’d say, pretty much all my adult life, but I didn’t really know what to call them, and I certainly didn’t act on them. Not until recently, that is.” She told him about Dana, and the events that led to the assessment.  
 
    “That’s a pretty incredible story, Marissa. I mean, based on your reactions during the assessment I was sure you’d had at least some experience beyond what you’re telling me. Your responses were so powerful—so passionate. I’ve worked with a lot of subs in my time, and for some it takes years to fly the way you did. Hell, some never do. Your ability to let go—to trust—it’s quite remarkable.” 
 
    Marissa ducked her head and smiled shyly. “It’s because of you,” she said softly. “You made me feel…” She paused, seeming to look for the word. “Safe.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cam said, her words warming him to his toes. “That means a lot to me. Trust is the foundation of D/s.” 
 
    “It’s the foundation of a lot of things,” Marissa said, looking up. “There’s something about you, Cam. I guess it’s what makes you such a good nurse, too. In the short time you’ve been at the hospital, you’re already making quite a reputation for yourself, did you know that? You make people feel safe there too, both staff and patients alike. They know they can trust you. It’s a gift.” 
 
    Cam couldn’t stop the wide smile that Marissa’s words brought to his face. “Thank you,” he said again. But her mention of the hospital brought him back to one of the things he wanted to talk to her about. “About the hospital,” he said. “Obviously we work together, and I hope it’s equally obvious that I want to see more of you. Is there going to be a problem, a conflict in that regard?” 
 
    Marissa pursed her lips, as if weighing what she wanted to say. Cam ached to kiss those sweet pouting lips, but held himself in check, taking a bite of baklava instead. Finally she said, “More of me, huh? I think you’ve seen just about all of me there is!” She smiled, though a rosy blush bloomed on her cheeks.  
 
    Cam laughed and put his hand over hers, pleased when she didn’t pull it away. “I want to see more, to know more. Much, much more. And not as a trainer hired to give an assessment. But as a man with a woman.” 
 
    Marissa’s eyes were bright and Cam was pretty sure he didn’t imagine the sudden shudder that moved through her frame at his words, or the nearly imperceptible sigh. After a moment, she cleared her throat and offered a small embarrassed laugh. Assuming the professional tone Cam was used to at the hospital, she continued, “Normally I make it a personal policy to keep work and personal life separate. I mean, it’s just easier that way, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Cam nodded, as he did in fact share the philosophy. “Then there’s the complication of me being a nurse and you a doctor,” he offered, saving her the trouble of stating the obvious. 
 
    He was pleased when Marissa shrugged this away. “Oh, that’s not an issue. Not for me.” She regarded him with those lovely blue-green eyes. “Is that a problem for you?” 
 
    Cam shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Though it might be an issue for some others—staff consorting and all that.” 
 
    “Want to know what I think?” Marissa said, lifting her chin. 
 
    “I do,” Cam said, fighting the urge to reach across the table and kiss her. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I think we’re both mature adults who have made an unusual connection outside the workplace.” 
 
    “Unusual, yes,” Cam agreed, smiling. 
 
    “I think we’re both professional enough to behave on the job as if nothing has changed. I don’t know about you, but I’d just as soon not offer myself as sacrificial grist for the Janices of this world to run through their gossip mill. So if it works for you, I’d like to see more of you, too. At work, we’re just Dr. Roberts and Nurse Wilder. What we do on our own time…” She let the sentence trail away. 
 
    “Is our own business,” Cam supplied. He lifted his coffee cup aloft. “To new beginnings,” he said. 
 
    Marissa lifted her cup and lightly touched it to his. “To new beginnings,” she replied.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood in front of her apartment building and watched the cab pull away from the curb. Cam had said he’d take the subway to his place once he’d seen her safely inside. Marissa didn’t want the evening to end, though at the same time she was conflicted. Should she invite Cam up to her apartment? Was that tantamount to admitting she wanted him to stay the night? Did she? 
 
    She’d been lobbing the idea back and forth in her mind as they rode from the café to her apartment. In the backseat, Cam had put his arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him, marveling at the perfect fit. She was still high from the whole inner room experience, not to mention how easy Cam had been to talk to afterward. But did that mean they should just tumble into bed? Did he expect her to make the first move? Or, as the Dom in the relationship—Relationship? Slow down, girl!—would he be appalled by her forwardness?  
 
    Marissa had made a rule for herself several years back that worked well for her—no sex on the first date. She’d succumbed too many times to the persistence of guys she barely knew, guys who were thinking with their cocks and just wanted to get what they could while the getting was good. More often than not, she regretted her decision afterward, and couldn’t wait to get the near-stranger she’d somehow thought she was attracted to out of her bed and out of her life.  
 
    Loneliness, too much to drink, the desire to be held, the need to just let go—none of those were good enough reasons to fall into bed with a guy she’d just met. 
 
    But she hadn’t just met Cam. They worked together. She’d been able to observe him on the unit for the past several weeks. He was a genuine person—a kind and compassionate nurse. He wasn’t a serial killer or some horny, desperate type who would ejaculate as soon as his cock touched a woman’s bare thigh. 
 
    Then there was the session in the inner room. The way he’d touched her—so sensual, yet so dominant. Her every instinct had thrilled to him, even when she’d thought he was gay. She wanted to see him naked. She wanted to run her hands over his muscular body. She wanted to feel his cock inside her, his comforting, masculine weight on top of her. She wanted to make him ache for her, as she already did for him. He was twenty-nine, she was thirty-two. They weren’t kids. What was she waiting for? 
 
    Cam shoved his hands into his pockets. There was a light wind, and his hair blew into his eyes. His lips were parted as if he were about to speak. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted him to kiss her.  
 
    Fuck her self-imposed rules.  
 
    “Want to come up?” she said before she could stop herself. 
 
    Cam spoke at the same moment. It took a second for her brain to unscramble what he’d said at the same time as she. “I’ll say goodnight, then, Marissa.” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, feeling the heat rise in her face. 
 
    Cam looked a little embarrassed too, but he smiled. “It’s better if we say goodnight, I think.” His tone was kind, which somehow compounded her humiliation. “You’ve got a lot to process. The session—everything you experienced—sometimes it’s easy to confuse desire for what someone offers with desire for the person himself.” He paused a beat, as if expecting Marissa to say something. She wasn’t about to help him in his rejection. She stared at him. He smiled and reached to stroke her cheek, and in spite of herself, Marissa leaned into his touch. 
 
    “I want you, Marissa. Please don’t think I don’t. I know if I came up with you now, I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you. You’re beautiful, bright, passionate, submissive—everything I want in a woman. That’s why I don’t want to fuck it up by moving too fast with you. It’s late. I want you to get some sleep, take a little time to put things into perspective. Maybe we could go for breakfast in the morning? See where we stand in the light of day?” 
 
    Marissa knew he was right. In fact she did need some time to process the amazing events of the evening. What she was feeling might be no more than a rush of infatuation. Maybe she was just so excited about her own submissive discoveries that she was confusing that with desire for the man who had bound her, flogged her, made her heart pound and her entire body vibrate with longing… 
 
    Cam was watching her again in that way he had, his full attention on her as if nothing else existed in the world. She forced a smile and shrugged. “Sure. Yeah. Breakfast sounds good.” Standing on tiptoe, she kissed his cheek and then turned abruptly away, fumbling for her keys and turning the lock. 
 
    She got the door open, and Cam was just behind her, opening it farther for her, the perfect gentleman. “Marissa.” He put his hands on her shoulders and spun her gently toward him. He took her in his arms and lightly kissed her mouth, then let her go. They had exchanged cell phone numbers earlier in the evening, and he said, “Call me in the morning? Promise?” 
 
    Marissa nodded, feeling a little better. He was just being sensible. It was good that someone was, since she was ready to shuck her clothing right there in the lobby and throw herself at him. “Yeah. In the morning. Get home safe.” 
 
    She turned and walked toward the elevator bank, forbidding herself to look back. She pressed the button. The ancient elevator lurched noisily from somewhere overhead and began its descent. When the door opened, she started to step inside, but suddenly strong hands gripped her shoulders and she was whirled to face Cam, who pulled her once more into his arms.  
 
    “Who am I kidding?” he said, as he buried his face in her hair. “I can’t leave you. If I have to wait until tomorrow to kiss you, I’m afraid my body will spontaneously combust. Can I come up? Please, beautiful Marissa, can I make love to you?” 
 
    Marissa laughed and pulled him into the waiting elevator car. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Cam managed to wait until Marissa got the door to her apartment open, but that was about all he could manage. She barely flicked on the light and shut the door when he grabbed her shoulders and pressed her against the wall, holding her in place with his mouth on hers while his hands roamed feverishly over her body. 
 
    Marissa was panting against him. He slipped his fingers under the silky top and the lace of her bra. Cam grasped her erect nipples and gave each one a twist. Her breathy gasp went straight to his cock, which was already hard as steel. 
 
    “I want you,” he murmured, taking one hand from her breast and slipping it beneath her skirt. He slid his fingers between her legs, pulling at her damp panties and pressing a finger into the clutch of her tight cunt. Marissa groaned, the sound primal and raw.  
 
    Cam reached for the hem of her skirt and flipped it upward to her waist. She gasped but made no move to resist him. He grabbed the lacy panties with the intention of pulling them down, but the force of his grip ripped the flimsy lace, so he just pulled the torn panties from her body and tossed them away. He forced her legs wider with his knee and continued to stroke her now-bared cunt, sliding his fingers in and out of the slippery wetness. He could smell her desire, ripe and feminine, and his cock strained in his pants.  
 
    Her knees started to give way, and he placed a steadying hand on her shoulder to hold her in place. Her head was tilted to the side, her eyes closed, her mouth slack. He ground his palm against her clit while continuing to stroke her from the inside out. Marissa’s moans shifted to grunting little cries. 
 
    Unable to hold back a moment longer, Cam reached for his fly and yanked it down. With one hand still at her sex, he managed to pull down his pants and underwear far enough for his purposes. Gripping her by the hips, he guided his throbbing cock into the folds of her cunt and pressed his way carefully inside, using every ounce of control not to simply ram his way into her. 
 
    Placing his hands beneath her ass, he lifted her as he buried himself inside her, and this time he was the one who groaned, the sound wrenched from somewhere deep inside him. Marissa locked her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper into her wet, perfect heat. Her arms came around his neck and her lips found his. 
 
    They kissed as he lifted and lowered her on his shaft. The pleasure was nearly unbearable. He was nothing but lust—pure, dark, tumultuous lust. Marissa was trembling against him, emitting little staccato cries, her tight cunt spasming against his shaft. Cam wanted it to last forever, but knew he was hanging on by a thread.  
 
    “Oh god,” Marissa cried suddenly. “Oh, god, oh god, oh god!” She jerked in his arms, her movements snapping that slender thread. Cam exploded inside her, the blood roaring in his ears, his heart convulsing in his chest, his entire body melting from the blasting fire of his orgasm. 
 
    Finally Cam sank slowly to the floor, Marissa still wrapped around him. He leaned back with her in his arms, his cock still buried inside her. He stretched out his legs and she moved with him until they were lying flat, he on his back, she on top of him, her head nestled against his neck. 
 
    He must have drifted off for a minute or two, because when he opened his eyes, Marissa was beside him, peering into his eyes, a very feminine, satisfied little smile on her pretty face. “Hi,” she said softly. 
 
    Cam lifted himself onto one elbow. “Hi there. Nice place you have here.”  
 
    “Wait’ll you see the bedroom,” she quipped with a grin. 
 
    Cam chuckled and Marissa started to laugh. Cam laughed too, happiness nearly levitating him from the floor. He pulled Marissa into his arms, his cock hardening against her thigh. “I don’t think you’re going to get too much sleep tonight,” he growled into her ear. 
 
    “Sleep is overrated,” she murmured. Then she kissed him. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa’s grandmother had loved musicals and was always playing them on her old-fashioned vinyl record player when she had Marissa and her little sister, Kristen, over for the weekend when they were children. One of her grandmother’s favorites, and therefore by extension one of Marissa’s, was the soundtrack to The King and I. Marissa’s favorite song on the record had always been Hello Young Lovers. The lyrics had been playing in her head all that morning, and she’d even found herself humming while typing up some notes at a terminal in the nurses’ station after rounds: I know how it feels to have wings on your heels and to fly through the street in a trance. You fly down the street on the chance that you’ll meet and you meet—not really by chance. 
 
    That had been happening all morning with her and Cam. She’d seen more of him on the unit that Monday after their incredible weekend than in the weeks he’d been on staff. Every time they saw each other, it was hard to resist exchanging a secret smile, or brushing his hand when he handed her a chart, or standing a little too close when they consulted on a patient.  
 
    It was surely only a matter of time before the rest of the staff, especially the ever-observant Janice, realized there was something going on between them. While they had agreed there was no reason to hide the fact they were seeing each other, neither did Marissa want to come across to her staff as a lovesick teenager. Hopefully she would be better able to hide her feelings once they got more used to handling themselves in public, and once the relationship wasn’t so blindingly shiny and new. 
 
    Was it possible to fall in love over a single weekend? 
 
    Probably not, Marissa’s rational, sensible mind informed her. But her heart and her body were telling her otherwise. Cam and she had barely left her apartment the entire weekend, and for the first time in years and years, Marissa’s pussy was actually sore from use, and she’d had more orgasms than she could count. She was glad she’d continued taking birth control pills after her last breakup six months prior, since no way did she want to have anything, even a thin membrane of latex, come between her and this amazing man. And sex was the least of it. Or not the least of it, but made a thousand times more intense by the delicious erotic overlay of BDSM. 
 
    Cam had spanked her—not the way Tony had, while she was strapped to a cross, his wife watching nearby. That had been exciting in its way, but nothing compared to the intensity she’d experienced while lying naked over Cam’s muscular thighs, her hands bound at the wrists with old stockings, his cock hard against her belly as he turned her ass a blistering cherry red, and then flipped her over to fuck her to yet another in a series of blindingly intense orgasms. 
 
    When they were too tired for sex, they talked. They talked about everything, from their respective childhoods, their interest in medicine, to how they lost their virginity. Cam had lost his during his senior year of high school in the backseat of his car after the prom—his girlfriend had been so scared Cam’s cock had wilted several times while attempting to penetrate. Marissa had held out until freshmen year of college. The junior jock she’d chosen had turned out to be much better at playing football than at making love to a woman.  
 
    She’d felt comfortable sharing her earliest sexual fantasies, which had always included a strong man “having his way with her” but had only fairly recently taken a more specific masochistic and submissive turn. She’d felt validated by Cam’s understanding and encouragement, and excited by the promises he made to take her as far as she was ready to go into the heady and thrilling world of D/s. 
 
    As she moved through her workday, Marissa had to force herself to focus. She owed it to her patients to give them her full and undivided attention, and after a while, she somehow managed to tuck Cam and the amazing weekend into the back of her mind. 
 
    Then she would see him again, just his back as he was walking away, or his profile as he leaned over the nurses’ station counter, and her entire body would leap to life, every nerve ending thrumming with need. 
 
    Would the day never end? 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “Wow, this is really nice.” Marissa turned slowly in the small living room of Cam’s house—the right side of a duplex located in Queens. “You probably have twice as much space here as I do in my apartment.” 
 
    Cam nodded. “No way could I swing even a studio in Manhattan, but out here there are still some affordable neighborhoods, and it’s right off the subway line. Wait’ll I show you upstairs.” 
 
    “The bedroom?” Marissa said in a teasing voice. “Is that where you’re taking me?” 
 
    “Even better.” Cam waggled his eyebrows and grinned.  
 
    Marissa followed him up the stairs to the second floor. Cam led her past two open doors—one the master bedroom, its bed neatly made, the other an office with a desk and bookshelves overflowing with books. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To my own personal inner room,” Cam said with a sexy smile. He stopped in front of a door at the end of the hallway and turned to her, his expression now serious. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked deeply into her eyes. “Marissa, you’ve told me over the course of the week that you’re ready for more. You want a more total slave experience. Is that still true?” 
 
    In the week they’d been together, Cam had stayed over at her place most nights, and the BDSM play, while intense and exciting, hadn’t progressed much past spankings, light bondage and some breath play. Marissa was ready for more, and Cam had promised that today they would begin to delve deeper into her masochistic impulses and desires. Something swooped in Marissa’s gut at his words, and her nipples perked inside her bra. “Yes, Sir,” she said throatily.  
 
    Cam nodded. “I’m going to take you into my dungeon. Once you cross the threshold, you are no longer Marissa. You are slave M, and you are my property to do with as I will. Do you think you’re ready for that?” 
 
    Marissa stared at her new lover. Property! The very idea was anathema to an independent, strong-willed doctor. But Cam wasn’t talking to her as a professional. He was speaking to the only recently acknowledged yearning Marissa had discovered deep inside—the need to give herself completely to another person—to submit not only with her body, but with her heart and soul.  
 
    She swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, Sir. I’m ready.”  
 
    “A slave never enters my dungeon dressed in street clothing. Sometimes I will have you dress in ways that please me. For now, you will strip and leave your clothing, all of it, at the bottom of the stairs.” He pulled open the door, revealing a flight of steep, narrow stairs. He looked at her, waiting. 
 
    Though Cam had seen her naked a dozen times over the past week, she felt suddenly shy, maybe because he was still fully clothed, or maybe because something had changed in his demeanor. He was once again the trainer from the inner room, and she the trembling novice. 
 
    Yet she knew there was really no decision. Or more accurately, that she’d already made it. She pulled her shirt over her head and then opened her jeans as she stepped out of her sandals. He watched her with smoldering eyes as she reached back to unclasp her bra and then slipped off her panties. She folded the clothes and placed them on the bottom stair. She stood, twisting her hands nervously behind her back. 
 
    Cam held out his hand and she unclasped her hands and placed one in his. He led her up to the finished attic. Instead of the usual boxes and suitcases, there was a St. Andrew’s cross, a spanking bench, a kind of chain and pulley mechanism hanging from the ceiling, a rack filled with whips, floggers, canes and paddles and, in the corner, a camp cot with a pillow and a neatly folded stack of blankets on top of it. The floor had been covered with a wood laminate that gave the appearance of hardwood. In another corner stood a small sink and a toilet, partially hidden by a partition. 
 
    Small, high windows on two of the four walls let the afternoon sunlight into the space. Beneath one of the windows there was an old end table with several dozen candles on it, some of them partially burnt down. Marissa’s imagination immediately shifted into overdrive as she thought about the women Cam must have brought here over the years. 
 
    “Stand at attention, there.” Cam pointed to a thick square of carpet set in the center of the room beneath the pulley and chains that hung from the ceiling. Marissa moved into position, her heart thumping. Cam came up to her and stood close. She could smell the scent of his sandalwood aftershave as he leaned down to kiss her lips. She started to reach for him, but he stepped back with a shake of his head.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you to move. You will not make assumptions, slave M. Nor will you take liberties. You will do as you are told, and nothing else. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa breathed. 
 
    He reached for her breasts, capturing her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers and twisting them, lightly at first, and then harder so she winced. In spite of the pain, or no, because of it, she felt a gush of desire throb through her sex, and a small moan escaped her lips.  
 
    He let go of her nipples and reached for her throat with one hand, the other sliding down over her mons. Gripping her pubic hair, he tugged lightly at it, while his other hand tightened at her throat. “To be a submissive sex slave is to be completely accessible to your Master. Nothing shielded, nothing hidden. If you are sincere in your wish to belong to me, I will require that you are shaved smooth at all times.” 
 
    He wasn’t asking her, she realized. He was informing her this was a condition. Though only a few weeks before Marissa would have refused outright, she found herself excited by the prospect, even eager. “Yes, Sir. I want that. I want to be fully accessible to my Master.” 
 
    “Are you ready now, slave M?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she answered without hesitation, surprising herself with the strength of her conviction. 
 
    “Excellent. I have everything we need under the sink. You will lie back on a stool and remain perfectly still while I groom you.” 
 
    He brought a high stool with a wide, round seat and set it down. He went to the cot and returned carrying a towel, which he draped over the stool. He directed Marissa to perch on it, legs spread, feet anchored on the rungs.  
 
    Cam went to the sink in the corner of the room and turned on the water. Reaching into the cabinet beneath it, he pulled out various items, including a large plastic bowl, which he filled with water and a squirt of liquid soap. He returned to her with the water bowl, a second smaller bowl, a disposable razor, a pair of scissors and a small can of shaving cream. 
 
    “Reach behind you and grip the back legs of the stool,” Cam said. 
 
    Marissa reached back as directed, feeling at once lewd and sexy with her breasts thrust forward by the arch of her back, and her pussy on display. She tried to stay very still as the sharp scissors snipped around her privates. Cam worked quickly but carefully, dropping tufts of pubic hair into the empty bowl. When he was done, Cam lifted a washcloth out of the water bowl, wrung it out and placed it over her mons. He rubbed the cloth gently over her, lingering at her clit, which had already swollen and hardened while he was trimming her. After a few moments, he dropped the washcloth back into the bowl.  
 
    He shook the can of shaving cream and squirted a small amount onto his palm. He spread it with his fingers, lingering teasingly at her labia until she began to pant with desire. Ignoring her, he took the disposable razor and pulled away its plastic wrapper. He worked with sure, careful strokes, moving the fingers of his left hand in the wake of the razor until he was satisfied. When he was done, he took the washcloth again from the sudsy, warm water, wrung it into the bowl and then gently washed away any remaining shaving cream.  
 
    He stepped back to look her over. “Beautiful,” he said, the admiration clear in his tone and in his expression. “You’re like a work of art.” He met her eyes and smiled. “You may sit upright. I want to show you the full effect.” 
 
    He moved quickly toward the back wall, returning with a full-length mirror, which he placed in front of Marissa. She stared at the image of her denuded sex, fascinated and surprised. She had expected something along the lines of a plucked chicken, and instead saw the petals and folds of an exotic flower in varying shades of pink, darkening to red in her lust.  
 
    Cam crouched in front of her and placed a hand on either thigh, forcing her legs wider apart. He leaned toward her sex and touched her hooded clit with the tip of his tongue. Marissa blew out a shuddery breath as he drew his tongue in a long, smooth line between her labia.  
 
    Cam lifted his head to look at her face. “Don’t come. You do not have permission to come. Understood?” 
 
    Marissa nodded, and whispered, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    His warm, wet tongue felt like heaven as it glided over and between her labia and teased in a swirling circle around her clit. His kisses felt different—more intense, more sensitive—without the cover of pubic hair. Marissa knew at this rate she wasn’t going to last long. When he pressed a single finger into her wetness, Marissa cried out involuntarily, “Oh god! Fuck me. Please.” 
 
    “Shh. No talking,” Cam admonished, before ducking back to lick and suckle her.  
 
    Marissa felt the uncontrollable rise of an orgasm as Cam relentlessly licked and fingered her. “I can’t,” she gasped. “I’m going to, please, oh, Sir. I can’t help, oh…” 
 
    An orgasm thundered over and through her and she began to shake on the stool. Cam gripped her thighs harder, never letting up, though he had to be aware she was coming. She moaned, the sound deep and guttural in her throat, and then rising to a high, piercing wail she was powerless to suppress.  
 
    When he finally pulled back, she fell back against the stool and would have toppled off it if Cam hadn’t been there to pull her into his arms. Still cradling her, he sank to the carpet with her in his lap. “Naughty, naughty girl,” he said into her ear. He chuckled. “If you were properly trained, I would have to whip you for that transgression, slave girl. But I’ll cut you some slack, since this is your first time in my dungeon.” 
 
    Marissa, her breath returning somewhat to normal, looked up at Cam. “I’m sorry,” she began in a rush. “I didn’t mean to. It was just so intense. I was trying not to but—” 
 
    Cam silenced her with a finger to her lips. “Shh, it’s okay. I don’t need to hear any excuses. You did what you did. There’s no getting around that. And while I’m not going to whip you, you are going to be punished.” 
 
    “Punished?” Marissa whispered, her breath catching in her throat.  
 
    “Perhaps punished is too strong a word in this instance,” Cam said. “Corrected might be the better term.” He pushed her gently from his lap and got to his feet. “I’m thinking some nice hot wax melted onto that smooth, disobedient cunt of yours will be a good reminder in the future of what happens to slave girls who come without permission. Have you ever had hot wax dropped on your labia?” 
 
    Marissa felt suddenly faint, and she reached instinctively to cover herself with her hands. “On my labia?” she echoed. 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “No. No, Sir. Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    Cam shook his head. “Not with the right candles. It will scald a bit—leave you a little tender perhaps, but no lasting harm. As I say, a good reminder. We’ll use the spanking bench for this. You will lie on your back, ass on the edge of the bench, feet planted firmly on the ground on either side, legs spread. I’ll put a cushion under your ass so you can offer your cunt more easily.” 
 
    Again, he wasn’t asking—he was instructing, and Marissa found herself getting to her feet and walking toward the bench. She waited while he brought a towel and a cushion from the cot. He placed the cushion on the bench and draped the towel over it. “Go on,” he said, pointing to the bench. Marissa lay down, her pussy still gently throbbing from the orgasm, her heart fluttering wildly.  
 
    Cam left her and returned a moment later with a fat red candle on a small china plate, a box of matches beside it. He placed this on the floor beside the bench and knelt next to her. He reached for her face and gently stroked her cheek as he gazed into her eyes. “Do you trust me, slave M?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa replied without hesitation.  
 
    “Good. I promise never to give you reason to doubt that trust.” He picked up a small bottle and squirted something into his hand. “This oil will make the wax removal easier afterward.” He rubbed the oil over her mons and labia, his touch sending electric currents of desire through her.  
 
    “Control yourself,” he said, though he was smiling. He lit the candle and held it over her groin. “You will keep your legs spread and your cunt offered up to me. You will not move out of position. You may cry out, and if you are in true distress, you may use your safeword. But I think you can handle this. In fact, I know you can. This particular wax is made for this kind of play. It will hurt, but it’s not dangerous. Remember, this is just a correction as we begin to work on orgasm control.” 
 
    He held the candle over her spread sex and Marissa tensed. Though she believed him that it was safe, she clenched her hands into fists as she waited with anxious anticipation. She squealed as the first hot drop landed on her smooth mons, more out of fear than actual pain. When wax landed on the tender folds of her inner labia, her cry of pain was real. But she could do this. She could and she would. For Master Cam. For herself. She arched her hips upward in silent offering.  
 
    “You make me proud,” Cam said softly. There followed a steady stream of splashing hot liquid until her mons and labia were covered in the cooling red wax. 
 
    “Thank me for the correction, slave,” Cam said when he was done.  
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Marissa replied, surprised to realize how much she meant it.  
 
    Using a small metal comb, more oil and a wet cloth, Cam easily removed the dried wax, leaving Marissa’s smooth cunt tender, but otherwise none the worse for wear. Finally he reached for her hands and helped her to her feet. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for a while. Let’s go downstairs. I have something I want to show you.” He led her down to the second floor, retrieving the pile of her clothing and tucking it under his arm as they moved down the hall. He stopped at his bedroom and said, “What I want to show you is in here.” 
 
    He led her to the bed and pushed her gently down. Quickly pulling off his clothing, he climbed naked onto the bed beside her. 
 
    “What did you want to show me?” Marissa giggled, snuggling against him.  
 
    “How much I love you,” Cam replied, pulling her into his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One night as they lay in bed together after lovemaking, Cam lifted himself onto an elbow. “Hey, I almost forgot to tell you—Jack and his partner, Jessie, are having a piercing ceremony to cement their bond as Master and slave. Jack has invited Dorian Martin, a master piercer and body artist, to do the honors. I thought you might like to observe. Dana and Tony will be there. What do you think? Would you like to go?” 
 
    “A piercing ceremony?” Marissa tensed at the thought, at the same time experiencing a sudden, unexpected thrill of longing.  
 
    Cam nodded and smiled. “A ritualistic piercing can be a symbol of ownership—of submission. Who knows”—he shrugged—“we might want to look into it for ourselves when you’re ready.” He pulled her into his arms, whispering into her ear, “A lovely little gold ring on your labia—a sweet, private reminder that you’re cherished and owned.” 
 
    “Me? My labia?” Marissa squeaked, pulling back to look into her Dom’s face. 
 
    Cam laughed gently, his beautiful blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “Only if and when you’re ready, darling. That’s never something I would demand of you. It would have to be something you asked of me.” 
 
    “Oh.” Conflicting feelings of relief and dismay moved through Marissa. Sometimes she just wanted to be told what to do. Isn’t that what Masters were supposed to do? Even as she thought this, she knew Cam’s approach was the correct one. She understood Cam had no desire to run roughshod over his submissive, taking her power from her, but rather he continually sought to engage her, while always respecting her physically, intellectually and psychologically.  
 
    Marissa had come a long way since fantasizing about the kind of submission Master Mark demanded on the online BDSM site. What Cam offered was real, and while it required Marissa to respond with courage and grace, it was worth all the effort she put into it, and then some.  
 
    For now she decided to focus on the invitation itself. It was gratifying to realize she was becoming an accepted member of the BDSM community, one invited to events such as this. She leaned again into Cam, who wrapped his arms around her. “I’d love to come,” she said, resting her check against his warm chest. “I look forward to meeting Jessie.” 
 
    The next morning at the gym, Dana and Marissa agreed they would meet after work to go shopping for new outfits for the occasion. “I’ll help you pick just the right thing for a night at Jack’s place,” Dana said with a grin. 
 
    Thinking back to the elaborate and extremely revealing outfits Dana liked to wear to the club, Marissa laughed. “Oh, I just bet you will. I get the final say, though, agreed?” 
 
    They went to Dana’s favorite BDSM boutique in the Village. The small space was filled with racks of leather bustiers, corsets and dresses. Boots and high heels lined the floor around the perimeter of the room, and BDSM gear and paraphernalia hung from hooks along the walls, hefty price tags dangling from their handles. 
 
    Dana selected leather bras with the cups cut out, crotchless leather pants, and miniskirts so short they would barely cover a person’s hips, much less the rest of them, each time announcing the item would be perfect for Marissa. Marissa chuckled and shook her head at each outrageous suggestion. 
 
    “Come on, Marissa,” Dana urged. “You’re not a newbie anymore. Quit with all the modesty crap, will ya? Oooh!” she interrupted herself, moving toward a pair of thigh-high boots with six-inch heels. “These are perfect!” 
 
    “If it’s all right with you, I think I’ll choose a few items on my own,” Marissa said with a laugh. “You just focus on you.” 
 
    Reluctantly Dana agreed, after extracting a promise from Marissa to “step outside the box”.  
 
    Marissa finally settled on her outfit—a long black velvet skirt that hugged her hips, with slits on either side to mid-thigh, and matching black velvet open-toed high heels. She paired the skirt with a low cut black leather corset with thick satin sashes crisscrossing in front and back. The salesperson pulled them so tight Marissa could barely breathe, but she had to admit as she regarded herself in the full-length three-way mirror that the effect was stunning.  
 
    “Wow!” Dana enthused when she saw Marissa. “You’re right. You can do your own shopping. I was a fool to ever doubt it,” she quipped with a grin. She had chosen a black leather miniskirt and the thigh-high boots she’d had her eye on, along with a sheer white silk blouse beneath which her bare, perfect breasts proudly jutted. 
 
    Marissa had to admit, she hadn’t had this much fun shopping for clothing in years—if ever. She couldn’t wait to wear her sexy new outfit. She felt like a caterpillar just coming out of its cocoon, ready and eager to spread her wings. 
 
    Tuesday night found Marissa jumpy with excitement and nervous energy. As they rode the subway from Cam’s home in Queens to Jack’s Chelsea apartment, Marissa looked around at the other passengers, wondering what they’d think if they had any idea that this handsome man beside her in his unassuming white knit shirt, faded jeans and sneakers would soon transform into a sexy Master, his lean, muscular body clad in a black leather vest and leather pants soft and smooth as a second skin. 
 
    How marvelous to think this man—this kind, compassionate nurse, this sexy, thrilling Dom—loved her, Marissa! Another bit of lyric from one of her grandmother’s favorite songs drifted into her mind, this one from Westside Story—and I pity any girl who isn’t me tonight.   
 
    The doorman at Jack’s apartment building seemed to know Cam. He nodded and smiled as he pulled the door open for them. “You can go on up, sir,” he said, doffing his uniform cap. When they arrived at Jack’s fifth floor apartment, a slender man in his early thirties opened the door. He had a shock of red hair and narrow, merry green eyes over a small, freckled nose. He was shirtless, his lower half clad in loose white linen pants held up by a drawstring at the waist. His feet were bare. A thin collar of dark green leather with a gold padlock dangling from an O-ring at its center circled his neck.  
 
    The man stepped back to welcome them in and, after exchanging a hug with the man, Cam turned to Marissa. “Marissa, allow me to present Jesse O’Brien, Jack’s partner and sub.” 
 
    Not Jessie, a woman. 
 
    Jesse. A man. 
 
    Marissa took a second to readjust her brain as she realized her error. She hoped her initial puzzlement hadn’t shown on her face. She held out her hand. “Very pleased to meet you, Jesse.” 
 
    Jesse took her hand in his. “Likewise, I’m sure.” He spoke in a soft, Southern drawl. Everything about him was a contrast to the dark, powerful presence that was Jack, but as Marissa well knew, opposites often attracted. “Master Jack’s just making a pitcher of Sangria,” Jesse continued, shutting the front door behind them. “Dana and Tony haven’t arrived yet.”  
 
    Jesse glanced at the large duffel over Cam’s shoulder. “Did y’all want to change? You know where to go, Cam. We’ll be in the living room. Sangria good for you both? Or would you rather have iced tea?” 
 
    “Sangria’s perfect,” Cam said. He glanced at Marissa. “You?” 
 
    “For me too.” She nodded, thinking a little wine might help ease the nervous fluttering in her belly. 
 
    They walked through a nicely appointed living room with fine leather furniture, large wooden bookshelves lined with books and framed photos, and striking black and white photographs of city landscapes on the walls. The whole apartment was suffused with the delicious aroma of baking bread. 
 
    Cam ushered Marissa into a large windowless dressing room, though instead of clothing and shoes, the walls were lined with enough BDSM gear to stock a small store, along with racks containing a large assortment of whips, floggers, crops and paddles. Two of the four walls were entirely covered in mirrors. There was an empty clothes rack with a few hangers dangling from it. 
 
    Cam dropped the duffel on the carpet. Reaching for Marissa, he gripped her gently by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. As Marissa stared up at him, all the chatter and hubbub of the workweek was quieted in her head. The tension she hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying slid from her like a discarded jacket. Her lips parted and her breathing slowed as she focused on her Master. 
 
    She could feel his power, and her entire body thrilled to its call. “Sub girl,” he said in a clear, low voice. 
 
    “Sir,” she replied, held willingly captive by his penetrating gaze. 
 
    “There are rules in Master Jack’s house. You will obey the rules as if they were mine.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa agreed, transfixed. 
 
    “In Master Jack’s house, subs do not speak unless spoken to, except to ask permission to speak. They don’t sit on furniture, or use utensils. Any Master’s word given to you tonight is an instant command to be obeyed without hesitation or question. Does this suit you, slave girl?” 
 
    Marissa felt suddenly dizzy, as if she’d already had the offered wine. A flush moved over her skin and her nipples ached with longing. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.  
 
    Cam released her and turned toward the duffel. She stood frozen for several moments as she watched him take out their things and lay them on the carpet. He stood and pulled his shirt over his head. Marissa’s mouth actually watered at the sight of his muscular chest and tapering waist. When he slid out of his jeans, she had to catch herself to keep from moaning out loud. 
 
    Stripping quickly, she pulled on black stockings with the pretty lace at the thigh, the only underwear that would be permitted tonight. She slid on the velvet skirt and picked up the corset.  
 
    She turned again to Cam, who was lacing the crotch of his sexy leather pants. “I’ll need your help to get this on, Sir.”  
 
    “I’m tempted to have you wear only the stockings and heels.” 
 
    Marissa pressed her lips together to keep from making a decidedly un-submissive retort. Mutely she held out the bustier.  
 
    Cam grinned. “Okay, okay,” he relented.  
 
    Together they fitted the corset around her midriff. Standing behind her, Cam pulled the satin stays into position. As they tightened, Marissa’s waist was cinched, her breasts plumped together to create deep cleavage. She couldn’t help but stare at herself in the mirror. A part of her brain still had trouble reconciling the sexy, curvaceous woman who stared back at her with her deeply ingrained persona as the no-nonsense Dr. Roberts.  
 
    “You are breathtaking,” Cam said from behind her. He pushed her gently but firmly against one of the mirrored walls so her back was to him, her cheek resting on the smooth glass.  
 
    His body was hard behind her, his erection poking like a fist into her lower back. Marissa’s entire being throbbed with desire. She wanted Cam to fuck her then and there, without tenderness, without mercy. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “Hey, quit monopolizing the changing room. There are people waiting, you know.” Marissa recognized Tony’s voice. The knob turned and Cam stepped back from Marissa, who swallowed her groan of dismay. 
 
    They exchanged quick hugs with Dana and Tony, and returned to the living room. Jack was standing with a man Marissa hadn’t yet met. Before introducing him, Jack and Cam exchanged greetings and a hug. Jack nodded toward Marissa, his dark eyes moving over her like fingers. Marissa felt herself flushing beneath his penetrating gaze, but managed to keep her arms at her sides.  
 
    “Welcome to our home, Marissa. You look lovely,” he said, finally releasing her from his stare. “Dorian”—Jack turned to the tall, thin African-American man with large, dark eyes and friendly smile—“allow me to present Cam’s sub girl, Marissa. She’s new to the scene.” 
 
    Dorian extended his hand, and Marissa took it, feeling shy but ridiculously pleased to be referred to publically as Cam’s sub girl. “A pleasure, Marissa,” Dorian said in a smooth tenor, his long fingers cool and strong around hers. He wore a white button-down shirt open at the throat to reveal his smooth chest. The shirt was tucked into leather pants the color of toffee. 
 
    Jesse appeared from the kitchen with a tray containing wine glasses and a glass pitcher of Sangria with slices of orange and lemon floating on top. He set the tray on the coffee table beside a platter of cheese and crackers. Dana and Tony entered the room a moment later. Dana was stunning in her short skirt, see-through blouse and thigh-high boots and Tony looked suave in a black silk shirt and black linen pants over designer Italian loafers. 
 
    Cam, Jack, Dorian and Tony sat down—Jack and Dorian on chairs, Cam and Tony on opposite couches. Large flat pillows were strategically placed around the sitting area. Dana lowered herself carefully in her short skirt beside Tony and laid her head sweetly on her husband’s knee. Jesse sat cross-legged beside Jack, his face suffused with happiness as Jack stroked his shoulders and back.  
 
    Marissa lowered herself to her knees beside Cam. He placed his hand on the back of her neck and his touch sent an electric jolt of desire through her. He leaned close and whispered, “You belong to me, slave girl.” 
 
    Jack poured the drinks and handed out the glasses. Marissa drank the chilled, fruity wine, relaxing as the alcohol’s warmth suffused her body. The four seated men exchanged small talk about mutual friends, favored piercing techniques, the latest BDSM gear and various other topics while Dana, Jesse and Marissa stayed quiet and sipped their wine.  
 
    It was an exercise in restraint for Marissa not to chime in with an observation or opinion. At one point Dana smiled and winked at her, as if to say, Look at us, a physician and an attorney, barely dressed in our leather and satin, kneeling at the feet of our Masters! The odd thing was, Marissa found she didn’t really mind. Or no, to be honest, she found the situation rather thrilling. She felt vibrant and alive, and excited about the coming ceremony. 
 
    Jack and Jesse served a delicious meal of grilled rib eye steaks with sautéed mushrooms, mixed salad with balsamic vinaigrette and thick slabs of homemade bread slathered with melted butter. It was a strange experience to kneel on a cushion on the floor beside Cam and let him feed her, though Marissa had to admit there was a certain eroticism to it she hadn’t expected. Dana and Jesse seemed completely at ease beside their Masters, which made it easier for Marissa to accept. 
 
    When the meal was over, Jack led them all into a carpeted room that contained a medical exam table complete with stirrups. A thick, white towel covered the padded leather. There was an antique library table beside it, the small lamp on it providing the only light in the room. Beside the lamp were dozens of shrink-wrapped needles set neatly in rows, along with clamps, gauze pads, cleaning solutions and other items reminiscent of a surgeon’s operating room. A pile of additional clean towels was folded in a laundry basket nearby. Three folding chairs faced the setup, a flat silk cushion placed beside each chair. Narrow, high shelves were set against the walls, the surface of each covered by tall, fat candles set in brass holders.  
 
    Jesse and Dana moved together toward one of the candle shelves. Jesse lit two long, narrow tapers and handed one to Dana. They began to light the candles, moving quickly from table to table until the room was illuminated with the warm, flickering glow of candlelight.  
 
    Dorian, meanwhile, stood conferring softly with Jack. Tony was already seated, and Cam sat down beside him, beckoning Marissa to join him. She knelt on a cushion next to her lover. He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    It was on the tip of Marissa’s tongue to respond, until she remembered Cam’s warning in the dressing room. She would honor the house rules, and so she only smiled.  
 
    Her attention was diverted to the shiny needle Dorian was unwrapping from its protective plastic. She could imagine its sharp prick against her skin. While the thought sent a shiver of fear through her body, at the same time she couldn’t deny the fizz of excitement skimming along her skin like tiny bubbles. 
 
    The candles all lit, Dana returned to kneel next to Tony. She smiled warmly at Marissa, who smiled back. 
 
    Jesse went to stand beside Jack in front of the exam table, their backs to the room. Dorian stood in front of them like an officiating minister. Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet jewelry box, which he handed to Dorian. Dorian opened the box and set it on the library table.  
 
    Turning back to Jack and Jesse, Dorian placed a hand on either man’s shoulder. “We are gathered here this evening,” he began, “to witness Jesse’s offering to his Master, Jack, a ceremonial display of his submission. Jesse willingly undergoes this piercing as a testament of his love and obedience. Jack accepts this offer and bestows the gift of his ring, a permanent and daily reminder for Jesse of Jack’s love and mastery.” 
 
    He took a step back and gestured toward the exam table. Jesse unlaced the string that held up his pants and, without a trace of self-consciousness, let them puddle at his feet. He was completely naked underneath, and shaved smooth as a baby. Jack and Dorian helped him settle onto the exam table and place his feet into the stirrups.  
 
    Unbidden, the image of herself up there on that table, naked, legs spread wide, filled Marissa’s mind, and her body tensed as if waiting for the sharp bite of the needle’s point to pierce her flesh. She shuddered and then felt Cam’s warm, comforting hand on her back. She leaned into him, relaxing beneath his touch.  
 
    Dorian put on a pair of disposable latex gloves, selected a needle and moved to stand between Jesse’s legs. He wiped the underside of Jesse’s now erect cock with a cleansing pad and touched the point of the needle to the chosen site. 
 
    “You will feel a pinch,” he said. “Just breathe in and let it out. Stay centered on what matters, which is your love and devotion for your Master.” Jesse nodded. “Count to three,” Dorian continued. Jack was standing beside Jesse, holding one of his hands and looking down at him with a tender expression. 
 
    “One…two…three.” Dorian moved his hands. Marissa couldn’t really see just exactly what he was doing, but she could hear Jesse’s sudden intake of breath. Dorian reached for the small stainless steel Prince Albert ring, wiped it with a sterilized pad and slid it into place on Jesse’s cock.  
 
    “Done!” Dorian said, smiling broadly at Jack, who grinned back. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    As if they’d all been holding their collective breath, everyone in the room seemed to sigh at once. Then they all laughed and clapped their hands in approval as Jesse sat up on the table, his face beaming with happiness and pride.  
 
    As Jack helped his partner from the table, Marissa noticed Dana tugging urgently at Tony’s sleeve. “Please, Sir. May I speak?”  
 
    Tony turned to Dana with a smile. “Of course, darling. What is it?” 
 
    “I decided. I’m ready,” she said eagerly as she jumped up from the cushion. “Please, Sir. Please, Master Tony. I’m ready for my piercing.” 
 
    Marissa gaped at Dana with astonishment. She hadn’t said a word about being pierced. What the hell? As if feeling her gaze, Dana turned to Marissa with a small shrug. I wasn’t sure, she mouthed silently. Now I am. 
 
    Tony and Dana went to stand where Jack and Jesse had been. Dorian stripped away the towel on which Jesse had lain and smoothed a fresh one in its place.  
 
    Marissa looked up at Cam. With a smile, he took her hand into his. Do you want this for me? Marissa silently telegraphed to her lover. She recalled what he’d said when he first told her about the piercing ceremony: That’s never something I would demand of you. It would have to be something you asked of me. 
 
    Do I want it?  
 
    Marissa tried to concentrate on Dorian’s words, but her mind kept veering to another scenario, one involving Cam and her. She was lying on that exam table, legs spread, her hand in Cam’s as Dorian slipped the needle through her labia. Was it really so simple? She only had to ask? 
 
    As if he were listening to her thoughts, Cam squeezed Marissa’s hand, though his eyes remained fixed on the couple in the front of the room.  
 
    Marissa watched as Dana removed her blouse, her small, high breasts standing proud on her chest. Marissa was surprised when Dana let Tony help her onto the table while still dressed in her boots and skirt. How would she spread her legs in that tight skirt? Marissa turned to Cam, confused. He mouthed the word nipples. 
 
    Marissa turned back, trying to process this new information and adjust her expectations accordingly. Tony handed Dorian a slightly larger box than the one Jack had produced. Dorian opened the box and Marissa saw what looked like the gleam of diamond in the candlelight as he set it on the library table.  
 
    Dorian put on a fresh pair of gloves. He squeezed some antiseptic liquid onto a gauze pad and wiped both of Dana’s erect nipples with the cleaning solution. He and Tony quietly discussed the precise placement of the jewelry, and then Dorian gripped one of Dana’s nipples between thumb and forefinger, pulling it taut.  
 
    “Breathe,” Dorian intoned, the needle poised for insertion. “Take the pain for your Master. Embrace the pain for yourself. One…two…three.” 
 
    Dana yelped, the sound high and shrill, and Marissa gasped, her own nipples aching with sympathy. Dorian reached for one of the nipple rings, wiped it with the sterilized pad and slid it into place using the tiny plastic sheath still threaded through Dana’s nipple.  
 
    “Perfect,” Dorian pronounced as he daubed away a bit of blood. He reached quickly for the second needle and pulled her other nipple taut, while Tony murmured something close to Dana’s ear as he stroked her face. 
 
    “One…two…three.”  
 
    Again Dana cried out. Dorian worked quickly, and soon had the second hoop in place. Dana sat up. She was laughing, her cheeks flushed, her eyes shining. “Oh my god! I did it! I did it! Tony, I did it!” Dana touched the gold rings hanging from her nipples, a small, round diamond set into each ring. 
 
    Again there was laughter and applause. Jack and Jesse joined the couple as Tony and Dana embraced. Cam and Marissa stood as well. Marissa could barely focus, emotions skittering and slamming into each other in her brain, the overriding one of which was, she realized with a shock, a longing so intense it took her breath away.  
 
    I want that. I want it too.  
 
    She looked at Cam, at once surprised, but not really, to find he was staring at her, rather than at the revelry in front of them. She had never been with a man like Cam, someone who seemed to intuit her emotions and her needs almost before she did. She felt known, and the realization warmed her down to her toes.  
 
    “Are you ready, sub girl?” Cam said in a low voice. “Is it your turn?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marissa whispered. And then louder, as she sank to her knees in front of her Master, “Yes, please, Sir.” 
 
    Cam reached down and held out his hands. Marissa took them, allowing him to pull her to her feet. “But,” she said with dismay, “we don’t have a ring.” 
 
    Cam's smile broadened into a grin as he slipped his hand into his pants pocket. “Actually, we do.” He pulled out a clear plastic bag, holding it on his palm so Marissa could see. Inside was a tiny gold ring with a small gold ball holding it closed. “I bought it when Jack first invited us, just in case.” 
 
    “If I could have your attention,” Cam addressed the room, which immediately quieted. “My sub girl and I wish to share in the piercing ceremony tonight.” He held out the ring. “Marissa has agreed to accept this gift of ownership.” 
 
    Yay! Dana mouthed as Marissa and Cam approached the front of the room. Marissa smiled, the crazy butterfly flutter in her belly quieting a little at her friend’s sweet and enthusiastic show of support. They stood together in front of Dorian. Cam took Marissa’s hand as Dorian intoned, “Marissa, do you give this gift of submission freely to your Master?” 
 
    “I do,” Marissa said, turning to look at Cam, whose radiant smile was like warm sun on her skin.  
 
    “And you, Cam, do you accept Marissa’s loving offer of devotion and her willingness to wear your ring?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Please disrobe and take your place on the table,” Dorian said to Marissa. Pleased to note her hands weren’t even trembling, she unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the carpet. She stepped out of her high heels and let Cam help her onto the table. She placed her feet into the stirrups, nervous but determined.  
 
    Cam stepped beside her and took one of her hands in his. “I’m so proud of you, Marissa,” he said softly. 
 
    Marissa kept her eyes on Cam’s face as Dorian gently cleaned the spot he and Cam agreed on for the piercing on her right outer labia. She looked into his deep blue eyes as she felt the tug of Dorian’s gloved fingers. “Breathe,” Dorian commanded. “Take in the peace and serenity that is submission. One…two…three.” 
 
    There was a sharp pinch and then a sudden burning sensation.  
 
    And then it was over.  
 
    A rush of endorphins hurtled through Marissa’s bloodstream, and she laughed with sheer joy. And then everyone was laughing with her. Cam pulled her from the table into his strong arms and whirled her in a circle before setting her down. Dorian was saying something about aftercare, but Marissa didn’t hear a word. She knew Cam would take care of her. 
 
    In a happy daze, she pulled her long skirt back into place while Tony and Jack moved around the room blowing out all the candles, and Dorian packed his gear into a leather case.  
 
    Cam, with his arm around her, led Marissa back into the living room along with the others. Marissa sank happily to the silk cushion beside Cam. She accepted the large snifter of brandy that Jack handed her. Once they all had their glasses, Jack lifted his and the others followed suit. 
 
    “A toast to our cherished submissives,” he boomed, “who daily fill our lives with love and happiness.” 
 
    “I second that emotion!” Tony cried. 
 
    “I third it!” Cam added. They all laughed, and drank their brandy, and Marissa felt happier than she ever had in her life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Psst.” 
 
    Marissa looked up at the sound and saw Cam standing just inside the walk-in linen closet. He crooked a finger, beckoning her to him. With a quick glance to left and right, Marissa hurried over to the closet. Cam pulled her inside and closed the door behind her. He drew her into a quick embrace. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in days,” he murmured, nuzzling his mouth against her ear.  
 
    “Weeks,” she replied. 
 
    “Years,” he amended.  
 
    They both laughed and stepped apart. “You ready for tonight, slave M?” Cam watched the transformation as he said those words. Marissa was extremely responsive to language, and every time he used words that triggered a submissive response, something in her expression would soften and bloom. 
 
    “I hope so, Sir,” she said softly, her eyes shining.  
 
    Cam had secured the inner room for a full two hours tonight just for them. Though they’d been to the outer room a number of times together, this would be Marissa’s first return to the inner room since her assessment. Cam planned to use the time to create a training video for their private use. Since the piercing ceremony, Marissa had been increasingly receptive to deeper and deeper levels of erotic submission, but she was sometimes her own worst enemy, letting her fear of failure get in the way of her development.  
 
    Cam had found training videos to be a useful tool when training clients. Though this was his first time taping someone with whom he was personally involved, he saw no reason why the tool wouldn’t be equally as effective. They would watch the video together, without the overlay of tension and passion that invariably accompanied a scene. It was a way to target areas for improvement, and highlight resistance or hesitation subs didn’t always realize were in play during the heat of the moment. 
 
    Tony and Dana would be joining them in the inner room, not only as witnesses, but to assist with the recording. “You’ll be fantastic,” Cam had assured Marissa when she expressed some anxiety. “Sometimes it’s hard for me to believe you’ve only been active in the scene for such a short time. You truly are a natural.”  
 
    Now Cam took a step back, assessing Dr. Roberts in her white lab coat, her hair pulled back into a barrette, a stethoscope hanging around her neck. “Just think,” he added with a grin, “if anyone in this place had any idea of the fiery, passionate woman lurking just beneath that no-nonsense doctor image you present to the world, it would blow their minds.” 
 
    “Or the leather-clad, whip-wielding Dom disguised as the hard-working, dedicated nurse,” Marissa retorted with a saucy grin. 
 
    “Gay nurse, you mean,” Cam added with a laugh. When Marissa wasn’t exciting him down to his bones, or making his heart melt with her sweetness, she was making him laugh. He’d never thought he could have it all, but with Marissa it seemed that he had found “the one” at last. 
 
    He pulled her once more into his arms, this time kissing her on the lips. For a moment, he forgot where he was and slipped his tongue into her mouth as he pressed his body against hers. She moaned softly against him and kissed him back, her arms coming up around his neck. 
 
    The door opened suddenly and they instinctively pulled apart. “Oh!” Marissa said, her cheeks coloring as she looked toward the intruder. Cam turned his head to see Janice standing there, a load of dirty linen in her arms.  
 
    Janice’s painted-on eyebrows rose up so high they were hidden by her hair-sprayed bangs. “Well!” she huffed. “Excuse me!” 
 
    “So, I’ll get those lab results for you right away, Dr. Roberts,” Cam said briskly, unable to completely wipe away his grin. 
 
    “Thank you, Nurse,” Marissa said faintly.  
 
    Cam brushed past the gawking Janice, turning back to wink at Marissa. At least those rumors of his sexual orientation would finally be put to rest, he thought with a grin as he strode down the hall. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Though she’d only been there once before, Marissa couldn’t help the sense of proprietary pride she felt as she watched Dana and Tony taking in the setup, aware this was Dana’s first time to see the inner room. “This is fantastic,” Dana breathed, her expression rapturous. Turning to Tony, she said, “I want that, and that, and that,” as she pointed to various pieces of BDSM equipment and gear. 
 
    Cam directed the couple to sit on folding chairs he’d set up in the center of the room. While he selected gear for the evening’s play, Tony put the camera bag he’d brought along on the floor beside him and bent down to unzip it. He pulled out a tripod and erected it, and then took out a small camcorder, which he screwed into place on top of the tripod. 
 
    Though Marissa had understood and even agreed in theory with the concept of a training video, she felt jittery as she watched Tony setting up. It was one thing to scene with her friends, or to share in the piercing ceremony, with everyone equally involved and invested in the process. Tonight Marissa would be the focus and the center of everyone’s attention. All eyes, including the camera’s, would be on her and her alone.  
 
    Marissa looked over at Cam as he approached, his arms filled with gear, a smile on his face. He set down the things on the edge of the platform and put his arm comfortingly around her shoulder. “You still okay with the recording?” he asked. Somehow he always seemed to know just exactly what was troubling her. It was as if they were connected from the inside out. 
 
    “Remember,” Cam added as he pulled her close, “this is just for us. We can delete it once we’re done. But if you’re not comfortable with it, we’ll bag it, okay? It’s not a requirement.” 
 
    “I am a little nervous about it,” Marissa admitted, “but I do see the value of watching yourself after the fact. And since it’s just for us…” 
 
    “Of course,” Cam agreed. He let her go and stepped back. He looked fantastic in his leathers, a beautiful, heavy flogger dangling from one hand.   
 
    “Are you ready, slave M?” he said in a louder voice, one meant for Dana and Tony to hear. 
 
    Marissa glanced in the direction of their friends. Tony was adjusting the camcorder, but Dana was looking at her, and she gave a quick encouraging smile and a thumbs-up. If it wasn’t for Dana, Marissa would never have gained the understanding, or found the nerve, to move forward in this amazing submissive exploration. She felt empowered by Dana’s support and grateful for her and Tony’s friendship. She was glad they were there as witnesses as she continued in her submissive journey.  
 
    Turning back to Cam, she nodded and said in a clear voice, “Yes, Sir. I’m ready.” 
 
    “We’ve invited our friends to witness a work in progress,” Cam said, his voice rich and deep. “Tonight I’m going to ask Master Tony for input, as part of your ongoing training in submission.” He turned to Tony. “We’ve been working on endurance positions, caning, mid-level bondage, flogging and single tails. Is there something you would like to see demonstrated tonight?” 
 
    “What about anal?” Tony said.  
 
    Marissa’s stomach clenched, but she kept her eyes on her Master.  
 
    Cam lifted an eyebrow, looking thoughtful. “We’ve talked about that some,” he said slowly. “We really haven’t explored anal yet, but it’s definitely on the list.”  
 
    On the list maybe, but way, way down there! Marissa wanted to blurt, but she managed to hold her tongue. Marissa had confided to Cam that, while she’d engaged in anal sex from time to time in her life, it was not her favorite activity. “I’m really shy about my butt,” she had explained, blushing even as she admitted this to the man she already trusted more than anyone in the world. “I don’t know—I just don’t like my asshole.” She’d laughed self-consciously. “It’s funny looking. I don’t want anyone looking at it, or touching it.” 
 
    Cam hadn’t laughed at her, or teased her. He’d thought about what she said for a moment, and then replied, “I understand. A lot of people are shy about that, especially at first. First I will reassure you—your little asshole is perfect. It’s beautiful, just like the rest of you.” He had smiled and Marissa had found herself smiling back in spite of her misgivings. Cam had continued, “I view it as my duty as your Dom to help you move past any shyness or resistance where your body is concerned. The good news is that anal sex can be extremely pleasurable for both the giver and the receiver. And in your case, precisely because of your reservations, it will be a true test of your submission. A chance to allow your Master full access to every part of your body, not just the parts you’re comfortable with.” He’d kissed her gently, adding, “There will come a time, darling girl, when I will require you to submit in this way. And when I deem you’re ready, you will give of yourself completely. Is that understood?” 
 
    When he talked like that, Marissa melted into a pool of submissive longing. She’d have been ready at that moment to spread her ass cheeks and beg him to fuck her, but she’d only nodded and whispered her agreement.  
 
    Tony let out a guffaw, which snapped Marissa back to the moment. “I don’t think your slave girl likes anal,” he said. “At least judging from the expression on her face right now.” 
 
    “My slave girl,” Cam replied with a confidence Marissa wished she shared, “does what she’s told. She likes what pleases her Master, isn’t that right, slave M?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa answered honestly, though her stomach remained clenched with nervous anticipation.  
 
    “Good. Let’s go up to the dais.”  
 
    Marissa allowed Cam to lead her up the portable stairs to the platform. He stood in front of her, obscuring her view of Tony and Dana. Leaning close, he said in a low voice, “Remember, you are mine, and I will keep you safe. I’m going to have you run through a few positions, and then I’m going to use the smallest anal plug they make. Your only job is to follow my directives. Open yourself to me, both your spirit and your body. Trust me, and more importantly, trust yourself. You can do this. I know you can.” 
 
    Marissa nodded. She closed her eyes and breathed in slowly, using the relaxation techniques Cam had taught over their time together. She replayed his words in her head: Open yourself to me, both your spirit and your body. Trust me, and more importantly, trust yourself. You can do this. I know you can. 
 
    Yes, she told herself firmly. You can do this. Aloud, she said, “Yes, Sir. I’m ready.” 
 
    Cam stepped to the side and said in a louder voice, “We’ll start with an inspection of your asshole. I want you to assume a forehead press, ass facing our guests. You will reach back and spread your ass cheeks. Hold that position until I tell you to move.” 
 
    Oh god. Marissa suddenly had a hard time catching her breath. She felt a little faint.  
 
    Cam was regarding her with a solemn, patient expression. I love you, he mouthed silently. 
 
    His words were like sunlight, burning away the worst of her trepidation. He had said they would wait until she was ready. He must believe she was ready. She would believe it too, in a submissive leap of faith, both in Cam, and in herself. 
 
    Marissa sank as gracefully as she could to her knees. In a way it was better to be facing away from Tony and Dana. She could pretend she was alone with Cam. She lowered herself until her forehead was touching the floor. Reaching back, she gripped either side of her ass and spread her cheeks, glad no one could see her burning face. 
 
    She heard Cam descending the stairs. Time seemed to stand still as she held her position, her asshole bared for all to see. Finally Cam returned. She could hear him moving behind her. “Keep your position. This will feel a little cold.” 
 
    He touched her anus with a gooey finger. Though she’d been expecting it, Marissa startled a bit at his touch. He was very gentle, moving just the tip of his lubricated finger in a circle before easing it gently into her ass. Marissa blew out a breath, willing herself to relax and receive her Master’s touch. He wasn’t hurting her. In fact, if she could get past her nerves and embarrassment, it felt kind of good. 
 
    “Now the plug,” he said. “Stay relaxed for me. You’re doing really well.”  
 
    His finger was removed, and she felt the hard tip of the plug take its place. Again she tensed, and again she reminded herself to relax, to submit, to take what her Master was giving her.  
 
    She could feel the plug moving past the tight ring of muscle. It felt snug, but not painful. She could do this! Then, suddenly, a sharp pain shot through her rectum. She yelped and jerked forward. 
 
    “Stay in position,” Cam said, his tone calm but firm. “That was the tough part. It’s in now. You did it.” 
 
    Marissa could feel the circle of soft rubber at the base of the plug between her ass cheeks, and she could imagine the lewd presentation she must be making. At the same time, a surge of warm pride moved through her. She’d done it! 
 
    Cam tapped her shoulder, the signal that she should rise. For a moment she was confused. She’d handled the butt plug. Now wasn’t he going to remove it? She hesitated a moment, in case he’d forgotten, but he tapped again, adding, “Stand up, slave M. Turn around and face our friends in an at-attention position, hands locked behind your head.” 
 
    Marissa forced herself to rise. The plug created a full but not unpleasant sensation inside her. She turned slowly and lifted her arms. Her heart was thudding but she felt excited, even exhilarated. Tony had his eye to the camcorder, which was trained on her. Dana had a big smile on her face. Again she held up her thumb in silent approval. 
 
    “You did exceptionally well, as I knew you would,” Cam said, and Marissa couldn’t stop the proud smile that spread over her face. “I know that was hard for you, slave M, but you overcame your own inhibitions and submitted with grace. I do believe a reward is in order. I’m thinking a flogging might fit the bill? Would that suit you? 
 
    “Oh,” Marissa replied happily. “Yes, Sir. That would suit me very well.”  
 
    “Excellent. I have an idea, and you may decline if it’s not to your liking. Tony and I were talking earlier, and we thought it might be a good experience if Tony were to flog you from behind while I stand in front of you. I’ve never actually gotten to watch your face when you fly, and I would love to see the transformation without the distraction of flogging you myself. What do you think?” 
 
    The thought of being able to look into Cam’s beautiful eyes while she was being flogged by a skilled Master was deeply compelling, and Marissa readily agreed to the idea. Cam brought her to stand beneath hanging chains, to which he clipped the soft leather cuffs he’d given her as a gift their second time in his home dungeon. She lifted her arms, an erotic thrill coursing through her as Cam closed the cuffs around her wrists. He tightened the chains until her arms were fully extended overhead.  
 
    Tony and Dana were now seated to their left. Retrieving the flogger he’d selected earlier, Cam turned to Tony. “If you’re ready?” he said, holding out the flogger. 
 
    Tony stood. “You bet.” Bending over, he kissed Dana. “You take care of the recording, okay? I promise you’ll get your turn afterward, my dear.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it,” Dana said with a grin. “I’m feeling awfully squirmy watching these two. You know patience never was my strong suit.” 
 
    Tony laughed. “You can say that again, sub girl,” he said in a teasing tone. Marissa could feel the affection between them, and it made her smile. 
 
    Tony started with a nice warm up, slowly but steadily ratcheting the intensity, using more force on her ass. A few times the thongs landed so she felt the impact as it hit the rubber base of the butt plug, the vibrations moving up through her ass, as if she were being flogged from the inside out. 
 
    At first Cam just watched her, his muscular arms folded over his chest, his brilliant blue eyes moving over her body like fingers, leaving her warm and tingling with desire for him. She couldn’t help but notice the bulge of his erection against the soft, black leather, and her mouth actually watered at the thought of worshipping his lovely cock once they got home. 
 
    A sudden, stinging stroke, much harder than those that had come before, made Marissa gasp with pain. The sting quickly eased into a pleasurable heat, but the stroke was followed by another, and then another, until pleasure and pain began to blur. Tony struck her shoulders, her back, her ass, her thighs, each stroke a thudding whack that made her sway in her chains.  
 
    Cam reached for her breasts, capturing her nipples and twisting. The sudden, sharp pinch distracted Marissa from the stinging onslaught behind her. “Ah!” she cried, wincing in her pain, though it shot paradoxically directly to her cunt, which throbbed with need. 
 
    Tony was focusing on her ass now, angling the flogger in such a way that the tips of each tress snapped like a thousand needles piercing her flesh. “No!” Marissa cried, though she hadn’t meant to. “I can’t. I can’t!” Her feet began to dance in an involuntary effort to get away from the relentless onslaught against her burning flesh. 
 
    “You can,” Cam said, his voice deep and commanding. “Do it for me, slave M. Suffer for your Master.” 
 
    Those words! They were like a balm over her senses, and Marissa felt her body relax. Her feet stopped their involuntary dance and she stilled as she stared into Cam’s eyes. He put a hand on her throat, his touch light but masterful. She shuddered, her eyes still locked on his. With his other hand, he reached between her legs. Gently he tugged at the small gold ring she wore there, the gesture reminding Marissa of the deep, abiding love she’d seen in Cam’s eyes as the needle had slipped through her flesh. Releasing the ring, he slipped a finger into her sopping cunt. Marissa groaned, any lingering modesty gone now. She couldn’t help herself as she leaned into his touch. He moved his hand, mashing his palm against her as she shamelessly ground against him, her clit hard as a pebble. 
 
    Tony finally stopped the stinging tip-flogging and shifted to the full, thuddy strokes Marissa loved. He was hitting her hard, as hard as she’d ever been flogged, but Cam’s hand on her cunt and her throat, and his steady, loving gaze into her eyes made the flogging not only bearable, but perfect. It was what she needed. It was what she was born for. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she began to chant, only aware she was speaking when she heard the word bursting from her lips again and again. “Yes, yes, yes, yes…” 
 
    The pleasure became nearly unbearable, and the hard leather turned her skin to fire, while Cam’s perfect touch reduced her to shuddering jelly. Her head fell back, her chant fading into steady, slow breathing. She sagged hard against her wrist cuffs, a low moan emerging from somewhere deep inside her. The first wave of a powerful orgasm crashed over her, leaving her momentarily stunned. Several more waves followed, one after the other rolling through her as the flogging continued, consuming her in its fire. 
 
    “That’s it,” Cam said from somewhere far away. “You’re nearly there. Go. Now.” 
 
    His word was her command, and Marissa let go of the last vestiges of her control. She tumbled into a deep, welcoming silence, as her spirit left her body and soared in a pure, perfect place that surely must be heaven… 
 
      
 
    When awareness returned to her, Marissa was cradled in Cam’s arms on the floor. “You did good, baby,” he crooned in her ear. “I’m so fucking proud of you.” 
 
    Marissa leaned back in Cam’s comforting embrace as she basked in his praise.  
 
    From somewhere to her left, she heard Dana say, “Hey, Tony, remember that movie When Harry Met Sally? I want what she’s having!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa filled her cup and added enough cream and sugar to mask the bitterness of coffee left too long on the warmer. The staff lounge was empty, and she moved toward the window to watch the traffic below as she sipped the tepid brew. 
 
    She heard the sound of someone entering the room behind her and for one delighted second she thought it might be Cam, coming in early before his evening shift to surprise her. But when she turned, it was the handsome, smug face of Phil Mitchell that greeted her. “Well, well,” he said, opening his arms as if he expected her to come running into them. “Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    “Hello,” Marissa said brusquely. She moved toward the sink and dumped what remained of the coffee, quickly washing her cup and placing it in the rack. She would have thought after the dreadful confrontation they’d had at the happy hour and her later undisguised annoyance at his intrusion into her office that the guy would want to steer clear of her, but it almost seemed as if he sought her out.  
 
    Until now she’d managed to avoid speaking to him since she’d come upon him snooping around in her office, but she’d seen him a number of times skulking around on the unit, when, as far as she knew, the software installation was complete on her floor. Several times she caught him staring at her in a way that made the tiny hairs on the back of her neck rise, but this was the first time she’d found herself alone in his presence.  
 
    Turning from the sink, Marissa started to move past Phil. He was standing between her and the door, hands in his pocket, a strange, unpleasant expression on his face. He shifted as she did, almost as if he were trying to block her from leaving. “Hey, Doc,” he said, his smile edging into a leer, “where you off to in such a hurry? If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to avoid me.” 
 
    Marissa frowned and looked at her watch. Could the guy really be that clueless? Or had he been so drunk at happy hour that he didn’t remember how horribly he’d behaved? She had half a mind to tell him exactly what she thought of him, but she quickly thought better of it. With that kind of guy, it was better just to cut and run.  
 
    “Excuse me. I have an appointment.” She pushed past him. She would be glad when the software installation and training were complete and she never had to set eyes on the asshole again.  
 
      
 
    That evening Marissa arrived home exhausted as always, but looking forward to Cam’s arrival around midnight. Though they didn’t get to spend much time together at the hospital, save for their professional interaction, Marissa hated the days when Cam had the evening shift, and didn’t come on duty until her day was nearly over. Cam had been hinting it might be a good idea to move in together, and so far Marissa hadn’t said yes or no, but she had to admit, she was definitely leaning toward a yes. The thought was at once exciting and a little scary. It would take things to a new level.  
 
    In their D/s relationship, each time Marissa had wanted something Cam offered, and at the same time been afraid, he had taken her by the hand and led her with such dominant confidence, respect and love to a new, better place. She knew in her bones she could trust Cam with her life. What more did she need to know?  
 
    She would tell him tonight. When he arrived, she would wrap herself around him and whisper in his ear that she was ready for the next step. Invigorated by the prospect, Marissa groomed herself carefully in the shower and put on the pretty new satin camisole and tap pant set she had recently bought, thinking with a grin how nice it would be when Cam removed it.  
 
    It was around nine when her doorbell rang, startling Marissa from the novel she was reading. Why was Cam so early? Did something happen at the hospital? And why wasn’t he using his key?  
 
    The doorbell rang again, followed by a brisk knock. Marissa realized it probably wasn’t Cam at all. It was probably Mrs. Baxter from down the hall wanting to borrow a cup of sugar or something.  
 
    Marissa slipped off the bed and reached for her robe, pulling it around her. She tied the sash as she headed into the living room. She put her eye to the peephole. Whoever was standing there was obscured by a huge bouquet of roses wrapped in green tissue paper.  
 
    Marissa smiled. Cam must have traded shifts, or gotten off early for some reason. How like her darling man to surprise her with flowers. He was such a romantic. Heart skipping with happiness, Marissa turned the deadbolt and reached for the doorknob. She pulled the door open and stepped back, her entire body alive with anticipation. 
 
    It wasn’t Cam. 
 
    The man standing there was dressed in black T-shirt, black jeans and heavy black combat boots. Marissa’s mind was clicking and stuttering in its effort to place the familiar but unwelcome face of the too-handsome blond. Meanwhile, her body was sending signals of its own. Her mouth had gone suddenly dry, and ice water had replaced the blood in her veins.  
 
    “Phil,” she finally managed. She clutched her robe at the throat. “What are you doing here? How did you get in the building?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” he said, gesturing toward her with the flowers. “I got these just for you.” His mouth twisted into an unpleasant smile. 
 
    Marissa’s brain finally kicked into gear. There seemed to be no end to this asshole’s unmitigated gall. “Look, Phil,” she snapped, letting the anger show in her voice. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing. After the horrible way you behaved, I can’t believe you have the nerve to just show up at my door like this. I didn’t invite you here. I don’t want your flowers. Please go away.” Heart hammering, she was pleased at least her voice had come out firm and commanding.  
 
    As she spoke, she moved to close the door, but Phil shoved forward with his shoulder so hard that Marissa stumbled back as the door flew open. Phil came into the room. His eyes still on Marissa, he reached behind himself to shut the door, his fingers finding and turning the deadbolt.  
 
    His eyes were glittering, reminding Marissa of the crack addicts she’d treated during residency. “What’s the matter?” Phil demanded. “Don’t you like roses? Oh wait, I get it.” He narrowed his eyes, his face twisting into a leer. “You prefer the thorns, am I right, you sick bitch?” He grabbed a rose from the bunch, dropping the rest of the bouquet to the floor. Marissa watched, horrified, as he ripped the flower from its stem and dropped the petals to the floor. He brandished the stem like a weapon as he advanced slowly toward her. 
 
    Marissa backed away, her heart beating so loudly she could barely hear Phil’s bizarre words over the pounding in her ears. The phone. Call 9-1-1. Her phone was on the bedside table. She just had to get to the bedroom, lock the door, make the call. 
 
    She turned sharply from the intruder. She felt the tug on her robe and jerked away, allowing it to be pulled from her body as she made the dash toward the bedroom. She had nearly made it to the door when she felt him on her. His fingers dug into her shoulders as he spun her around. “Where do you think you’re going, huh? You belong to me now. That faggot nurse isn’t going to save you.” 
 
    He mashed her face against his chest. Gripping a handful of her hair, he jerked her head back and pressed his lips against hers. He reeked of alcohol as he thrust his slobbery tongue into her mouth. Marissa tried to wriggle out of his hold, but he was too strong, one arm like steel around her waist, his fingers tugging so hard it felt like he might yank her hair out by the roots. 
 
    Finally he let her go, but only long enough to grab her shoulders and force her to turn around. Moving behind her, he propelled her into the bedroom. He kicked the bedroom door shut and threw her onto the bed.  
 
    Terrified but determined, Marissa scrabbled for her phone. Clutching it in a shaking hand, she pushed the button to activate the voice command. “Call nine-one—“ she began, but before she could complete the words, Phil leaned over the bed and whacked her wrist with a karate chop that made her whole arm go numb. The phone fell from her grasp. Phil grabbed it and threw it across the room. It hit the wall with a thud and landed on the carpet. 
 
    “What are you doing,” she gasped, tears of pain and fear nearly blinding her as she grasped her throbbing wrist. 
 
    “Exactly what you want, you twisted little cunt.” He laughed cruelly as he loomed over her. “And to think, I actually bought that outraged prim and proper bullshit you spouted at that happy hour. Oh Phil,” he said, his voice rising suddenly in a falsetto that was supposed to approximate a woman’s voice, “I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 
    Marissa glanced toward the phone, now out of reach on the ground, desperately trying to think how to convince this nut job to get the fuck out of her apartment. He was obviously drunk, maybe high as well, on god knew what. Was he going to rape her? To kill her? 
 
    Don’t let him see your fear.  
 
    Scrunched as far from him as she could get, still holding her wrist, Marissa strived to make her voice calm but firm. “Phil. Listen to me. I have no idea what you think you’re doing, but it’s obvious you’ve made a mistake. You seem to be confusing me with someone else. I didn’t invite you here. You need to turn around now and go.” 
 
    Phil shook his head and snorted. He pulled the messenger bag from his shoulder and tossed it onto the bed. “I didn’t make a mistake. You did, babe. Your first mistake was leading me on at the bar, batting your eyelashes and shoving your tits in my face like a regular little cock tease.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Marissa began, but Phil sat abruptly on the mattress and leaned toward her, grabbing both her wrists, his face close to hers. 
 
    “Don’t talk back,” he snarled. “Slave girls don’t talk back to their Masters.” 
 
    Marissa realized her mouth had fallen open in her shock. Phil lifted an eyebrow and smiled an ugly smile. “That’s right, I know all about your dirty little games, you filthy slut. I know all about the sick shit you and that pervy male nurse get up to, so you can cut the outraged innocence bullshit.” 
 
    Marissa tried to swallow, but her tongue and throat muscles seemed to be paralyzed. Phil was gripping her wrists so tightly she was afraid he might actually break the bones. “Please,” she finally managed to croak. “Let go of me. You’re hurting me.” 
 
    To her relief, he let her go, though he made no move to rise from the bed. Reaching for the messenger bag, he dumped out its contents. With a horrified glance, Marissa saw a ball gag, a set of metal handcuffs, several braided hanks of thin white rope, and a riding crop. What was this deluded monster planning? 
 
    Still hoping to somehow get away, Marissa slid toward the edge of the bed and tossed her legs quickly over the side. She would grab the phone and dash into the bathroom. She would lock the door and— 
 
    Drunk or not, Phil was faster than she was. His arm shot out and he easily pulled her back down onto the bed. As they struggled, Marissa frantically tried to knee him in the groin. “My boyfriend will be here any minute!” she shouted. “You better get the hell out right this second or—“ 
 
    “Shut up, twat,” he grunted, slamming her against the bed. “I have access to your hospital’s entire data management system. You think I don’t know your boyfriend’s work schedule? I’ve got a couple of hours before he shows up. That is, if he shows up at all. Are you sure he isn’t headed for that S&M game room you two like to hang out at?” 
 
    He reached almost lazily for the handcuffs with one hand, grabbing both her wrists in the other. How was this even happening? How did this maniac know the things he seemed to know? Marissa felt suddenly sick. Bitter bile rushed into her mouth and she had to swallow hard to keep from vomiting.  
 
    As she watched in horror, Phil placed one of the metal cuffs around her wrist and clicked it closed. She tried to jerk her other arm away, but she was no match for the strong man. He clicked the second cuff into place and grinned at her. “Panties wet yet, slut?” 
 
    Marissa was shaking like a leaf. “Why are you doing this? Please let me go.” The enormity of what was happening finally hit her like a punch to the gut. Her voice rose to a squeak. “Please don’t kill me!” 
 
    “Kill you?” Phil barked a laugh. “Why would I kill you? Don’t you get it? I’m doing this for you. I’m playing to your kink, bitch. Don’t pretend you don’t love what’s happening. This is what you fucking live for. Save the bleating little protests for someone who buys your lily-white holier than thou bullshit. We both know the real deal, Doc. We know what a cunt you truly are.” 
 
    “Let me go! Let me go!” she shouted. 
 
    “Shut up!” Phil snapped. He reached for the ball gag and dangled it in front of her. “See this? If you make any more fucking noise, I’m going to shove this in your mouth, got it?” He smiled and shrugged, adding in a frighteningly reasonable tone of voice, “After all, we don’t want to disturb the neighbors.” 
 
    Marissa stared at the ball gag and pressed her lips closed. She had to reach this guy somehow, even if he was high as a kite. She knew who he was—how did he possibly think he was going to get away with this?  
 
    Unless… No! He’d said he wasn’t going to kill her. She had to cling to that hope. Soon Cam would be here, and this nightmare would end… 
 
    Phil stood and reached for her arms, hauling her roughly to her feet. Holding her tightly, he glanced around the room, his eyes settling on the hook on the back of her closet door. He moved in that direction, dragging Marissa stumbling along with him. He reached for the nightgown hanging on the hook and tossed it to the ground. Grabbing Marissa’s arms, he yanked her shackled wrists over her head as he pushed her back against the door. He forcibly guided her wrists back until the chain between the cuffs looped over the hook, effectively tethering her to the door. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he said sternly. “If you try to take down your wrists, I’ll make you very, very sorry, you understand me?” As he spoke, he curled one hand around her throat. His grip was nothing like Cam’s sensual touch, and instead of responding with a melting sigh of submission, Marissa gave a yelp of fear and squeezed her eyes closed, her mind a white, hot blank of terror. 
 
    I’m going to die. I’m going to die… 
 
    All at once the pressure eased and Marissa opened her eyes, weak with relief. Phil was staring down at her legs, disgust twisting his handsome features. “You filthy little pig,” he sneered. “You pissed yourself!” His lips lifted into an ugly smile. “Oh my god,” he said in a voice dripping with disdain, “don’t tell me you’re into golden showers too. Do your perversions have no end?” 
 
    Marissa glanced down at the wet satin of her new tap pants. She could feel the urine rolling down her legs, and tears of mortification and rage pricked against her eyelids. “You fucking bastard,” she hissed, anger for a moment obscuring her terror. “Can’t you see you’re scaring me to death? Let me down, now!” 
 
    Phil shook his head. “Who’s going to make me, hmm?” His hand shot out and, flinching, Marissa instinctively jerked her head to the side. As a result, his open palm cuffed her hard on the ear, which rang from the force of the blow. She sagged against the hook that held her aloft. She kept her eyes closed, silently willing Cam to come and save her, though Phil was right—Cam wasn’t due for at least two hours. 
 
    Phil crouched in front of her and yanked down her tap pants. Marissa didn’t even try to stop him, not that she could have. He used the soiled pants to roughly wipe the urine from her legs and then tossed them aside.  
 
    “Nice,” he said, drawing out the word. “I like a bald cunt. No nasty pubes to get in the way. Spread your legs so I can see what you got.”  
 
    Marissa didn’t move. He slapped her thigh hard. “I said spread your fucking legs, bitch.” Miserably, Marissa obeyed. The position caused the handcuffs to tighten and she winced with pain as they pinched her skin.  
 
    “Holy shit, what is that?” Roughly he fingered the tiny, precious golden ring Cam had placed there. Marissa tried to slam her legs closed but he held them apart, digging his fingers into her thighs. “You really are one twisted bitch, you know that?” He tugged again at the ring.  
 
    “Stop it! You’re hurting me! Don’t touch me!” Marissa cried, tears of fury and embarrassment stinging her eyes.  
 
    Ignoring her, Phil slipped a hard finger between her labia and frowned. “What the hell?” he demanded. “Why aren’t you wet? You live for this shit. I thought you’d be soaked by now.”  
 
    How in god’s name could this bastard think she’d get off on what he was doing? 
 
    And then it hit her. 
 
    Slave girls don’t talk back to their Masters. I know all about you and your dirty little games, you filthy slut. I know all about the sick shit you and that pervy male nurse get up to… 
 
    “My laptop,” she whispered, staring at him with dawning horror. “That day in my office. You did something…” 
 
    Phil looked up at her, his laugh derisive. “You’re just figuring that out?” He shook his head. “Jesus, and here I thought MDs were supposed to be smart!” He stood, his face hovering close to hers. She squeezed her eyes to blot out the unwelcome sight as he breathed his whiskey breath in her face. “I know everything about you, slave girl. I know the disgusting porn sites you like to visit. I know the nasty stuff you get up to with Nurse Pervo.”  
 
    He took a step back and reached with both hands for the neck of her camisole. He ripped the silky fabric down the length of her torso as if it were no more than tissue paper in his hands. His tongue flicked over his lips with reptilian rapidity as he ogled her bare breasts. He reached for them with both hands, grasping and twisting her nipples until she winced with pain. “Because I know what I know,” he said in a soft, dangerous voice, “you’re going to let me do just exactly what I want, whenever I want, and never say a fucking word, not now, not ever. You hear me?” He twisted harder. “Answer, slut!” 
 
    It was too much—her predicament, the pain, the threats, the terror. The last semblance of control burst like a bubble inside Marissa and erupted in a howl. “Ooooow!” Marissa wailed. “Stop it! Stop it! Let me down!” 
 
    “Damn it!” Phil shouted, fury mottling his face. “I told you to keep it the fuck down!” He sprinted back to the bed and returned a moment later holding the ball gag. He shoved it roughly against Marissa’s mouth and then fumbled behind her head, catching her hair painfully in the buckle. He pulled it tight, forcing her mouth open with the foul-tasting rubber ball, which pressed her tongue back toward her throat.  
 
    Tears were running down Marissa’s cheeks as she implored him with an unintelligible gurgle to let her go. Ignoring her garbled protests, Phil went back to the bed and returned with the riding crop. Shoving the handle in his back pocket, he reached for Marissa’s arms, lifting them from the hook. He spun her around so she was facing the door and yanked her wrists up, again draping the taut chain over the hook. “You,” he said, punctuating the word with a sharp smack of the crop against her ass, “are”—smack—“a very”—smack—“bad”—smack—“girl!”  
 
    The crop flew over her ass and thighs in a steady, hard rain of stinging leather—no erotic buildup, nothing even remotely sensual. At first Marissa tried to stay still, not wanting to let the bastard have the satisfaction of knowing he was hurting her. But after a while her feet began to dance of their own accord as she bleated ineffectually against the invasive gag. He hit her again, and again, and again without variation or finesse. It was a beating—pure and simple—and it went on and on, until Marissa felt as if she were being flayed alive. 
 
    Finally it stopped.  
 
    Marissa couldn’t feel her hands or arms, and supposed she should be glad of that. She only wished her stinging ass were numb as well. Her chin and chest were wet with drool, her face streaked with tears. Her jaw ached from its forced and prolonged open position. 
 
    When Phil lifted her arms from the hook, they flopped heavily down, her lifeless cuffed hands hitting her in the stomach as she stumbled backward. He was just behind her, and he half-lifted, half-dragged her toward the bed. He threw her roughly down onto her stomach. Her arms and hands began to tingle painfully to life beneath her.  
 
    She felt the give of the mattress as he sat heavily beside her. When he flipped her over onto her back, she closed her eyes and turned her head away. She heard the click and then felt the relief of the metal cuffs being opened and lifted away. This was followed almost instantly by a sharp, throbbing bracelet of pain around each wrist. She stared down at the reddened, abraded skin, relieved at least to note there was no bleeding.  
 
    Phil tossed the cuffs carelessly aside and reached for a hank of rope. Marissa came suddenly alive, the possibility of escape once again leaping into her mind. If she could get off the bed and sprint to the bathroom, she had a pair of barber scissors in the drawer. She wouldn’t hesitate to gouge the son of bitch’s eyes out if she had to.  
 
    Girding herself, she rolled toward the edge of the bed, but hard fingers curling around her throat stopped her cold. “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?” Phil snarled. “The party’s just getting started.” His fingers dug into the skin just below her jaw, effectively cutting off her ability to breathe and, like a cornered animal, Marissa froze in terror.  
 
    Keeping one hand tight around her throat, Phil unraveled a hank of rope single-handedly. He let go of her throat and Marissa gasped for air as he grabbed her throbbing wrists once more. He wound and knotted the rope around the damaged skin and then pulled her roughly upward on the bed. Jerking her arms over her head, he looped her wrists over one of the posts of her bedframe. 
 
    He reached for another hank of rope. Forcing her to spread her legs wide, he busied himself tying her ankles to the bottom posts. When he was done, he stepped back, his eyes raking insolently over her body. “You are hot, Doc. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    He reached for the hem of his T-shirt and lifted it over his head, shaking out his white-blond hair like a model on shoot as he flashed a movie-star perfect smile to the middle distance. He flexed his bulging biceps and pecs as if Marissa should admire his body. If she hadn’t been gagged, she would have spit on him. Instead she just closed her eyes and turned her head away. 
 
    “Look at me, cunt!” Phil demanded. “I’ve got a better body than that faggot you hang out with. I can bench press two hundred and forty pounds. Not to mention, I’m built like a racehorse.” She heard the sound his zipper sliding down. “I said, look at me.” 
 
    Not daring to refuse, Marissa turned her head again toward the monster holding her captive. She opened her eyes. Phil’s jeans were down around his muscular thighs, a long, thick cock fisted in his big hand. He smiled a slow, arrogant smile. “And to think,” he said with a grin, “this could have been yours, bitch.” He stroked himself, his tongue again flickering over his plump lips, spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    “I’d fuck you,” he continued, “but knowing what a dirty whore you are, I’m afraid my dick might fall off. Instead, you get to watch me come all over you. Keep your eyes open—you won’t want to miss a single second, I’m sure.”  
 
    Marissa stared at his face, shooting daggers with her eyes, her rage so palpable it made her entire body shake. Phil just smiled.  
 
    He moved closer, his hand now flying over his shaft. “Filthy cunt,” he panted. “Dirty whore. Fucking sicko bitch.” The words took on the tone of a chant interspersed with piggish grunts as Phil jerked off in front of her. When his eyes rolled back, Marissa shut her own eyes and tried to retreat to that quiet, safe place inside her where nothing and no one could hurt her, but the gag was too foul in her mouth, the drool soaking her chin, neck and chest, her wrists throbbing, her ass stinging, her outrage like a live thing skittering and slamming inside her. 
 
    Phil gave a loud groan and she felt the hot splash of his jism on her stomach, her breast, her cheek. “Aaaah!” he groaned. “That was good. So fucking good.” 
 
    She opened her eyes to see him pulling up his pants. He reached for her face and Marissa tried to twist away, flinching in anticipation of whatever he was going to do next. He chuckled. “Relax, babe. I’m nearly done with you—for now.”  
 
    He reached behind her and unbuckled the gag, pulling it from her mouth. Marissa opened and closed her aching jaw and tried, unsuccessfully, to wipe some of the drool from her chin onto the bed. Phil pulled his T-shirt back over his head and again shook his hair back with a practiced toss of his head.  
 
    He sat on the bed and untied her ankles. Marissa brought her legs together, watching mutely as he tossed the rope into the messenger bag. He picked up the handcuffs and the riding crop, placing them into the bag. Finally he released her wrists. Marissa grabbed at the sheet with shaking arms. She used an edge to wipe the man’s disgusting ejaculate from her face and body. Then she curled in on herself on the far corner of the mattress, though she kept her eyes on her tormentor. 
 
    Phil put his hand into his jeans pocket. “That was fun, babe. Let’s do it again sometime.” 
 
    Marissa stared at the handsome monster standing in front of her. No matter what he knew, or thought he knew, about her, nothing would stop her from going to the police about this. Didn’t he know that?  
 
    Apparently he did, because he said, his fingers moving in his pocket, “In here is my guarantee that you’ll keep your pretty little mouth shut about what happened tonight. You’ve given me enough ammunition to assure not only your silence, but your ongoing cooperation.” His mouth curved into an evil grin. “For a doctor, you’re pretty fucking stupid, I have to say. Leaving all that stuff on your laptop.” He shook his head with a look of amused disdain. “Don’t you know what someone like me can do to someone like you?” 
 
    Marissa stared him, feeling sick. “It’s simple,” Phil continued blithely. “If you say a word about this to anyone, I’ll destroy you. When I give your boss the information I’ve gleaned, you’ll lose not only your cushy job, but that precious medical license of yours, mark my words. If you dare go to the cops, copies of your homemade porn video will be sent to the chief of staff at the hospital, as well as to the New York Post and the New York Times, plus I'll post it on YouTube. I have everything ready to go with the push of a button, babe. One false move on your part, and you can kiss your career and your reputation goodbye.” He pulled something from his pocket and tossed it onto the bed. Hoisting the messenger bag over his shoulder, he added, “See you later, skank. Next time I better find you wet and ready.” 
 
    Turning on his heel, he strode out of the bedroom. A moment later Marissa heard the click of the deadbolt, and then the door slammed. 
 
    She looked down at what he’d thrown onto the bed. It was a small red plastic rectangle with a sliver of metal showing on one end. It took her a moment to realize it was a computer flash drive. 
 
    Marissa’s hand shot out, her fingers curling around the drive. Without realizing what she was doing, she hurled it with all her strength toward the wall. Then she fell back against her pillows, a dam bursting inside her as she curled in on herself and began to sob. 
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    Cam turned the key quietly in the lock in case Marissa was sleeping. When he'd left the hospital he'd been bone tired, but somehow each stop of the subway seemed to lift a layer of fatigue from his shoulders as it brought him that much closer to Marissa. By the time he'd reached her apartment building, he didn't even bother with the ancient, impossibly slow elevator, but instead took the stairs two at a time until he reached her floor.  
 
    When he stepped into the living room, he saw a bouquet of roses tightly wrapped in green tissue paper lying on the floor. A few feet away lay a single stem, its petals scattered nearby. While his brain struggled to process and provide a reason for such a strange sight, his body went into instant alert mode—his muscles tensing for a fight, his gut clenching into a fist. 
 
    “Marissa!”  
 
    He sprinted the short distance to her bedroom and pushed past the door, which was ajar. The room was lit only by the light emanating from the bathroom. Marissa was huddled in the center of the bed, curled in upon herself like a child. Something was very, very wrong. 
 
    Flying to the bed, he reached for her shoulders. “Marissa, what is it? What happened? Who was here? Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Marissa lifted a face swollen from crying, her eyes rimmed red, her lips trembling. Mutely she held out her wrists. Each was circled with red, ravaged skin, the marks of metal cuffs or very rough rope. Fear, fury, and the desperate need to know what had happened, however horrible the knowledge, clattered and jangled inside Cam in a cacophony of emotion.  
 
    “Oh my god,” he whispered. “What happened to you? Baby, why didn't you call me? Did you call the police? Are you okay? Please, talk to me.” 
 
    Marissa met Cam's eye. “I’m okay. I didn’t call the police.” She blew out a tremulous breath. “I don't want them involved. I wanted to call you but I didn't know what to say. He threatened if I told, he would...I didn't want... Oh Cam, I don't know what to do.” She wrapped her arms around Cam's neck and began to sob. 
 
    He gathered her close against him and held her tight, tears spilling down his own cheeks as he gently rocked her in his arms. He forced himself to be patient, to let her cry, let her gather her thoughts, catch her breath. Finally she spoke in a whisper against his neck. “It was Phil. Phil Mitchell. He came here. He—it—what he did… It was horrible.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Cam was thoroughly confused. “That computer technician who has been putting in the new system at the hospital? He did this to you? I don’t understand.” Even as Cam tried to reconcile the image of the guy, who had been strutting around the unit for the past few weeks getting in people’s way at their work stations and flirting with the female staff, with the person who had done this to his darling, he already knew he would hunt the bastard down if it was the last thing he did. It took every ounce of self-control not to roar out his pain and rage at the thought of someone entering Marissa's home and violating her, but Cam forced himself to remain outwardly calm for her sake. Now was not the time to go into macho bluster mode. 
 
    He extricated himself gently from her embrace. He took her face in his hands and looked deep into her eyes. “Tell me,” he coaxed. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Haltingly at first, and then faster and faster, the horrible words came tumbling over themselves as Marissa told Cam what that vile monster had done, and threatened to continue doing. As she spoke, the fear in her voice was edged out by anger, and her eyes sparked with the same fury that burned in Cam’s gut. 
 
    “Jesus, Marissa,” he swore when she was done. “We have to call the police! We can’t let this guy get away with this.” 
 
    “He got into my laptop, Cam. He knows about the training video. He has a copy.” 
 
    “What? How the hell did he do that? What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I found him in my office a while back, and it was a day I had my personal laptop at work. He claimed he was just doing the software installation on the office PC, but I thought at the time something wasn’t right.” Marissa hugged herself miserably. “He left a flash drive here tonight to back up his threat. I haven’t watched what’s on it, but I’m pretty sure I know.” Marissa pointed toward the wall. “I threw it over there somewhere. We should probably watch it to know for sure.” 
 
    Cam rose from the bed and moved toward the wall, scanning the floor until he saw the red plastic flash drive in the corner. He picked it up between thumb and forefinger like it was a dead cockroach and returned to Marissa. “I’ll watch it later, sweetheart. But whatever’s on there, we still should let the police know, don’t you think?” 
 
    “No. No police.” Marissa crossed her arms across her chest. “We can't take the chance, Cam. This isn’t just about me. You’re involved too because of the video.” She outlined Mitchell’s threats if Marissa tried to take any action against him. “Phil has it all figured out. Even if I press charges and he’s arrested, if this goes to trial, our names and reputations will be dragged through the mud in the process. At the very least we’ll be publically humiliated, but we could end up losing our jobs over this, Cam. I don’t think his threat was an idle one. It could destroy our careers.” 
 
    Cam was quiet as he thought about what Marissa was saying. She was right about the potential humiliation, though he didn’t care about himself. It was Marissa he was thinking of—of the relentless, invasive police questioning as they forced her to go over and over what had happened. And if it went to trial, it would become a matter of public record. Protected and somewhat insulated within the supportive BDSM community in which he was involved, Cam sometimes forgot just how judgmental and damning the outside world could still be regarding lifestyles they didn’t understand.  
 
    He decided not to press the issue. He would respect Marissa’s decision and support her in every way he knew how. Phil Mitchell could be dealt with later. Right now his focus must be on taking care of his girl.  
 
    Cam stood and lifted Marissa into his arms. He carried her to the bathroom and set her carefully on her feet. Closing the door, he turned on the shower. While the room began to fill with steam, Cam stripped off his clothing. He helped Marissa into the shower and stepped in beside her. Gently, soothingly, he washed her body from head to toe, soaping away every trace of that bastard, wishing he could expunge him from her mind as well. As he worked, he conducted a surreptitious exam to make sure she was really okay. He sucked in his breath when he saw the red marks on her ass, and the faint bruising showing just beneath the skin.   
 
    He shampooed her hair and held her as she stood beneath the hot spray, his heart nearly breaking with love and concern. Only when the water began to cool did he turn it off and reach for a towel. Wet and dripping himself, he dried Marissa, gently patting her skin while she stood, compliant as a child, her beautiful blue-green eyes fixed trustingly on his face. He draped another over her shoulders. Only then did he grab a towel for himself.  
 
    His arm around her, Cam led Marissa back into the bedroom. “Wait a second,” he said, moving quickly toward the bed. The thought of that bastard touching the sheets, terrorizing Marissa, spurting his ejaculate over her and the bedding, made him want to vomit. Yanking back the rumpled linens, he stripped the bed to the mattress and tossed the pile into a corner. He placed his towel on the bare mattress and gestured for Marissa to lie down.   
 
    Opening her bedside night table, Cam took out the salve they used after intense play sessions. He applied it to her wrists, and then rolled her gently to her stomach so he could smooth the healing cream onto her ass and thighs. Marissa was resting with her cheek on her arms, watching his ministrations with a somber expression.  
 
    “You want to sleep, baby?” Cam asked. “I’ll remake the bed with fresh sheets. Can I get you something to drink? Water, brandy?” 
 
    Marissa rolled over and sat up. She shook her head adamantly. “No. I don’t want to stay here. I know it’s late, but can we go to your place?” 
 
    Cam nodded. “Absolutely. I'll call a cab right now.” They dressed quickly. While Marissa was in the bathroom brushing out her hair, Cam slipped the flash drive into his jeans pocket. 
 
    On the ride to his house, Cam said, “You know, that asshole is not going to get away with this. I understand you don’t want to involve the cops, but maybe there’s another way...” He trailed off as he said this, the seed of an idea forming in his mind. He thought about the old adage—don’t get mad, get even. Turning to Marissa, he said, “So Mitchell threatened to send a copy of our private training video to Dr. Hession?” 
 
    Marissa, who had been looking out the cab’s window, turned back to face Cam with a frown. “I don't know him all that well, but from what I can tell, Fred Hession is a very straitlaced guy. Very conservative. He'd probably fire us on the spot.” 
 
    Cam raised his eyebrows, a ghost of a smile lifting his lips.  
 
    “What? What's funny about that?” Marissa demanded, a touch of her natural spark returning. 
 
    “Just thinking of your characterization of Fred as a straitlaced guy. He does favor straitjackets, and would probably like a bit of lace as well. I know he loves silk and very high heels.”  
 
    Marissa wrinkled her nose in confusion. “What are you talking about? You know Dr. Hession personally?” 
 
    “I do.” Cam nodded. “In fact, I trained him.” 
 
    Marissa continued to stare at Cam uncomprehendingly. “Trained him?” 
 
    Cam nodded. “Normally I wouldn't say anything, but these are extenuating circumstances so I think you should know. Fred is a member of The Power Exchange. He and his wife Lillian are regulars. She’s a homemaker and his fulltime Mistress.” Marissa's mouth had fallen open, her eyebrows rising higher and higher as he spoke. “In fact, that's how I got an interview at the hospital. Fred recommended me.” 
 
    “Wow,” Marissa finally said. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “Why would you? It’s his personal business. Same as us.” Cam reached for Marissa’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “We don't have to deal with this alone, baby. And we’re definitely not going to take this lying down. I understand and respect your wish not to involve the authorities. We’ll handle this on our own, with the strength of the BDSM community behind us. When we’re done with him, Phil Mitchell will wish he’d never been born.” 
 
    Once home, Cam poured them each a large snifter of brandy, which they carried to the bedroom. Snuggled between the sheets, Cam took Marissa's hand. “Sweetheart, we need to tackle this right away, before that bastard does any more harm. I have the beginnings of a plan, and I want to call Jack Morris to get his input. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    Two spots of scarlet appeared on Marissa’s cheekbones, but she nodded. “Yeah. It’s okay. He should know that a video of the inner room is floating around out there. But it’s after two. The club is closed tonight. Won’t he be asleep?” 
 
    “Jack?” Cam shook his head. “He’s an inveterate night owl. He jokes that he has vampire blood—only goes down when the sun comes up.” Sure enough, Jack answered his phone on the second ring, recognizing Cam’s number and answering in his booming bass, “Hey there, trainer. You pull the late shift at the hospital or something?”  
 
    With a glance and sad smile at Marissa, Cam explained briefly what had transpired. He held the phone away from his ear as Jack began to shout.  
 
    What's he saying? Marissa mouthed. Cam switched the audio to speaker and set the phone on the bed between them. 
 
    “—won’t get away with this, that little piece of shit! Say the word, Cam, and that cocksucker will disappear. I still know guys who know guys, if you understand me.” 
 
    “No,” Marissa interjected. “Jack, it's Marissa. Listen, we don’t want anything like that. I just want to make sure we stop him from doing any more damage. And we have to make sure he never does this to anyone else.” 
 
    Jack reluctantly agreed, becoming enthusiastic again when Cam discussed the rudiments of the idea that had been germinating in his brain since the cab ride. They talked back and forth for quite a while, firming up the plan.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Phil Mitchell looked at himself in the mirror and grinned at his reflection. He was still stoked from the events of last night. He’d waited up late after he left her, just in case the bitch was stupid enough to call the cops, but the night had passed uneventfully, as had the morning. Neither Marissa nor her faggot boyfriend had showed up at the hospital so far, which was well and good. Even if Cam Wilder knew what had happened, what could he do? They were probably cowering together in their S&M lair with no idea what to do. Phil had them both over a barrel, and they knew it. He owned Marissa Roberts’ ass now, and the fun was just beginning. 
 
    Everything had come together perfectly last night—from the seriously excellent cocaine he’d snorted that had made him feel like a god, to Wilder’s working the night shift, to the helpful old lady who had let him into Marissa’s apartment building when he pretended to fumble for his key. The expression on Marissa’s face had been priceless when he’d tossed that flash drive onto her bed. It served her right. People who played those sick, twisted sex games and then had the stupidity to record them deserved exactly what they got.  
 
    He had timed it perfectly, too, since today was his wrap up at St. Beatrice Hospital. All the software systems were enabled and working beautifully. He had an appointment with the chief of staff to give him the final report, and then it was on to another project.  
 
    Phil turned slightly to change the mirror angle and admired himself from the side. He really had an excellent jawline. The suit jacket hid his muscular build, but the padded shoulders compensated. He faced the mirror once more and buttoned the jacket, glad he’d sprung for the extra tailoring to highlight his trim physique. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and a janitor shuffled in pulling a wash bucket on wheels, a mop slung over his shoulder. Phil nodded a greeting and slid past him. He mustn’t keep Dr. Hession waiting.  
 
    Phil strode purposely down the corridor, smiling at the pretty nurses he passed. He winked at the fat broad—Janet, Janice—he couldn’t quite remember—as he approached, and she giggled and simpered. In your dreams, he thought as he walked by. 
 
    “Hi. I have an eleven o’clock appointment with Dr. Hession,” Phil told the plump, middle-aged secretary who was pretending to be busy at her desk.  
 
    She looked up at him with a sour expression. He flashed her a heart-stopping smile and she melted, just like they all did. “Oh yes,” she gushed. “You can go right in. He’s expecting you.”  
 
    Phil knocked lightly on the ajar door and peered inside. Dr. Hession looked up. “Please, come in.” 
 
    Phil entered the office and approached the older man’s desk. He opened his leather portfolio and extracted the final report for the hospital. “Here’s a summary of the work that’s been done,” he said, placing the pale gray folder with the words HIF Software Solutions typed on the cover in front of Dr. Hession. “Everything went very well. All software updates are in place, and the new system is fully operational. Your staff has been trained, but of course we’ll be available to help with any questions, or to fix any bugs that might arise.” 
 
    Dr. Hession glanced at the papers Phil had placed in front of him. Phil doubted he even knew what he was looking at—medical professionals could be so one-dimensional, focused only on their tiny, specific area of medical expertise, with blinders on for anything else. This actually suited Phil, since fewer questions and demands meant he could get on to the next job that much more quickly. If he occasionally cut a few corners in the process, no one was the wiser. 
 
    Dr. Hession looked up. “We’re pleased with the job HIF has done for this hospital. I actually wanted to see you on another matter.” 
 
    Phil felt a sudden jab of unease. Could that skanky bitch have been dumb enough to come to her boss in a preemptive move? Even as the thought crossed his mind, Phil dismissed it. She wouldn’t be that stupid. Still, he blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when Dr. Hession said, “You’ve done such a good job, I was wondering if you’d be interested in doing some work for an associate of mine. It’s a small computer job—really something you could do on your own time, I would imagine. No need to involve HIF unless you thought it necessary. I have an entrepreneur friend who needs a management information system set up for one of his startups.” He smiled at Phil. “Would you be interested in something like that?” 
 
    Phil could see the dollar signs parading in his head, and had to restrain himself to keep from rubbing his hands together. In point of fact, his contract with HIF precluded this sort of side job, but what they didn’t know… “You bet,” he said a little too eagerly. Tamping it down, he added in a sober tone, “Of course, I’d need to know more about it, but I’m sure I can work something out. Do you have his card?” 
 
    “I have a better idea.” Dr. Hession stood and moved around his desk. “Do you have some time? How would you like to meet him right now? I can take you over to my club and introduce you. We could have lunch.” 
 
    Phil grinned. A fancy lunch at a country club on someone else’s dime, and the chance to make some serious cash on the side. The day was getting better and better. “Sounds like a plan,” he said. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Both Marissa and Cam were taking a personal day, with Fred Hession’s blessing. Marissa was spending the day with Dana, who insisted on canceling all her appointments as soon as she’d heard what had happened. Before heading out that morning, Cam had waited for Dana, who arrived within the half hour armed with hot coffee and muffins. Cam had felt better leaving Marissa with her good friend.  
 
    Tony and Jack sat with Cam at a table in the large, empty outer room of The Power Exchange. It felt strange to sit in the empty club in the middle of the day. Jack was dressed in a black muscle T-shirt, black cargo pants and black square-toed boots. With his shaved head and the grim expression on his grizzled face, he looked every bit the enforcer. Jack’s cell phone buzzed. He looked down at it the screen. “They’re on their way.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Tony, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit and silk tie, picked up the document he had just read to the others and folded it lengthwise. He slipped it into an inner pocket of his jacket.  
 
    Ten minutes later the front door buzzed and Jack strode to press the intercom button. “It’s Fred Hession and guest,” came a disembodied voice through the speaker. Jack released the lock to the door at the top of the stairs. He opened the door to the club and returned to the table. “I still think we ought to dispense with the charade and just beat the little shit into a pulp.” 
 
    Tony shook his head. “It’s always better if you get them to sign on the dotted line before anything else. If we get him to admit culpability on paper, our case will be that much tighter in the event of any future legal action.” 
 
    “Spoken like a lawyer,” Jack growled.  
 
    Tony shrugged. “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    Cam pushed back from the table and stood. Rage simmered inside him like a corrosive acid. Though his head agreed with Tony, his gut agreed with Jack. His muscles were coiled, his hands aching with the need to feel the crunch of bone as he brought his right fist into the guy’s jaw and followed it with a sharp hook designed to break the cocksucker’s nose. Still, he knew it was better to stick to their plan. “See you in a few,” he said. As he heard the sound of the men’s feet clomping down the concrete stairs to the club, he walked quickly toward the back of the room and stepped behind a partition so he was hidden from view.  
 
    A moment later he heard Fred Hession’s voice. “Come on over and I’ll introduce you,” he was saying. Cam could just imagine Phil Mitchell’s confusion as he took in the space—the sumptuous country club-like surroundings, interspersed with the BDSM punishment circles that contained whipping posts, chains, stocks and St. Andrew crosses.  
 
    “What kind of a place is this?” Mitchell said, his voice cracking a little. 
 
    “Come sit down and we’ll tell you all about it,” Fred said. Cam shifted slightly so he could see around the partition. Jack and Tony got to their feet as Fred and Mitchell approached the table. Fred, Mitchell and Tony sat down. Jack remained standing. Cam stepped quietly out from behind the partition. 
 
    An edge came into Fred’s voice, though a thin veneer of cordiality still remained. “Jack, Tony, I’d like you to meet Phil Mitchell, the scumbag who broke into Marissa’s home, terrorized and violated her, and then threatened to blackmail her to keep her quiet.” 
 
    Cam strode quickly to join the group. Mitchell turned in his chair at the sound his approach. His expression was one of almost comic confusion, his mouth hanging open, his eyebrows shooting up his forehead. His eyes bugged as he took in the sight of Cam, who it was clear he recognized. “What the fuck…” Mitchell pushed back his chair and jumped to his feet.  
 
    As if they’d choreographed it, Cam and Jack stepped on either side of the man, each clamping a heavy hand on his shoulder. Together they forced him back into the chair. The leather portfolio he’d been holding fell to the ground. Fred leaned over and picked it up.  
 
    “What the damn hell do you think you’re doing? What is this? What’s going on here?” Mitchell tried to rise, but Cam and Jack held him down. “Give me that.” Mitchell gestured toward the iPad. “That’s mine.” 
 
    Fred folded his hands over the tablet. “I think not,” he said calmly. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Mitchell demanded. “These aren’t prospective clients. You got me here under false pretenses. This is some kind of setup.”  
 
    “The boy’s about as sharp as a bag of wet hair,” Jack said dryly. 
 
    Mitchell twisted back to glare at Cam. “What’re you doing here? What is this place? Let go of me! Goddamn, I said let go!” Cam could hear the fear beneath the bluster. 
 
    “I advise you to listen to what we have to say,” Tony interjected in an authoritative voice. “That is, if you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in prison.” 
 
    His words seemed to have an effect, because Mitchell stopped jerking in their grip as he turned back to the table. “What’s all this about? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he lied. 
 
    “Allow me to enlighten you,” Tony said. “I’m going to read a document that outlines your position. You’re going to listen, and then you’re going to sign on the dotted line.”  
 
    “I’ll listen,” Mitchell said in a tight voice, “because I have no choice.”
 He stiffened again in their grip. “But I’m not signing shit.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Tony said with a cold smile. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the document he’d prepared earlier. He began to read. “’I, Phillip Mitchell, did knowingly and in violation of the law and of the terms of agreement between HIF Software Solutions, my employer, and St. Beatrice Hospital, our client, place an illegal capture device on the personal laptop of Dr. Marissa Roberts while said laptop was in her office at the hospital.’” 
 
    “Hey, you can’t prove—“ 
 
    “Shut up or I’ll shut you up,” Jack growled. 
 
    Cam squeezed his shoulder. “Christ, you’re hurting me,” Mitchell gasped. Cam didn’t let up. 
 
    Tony continued as if there had been no interruption. “‘I forced my way into Marissa Roberts’ personal residence, wherein I proceeded to molest, terrorize, torture and threaten her for nearly two hours. I attempted to coerce Dr. Roberts into silence about what I’d done, threatening that if she told anyone, I would publish a private, personal video I had stolen from her laptop, as well as reveal the nature of said video to the hospital’s chief of staff, Dr. Frederick Hession, with the express intent of causing her to lose her job and her license to practice medicine.’” 
 
    “Lies! All a pack of lies!” Mitchell twisted back once more toward Cam, his eyes rolling with fear and rage. “She came on to me. I know it’s hard to hear it, but your little girlfriend is a cock tease. She invited me to her place. It was all consensual. Whatever she said, it’s her word against mine. And anyway, I have the video of you two perverts that will—“ 
 
    “Shut up,” Cam said in a voice dark with fury. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” He realized he wanted to kill Phil Mitchell, and the awareness caused him let go of Phil’s shoulder as if the man were on fire. He took a step back. Mitchell must have seen something in Cam’s face, because he paled and finally shut his mouth. Jack met Cam’s eye and something in his calm expression penetrated the rage. Cam swallowed and nodded, feeling somewhat back in control. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said in answer to Jack’s unspoken question. Jack nodded. 
 
    Tony continued. “‘I know there is no way to undo the heinous crimes I have committed, but I am willing to make full restitution. First, I agree to be punished for my actions and humbly ask that Master Jack Morris mete out said punishment, which I am aware I richly deserve. Furthermore, I fully approve of the recording of said punishment, the full rights of the recording which I assign without limit or reservation to Master Jack to do with as he will.’” 
 
    “What? What the hell? What are you saying?” Phil croaked, his voice cracking. 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” Tony said. “But hang on. We’re nearly there.” He continued reading. “’I further grant Master Jack full access to my place of work and to my home. I will allow him to thoroughly search the premises, and to remove any item he deems offensive or to have been acquired illegally.  
 
    “‘Finally, I agree to resign my position at HIF Software Solutions, effective immediately. Once I have permission from Master Jack to leave, I agree that I will move out of the state of New York, and I will never return. 
 
    “‘If it is determined at any time, now or in the future, that I have broken any of the stipulations contained herein, I understand that civil and criminal charges will be brought against me for my wrongdoing, and that I will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.’” Tony held out the pen. 
 
    “You’re out of your fucking minds! This is duress! That contract would never stand up in a court of law!” 
 
    “Are you refusing to sign?” Tony said. 
 
    “You bet your ass I’m refusing—“ 
 
    Jack looked at Cam, talking over Mitchell’s outraged splutter. “You heard the man. I guess we have no choice.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    Together they hauled the bastard to his feet. Tony and Fred also stood and moved toward them. Though Mitchell struggled, the two of them together were stronger than he was, and they got him past the bar and into the inner room, Tony and Fred following closely behind.   
 
    They dragged the shouting man toward the St. Andrew’s cross they’d agreed upon earlier and forced him into position facing the cross. Cam and Jack each grabbed an arm. They wrenched them up and held them against the cross as Tony wrapped a thick Velcro cuff around each wrist.  
 
    Jack moved behind Mitchell and squatted. He pulled off Mitchell’s loafers, barely seeming to notice when Mitchell’s foot made contact as he kicked and squirmed. Standing, Jack reached around Mitchell’s waist. He unbuckled the man’s belt and unzipped his fly. Hooking his thumbs in the waist of Mitchell’s pants, he yanked them down the man’s legs and pulled them away, tossing them into a heap on the ground. Mitchell was screaming bloody murder the whole time. 
 
    Ignoring his protests, Jack kicked Mitchell’s legs roughly apart. Tony and Cam knelt on either side of the cursing, snarling man and forced his ankles into the cuff restraints at the bottom of the X. 
 
    Mitchell’s voice had risen high in his panic and his rage. “Goddamn it,” he squealed, “you fucking perverts, let me down this second! You have no right to do this! Let me down!” He let loose a stream of invective as he struggled fruitlessly in his bonds. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of his mouth,” Jack growled. “Gag him.” 
 
    Cam moved toward the gear cabinet and retrieved the biggest ball gag in the drawer. Returning to Mitchell, he jerked his head back by the hair and pushed the gag roughly into his mouth. He buckled it tightly around the man’s head. 
 
    Mitchell’s shouts and curses were muffled to a pitiful gurgling. His face was beet red, his eyes rolling wildly in his head.  
 
    Cam felt a moment’s conflict. The inner room was almost a sacred place in his mind, and a basic tenant of his BDSM philosophy included consent and respecting limits. How did what they were doing fit in with that? 
 
    Then the image of Marissa as he’d found her last night, her body torn and bruised, the terror in her tearful eyes, loomed large in his mind. This vicious, lying sack of shit had done damage it might take years to undo. He’d created wounds that might heal and scar over in time, but could never be forgotten. What they were doing now wasn’t about consensual and loving BDSM. They were just using the location as a means to an end. It was the best way to reach this monster and hurt him where he lived. 
 
    Cam leaned close and murmured in Mitchell’s ear. “Do you think you’re as scared now as Marissa was last night? Did it make you feel like a man to overpower and terrorize a woman, you pathetic piece of shit? How does it feel to be bound and gagged against your will? Welcome to the inner room, asshole.” 
 
    Fred, who was standing in front of the cross, reached into his jacket and removed his smart phone. He pushed a button and held it up. “Smile,” he said to Mitchell. “You’re on Candid Camera.” He kept the phone aloft.  
 
    “The bastard used a crop on Marissa, is that right, Cam?” Jack said as he moved toward the whip rack.  
 
    Cam nodded. Jack returned with a long-handled crop. He held it toward Cam. “Care to do the honors?”  
 
    Cam stared at the crop. “No,” he said quietly, recalling the bruises on Marissa’s ass. “I’m afraid I couldn’t stop.” 
 
    Jack nodded his understanding. While Fred continued to record, Jack stepped to the side of the bound man and brought the crop down hard, leaving a neat red rectangle on his white ass. Mitchell jerked and yelped against the rubber ball in his mouth. Jack hit him again, leaving an identical mark on the other cheek. 
 
    Jack cropped the bastard until his ass was bright red, his body slick with fear sweat. Finally satisfied, Jack dropped the crop on the counter for later sterilization and returned to the cross. The four men lined up in front of Mitchell, who sagged in his cuffs, drool dripping down his chin, hate in his eyes. 
 
    Mitchell started to struggle again, his shouts emerging incomprehensibly behind the ball gag.  
 
    “Feels pretty shitty, doesn’t it?” Cam said, letting his cold hatred seep into his words. “Being used like this against your will by someone you despise, and then threatened into silence. Payback’s a bitch, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s learned his lesson,” Jack said. He reached for the buckle of the ball gag and pulled it open.  
 
    Mitchell pushed the gag out with his tongue, drool streaming down his chin. “Let me down! Goddamn it to hell, let me the fuck down, you freaks!” 
 
    “I don’t think his punishment was sufficient,” Tony commented drily. 
 
    “I have to agree,” Jack said. “He does seem a little slow. I guess we’ll just have to put the gag back and try again—” 
 
    “No!” Mitchell cried, jerking his head from side to side. He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Please, no. Don’t do that. Please. I’m begging you.” His voice cracked and tears sprang to his eyes, which he blinked back angrily. “Let me down. Just let me down.” 
 
    Tony took a pen out of his jacket and held it, along with the document, in front of Mitchell. “You ready to sign then?” 
 
    “You’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’ll sign that thing,” Mitchell snarled. 
 
    “Maybe a little cock and ball torture will change his mind,” Fred suggested. “We could tie him down to the exam table. We should probably shave his pubes first.” He moved closer to Mitchell. “Tell me, do you like needles?” 
 
    Mitchell’s face paled, sweat beading on his upper lip and forehead. “Christ,” he murmured. “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s happening, all right,” Jack assured him. “And we have all day, boy. We’re committed to the task of teaching you a lesson. How long it takes you to learn it”—he shrugged—“that’s up to you.” 
 
    “We could always use the strap-on. I bet Phil loves a good ass reaming, am I right?” Tony said with a grin.  
 
    “Excellent idea.” Jack moved toward the gear cabinet. “I don’t think we’ll bother with the lube though. Real men don’t need lube.” 
 
    “Wait!” Mitchell screamed in alarm. “Okay, okay, okay! I’ll sign the fucking thing.” 
 
    The four men returned to stand in front of Mitchell. “You agree to all the stipulations?” Tony said. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I said I’d sign it.” 
 
    “You’ll give Jack the keys to your office and your home? You’ll quit your job and move out of this state?” 
 
    “Yes. I said yes, damn it. I want to get as far away as I can from the likes of you.” 
 
    “We’ll be watching you,” Jack said. “Before I bought this club, I used to be in enforcement. I know people, if you follow me.” He let the implied threat of his words linger in the silence a moment, and then added, “One false move, we’ll be on you like white on rice.” 
 
    “I got it, I got it!” Mitchell cried. “Just let me down. Let me out of here.” 
 
    Jack nodded toward Cam, who moved to the cross and unstrapped Mitchell’s right wrist. Tony moved closer, again holding out the pen and the piece of paper. Fred helpfully placed Mitchell’s confiscated iPad underneath it.  
 
    With a shaking hand, Mitchell scrawled his signature at the bottom of the page. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A low, plaintive moan wove its way through Cam’s dream, jerking him from sleep. He bolted upright and reached for Marissa, who was thrashing beside him, the sheets twisted around her.  
 
    “Marissa. Marissa, wake up. Hey, wake up. It’s only a dream.”  
 
    Marissa’s eyes remained screwed shut as she twisted out of his grasp. “Don’t touch me!” she cried.  
 
    “Marissa. Stop it. It’s me. You’re safe. You’re here with me, sweetheart. Wake up. Please, wake up.” Cam pulled Marissa into his arms. He could feel her heart pounding, and her skin was damp with sweat. 
 
    Finally she opened her eyes and looked up into his face. “Oh, Cam,” she whispered, her face crumpling. 
 
    “It’s okay, baby,” he crooned, cradling her against his chest. “It’s okay. It’s all okay now.” 
 
    But was it? 
 
    It had been nearly a week since they had booted Phil Mitchell out of town. Marissa had claimed to be fine, citing her credentials as a medical professional that enabled her to process the situation, her three visits to the hospital psychologist who dealt with grief and trauma, and her awareness that Mitchell was no longer a threat in their lives. She hadn’t slept at her apartment since that bastard had forced his way in, which Cam completely understood.  
 
    Cam was more than ready for her to officially move in, but decided to give her a little more time before broaching the subject. He didn’t want to undermine her recovery by making her somehow think he was suggesting she should be afraid of living alone. 
 
    He decided instead to focus on resuming their D/s exploration, which up until the trauma, had been such a source of intensity and pleasure for them both. But now Marissa, who before had been so wonderfully eager to push the erotic envelope, seemed to have closed up like a flower in the dark, tightly furled and shut off from the joy of submission. 
 
    Instead she threw herself into her work with a vengeance, leaving the house at dawn to go to her club, then spending ten to twelve hours every day at the hospital, and working on her computer when she came home at night to catch up on her charts. She had fallen into bed each night this week claiming exhaustion, and Cam knew she wasn’t lying about that. But he also knew she was using it as an excuse to keep him at arms’ length, both physically and emotionally. 
 
    He wanted to be patient, and he understood she needed time to heal, but he also knew the longer she held herself apart, the harder it would be for them to reconnect. Something had to change, and he understood he would need to be the one to effect that change. 
 
    Now he just held her and stroked her damp hair away from her face. “Go back to sleep, sweetheart. I’ll hold you and keep you safe.” She smiled, and lifted her face to his, closing her eyes for a kiss. He kept vigil for a long time, until he was certain she was asleep. Only then did he close his own eyes. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he promised himself, “I’ll talk to Jack. He’ll know what to do.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa pumped furiously on the elliptical, arms and legs working in concert as she approached the thirty-minute mark. Dana, who had finished her workout a minute before, stood beside her machine toweling the sweat from her face. “Have time for a quick fruit juice after your shower?” 
 
    Marissa looked down at her friend, glanced at the wall clock and shrugged. “I guess so.” 
 
    They met up twenty-five minutes later at the exercise club’s small café. As they sipped fresh orange juice, Dana said, “So, how’s it going? I’ve barely seen you this week. You doing okay?” 
 
    Marissa glanced away as she answered. “Fine. I’m doing fine. Work is a good distraction. And Cam’s been great.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “So we’ll see you at the club tonight?” 
 
    Marissa shook her head. She could feel the traces of a headache coming on. “Cam’s got a client. I’m just going to stay home and get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “Marissa.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve known you a long time. You’re not okay.” 
 
    Unwelcome tears pricked at Marissa’s eyelids and she blinked them away, annoyed. “Nonsense. I’m fine. I’ve been seeing a counselor. Everything’s good.” 
 
    “Marissa.” 
 
    “What?” Marissa let the impatience slip into her voice. “I told you. I’m fine.” She finally looked directly at Dana, and was annoyed to see she was smiling. 
 
    “What? What’s so amusing?” 
 
    “Your insistence that you’re fine, when I know you’re not.”  
 
    Again Marissa started to protest, but Dana stopped her with a held up hand. “Marissa. Shut up for a second and listen. I want to ask you a question, and I want your honest answer.” 
 
    Marissa tensed but nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “When is the last time you scened with Cam? When is the last time you were properly whipped?” 
 
    “Dana!” Marissa hissed, glancing at the tables around them, though no one appeared to be paying them any attention.  
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Well. Not since…before. I’ve been too busy,” she rushed on defensively. 
 
    “There is nothing more important right now.” Dana reached for Marissa’s hand. 
 
    “Give me a break. I mean, I haven’t exactly been in the mood to play, you know,” Marissa replied, but she didn’t pull her hand away. 
 
    “I’m not talking about play.” Dana’s voice was gentle but earnest. “I’m talking about sustenance. About the life-giving submissive experience your Master can give you, if you let him. You know in your bones exactly what I’m talking about. For people like you and me, there is nothing more centering, or more essential, than being brought back to our core essence. It’s what you were missing all your life until you found the courage to explore this key aspect of what and who you are, Marissa. And now that you’ve found it, you need to hold on to it. You need to nurture it and let it continue to grow. Don’t shut Cam out of your life. Not now. Especially not now.” 
 
    Marissa started to protest, to explain that she was essentially living with Cam now, and they’d never been closer. She wanted to refute Dana’s claim that she was shutting Cam out of anything, but the words wouldn’t come.  
 
    Because she knew, when she quieted the rest of the noise in her head, that Dana was right. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “How’s she doing? How’re you doing?” Jack was wiping down the bar in the still-empty club in the hour before it opened. Cam sat on the stool opposite him, waiting for his new client. 
 
    “Fine,” Cam answered automatically. He looked up to see Jack regarding him with those dark, penetrating eyes. “Not so fine,” he amended with a sigh. He told Jack about Marissa’s avoidance of intimacy, and his own uncertainty in the face of it. “I love her so much, Jack. I don’t want to cause her any more pain. I don’t want to push her before she’s ready.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something.” Jack put the washrag aside and focused his full attention on Cam. “If you were her trainer, not her lover, or no—let’s not even talk about Marissa and you. If a client came in to see you, and told you she was new to the scene, but had found her soul mate, and D/s had become a central focus of her life, but a recent traumatic event had made her unsure about continuing, what would you say to that client?” 
 
    Cam didn’t even have to think about the reply. “I’d say BDSM would be the very best cure for whatever ails her. I’d explain to her that what happened has less than zero to do with BDSM, with the intensity, the exchange of power, the passion.”  
 
    “And you’d be right,” Jack replied. “And then you’d probably contact her Master, am I right? And you’d tell him…” 
 
    Cam chuckled admiringly. Jack made what had seemed so muddled in his head suddenly crystal clear. “I would tell him it was his responsibility to his sub to quit handling her with kid gloves, and to give her what she needed—what they both needed.” 
 
    Jack pointed a finger at Cam. “Bingo.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The next morning after a leisurely breakfast at an outside café, Cam announced, “We’re going to run a little errand in Manhattan. There are few things we need to pick up for later.” 
 
    “Where’re we going?” Marissa asked with what seemed to be genuine eagerness. 
 
    “It’s a place called C&C’s in the Village. You’ll love it.” 
 
    When they came out of the subway on St. Marks, Cam led Marissa along the street and down the few stairs to the basement-level BDSM gear shop, tensing slightly in case she balked. His talk with Jack the night before had galvanized him, and he was determined to show Marissa she had nothing to fear, and everything to gain, from resuming their D/s love affair.  
 
    He was relieved when she offered no protest, as he was eager to introduce her to Celia and Cat. The familiar jingle greeted him as he pushed the door open and ushered Marissa inside. 
 
    “Oooh,” Marissa breathed, as she took in the small but crowded space, filled with BDSM gear, jewelry and clothing. Celia was at her usual post behind the glass counter. Cat, a tall, statuesque woman with very short blond hair and large brown eyes, turned as they entered the store, her face breaking into a bright smile.  
 
    “Master Cam!” she enthused, moving forward to wrap him in a hug. “Celia said you’d been by a while back. It’s about time you showed your face again.” 
 
    Cam laughed. “I know. It’s been too long. I’d like you to meet my partner and sub girl, Marissa,” he said, pride blooming inside him as Marissa slipped her hand into his. He turned to her. “This is Mistress Cat, and that’s Celia, her partner—” 
 
    “And sub girl,” Cat interrupted. “Though you wouldn’t know it from her sass.” In spite of her words, she looked fondly at Celia, who this week sported bright orange hair with purple tips. Cat turned back to Marissa with a welcoming smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Marissa.” She waved an arm around the store. “Look around. Take your time. If you don’t see something you’re looking for, just ask.” 
 
    Cam took Marissa on a tour of the place. “I was thinking we should buy a single tail,” he said, noting with pleasure the dilation of Marissa’s pupils and the small shiver of excitement that moved through her as she stared at the array of whips hung artfully along one wall. “We’ll pick one out today, and then there’s one more thing I want to show you.” 
 
    After Marissa had looked at everything she wanted to, and they’d agreed upon a small purple single tail for their purchase, Cam led her to the glass jewelry counter. “Today,” he informed her, “we’re getting a second ring.” He had thought about how he would phrase it, as a question, or as a statement, and had decided on the latter. It was time to resume his role as Marissa’s Master, and to trust her enough to know she would respond in kind. 
 
    “Oh,” she said softly, bending over the glass to examine the jewelry displayed on black velvet shelves inside.  
 
    Cam pointed out a ring identical to the one he’d first picked out for Marissa prior to the piercing ceremony at Jack’s place. “We’ll take that one,” he informed Celia. “Oh, and a spool of that pink satin ribbon.”  
 
    Marissa turned a questioning face toward him. “What—” she began. 
 
    Cam smiled and placed his finger lightly over her lips. “You’ll see,” was all he said. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa tingled with anticipatory excitement. Though she hadn’t even realized it until now—she’d been waiting for Cam to come back to her. Or no, that wasn’t precisely correct. She’d been waiting on a subconscious level for him to bring her back. Dana’s talk with her couldn’t have come at a better time, and she couldn’t help but wonder if someone—maybe Jack?—had talked to Cam too. He was different, or rather, he was himself again. 
 
    On the subway ride back to Queens, Marissa had examined the second tiny gold ring perched so prettily in its blue velvet box. But what had really intrigued her was the small spool of pink satin ribbon. Cam refused to say what it was for, only that she would see. He did share that he was going to pierce her second labia when they got home. She was aware he’d pierced many slaves-in-training, and knew exactly what he was doing, but still the thought of the sharp needle piercing her delicate labia sent a shudder of delicious fear through her, as did his promise of what would come next.  
 
    “To celebrate your second piercing, we’ll try out the new single tail. It’s been too long since you were marked, slave girl.” 
 
    She’d melted into a puddle of lust at his declaration, the words out of her mouth before she realized she was going to speak. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you.” 
 
    Now she climbed into the shower and soaped her body before reaching for the razor. She stroked her mons with the blades so she would be perfectly smooth for the piercing. Drying herself quickly, she came into the bedroom. Cam was lying naked on the bed like a Greek god, his large, thick cock casually fisted in his hand as he read a magazine. He looked over at her, a sensual smile on his handsome face.  
 
    “You will go to the dungeon to wait for me,” he said in a deep, sexy voice. “You will wear your collar and your wrist and ankle cuffs. You will wait in a kneeling, forehead press position until I come for you. Is there anything you want to say before you go?” 
 
    “I love you, Sir.” 
 
    Cam’s radiant smile warmed her from the inside out. “And I love you, sub girl.” 
 
    In the dungeon, Marissa buckled her thick black leather collar around her throat, and welcomed the mantle of submissive serenity that settled itself over her senses. It was the strangest feeling, one she was hard-pressed to put into the proper words. Just beneath a deep and abiding sense of peace lay a simmering excitement, like water in the seconds before it rolls to a boil.  
 
    She retrieved her leather cuffs and clips, and wrapped the soft leather bands around her wrists and ankles, using the O rings on each to clip the cuffs closed. She positioned herself on her knees on the carpet square in the center of the dungeon. She leaned slowly forward until her forehead was resting on the floor, her arms stretched out on either side of her head, and waited. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she heard the dungeon door open. She didn’t move. She heard Cam enter the room, his bare feet sliding over the smooth hardwood until she felt his presence in front of her. His hand moved slowly over her bare back, his touch sending a shiver of pleasure to her core. He tapped her shoulder, and she rose as gracefully as she could, keeping her eyes submissively downcast.  
 
    Cam held the new whip, along with the velvet jewelry box and the spool of satin ribbon. He moved toward the small end table beside the spanking bench and set down the items. Returning to her, he took her face into his hands and kissed her mouth with a possessive growl as she melted against him. He took a step back, his hair falling sexily into his eyes, which were staring hungrily at her. 
 
    “Are you ready for my second ring, slave girl?” he asked softly.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa moaned. Her clit was already throbbing, and she knew she was sopping wet with anticipation. Cam led her to the spanking bench. She sat on the edge and he pressed her gently down onto her back on the padded leather.   
 
    “Scoot your ass to the edge of the bench, and keep your feet flat on the floor on either side,” he instructed. “You will not move from that position until I’m done.” 
 
    As Marissa adjusted her body on the bench, Cam stepped out of her vision. She could hear him rummaging in the supply cabinet at the back of the room. He returned a moment later with his piercing kit, which he set on the end table.  
 
    She couldn’t stop the tremor of lust that shivered through her when he gripped her left outer labia between thumb and forefinger, and gently cleaned the area with a sterile pad. He selected a needle and pulled it from its protective plastic sheath, holding it so Marissa could see. “This piercing has no less import than the first, my darling. Even though there’s no one else to witness this ceremony today, I will ask you again—are you ready to take my needle, and to wear my ring as a symbol of my ownership and possession of your heart, body and soul?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa whispered, her heart beating like a small drum in her chest. “Please, Sir.” 
 
    The needle was sharp, and she felt the burning sensation as she had the first time, and then the ring was in place, and it was done. As before, a rush of pure joy hurtled through her body, along with a fierce sense of pride and empowerment.  
 
    She lifted herself to her elbows to see Cam kneeling between her knees, his eyes bright with a blend of lust and adoration that nearly took her breath away. “You’re ravishingly beautiful,” he said, his voice husky with emotion.  
 
    He reached for the spool of satin ribbon. “Do you know what this is for, slave girl?” 
 
    Marissa suddenly realized its intended use, but she wanted Cam to say it, and so she said only, “Tell me, Sir.” 
 
    “When you’re properly healed, I will lace this ribbon between the rings and tie it into a little bow at your cunt.” He reached out and touched the tip of his finger to her swollen, aching clit. “Only I will be allowed to untie the ribbon, when I decide to allow you to pee, or when I want to fuck you, or to whip your hot, sweet cunt.” 
 
    Marissa could only moan in response.  
 
    Cam stood and with an evil grin, extended his hand to her. “But that will have to wait a few days. Meanwhile, I want to christen your new whip. Since your sweet cunt needs to heal, I’ll be using that pert little ass of yours after you’re properly marked. I assume you have no problem with that?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Marissa answered fervently and with complete sincerity. “No problem at all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BDSM equipment had been cleared on one side of the inner room, and a special dining table had been set up with a snowy white linen tablecloth, china and crystal, on which a sumptuous meal had just been served and consumed. Jack, Tony and Cam sat on chairs spaced around the table. Jesse, Dana and Marissa knelt on silk cushions beside their respective Masters. Two members of The Power Exchange waitstaff moved quietly around the table, unobtrusively clearing away the dishes. Jack had enlisted Stella, in her black leather apron, gold hoops dangling from her large nipples, and Steven, in his black leather vest and matching pants, to serve the meal, which Jack had had specially catered for the evening.  
 
    The club wouldn’t be opening for another hour and a half, giving them ample time for the after-dinner ceremony the three Doms had planned. Cam looked down at Marissa, his heart surging with happiness. Though he’d always wanted someone to love, he had actually convinced himself over the years that being a BDSM trainer was nearly as fulfilling as having his own slave girl to cherish. What he hadn’t realized was that love didn’t just enhance a D/s connection—it transformed it. 
 
    Marissa must have felt his eyes upon her, because she looked up at that moment, her face breaking into a radiant smile. Her back was straight, her lovely breasts thrust proudly forward. She was wearing a sheer white dress that did little to hide her naked body beneath it. Her expression was serene, her hands resting easily on her thighs. Gone was any trace of nervousness or trepidation. She seemed completely at peace and happy in her role as his sub girl. And tonight, he hoped, they would take the next step. 
 
    Jack lightly tapped his crystal wine glass with a spoon, and all eyes turned to him. “Thank you all for joining me this evening. I know I speak for Tony and Cam when I say how deeply honored and proud we are to have such devoted and loving submissive partners.” He looked down fondly at Jesse. “To honor our subs, we’ve agreed each of you should go up to the dais in turn to allow your Master to demonstrate your submissive poise while undergoing an exercise of our choice.” 
 
    Jack pushed back his chair and stood, nodding to Jesse. “Jesse and I will start. We’ve been working on some bondage techniques we’d like to show you.” Jack picked up a long duffel bag he’d placed on the floor before the meal, and together the two men ascended the set of portable stairs beside the small stage.   
 
    Jesse was wearing his usual outfit of a pair of loose white linen pants, his feet bare, the green leather and gold slave collar around his neck. Jack placed the duffel on the stage while Jesse untied and let his pants fall to the ground. He stepped out of them and crossed his arms behind his back. Jack stood beside him, a small single tail whip in one hand, a coil of thin, red rope in the other.  
 
    “Who do you belong to?” Jack asked Jesse in his gravelly voice. 
 
    “You, Sir,” Jesse replied. 
 
    “What do you want me to do to you?” 
 
    “Whatever pleases you, Sir.” 
 
    “It pleases me to bind you and mark you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    During this exchange, Jesse’s cock rose as if being inflated by a tire pump. As it extended to full erection, Cam could see jewelry from his piercing glinting on the underside of Jesse’s cock. Jack touched the handle of the whip to Jesse’s lips, which instantly parted. Jack placed the whip handle between Jesse’s teeth, which clamped down on it. 
 
    Moving behind him, Jack bound the sub’s arms, working quickly. When he was done, he tapped Jesse’s shoulder, and the younger man pivoted gracefully so his back was facing the group. Jack, a Shibari expert, had executed a series of beautiful knots that bound Jesse’s arms in a box position with what looked like a butterfly made of rope inside the box. Another tap had Jesse turn frontward again, the whip still caught between his teeth.  
 
    Jack took the whip from Jesse’s mouth. Reaching into his pocket, Jack pulled out a long, thin strip of supple leather, dyed the same rich green as Jesse’s collar. He looped and knotted one end through the ring of Jesse’s cock jewelry. Pulling the leather strip upward, he touched the other end to Jesse’s lips. Jesse opened his mouth and then closed it again on the leather, biting down.  
 
    “While I whip you, you will keep the leather in your mouth,” Jack informed his sub, who nodded. 
 
    Jack took a step back. The whip whistled and struck Jesse’s smooth, white chest, leaving a red stripe in its wake. He struck the man’s thighs, leaving even, parallel lines along each leg. He tapped Jesse’s shoulder, and Jesse turned, again showing the beautiful knot work along his back. His hands were clenched into fists, the only sign of any stress.  
 
    Jack wielded the whip with expert finesse, painting welts along Jesse’s shoulders and drawing a crosshatch pattern over each firmly-muscled ass cheek. He tapped Jesse again, and when Jesse turned this time, Cam could see the sheen of sweat on his face, and the heave of his chest, but through it all, Jesse hadn’t made a sound, and the leather strip remained clenched in his teeth, pulling his cock tautly upward. 
 
    “Are you ready for the final strike, slave boy?” Jack growled. 
 
    Jesse nodded. 
 
    As the whip struck his cock and kissed his balls, Jesse’s eyes fluttered shut and he swayed a moment, as if he might fall. Jack dropped the whip and gently took the leather from Jesse’s mouth, replacing it with his lips. Jesse opened his eyes as Jack stepped back, and even from his vantage point several feet away, Cam could see the love light in Jesse’s adoring expression. 
 
    Jack bent to unloop the leather strap from Jesse’s cock jewelry. “You may thank me,” Jack said with a wolfish smile. 
 
    Jesse lowered himself to his knees and leaned forward to fervently kiss the tops of Jack’s black boots. After a few moments of this slavish devotion, Jack tapped his lover’s shoulder once more. Jesse stood, and Jack moved behind him, quickly untying the ropes that bound his arms. Jack turned to the group and smiled, his eyes glowing with pride. “Thank you all for witnessing my slave’s grace.” 
 
    With a nod from Jack, Jesse descended the stairs and walked back to his cushion at the table. Jack remained on the stage. Cam could feel Marissa tense suddenly beside him. Catching her eye, he shook his head. Not yet, he mouthed, and she relaxed.  
 
    Tony pushed back his chair and stood. He looked down at his wife and held out his hand. “You ready, darling?” 
 
    “Always, Sir,” Dana said with her usual impish grin.  
 
    They walked to the dais and moved up the stairs. Jack stepped back to give them room. Tony removed his shoes and set them on the edge of the stage. Dana, who wore a clingy black dress that revealed as much as it covered, slipped the straps from her shoulders and shimmied sexily out of her clothing, though she kept on her shiny black heels. The diamonds on her nipple rings glimmered in the light. Her body was long and lean, and while Cam admired her athletic beauty and easy grace, in his mind it couldn’t hold a candle to Marissa’s feminine curves and skin soft as satin. He glanced down at his darling. She was watching the stage, her lips softly parted. Soon, Cam thought, you’ll have your turn. 
 
    Tony addressed the room. “Dana has been working on focus, and we’d like to demonstrate that tonight.” As he spoke, he unzipped the fly of his black trousers and stepped out of them. Dana knelt in front of him and reached for his underwear, which she pulled down his legs, revealing a semi-erect cock. Meanwhile Jack had retrieved a long, thin cane from his duffel. He stood just behind Dana, cane in hand. 
 
    Dana rose on her long, coltish legs. Tony put his hands on his hips and gave her an imperious nod. Dana bent forward at the waist, seeking Tony’s rapidly rising cock with her mouth. She cupped his balls in one hand and gripped the base of his shaft with the other as she closed her lips lovingly over him. 
 
    Tony gave Jack a nod, and the cane came whooshing down against Dana’s bare ass. Marissa sucked in her breath beside Cam. Dana flinched as the cane struck her, but otherwise didn’t miss a beat. Jack struck her again, and again her muscles tensed, but her focus remained where it should be—on her Master’s cock. 
 
    It took twenty strokes before Tony finally let out a groan and thrust his hips forward as he grabbed Dana’s head to hold her in place. Jack lowered the cane and moved toward the stairs, which he descended quickly, his part of the ceremony completed.  
 
    When Tony let Dana’s head go, she knelt back on her heels, her eyes fixed on his cock. Tony retrieved his underwear and pants and pulled them back on. Then he reached for Dana with both hands, pulling her up into his arms. He kissed her mouth lightly and murmured something in her ear. When he let her go, she turned so her back was to the room, and they all saw the dark welts that crisscrossed both ass cheeks like slashes of red paint. 
 
    “Oh,” Marissa gasped softly, but when Dana turned back to face them, her eyes were shining, a beatific smile gracing her features. 
 
    Cam touched Marissa’s shoulder, his heartbeat quickening. “It’s our turn,” he said softly. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Marissa took Cam’s offered hand and let him pull her to her feet. Though she hadn’t had any of the wine that had been served with the meal, she felt dizzy with nervous anticipation. While she had come a long way on her submissive journey, she had no idea how she would measure up to the stunning grace both Jesse and Dana had exhibited up on the stage. 
 
    She was now comfortable with public nudity, and confident in her ability to submit to Cam when they scened both in the outer room and in the privacy of their home, yet the thought of standing on the raised dais, the sole focus of all attention in the room, made her heart quicken and her mouth go dry.  
 
    At the same time, she was ready, and determined to do as well as the other two subs had done. Cam believed in her and, more importantly, she believed in herself. He hadn’t told her just exactly what he had planned for her, but Marissa found she didn’t need to know. It was enough that he wanted her to submit. It was enough to know she belonged to him—heart, body and soul. 
 
    They climbed together to the stage. Cam took Marissa’s hand and together they faced their friends. “Marissa has been working on trust, as well as focus. She is learning to shut out all outside stimuli, and give her complete attention and submission to the task at hand.” He turned and smiled at her, giving a small nod that was her cue.  
 
    Marissa slipped the straps of her dress over her shoulders and let it fall from her body. The pink satin ribbon between her legs was soaked with her juices from the excitement of the evening. Cam often tied it in place in the mornings before she left for work, a small but powerful reminder of his ownership throughout the workday. He had made even the act of using the toilet an erotic event, as she had to seek him out in order to get permission to pee. While she knew those who didn’t understand the lifestyle might be appalled by the restriction, she had to admit it thrilled her to her bones. 
 
    “Lie down on the stage,” Cam said to her now. “We’re going to suspend you upside down for this particular exercise.” 
 
    Whatever she had expected, it hadn’t been that! Cam had suspended her in their dungeon, but never upside down. The prospect excited her, as she loved the feeling of erotic helplessness being suspended engendered in her. Being upside down would only make it that much more intense.  
 
    She lay obediently on the stage. Cam wrapped a large leather belt around her waist. It had built-in wrist cuffs on either side, and he placed her wrists securely in each cuff. Next he wrapped thick, sheepskin-lined cuffs around her ankles and clipped them to long chains that had been waiting in a neat row at the back of the stage. Tony handed him up a small stepladder, which Cam opened by Marissa’s feet. Taking the lengths of chain, he climbed the small ladder and secured them to sturdy hooks that protruded from a winch apparatus in the ceiling. Climbing down from the stepladder, he closed it and set it aside.  
 
    Crouching beside Marissa, he kissed her lightly on the lips. “Ready, sweetheart?” he asked softly.  
 
    Marissa nodded. “Yes, Sir.” Her heart was beating in a slow, steady rhythm and she felt unexpectedly calm. 
 
    Cam slipped his hands supportively beneath her as Jack pressed the button on the wall unit that activated the winch. Marissa’s legs were slowly lifted as the chains wound around the winch wheel. Cam supported her as her body was hoisted into the air, until only her hair was brushing the floor of the stage.  
 
    Leaning between her still closed legs, he plucked at the pink satin bow and eased it from her labia rings. She heard the whir of the winch engine as the chains were separated, causing her legs to spread wide.  
 
    “I’m going to blindfold and gag you, and put plugs in your ears,” Cam said in a voice designed to carry. “Your sole focus should be on my touch. You have advance permission to come. We will show our friends that my slave girl withholds nothing from her Master. You will give of yourself as you have never done before.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Marissa managed, the calm of a moment before slipping a little, though her resolve had not.  
 
    Cam slipped a cloth gag between her teeth and tied it behind her head. He tied a second sash over her eyes and then pushed earplugs gently into her ears. The soft sound of her heartbeat was like listening to a seashell, and in the darkness and the silence, she found herself relaxing once more. She knew if she panicked for any reason, she had only to flex her hands into fists, but she also knew she had nothing to fear with her Master. She trusted him completely. She trusted him not only with her body and her heart, but with her very life. 
 
    It was impossible to tense in her position, but she liked to think she would have remained relaxed no matter the circumstance as Cam pressed a lubricated anal plug into her ass. She had come to enjoy the full feel of the plug, especially during intercourse, and she welcomed it now. She waited in the silent stillness for whatever would come next. 
 
    His fingers startled her at first, their touch light as feathers moving over her already swollen clit and labia. He slipped a finger inside her and drew out the moisture, gliding his fingers in an intensely pleasurably swirl of sensation over her cunt. He was standing close to her, and she could smell his masculine, woodsy scent and feel the press of his hard body against her side. He pushed two fingers deep inside her, and she groaned against the gag, a shudder of raw pleasure spasming through her frame.  
 
    As her Master rubbed and fingered her, she swayed gently in the dark, sensual silence of her chained and suspended captivity. It wasn’t long before the orgasm sparked like a fire in her belly, and her entire body trembled as a long moan of pure lust rose in her throat. She began to thrash as the orgasm continued to pummel her senses.  
 
    It was perfect, perfect, perfect, and then… Oh god, too much, oh stop, oh please, oh yes, don’t stop, not ever. I want to die like this. I will die like this. Oh god, oh Sir, oh Cam, save me, take me, claim me, I am yours, yours, yours… 
 
    She was sliding down a long tunnel into the perfect darkness, which enfolded her into its velvet arms as she slid peacefully away. 
 
    Marissa blinked against the light. She was lying on the stage and the chains had been removed. It took a moment to orient herself, and then she saw Cam’s handsome face looming over her, and it all flooded back like sunlight.  
 
    Cam smiled. “There you are. We lost you for a minute there. Where did you go?” 
 
    Marissa sat up slowly. She was at once energized and deeply serene. She felt, in a word, amazing. “Where did I go?” she echoed, unable to wipe away the goofy grin that slid onto her face. “I went to heaven. You took me there.”  
 
    Cam gathered her into his arms and pulled her to her feet. Someone had placed a stool nearby, and Cam helped her gently onto it. Marissa looked out toward the room, surprised to find it was empty. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, confused. “Where did everybody go?” 
 
    “They went to the outer room. I told them I needed a moment alone with you. We’ll join them in a minute.” 
 
    Marissa frowned, a pinprick of worry stabbing through her serenity. “Is everything okay, Sir? Did I do something wrong?”  
 
    “No, oh no, not at all. You were spectacular. I was as proud as I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “Then…?” 
 
    “There’s something I wanted to ask you in private.” He faced her with an earnest expression. “Marissa, here in the inner room is where we truly found each other. I know how scary it was for you—to take the initial leap of faith. You trusted me enough to be vulnerable and exposed about secret desires you’d always kept close to your heart. You were strong and brave, just like you are in every aspect of your life. You found the courage to move forward, even when some really tough stuff happened.” His face darkened a moment, and Marissa knew he was thinking of Phil Mitchell. But he shook away the thought with a toss of his head, and Marissa was glad.   
 
    Cam took her hand, his voice softening. “There’s something you need to know. You didn’t just learn what it is to submit with grace and courage. You taught me, Marissa, what it is to trust my heart to another human being. Each step of the way, you were my shining example of what love can truly be.”  
 
    To her astonishment, Cam knelt in front of the stool. Reaching into his pocket, he took out a small box. “Marissa, you are not only my sub girl, but my best friend. I love you with all my heart, and I want you always in my life.”  
 
    He opened the box, revealing a diamond ring nestled in the satin. He looked up at her, his brilliant blue eyes shining hopefully. “Sweetest Marissa, will you marry me?” 
 
    Marissa felt her heart swell with such love it actually ached. Tears filled her eyes, while at the same time joyous laughter bubbled from her lips. “Oh, Cam!” She held out her hands, and Cam took them, rising to his feet.  
 
    Marissa stood and wrapped her arms around her Master, her partner, her best friend. “Yes, my love. I will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 No Refusal 
 
    When the Master wants you, you can’t refuse...  
 
    When Jordan Heller applies for a job as resident Mistress at a BDSM club, she meets a roadblock…Master Donovan Cartwright. To qualify for the position, she has to show him she can not only give it, but take it… 
 
    Though she’s an experienced Domme with a stable of sub boys to prove it, something has always been… missing. But Donovan sees things in Jordan she barely understands and doesn’t want to admit.  
 
    Jordan can’t refuse a challenge, but she might have bitten off more than she can chew. Master Donovan is used to taking what—and who—he wants, and he won’t stop until he gets it…  
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    Whips brushed bare skin, the cracking sound punctuated by breathy sighs and moans. Jordan Heller, staring down into her glass as she sat hunched on the barstool, barely noticed. She wasn’t in the right headspace for BDSM play tonight. She should have gone straight home after work instead of coming to the club.  
 
    Her briefcase, bulging with loan documents and financial reports, was crammed into a locker in the women’s changing room, along with her corporate outfit of navy blue jacket, crisp white blouse, tailored skirt, annoying pantyhose and sensible pumps. She’d changed into her favorite black silk blouse and leather pants upon arriving at the club, and brought her gear bag with her to the juice bar, but her heart just wasn’t in it tonight.  
 
    A tap on her shoulder made her lift her head. There stood Ryan Holcombe, model-perfect, a broad smile on his handsome face. Jordan knew what he wanted, even before he held up his favorite single tail, his expression puppy-dog eager. Before he could speak, she shook her head. “Not tonight, Ryan. Sorry.” 
 
    As he melted back into the crowd, Betsy appeared beside Jordan. Betsy Hanover was the owner of Betsy’s Bondage Bar, a trendy BDSM club located in New York City’s Greenwich Village. Though Betsy was almost old enough to be Jordan’s mother, Jordan considered her a friend.  
 
    “We need to talk,” Betsy informed her in her no-nonsense tone. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Let’s go sit in a booth.” Without waiting to see if Jordan followed, Betsy headed toward a private booth at the back of the room.  
 
    When Jordan slid onto the padded leather seat across from her, Betsy said, “I saw you send Ryan away just now. What’s going on with you, Jordan?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “I don’t know. Rough day at the office. The usual shit, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Betsy asserted. “I’ve watched you over the past few months. It’s almost like you’re just going through the motions. When you scene with these sub boys, I can’t help but get the feeling you’re meeting their needs, not yours. Have you ever considered playing the other side of the fence?” 
 
    Jordan looked up at her friend, incredulous. “What? Are you out of your mind? I’m a Domme. You know that.” 
 
    “I know you walk the walk and carry the whip, but it’s not always so clear cut, my dear. Have you ever let yourself be truly vulnerable? Have you ever experienced what you give your sub boys? Even if you’re primarily dominant, completely surrendering your will to another person can be intensely powerful. If nothing else, it can be an incredible stress release.” 
 
    Jordan snorted. “No way, Betsy. I’m not hardwired that way.” Even as she said this, Jordan felt a sudden frisson of—what? Fear? Anticipation? Desire?—move along her spine.   
 
    “I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss it out of hand, Jordan. I have some insight into you, you know.” 
 
    “Oh stop,” Jordan said, not liking this line of conversation. “It’s just work. That’s the problem. It’s always the problem. I have this loan presentation on Monday and I can’t even stand to open my briefcase, much less crunch the stupid numbers. I wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, bursting from a nightmare like I’m crashing through a pane of glass. It’s always the same—me standing naked in front of the loan committee with no idea about the deal I’m supposed to be presenting.  
 
    “When my alarm goes off at the crack of fucking dawn so I can make the commute into a city I could never afford to actually live in, my head is already pounding. Before I even get to work, Aiken’s sent me seven emails and four text messages informing me of the massive pile of shit he’s already dumped on my desk, berating me for the latest string of fuckups he claims I’ve made or clients who need their hands held, and threatening me about how the bank’s tightening its belt and a pink slip isn’t just something I wear under my skirt.” 
 
    “He actually said that?” Betsy laughed, shaking her head.  
 
    “He did. And that’s the sanitized version. Bob Aiken is worse than one of those movies about the boss from hell.” Jordan sighed. “I hate my fucking boss. I hate my fucking job. I hate my fucking life.” The words came out with more vehemence than Jordan had intended, but she knew they were true. And this cold, hard reality hit her like a fist in the gut. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jordan looked down at the table. Tears were burning behind her eyelids and she blinked them angrily away. Betsy put a hand on her arm. “Jordan, honey. Look at me.” Jordan looked into the kind face of her friend and found more tears threatening. “Life is too short to keep on the way you’re going, babe. You need to make a change.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Jordan retorted. “I just found out I make ten thousand less than the jerk who sits next to me and has been at the bank for two years less than I have, but he has this big advantage, at least in Aiken’s eyes—he has a dick.” 
 
    “We need to get your boss in here. A few hours spent bound in the stocks with a large dildo shoved up his ass might adjust the old boy’s mindset.” Betsy flashed an evil grin. 
 
    Jordan groaned. “Please, the thought of him naked is enough to make me puke. Though it would be good for him to indulge in a little role reversal. We could dress him up in a corset and heels, put him in a wig with full makeup and make him bend over for twenty licks with the paddle.”  
 
    The image of Bob Aiken, with his wobbly jowls, small, piggy eyes and pug nose heavily made up with pancake foundation, rouge, lipstick and false eyelashes made Jordan shudder in amused horror. “Do you know what he actually had the audacity to say the other day, after reaming me for like twenty minutes in front of the other guys, ‘If you can’t take the heat, Ms. Heller’—he says Ms. like it’s a curse word—‘get back in the kitchen where you belong.’” 
 
    Betsy’s mouth fell open. “Oh, my god. He actually said that? Aren’t there laws against that kind of thing?” 
 
    “If I tried to do anything about it, I’d be told I’m not a team player. They’re big on team players at the bank. We’re all part of a team. Let’s get out there, team! Let’s hump it, people! Let’s go, go, go!” Jordan felt her blood pressure rising and took a deep breath, willing herself to relax. “When he says that, all I want to do is go, go, go, right out the door and never come back.” 
 
    “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “Huh? Why don’t I what?” 
 
    “Why don’t you go and never come back?” 
 
    Jordan stared at Betsy, confused. “You mean leave? Quit the job at the bank? Just like that?” 
 
    Betsy nodded. “Just like that.” 
 
    Jordan smiled ruefully. “No offense, Bets, but not everyone has the options you do. Especially in this economy.” Betsy had family money, as she called it, and had never had to scrabble to make ends meet like most of the rest of humanity.  
 
    “Everyone has a choice, Jordan. You’re what, twenty-six?” 
 
    “Almost twenty-seven.” 
 
    “That’s old enough to know what you want, and what you don’t want. That’s old enough to say, I’m done being miserable. If I hate my fucking boss and I hate my fucking job and I hate my fucking life, I’m going to fucking do something about it.” 
 
    Jordan grinned in spite of herself. “Yeah, like what? Like give Aiken the proverbial third finger salute, climb in my car and just start driving? Don’t think I haven’t thought about it.” 
 
    “Yes!” Betsy said, hitting the table between them with her fist. “That’s it exactly.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan left the club soon after, taking the train back to her New Jersey suburb and hurling her stuff into the back seat of her car once she got into the station. She parked as close as she could to her apartment building, slung her duffel bag and purse over her shoulder and grabbed her overloaded briefcase. At the building, she entered the code on the keypad to unlock the thick glass doors at the entrance.  
 
    While struggling to open her mailbox, she dropped her briefcase and it sprang open, spilling piles of papers and files onto the floor of the foyer. With a groan, Jordan squatted and collected the mess, shoving it back into the briefcase, along with the junk mail from her mailbox. 
 
    The ancient elevator lurched as it lifted her to her third floor apartment. There was a thick white envelope taped across her door. Curious and a little alarmed, Jordan pulled the envelope free and unlocked her door, entering the apartment and dropping her briefcase and duffel just inside.  
 
    Collapsing onto the sofa, she tore open the letter, which was addressed to “The Tenant in Apartment 3B.” 
 
    “What the fuck,” she breathed, as she scanned the official looking letter from a law firm that purported to represent the real estate holdings of the building owners. It was an eviction letter, basically. Well, not if she could come up with a ridiculous sum of money by the end of the month. The building, it seemed, was being turned into a co-op. The owners of the building were magnanimously allowing her the option of buying this cramped, overpriced dump of an apartment, or she could get her stuff out by the end of the month, per the terms of the lease, which allow for such a contingency, blah, blah, blah… 
 
    With a sigh, Jordan hoisted herself from the sofa and went over to her laptop, waking it up. As it booted to life, she heard the ping of incoming mail on the email server from the bank. Knowing in advance she would regret it, she couldn’t resist her morbid impulse to check the mail.  
 
    There was an email was from Dennis O’Brien, the one guy on her team she could tolerate. The subject read: Collateral Analysis Update, which was their code header to throw nosy techies in the bank’s IT department off the track. It was established lore at the bank that the techies had the ability, if not the authority, to read anyone’s email, and even if it wasn’t true, why take the chance. 
 
    Jordan opened the email. 
 
    I just got word from Brenda over in the EVP’s office. Our overall profit numbers this month weren’t high enough for the Talking Heads in corporate. Aiken’s on the warpath. He’s going to call a meeting right after loan committee and tear us all a new one. Oh boy, can’t wait. I hear you have a shit deal to present. Better figure out how to fudge those numbers. Have a great weekend. Ha ha. Dennis 
 
    Walking dejectedly into the bedroom, Jordan took off her clothing, intending to pull on her sleep T-shirt and get ready for bed. Instead she found herself dressing again, this time in a knit shirt and her favorite jeans. She pulled on socks and her hiking boots, adrenaline kicking in as she realized what she was going to do.  
 
    She dragged out her large suitcase from under the bed. Placing it open on the mattress, she began to empty her closet and drawers into the case—no work clothes, just her comfy weekend things, along with her BDSM outfits and gear. She added her jewelry, her Kindle, her makeup bag and toiletries and her favorite pillow. 
 
    Pulling the wheeled suitcase into the living room, she retrieved her computer bag from the hall closet and packed her laptop, phone charger and the files and important personal papers from her desk. 
 
    At the last minute she grabbed the briefcase. She’d ship the entire contents to Aiken when she got around to it. He could sort it out.  
 
    She glanced around the apartment, thinking how little she’d accumulated, and how little what she did have mattered. Let the landlords have it. She didn’t want any of it. She’d start fresh. And she’d start now.  
 
    Sitting at the desk, she pulled out a red marker from the drawer and wrote across the eviction letter: Thanks, but no thanks, and scrawled her signature beneath it. She tucked it into the stamped, self addressed envelope the law firm had so thoughtfully provided, and dropped the letter into the mail chute while she waited for the elevator to take her down and out into the wide, open night, which was suddenly filled with possibility. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    It was three o’clock the next day when Jordan pulled into another in a series of rest stops. Propelled forward by nervous energy, she’d been driving nearly nonstop since the night before, stopping only to grab a few hours sleep along the way.  
 
    Taking her cell phone from the car charger, she called Betsy. “I did it,” she announced.  
 
    “Hello to you too, Jordan.” Betsy laughed. “You did what?” 
 
    “I left. Packed my bags and hit the road.” 
 
    There was a brief pause, and then, “You did? Really? Where are you?” 
 
    “Just outside of Chicago. I have no idea where I’m going, but it feels great.” 
 
    “You quit your job? What about your apartment?” 
 
    “I haven’t officially quit yet. When I got home last night, it turns out they want to evict me anyway. I took that as a sign from the universe. It’s time to get the hell out of Dodge.” Jordan laughed.  
 
    “That’s great!” Betsy enthused. “You sound like your old self, too. I haven’t heard you laugh in ages. So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “No plan. I’m just driving. I have no idea where I’m going. Crazy, right?” 
 
    “Not so crazy. I’ve got an idea, if you’re interested. You’re on I-80?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Just stay on it another couple thousand miles,” Betsy said with a laugh. “Seriously, though. I have friends in San Francisco. They own a really cool club out there. You could get a job there. Start fresh. If you needed some money I could—” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Jordan interrupted. “I’ve got some savings. I’m good.”   
 
    “Okay. Well, know I’m here if you ever need me. Meanwhile, here are the details.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan lifted her hips and pushed her hand into her jeans pocket. She extracted the piece of paper, now crumpled, and smoothed it open on her thigh. Behind her somebody honked their horn, and she glanced up at the light, which had turned green.  
 
    “I need coffee,” she said aloud, though she was alone. Her eyes burned and her butt was asleep. Her car clock, still on New York time, read 8:22 am. The sun was just rising, or more accurately, trying to push its way through the San Franciscan fog on that Monday morning.  
 
    Jordan pulled into a donut shop and climbed stiffly out of the car. As she stood, the piece of paper fell to the asphalt of the parking lot. She bent to pick it up. 
 
    The Bondage Wheel – 225 Columbus Avenue. Ask for Gene. 
 
     Folding it back into her pocket, Jordan entered the shop and sat down at the counter. The woman behind the counter was placing donuts onto angled racks that lined the back wall. She was wearing a pink uniform with a white apron. She didn’t seem to realize Jordan was there. 
 
    Jordan clinked her keys onto the counter to get her attention. After she’d sorted the last of the donuts, the woman finally turned and faced Jordan. A plastic name badge was pinned over her left breast that read, I’m Mary, and just below that, How May I Help You?  
 
    “Morning,” Mary said in a dull voice. Her mouth was drawn down at the corners in a frown and she looked haggard. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Morning,” Jordan replied. “I’ll have a medium coffee with cream and two sugars and,” she paused, looking over the various donut offerings, “I’ll have one of those maple frosteds and a glazed.” 
 
    “Here or to go?” 
 
    “Here. Uh, do you have a restroom?” 
 
    The woman jerked her head to the left. “Back there.” 
 
    Jordan went into the bathroom, peed and washed her face and hands. She stared at herself in the mirror and ran her fingers through her short hair, which was standing up in unruly tufts around a face that looked tired, dark smudges under her eyes.  
 
    Just the same, Jordan flashed herself an incredulous smile. “I did it,” she whispered triumphantly to the mirror image. “I’m in San Francisco! I’m free!” 
 
    She patted the piece of paper in her pocket and returned to her stool, sliding up onto it and taking a sip of strong, hot coffee. She took a big bite of the maple frosted donut and washed it down with another sip of coffee. Two people came into the shop while she was eating, ordered donuts and coffee to go and left.  
 
    When she got Mary’s attention again, Jordan said, “Is there a cheap motel somewhere around here?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Nothing’s cheap in San Francisco. But there’s a Motel 8 a couple of blocks over. Where you from?” 
 
    “New Jersey.” 
 
    “What brings you all this way?” 
 
    “I ran away.” 
 
    Mary looked her up and down, her expression skeptical. “Excuse me, but you look a little too old to be running away from home. No offense.” 
 
    Jordan laughed. “None taken. I’m twenty-seven today, in fact. It’s my birthday.” 
 
    “Well, happy birthday.” Mary smiled a genuine smile, making her look suddenly younger than Jordan had initially thought. 
 
    “Thanks.” Jordan smiled back. 
 
    “Here.” Mary turned to grab a donut covered with pink frosting and colored sprinkles. “A birthday donut.” 
 
    Jordan smiled at the kind gesture, though she would have rather had another maple frosted. “Thanks,” she said, taking the donut. 
 
    “So you ran away, huh,” Mary persisted. “What from?” 
 
    Jordan shrugged. “Maybe run away isn’t the right term. Escape is more like it.” 
 
    She leaned forward on her elbows on the counter, still not quite believing herself what she’d done. “Ever get to the point you just want to get in the car and keep on driving?” 
 
    Mary offered a hard, angry smile. “Just about every day,” she said. “Look where I’m working.” She waved her hand around the small coffee shop. “I spent twenty-two years with the same company. Then they merged with another company and suddenly I became redundant. That’s the word they used. Redundant. They gave me two weeks pay and let me go. Just like that. Out the door.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Jordan said sympathetically. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mary agreed. She refilled Jordan’s cup. “So what about you? You redundant too?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m homeless and jobless, but redundant? Never.” She laughed, feeling absurdly light. A text buzzed on her phone and Jordan looked at it. It was from her boss.  
 
    I need you in early this morning. Complications with the loan packet.  
 
    Jordan’s gut clenched reflexively, until her brain reminded it she was free! 
 
    She texted back: So sorry. I won’t be in today.  
 
    Aiken responded: I don’t care if you’re puking your guts out. If you don’t get your ass here pronto, you’re fired. 
 
    Jordan’s thumbs actually shook as she typed back: Too late. I quit. 
 
    Then a grin spread over her face and she laughed out loud as she dropped her phone into her purse.   
 
    “You sure seem happy for someone with no job or place to live,” Mary remarked, as she topped off Jordan’s coffee.  
 
    “I just told my boss, I mean my ex-boss, that I quit.”  
 
    “No kidding. That must feel good.” 
 
    “Feels great,” Jordan agreed. She took a bite of the pink-frosted donut, surprised by how good it was. 
 
    “Sounds like your job must have been pretty bad, huh?” 
 
    “The job itself wasn’t so bad, I guess, if you like getting paid less than your male coworkers even though you have more experience and do a better job. And if you like making cold calls to companies, trying to get them to borrow money from you that they don’t need, because the ones that need it can’t qualify for a loan. And if you enjoy sitting in endless, mind numbing meetings with a bullying boss who pits the loan officers against each other and motivates through fear and aggression. Oh, and if you don’t mind when he dumps a big stack of files on your desk on a Friday at six o’clock and says you better be ready to present the loan package first thing Monday morning for a company that has no business borrowing funds, but the owner is a special pal of the boss, and if the deal doesn’t get approved he’ll fire your ass in a New York minute.” 
 
    Even as she rambled on, Jordan knew she was saying too much, and to a perfect stranger at that. It must be the sleep deprivation of the past days, along with the giddiness at her new situation. “Pardon the rant.” She smiled sheepishly at Mary. “You must think I’m nuts.”  
 
    “Not at all,” Mary assured her, her tone earnest. “It’s like some kind of movie. Everyone’s fantasy—to just get in the car and keep on going. Is that what happened?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, amazed anew at what she’d done. “Pretty much. I’m supposed to be at that meeting right now, selling the loan committee on a bad piece of business. I’ve been at that job for six years and I still haven’t paid off all my student loans for a degree in finance I never should have gotten in the first place. I guess it was the eviction notice taped to my apartment door when I got home from work that put me over the edge. They’re turning my apartment complex into a co-op apparently.” She shrugged, still grinning. “I just packed up the stuff I care about and left the rest. Let them deal with it.” 
 
    Mary was grinning now too. “You go, girl!” she enthused.  
 
    “I’m Jordan, by the way.” Jordan extended her hand across the bar. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you. I’m Mary.” Mary touched the plastic nametag on her uniform. “By the way, I think they’re hiring at the gas station next door. I could put in a good word for you.” 
 
    Jordan smiled at the stranger’s kindness. “That’s really nice of you, thanks. I’ll be all right for a while, but I do need to find someplace to stay.” 
 
    Mary reached into her apron pocket and took out a pad of paper. “I’ve got a cousin who has a garage apartment over in North Beach. She just lost her tenant and is going to be putting a want ad in the papers. You’d need to have two months’ rent and the place is pretty tiny, but—” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Jordan interjected.   
 
    “Okay.” Mary tore a piece of paper from the pad and handed it to Jordan, along with a pen. “Write your phone number here, and I’ll have her give you a call.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan drove past the club twice looking for a parking place. It was bad enough parallel parking on the busy street, but the fact it was on a steep hill did nothing to help matters. It was a few minutes before seven, the sun not yet set on a clear June evening. Gene had told her to come by at seven for an interview. She could hardly believe her luck—at this rate she would have a job and a place to live within days of arriving in a new city! It must be fate, she decided with a satisfied grin. 
 
    Before checking in at the motel, Jordan had placed a call to the human resources department at the bank to let them know she would no longer be working there, and had been told her last check would be deposited into her account, along with whatever vacation pay and accrued sick time she was owed. Meanwhile she had $5,400 in her checking account, enough to last her a little while, even if she didn’t find a job right way.  
 
    She’d spent the afternoon crashed out on an overly-soft mattress at the Motel 8 near the donut shop, sleeping for nearly ten hours before waking to take a shower and head out in search of food. She checked her phone in case Mary’s cousin had called, but the only phone messages were from Aiken. Jordan erased them all without listening to them, her spirit lightening each time she hit the delete button. 
 
    Now Jordan climbed out of her car and tugged at the hem of her slinky black dress. There was a cool, damp breeze and she shivered, pulling her silk shawl around her shoulders as she walked carefully in her heels to the front door of the club. There were no windows and no real indication of what was behind the large red door, but that was typical for this sort of club, where discretion was paramount.  
 
    Still, for a moment she worried she was at the wrong place. Then she noticed the small brass placard over an intercom box, with the words: The Bondage Wheel – Members Only. Licking her lips and taking a deep breath, Jordan pushed the buzzer on the intercom and stepped back, waiting.  
 
    After a few beats, a voice came through the speaker. “May I help you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Jordan Heller. I called earlier?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Hold on. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    After another few moments, there was the sound of a bolt being pulled back on the other side of the door, and then it swung inward. A big man of about forty with a thick mop of curly blond hair and kind eyes smiled down at her as he extended a beefy hand.  
 
    “Jordan. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Gene Mueller.” 
 
    Her small hand was swallowed in his huge one. Letting her go, he stepped back. “Come on back to my office and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Jordan followed, thinking as she often did that it wasn’t what you did so much as who you knew when it came to things like housing and jobs. Thank goodness for Betsy!  
 
    The front room of the club had a fully stocked bar flanked by high leather stools. Gene led her through the barroom to the main dungeon play area, which included all the usual BDSM equipment and toys any well-stocked BDSM club contained. In addition to the crosses, whipping posts, stocks and displays of whips, paddles, canes and floggers, a huge bondage wheel had been mounted on the back wall. It was completely covered in black leather, save for a red leather X in the center of the circle. Restraining cuffs were placed at intervals along the red X.  
 
    “Wow,” Jordan enthused. “That’s fantastic.” 
 
    Gene smiled proudly. “Isn’t it great? We had it built special for the club when we opened.” He moved toward the wheel and gave it a spin. Though Jordan would have liked a turn with it herself, Gene was already continuing on through an opening that led to a series of doors. Jordan followed him into a large office with windows that looked out on a parking lot.  
 
    “Betsy told me you might be calling,” Gene said as he settled behind a glass-topped desk and waved Jordan into a chair. “She says you’re into the scene. Always happy to meet a fellow enthusiast.” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been active in the scene for about five years now. I definitely know my way around a whip. If you need a pro Dominatrix, I’m sure I could learn whatever’s needed to fill the position.”  
 
    Gene shook his head. “My partner, Donovan, is our Master in residence. The Master, as folks call him, has made quite a name for himself in the fetish and leather community. He does a stage show just about every night to standing room only.”  
 
    He leaned forward. “We do, however, have need of a waitress and someone to help the bartender. I like to hire within the community when I can and you’re a nice piece of eye candy, if you don’t mind my saying. You have any experience waitressing?” He looked Jordan up and down. Normally she would have bristled at this, but she understood she was being interviewed for a job at a sex club, and she had dressed the part, too. 
 
    Jordan nodded. “I put myself through college working tables.” 
 
    “Excellent. The club opens at nine,” Gene said. He leaned back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head. “You would need to be here at eight to help with set up. There’s a small parking lot around back you can use.” He waved a hand toward the window. “We’re open Tuesday through Saturday nights. It’s the usual lousy waitstaff pay but you get to keep all your tips. Interested?” 
 
    “I sure am,” Jordan said. “I’m curious though, alcohol at a BDSM club?” 
 
    “It’s never been a problem for us. Not everyone who comes here comes to scene. A lot of them just come to gawk.” Gene grinned and leaned back in his chair, his eyes still roving over Jordan. “As you saw, the dungeon is fully equipped and there’s space for folks to do their own scenes. The serious players know better than to drink and play, and we keep a bouncer on the premises just to make sure nobody does anything stupid. That’s Tommy. He also functions as an extra if folks need a little help in their scenes.” 
 
    Gene leaned forward again, resting his elbows on his desk. “Your timing couldn’t be better. The last girl gave notice this past week due to family problems and we’ve been having a hell of a time without her. You can start tomorrow if you want. We provide the uniform, which is in keeping with the spirit of the club. What are you, a size six?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, impressed he had guessed correctly. “What’s this uniform made of? I’m not big on those PVC cat suits, I can tell you right now.” 
 
    Gene laughed. “No, no cat suits for the servers. It’s more like a French maid outfit, polyester with a little spandex thrown in, though the bustier is leather. Here. I’ll show you.”  
 
    He stood, moving toward a large wardrobe in the corner of the office. Pulling open the double doors, he rifled through the rack and pulled out an outfit that consisted of a very low cut black dress with spaghetti straps, a white frilled apron and a soft black leather bustier with satin ties that laced up the front. “The bustier goes right over the dress. No bra needed. Try it on before you go. The staff changing room is right next to my office. You can keep your stuff there while you’re at work. We keep the uniforms here and they’re professionally cleaned every week.” 
 
    A thrill of excitement leaped through Jordan’s gut. Here she was her first night in San Francisco and she already had a job! So, the money was shit—she liked that Gene was upfront about that—but she also knew from her waitressing days that the tips could be pretty substantial. True, she didn’t yet have anywhere to live, but hopefully Mary’s cousin would be calling shortly and she’d get the garage apartment.  
 
    Had she really managed to leave the rat race of corporate America four thousand miles behind her? Was she done with always doing exactly what was expected of her? Was she finished taking the safe but deadly dull route?  
 
    Shit, yeah! Betsy was right—it was time to follow her dreams.  
 
    Now if she could just figure out what those dreams were, she thought wryly.  
 
    “So what do you say? You want the job?” 
 
    Jordan leaned over the desk and extended her hand. “I sure do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her first night at the club, and she’d been working nonstop from the minute she had arrived at eight, helping set up the bar, and then serving customers drinks as well as snacks from the limited menu. She had forgotten just how physical waitressing was. It was nearly eleven and her feet were killing her. 
 
    Note to self: buy comfortable shoes first thing in the morning. 
 
    Gene came by the bar just as Jordan took a tray of beer bottles and glasses from the bartender. “You’re doing good, kid. Once you finish that order take a ten minute break. I’ll cover for you.” He waved toward the dungeon. “Check out the action if you want. The Master is gearing up for his first show of the night.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    A glass of ice water in her hand, Jordan slipped in among a crowd of leather- and latex-clad customers, some of them engaged in their own scenes at various play stations around the dungeon, but most of them gathered in a semicircle around the bondage wheel. 
 
    Jordan moved closer, standing on the edge of the crowd. The Master was turned away from her as he strapped the woman onto the wheel. His dark hair was glossy, his broad, muscular back rippling beneath the soft black leather of his vest. A tattoo of three intertwined snakes curled around the bulging biceps of his left arm.   
 
    Though Jordan couldn’t see his face, something about the man tugged at her senses, jump starting her heart into a hard, steady beat. Not my type, her brain attempted to inform her, but her body wasn’t listening. 
 
    A spotlight flicked directly over the bondage wheel, drawing Jordan’s eye reluctantly from the Master to the bound woman at its center. The woman had a red satin sleep mask over her eyes. Her blond hair hung to her shoulders. Her skin was deeply tanned, her lips painted a vivid red. Jordan guessed from the softening at her jaw line and the slight sag of her breasts that she was somewhere in her forties, though she appeared toned and athletic. She was naked, save for shiny red high heels and a pair of black leather panties held in place with thin silver chains over her hips. Her wrists, waist, thighs and ankles were locked into the thick black leather cuffs that were strategically placed along the X. 
 
    The Master reached out his hand, on which he wore fingerless black leather riding gloves, and stroked the woman’s cheek. “Are you ready to suffer for me, slave?”  
 
    Jordan still couldn’t see the Master’s face, but something in the timbre of his rich, deep voice made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, and she found herself, absurdly, wanting to answer for the woman.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    The room felt suddenly too close, the press of people around her sucking the air from her lungs. Jordan lifted the glass of ice water to her temple and closed her eyes.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” the woman answered in a husky, raspy voice Jordan associated with a heavy smoker.  
 
    The Master turned at last to face the crowd that had assembled around the bondage wheel. He had piercing blue eyes beneath thick, straight brows. His nose was prominent and slightly crooked, his jaw square and covered with a few days’ stubble. Jordan guessed him to be in his late twenties or early thirties. Though he wasn’t precisely handsome—his eyes set a little too close together, his nose a little too large—he was compelling in a way that made it impossible for Jordan to take her eyes off him.  
 
    She could feel the power radiating from him like an aura. He wasn’t a player, but the real thing. Which was too bad, since she had already placed him on the bondage wheel in her mind’s eye, stripped of the leather trappings, his naked, muscular body spread taut along the X in its center. 
 
    The Master addressed the group gathered before him. “Tonight this slave will endure a full body caning while being stimulated with a butterfly vibrator. I need a volunteer—someone familiar with rotating the wheel.”  
 
    Several men stepped forward, calling out in their eagerness to participate.  
 
    “Fred.” The Master pointed to a short, heavyset man, who came quickly forward and stepped to the opposite side of the wheel from the Master. “Turn her slowly once I begin the caning.” Fred placed his hand on the edge of the wheel, his eyes moving hungrily over the restrained and blindfolded woman.  
 
    The Master pressed a button on a small remote Jordan now saw he held in his hand and turned to address the audience. “Beth’s stated goal is to remain silent during the erotic torture, without the aid of a gag. I’ve worked with Beth before, and she has a high pain threshold but is easily stimulated.” 
 
    Selecting a short, thin cane from a rack containing dozens of canes, whips, paddles and floggers, the Master began to tap the tops of Beth’s breasts, leaving small horizontal red marks just above her erect brown nipples. Save for the humming sound of the vibrator tucked into the woman’s leather panties, the dungeon had grown silent, as if the crowd held its collective breath.  
 
    Though there was still the sound of conversation and clinking glass from the bar in the room beyond, Jordan focused on the swish and tap of the cane held in the Master’s easy, confident grip. Fred turned the wheel slowly. When Beth was upside down, the tips of her hair sweeping the stage, the Master ordered, “Stop. Keep her there.” 
 
    He focused the cane on Beth’s upper thighs, his strokes firmer now, the lines left behind on her skin longer and darker. Her lips had parted and Jordan noted that her hands were clenched into fists above the leather cuffs, but so far she’d managed to remain quiet. A fiery stroke across her left nipple caused the woman to hiss in a sudden intake of breath, and droplets of sweat were visible on her chest and upper lip. 
 
    The Master nodded toward Fred, who again began to spin the wheel in a slow, easy motion while the woman shuddered and twitched in her bonds, her mouth opened in a perfect O. 
 
    Jordan wasn’t usually much for public play. Her scenes at Betsy’s place were generally prearranged with one of the sub boy regulars there. She liked to have them ready and waiting in a private play space on their knees, forehead on the ground when she arrived. On the rare occasions she did watch someone else’s scene, it would be a Dominatrix and her boy—Jordan had no interest in watching women submit to men. 
 
    So why was she unable to tear her eyes away from the scene before her?  
 
    When Beth began to tremble, her hips gyrating in time to the vibrating butterfly between her legs, the Master whipped her harder, each stroke of the cane leaving a ridged welt in its wake on the woman’s breasts, belly and thighs. Small guttural sounds came from her throat, keeping time with the whoosh and cut of the cane. 
 
    Jordan pressed her legs together to still her throbbing clit. She was clutching the water glass in both hands against her chest, her teeth worrying her lower lip, her nipples hard against the leather bustier. 
 
    She gave a small, involuntary gasp when someone’s hand rested heavily on her shoulder. Jerking back toward Gene, she accidently sloshed the water in her glass, causing it to spill in an icy splatter between her breasts.  
 
    Gene’s lips lifted in a half smile, his eyebrow cocking. He bent close, his mouth near her ear. “You’re needed at the bar,” he said softly. “A party of six just came in. Break’s over.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Donovan took a deep pull on the cold beer and set the bottle on the bar. It had been a long night, with two public scenes and three private ones, and he was wiped out. The club would be closing in a few minutes, and he swiveled on the barstool to watch the new girl as she collected empty bottles and glasses and exchanged a few words with some of the last lingering customers. 
 
    She was a hot little number, with short reddish hair streaked with gold, and large soft green eyes the color of sage. She wasn’t tall, even in those fuck-me high heels she was wearing, but she was every bit a woman, curving in all the right places, her breasts offered up in her black bustier like luscious round peaches. 
 
    Gene slid onto the stool beside Donovan. “A good night for a Tuesday,” he said, a cash resister tape in his hand. Gene was the money man of the partnership, which suited Donovan, who much preferred providing the entertainment. Together they made a good team, and the club, now entering its fifth year, was firmly established and finally turning a nice profit, despite the insanely high rent of the upscale San Franciscan neighborhood. 
 
    Annette, who was wiping down the bar, leaned over it to kiss the top of Gene’s head. She had dark, curly hair and snapping black eyes. Gene twisted back and reached for her, kissing her mouth. Donovan smiled as he watched them. Though you wouldn’t know it from looking at them, Annette called the shots in the relationship, which was a 24/7 Mistress/slave love match that Donovan almost envied. 
 
    He’d had plenty of sub girls in his day, some of them even live-in lovers, but he’d never experienced the kind of intense devotion Gene and Annette seemed to share. Not that he really minded—it was good to play the field and keep his options open. Life was too short to tie yourself down with one person, at least for him. 
 
    Gene was nodding toward the new girl. “How’d she do?” he asked Annette.  
 
    “She’s terrific,” Annette replied. “Fits right in, bantering with the customers, filling the orders and staying on top of things. She can actually count, which is handy. Remember that girl last year, Rhonda? She could not make change to save her life.” Annette shook her head at the memory. “Seems comfortable in the setting too, which is a good thing. Where’d you find her?” 
 
    “She’s a friend of Betsy Hanover, remember her?” As Annette nodded, Gene lifted his chin to include Donovan. “Betsy owns a BDSM club in Manhattan. Apparently Jordan was a regular there. I gave her an interview as a courtesy, and hired her out of desperation.” He laughed. “I’m glad she’s working out.” He smiled wide at Annette. “You know I defer to you in that department.” 
 
    “As you should, boy,” Annette said, her dark eyes twinkling as she patted Gene’s curly head. “And all other departments, too.” 
 
    “Mistress,” Gene sighed happily, nuzzling against her like a puppy. 
 
    Donovan reached for his bottle, draining it as he watched the girl approach the bar, carrying a tray filled with empty bottles, plates and crumpled napkins. He stood and lifted the hinged opening in the bar so she wouldn’t have to walk around the side.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, moving past him and Annette, using her hip to open the swinging doors behind the bar that led into the kitchen.  
 
    “Frank’s already gone for the night,” Annette said as Jordan passed her with her tray. “Just put that stuff by the sink and he’ll take care of it tomorrow. Want a beer before I shut down?”  
 
    Jordan reappeared, pushing her bangs from her forehead, though they immediately flopped back. “No, thanks. I’m so wiped out, if I had a beer I might have to spend the night here.” 
 
    “How about a lemonade then? I have some left from a shandy I made earlier tonight.” 
 
    Jordan hoisted herself onto the stool one down from Donovan. Without seeming to notice him, she leaned forward, placing her elbows on the bar. “Sure. That sounds great. Thanks.” 
 
    Annette took a clean glass and scooped some crushed ice into it. She poured the lemonade over the ice and dropped in a maraschino cherry. While she was preparing the drink, Donovan turned to Jordan, extending his hand over the empty stool between them. “I’m Donovan Cartwright. Welcome aboard.” 
 
    “Jordan Heller.” Her grip was cool and firm, almost masculine in its assurance, which surprised Donovan. He realized he was expecting something softer and more demure and it threw him off balance.  
 
    Annette handed the drink to Jordan and Donovan noticed the girl’s fingernails were short though nicely manicured and painted a pearly pink. As she lifted the glass, Donovan found himself watching her drink. Something about it was supremely erotic—the way her lips closed over the edge of the glass as she tilted her head back, her eyes closing, the long lashes brushing her cheeks, and the small, satisfied sigh after she’d drained the glass.  
 
    Donovan experienced a sudden nearly overwhelming urge to place his hand on her throat, thumb and forefinger tightening just beneath her jaw line, forcing her head back as he gripped a handful of her hair and lowered his mouth to hers. The image was so startlingly real that for a horrible moment he thought he’d actually done it. He must be more tired than he thought. He shook his head, shaking away the fantasy as if it were a physical presence in his brain. 
 
    Annette stepped out from behind the bar. She nodded toward Jordan and Donovan. “See you tomorrow.” Turning to Gene, she added, “I’m going to change. See you in a minute?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Gene said quietly, and Donovan noted the sudden lift of Jordan’s eyebrows, though she gave no other outward sign she had heard him. 
 
    As Annette headed through the dungeon door, Gene stood and walked around Donovan to Jordan. “Annette’s pleased with your work, Jordan. We’ll see you tomorrow at eight?” 
 
    “You will.” Jordan smiled, and Donovan noticed the deep dimple in her left cheek. Her skin looked satiny soft. His fingers, rough and calloused from years of working with his hands, itched to stroke her cheek.  
 
    Bending over, Jordan pulled off one of her high heels. “But these have got to go. I think I crippled myself tonight.” She laughed, a full-throated laugh that made Donovan wonder if she was as vocal in bed. 
 
    “No problem,” Gene agreed. “Flats are fine.” He turned to Donovan. “Front door’s locked and everyone’s gone for the night. Will you set the alarm and see Jordan out to her car?” 
 
    “Of course,” Donovan agreed, watching Gene leave. He looked at the clock behind the bar. It was 2:20 and normally at this hour he was done, but for some reason the fatigue he’d felt a moment before had lifted. A kind of nervous energy moved in his blood, as if he’d just had a double shot of espresso. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize it was the sexy little sprite sitting one stool over that was the cause.  
 
    Though he had no particular plans to take it further, there was no harm in a little casual flirtation. He’d just push a few of her buttons—test the submissive waters, as it were. 
 
    He slid to the stool next to hers. “I saw you watching me tonight during the bondage wheel scene. You looked like a little girl in a candy store. Ever been on a wheel?” 
 
     “You saw me in that crowd?” 
 
    He grinned at her diversion tactic and ratcheted the flirtation up a notch. “I saw the longing in your face even from a distance. You were imagining the snug grip of those cuffs around your wrists, your thighs, your ankles and waist. Your body was aching to be stretched taut, at the mercy of my dominance. Your skin was tingling with the need to feel the stroke of my cane.” 
 
    He paused to see if he was getting to her, looking for the flush on her cheeks, the dilation of her pupils, the parting of her lips in startled but aroused surprise. 
 
    Instead, to his chagrin, she tossed her head and snorted. “Ha! Are you ever off the mark. I eat boys like you for dinner and spit out the bones. I’m as dominant as you are. If I looked like a kid in a candy shop, it was only because I wanted to be the one with the cane in my hand, a boy toy strapped to the wheel as he begged me sweetly for another lick of fire. In fact, I bet you would fit up there quite nicely.” 
 
    For a moment Donovan was speechless. Admittedly he’d laid it on a little thick in an effort to get a rise out of her. But when he’d seen Jordan in the crowd clutching her water glass to her chest as if in prayer, her eyes shining, her expression rapt, he’d pegged her for a sub, no question about it.  
 
    Now he just shrugged, only the lift of his eyebrows suggesting his disbelief. “My mistake,” he said, standing and bowing slightly in her direction. “I’ll wait for you by the changing room, Mistress.” 
 
    “Glad we cleared that up,” Jordan replied with another saucy flounce of her head.  
 
    But then he saw it, and he knew what he was seeing, no matter how much she protested to the contrary. She couldn’t hide the telltale flush that was indeed rising along her chest and throat and pinkening her cheeks, even as her green eyes flashed with defiance.  
 
    Donovan followed her through the dungeon, stopping to spin the bondage wheel as they passed it. They locked eyes. Jordan was the first to turn away.  
 
    Donovan just smiled. He always did love a challenge.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan stood in the middle of the garage apartment and did a slow three-sixty of the small space, spreading out her arms as if she could embrace the room. Who knew it could be so easy to uproot her life? Was finding a job and a place to stay right off the bat some kind of good omen? Jordan chose to think so.  
 
    Mary’s cousin, Lucy, called two days after Jordan had arrived in San Francisco and gave Jordan directions to the place. Jordan showed up armed with plenty of cash. Lucy had rented the apartment to her on the spot, tucking the wad of bills into her bra with a broad grin and a handshake. “Mary says you’re good people,” Lucy had informed her. “That’s good enough for me.”   
 
    It was a single room over a garage with a small bathroom tucked into one corner and a galley kitchen along one side of the room that consisted of a mini refrigerator, a counter with a microwave, a small electric stove and a few cabinets bolted into the wall.  
 
    Though the place was less than half the size of her apartment in New Jersey, somehow it seemed bigger. Maybe it was because of the large windows on the east and south walls that revealed the rolling hills and woods behind the structure, and gave play each morning to a gorgeous sunrise. Or maybe it was because the only furniture Jordan had acquired so far was a mattress and box spring, two old beanbag chairs and a small kitchen table and two chairs, all of which she’d bought secondhand at a thrift shop.  
 
    The apartment wasn’t that far from the club, another good omen in Jordan’s mind. She arrived at work a little early on Friday evening. After their initial flirtation her first night there, Jordan hadn't seen Donovan. He hadn't come to the club Wednesday or Thursday, apparently having some other obligation. Jordan tried not to speculate about where the professional Dom might be, or who he was with. After all, it was none of her business—she barely knew the guy. 
 
    The dungeon had been somewhat quiet as a result of his absence, with no sexy shows by the Master to draw the attention and admiration of the players and the gawkers alike. 
 
    Jordan changed into her uniform and knocked on Gene’s open office door. He looked up from his laptop with a smile. “Hey, there. Come on in.” Gene waved toward a chair. “What’s up?” 
 
    After greeting him, Jordan said, “I was thinking.” She spoke quickly to keep from losing her nerve. “When Donovan’s out, I wouldn’t mind stepping in. You know—I could handle a public scene or two. Kick up the action a little on his days off.” 
 
    Gene lifted his eyebrows and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Go on.” 
 
    “I was thinking it might add a new dimension to have a Mistress onboard. Not that I need to tell you,” she added, recalling his murmured Yes, Mistress to Annette her first night at the club, “but in my experience there are plenty of male subs eager to scene, and never enough Dommes out there ready to take them on.” 
 
    Gene regarded her for a long moment. Jordan sat quietly, hoping she projected an air of confidence. Finally he said, “The club’s reputation hangs on what the Master does. He’s the reason we’ve made a name for ourselves as more than just another hangout for kinksters to get their rocks off.” 
 
    Jordan nodded. She knew Gene was probably right, but being bathed in the atmosphere of the BDSM club these past couple of nights had left her aching to flex her whip arm and feel the warm press of a sub boy’s lips on her foot as he thanked her for the session. If she got paid in the process, so much the better.  
 
    “Maybe I could do scenes on a smaller scale,” she offered. “We could charge for my scenes and they could take place in one of the private play rooms. I could split the take with the house.” 
 
    “And who would cover for you while you were off playing Pro Domme for fun and profit?” 
 
    Jordan took a breath, aware Gene would probably wonder where the hell she got off offering suggestions after having worked there less than a week. But what the hell, what did she have to lose? “We could hire another waitress? Part time? Don’t you agree it would add a new dimension to the club, having a Mistress on the staff to complement the Master?” 
 
    Gene lifted his hands as if in defeat and laughed. “I have to admire your balls. Not even here a week and already you’re gunning for a promotion.” 
 
    “Oh, well I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. It’s cool. I actually kind of like the idea. But I have to run it by my partner. Donovan will be back tonight. We’ll talk it over and let you know.” He glanced at his watch and stood. “Doors open in an hour. Let’s get to it.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Linda lay on her back in a sturdy black mesh hammock, her arms and legs raised high and spread wide, secured in Velcro cuffs dangling from thick rope knotted into bolts in the ceiling. With her spread legs facing the audience, her voluptuous form was positioned to leave nothing to the imagination—her dark gumdrop nipples perking in the center of her large breasts, her shaven pussy exposed between her ample thighs.  
 
    Linda, a highly responsive submissive, was one of Donovan’s favorite scene partners, as she always gave the audience a good show. She was a wonderful pain slut and could orgasm at the drop of a hat, both from pleasure and erotic pain. 
 
    Six red Japanese hot wax drip candles designed especially for BDSM wax play stood in tall brass candlesticks on the side of the stage. A snake of eager volunteers was lined up and waiting, each eager for their chance to drop melted wax on the naked, bound woman. At Donovan’s signal, a dozen or so men and women stepped up onto the stage one at a time. Selecting a candle, they held it over Linda’s body under Donovan’s watchful eye. Linda sighed with each droplet, as if it were a loving caress, rather than a burn on her skin. 
 
    When everyone who wanted to had taken a turn, Donovan lit a new candle, this one white, a nice contrast to her dark skin, which was the color of rich, creamy chocolate. He held the candle over Linda’s breasts, letting the hot wax thoroughly coat her nipples before dripping a trail down her body as she twitched, gasped and sighed.  
 
    A few of the more daring volunteers had let some of the red wax drip onto her spread labia. Donovan held the white candle close above her cunt and let the melted liquid fall in hot splashes on the tender folds. Linda squealed and yelped as Donovan coated her cunt with white wax. He could feel the yearning in the crowd—some of them longing to feel the searing, sensual burn of the wax, others aching to inflict it. 
 
    Glancing out at the audience as he worked, Donovan saw Jordan standing in the back of the crowd, a fist to her mouth, her eyes wide as saucers. Did that look of longing in her eyes stem from a desire to do what he was doing, or to experience it?  
 
    He grinned inwardly at the memory of her hot denial when he’d suggested she might like to submit to his dominance. Me thinks the lady doth protest too much had come to mind, though he hadn't called her on it at the time. 
 
    He’d been looking forward to seeing her the next night and upping the ante of their flirtation. If he could have gotten out of his obligation to run the two-day seminar for a power exchange group in Los Angeles, he would have done it in a heartbeat. Well, he was back now, and damned if the girl wasn’t glued to the stage, watching his every move with hungry eyes. 
 
    Let’s see what you think of this, Mistress Jordan. Setting the candle carefully back in its holder, Donovan selected a single tail whip from the rack. “Slave Linda,” he said in a voice loud enough for the spectators gathered around the stage to hear, “are you ready for me to remove the wax from your body?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Linda replied in a breathy rasp.  
 
    He held the whip so she could see it. “Shall I use this to whip it away, slave girl?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please, Master. Please.” Linda’s dark eyes were shining, her body trembling in anticipation. 
 
    The room was silent as Donovan positioned himself beside the bound woman. He focused first on her breasts, alternating between the two mounds as he flicked at the hardened wax, causing it to crack and chip away with each stinging stroke. 
 
    When he could, Donovan stole glances at Jordan, who remained on the edge of the crowd, her body leaning toward the stage as if pulled by some kind of magnetic force. He still couldn’t decide from her expression if she wanted to do what he was doing, or have it done to her.  
 
    Returning his focus to the luscious naked woman bound before him, Donovan flicked the tail down Linda’s body, sending bits of red and white wax flying over the stage. Linda writhed and moaned, sweat glistening beneath her arms and on her forehead, her eyes squeezed closed. Donovan leaned close, murmuring for her ears only, “Are you okay, Linda? Do we continue? We can stop now if you’ve had enough. You did great.” He stroked her cheek. Her skin was fever-hot. 
 
    Linda opened her eyes, fixing them on his face. “More,” she begged in a throaty voice. “I want more.” 
 
    Nodding, Donovan returned his focus to her cunt. He struck her between the legs with the tip of the whip, shattering the wax, which fell in pieces to the stage. Linda squealed, a long, peeling sound that echoed through the room. He continued to flick her with the whip, keeping the sting purposefully light on her tender flesh. 
 
    Linda’s entire body began to shake, her toes curling, her fingers gripping tightly to the ropes above the cuffs. “Oh, god, oh yes, oh please, oh fuck, oh yesssssss!” she cried, her chest and neck flushing red as she orgasmed to the stroke of the single tail. 
 
    Finally she lolled her head to the side, her mouth agape, her hands limp, and Donovan dropped the whip. The room erupted into applause and raucous whoops of approval. Looking to the front of the crowd, Donovan nodded toward Linda’s partner, Rose, who leapt up the three steps and raced to Linda’s side, wrapping her arms around the naked woman.  
 
    “You did so good,” Rose crooned, kissing Linda’s face over and over between her words. “My sexy slave girl, you did so good.” 
 
    Several men also joined them on the stage, helping to lower the hammock and release Linda from her bonds. Rose knelt beside her lover and spread a special salve over her skin, spending extra time on her labia, as Linda moaned and sighed her approval. 
 
    Donovan glanced out again to gauge Jordan’s reaction, but she was gone. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    If she’d thought she was busy the first three nights, they were nothing compared to Friday. Jordan barely had a chance to breathe from the minute the club opened. Her one consolation was that the busier she became, the more tips found their way into her apron. 
 
    She’d been startled with just how thrilled she was to learn Donovan would be back and doing a show that night. During her break, she’d slipped immediately into the dungeon to catch his first scene, trying to tell herself her interest was professional—she could learn a few things from the Master in case the partners agreed her idea to work as a pro Domme was a good one. 
 
    She’d embarrassed herself by gasping along with the woman on the stage as the melted wax dropped on her spread pussy. Thank goodness no one around her had noticed—everyone was riveted to the scene in front of them. Watching him wield the single tail with such precision and erotic skill had unnerved her, and she had fled, confused by her reactions and desires.  
 
    It’s just because he’s so good at what he does, she told herself as she handed an order across the bar to Annette. It’s not that you want him or want to experience for yourself what he does, it’s that you want to be him. But her hands were shaking as she set the drinks down in front of customers. 
 
    She found herself glad to be so busy. It left her little time to obsess about the man so effortlessly controlling the crowd in the dungeon beyond the bar.  
 
    Finally it was time for last call. Donovan and Gene were working in the dungeon, cleaning the equipment and storing toys while Annette did her bar work. Tommy helped Jordan bring the remaining dishes to the kitchen and wipe down the tables.  
 
    When they were done it was nearly three in the morning. Jordan was beat, but as she had each night so far, she experienced a kind of fierce satisfaction she’d never felt at the bank.  
 
    Frank, the cook, and Tommy were the first to leave, followed soon after by Gene and Annette. Jordan was disappointed Gene hadn't approached her about her idea, but she held her tongue. Probably he hadn't had time to talk it over yet with Donovan.  
 
    Jordan could have followed Annette when she changed, and walked out to the parking lot with Gene and Annette, but instead she lingered, nursing a glass of ice water at the bar, all too aware of Donovan, who was still moving around in the dungeon. 
 
    When the back door clicked shut, Donovan appeared in the doorway of the bar. “Oh,” he said, acting surprised. “You still here?” 
 
    “Like you didn’t know,” Jordan retorted with a grin, lifting her chin. What was it about this guy that made her act like a teenager? 
 
    Coming into the room, Donovan lifted the hinged section of the bar and stepped behind it. Taking a glass, he scooped some ice and squirted cola into it. He raised the glass, tilting his head back as he drank. Jordan found herself staring at his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. She tried to place a slave collar around his throat in her mind’s eye, but the image refused to materialize.  
 
    Setting down the empty glass, Donovan hoisted himself up over the bar, dropping his legs beside Jordan and slipping down onto the stool beside her. Jordan stiffened, readying herself for him to give her a hard time over her reaction while watching the wax scene earlier that evening. 
 
    But to her surprise he said, “Gene mentioned the idea of you doing some private scenes with paying customers. We need to talk it over more, but I’m onboard with the idea in theory, provided you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    He was sitting close to her, his shoulder nearly touching hers. Along with the delicious scent of leather, she could smell his skin, an earthy combination of sweat and soap with a touch of something citrusy. She found herself leaning into the hard muscle of his shoulder and it was an act of sheer will to pull away.  
 
    Jordan reached for her water glass, holding it between them like a shield. “I’ve been playing the club scene in New York City for about five years,” she said. “Like I told Gene, I know my way around a whip.” 
 
    Donovan turned on the stool to face her. “What’re you doing tomorrow afternoon, say around four?” 
 
    “Around four?” Jordan echoed stupidly. Was he asking her out? 
 
    “Yeah. I’m thinking we could meet here. I have a good friend who happens to be a serious pain slut and is always up for BDSM play. You could give me a demonstration of your skill set as a Domme—how you handle a whip, how you set up a scene, aftercare and the like. You can bring your own gear, or we have a full arsenal of toys available here for you to use. That work for you?” 
 
    “Yes. That works for me.” Jordan’s mind leaped forward, already planning various scenes in her head with which to impress the Master. She would use a ball stretcher, adding weights in increments to either side of the thick metal ring. She would have the pain slut bend over, legs spread, while she popped his ass and hanging balls with a single tail. With the ball stretcher still in place, she would truss his cock and balls with thin, strong rope and tie the rope to a hook in the wall or ceiling. She would warn him to stay very still as she flogged him, if he valued his family jewels. 
 
    “Excellent,” Donovan replied, pulling Jordan out of her fantasy. “Give me your cell number. I just need to confirm with Rita. If she’s available, we’ll meet here tomorrow afternoon.”  
 
    “Wait,” Jordan blurted, confused. “What? Rita?”  
 
    Donovan lifted his eyebrows, his mouth curving in a sardonic smile. “Her name is Rita, yes. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean, no. That is, I wasn’t expecting a woman. The idea I discussed with Gene was for male subs.” She started to say she’d only ever dommed men, and had zero interest in women, but stopped herself, not wanting to lose the opportunity to become more than a waitress at the club. 
 
    Donovan’s smile had edged into a full out grin. “I’m not setting you up on a date, Jordan. This is an audition—a chance to show your skills as a Domme. What difference could it possibly make if the sub is male or female?” The grin faded. “Now,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You want to do this, or not?” 
 
    He was right. What difference did it make? This wasn’t casual play at a club designed to get her off. She would be offering a professional service. Admittedly, CBT was out, but she could still show Donovan she knew her way around rope and leather, and understood the psyche of a sub and knew how to give them what they wanted, and even better, what they needed. 
 
    She shook her head, smiling. “No, of course, you’re right. It makes no difference. Yes, I want to do it.” Reaching into her apron pocket, she pulled out the order pad and scrawled her cell phone number on it. Tearing off the sheet, she handed it to Donovan.   
 
    As he took it, their fingers brushed, his touch sending an unexpected jolt of something like electricity through her fingertips. She pulled her hand back, startled, and only just stopped herself from putting her fingers to her lips.  
 
    Oh shit, she thought with an inward groan. I’m falling for a Dom. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan looked seriously hot in the black satin corset that accentuated her curves. Her black leather pants molded like a second skin to slender legs and a cute little ass. Velvet ribbons were laced in a vertical row of X’s along the front of the corset, ending in a bow just between her breasts. Donovan’s fingers actually itched with the desire to pluck the bow loose and let her breasts tumble free.  
 
    Down boy.  
 
    Donovan willed away the hard-on that was threatening. He was here to observe, nothing more. And so far, so good. Jordan had arrived a few minutes after Rita, and when Donovan introduced the two of them, Jordan pointed to her stiletto-clad feet and said in a haughty but at the same time sexy voice, “Greet me properly, slave girl.” Rita had dropped at once to her knees and kissed the top of Jordan’s pretty feet.  
 
    Before meeting that afternoon, Jordan and Donovan had a long telephone conversation regarding Rita’s limits, likes and dislikes so Jordan could jump right in with the scene. Donovan had been impressed by Jordan’s questions and observations, all of which showed she knew her way around a dungeon and had a good understanding of what made submissives tick. Of course he still planned to pay close attention during the actual session. If they did end up hiring Jordan to provide private scenes for club members, he wanted to be damn sure she knew what she was doing. 
 
    Jordan spoke to the woman kneeling at her feet. “Tell me your safeword, Rita.” 
 
    “Red light, Mistress.” 
 
    “Very good,” Jordan replied, her eyes briefly meeting Donovan’s before returning to look down at the woman kneeling before her. “The Master has told me of your limits, your passions and your fears. I am going to push your sensual envelope, Rita. I want to take you to the very edge of what you think you can handle, and if you prove yourself worthy, I’ll help you move past it.” There was power in Jordan’s voice and a confidence Donovan hadn't heard before. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress,” Rita replied. 
 
    Sensual envelope, Donovan thought. I like that. 
 
    Jordan touched Rita’s shoulder. “You may rise,” she said imperiously.  
 
    When Rita stood, Donovan saw that the nipples on her ample breasts, bare beneath the sheer white robe she wore, had hardened into points and her features had softened into a submissive gaze he knew well.  
 
    The three of them moved to one of the private play areas. Along with a rack of whips and floggers, the room was equipped with a St. Andrew’s cross and a padded spanking bench. Donovan hadn't told Jordan what room they would use, wanting to see how well she improvised.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Jordan pointed to the bench. “Drop the robe and lie facedown,” she said to Rita. 
 
    Without hesitation Rita untied the sash and let her robe fall to the ground. She draped her body gracefully over the center bar of the spanking bench, positioning her knees and forearms on the padded rests that paralleled either side of the center bar.  
 
    Donovan moved to one wall, standing where he would have a good view of the scene. Pressing the sole of one of his boots against the wall for balance, he leaned against it, crossing his arms over his chest. He had given up trying to fight the erection bulging in his jeans. He’d have to be dead not to react to the erotic scene before him—Jordan in her sexy Dominatrix outfit and Rita, her shapely ass creamy white against the black leather of the bench, waiting to be whipped to a rosy red. 
 
    Jordan moved toward the toy bag she’d brought with her, but Donovan shook his head. “Pick something from the rack. Sometimes clients bring their own toys. I’d like to see how you handle something you might be less familiar with.” 
 
    A flicker of annoyance moved over Jordan's face, but it was gone as quickly as it had arrived. With a cool smile, she nodded and moved toward the whip rack. She selected a medium flogger and returned to Rita. She dragged the leather tresses over Rita’s bare back and ass. “The Master has told me you love the sting of leather and the cut of the cane.” 
 
    With her other hand, Jordan stroked Rita’s cheek. Donovan sucked in a surprised breath when Jordan suddenly slapped the cheek she’d been caressing a moment before.  
 
    Rita gasped and then sighed. “Ooooh,” she breathed, “thank you, Mistress.” 
 
    Jordan slapped her again, leaving the imprint of her small hand on Rita’s cheek. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    When they’d talked on the phone, Donovan hadn't mentioned that Rita loved having her face slapped, but somehow Jordan had intuited it. Though Rita probably had a good ten to fifteen years on Jordan, there was no question Jordan was completely in charge of the scene so far and, in spite of himself, Donovan was impressed. 
 
    Still holding the flogger, Jordan flicked her wrist, letting the tresses land with a slap on Rita’s ass. Rita moaned and wriggled her bottom, clearly wanting more. Jordan obliged, striking Rita hard over both cheeks before moving to the backs of her thighs. As Jordan whipped the woman, she continued to speak, her voice low and seductive.  
 
    “The Master told me you need the erotic pain to fully experience the pleasure. You need to suffer, don’t you, Rita? It’s what you were born for. It’s who you are.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress. Please, Mistress.”  
 
    Jordan flogged her harder and Rita moaned. Donovan wanted to take the flogger from Jordan’s hands. But not to whip the naked, eager sub girl kneeling over the spanking bench. No, he wanted to place Jordan there instead. He wanted to rip away her sexy bustier and slide those soft leather pants down her legs. He ached to explore the longing he’d seen in her face when she’d watched his shows. He wanted to uncover the secret submissive he was almost sure she kept hidden behind that masterful façade. Was it hidden so deeply even she didn’t know it was there?  
 
    Stay in the moment, he reminded himself. This isn’t about you. 
 
    After several minutes of flogging, Rita began to gyrate against the bench, grinding her bare cunt against the leather. Donovan would have stopped her from such overt self-stimulation without express permission, but Jordan did not.  
 
    Instead she replaced the whip in the rack and selected a cane. Without warning, Jordan struck Rita’s ass hard, the sound of the cane against skin cracking like a gun’s report. Rita jerked and squealed, her gyrations momentarily interrupted.  
 
    “Don’t stop, slut,” Jordan ordered, painting another dark red line across Rita’s already rosy ass with the cane. “You take your pleasure without asking. I’ll give you pain in the same way.” 
 
    Donovan was surprised by her action—it was their first session, after all, and he would have expected Jordan to start slowly with what was a potentially dangerous implement. Rita’s flesh was already welting where the cane had landed, the welts rapidly darkening from red to purple. He leaned forward, ready to intervene if Jordan went too far, but Rita seemed to be handling it well. Rita continued to masturbate herself against the leather, her hips swiveling provocatively as Jordan added three more welts to the ample target of her ass. 
 
    “Take it, slut,” Jordan ordered, her voice now a little breathless as she danced around the sub girl, expertly wielding the cane. “Suffer for me.” Donovan could smell the rising scent of Rita’s lust perfuming the small room. He caught a glimpse of her glistening cunt as she gyrated against the spanking bench, squealing with each cut of Mistress Jordan’s exacting cane.  
 
    Donovan found himself trying to catch Jordan’s eye, but she was totally absorbed in her task, which of course was as it should be. As the Mistress caned the sub girl, Rita moaned and trembled against the spanking bench, her toes curling and uncurling with each stroke. Donovan pressed his palm against his crotch in an effort to ease the pressure building there. 
 
    “Do it, slut,” Mistress Jordan said suddenly. “Come for me. Now!” 
 
    The cane whipped through the air, landing in a blur of slicing strokes. Rita began to wail, a high-pitched keening sound that blended pleasure and pain as her body shuddered in convulsive climaxes. Jordan didn’t stop the caning until Rita lay limp against the bench, her body bathed in sweat.  
 
    Finally Jordan put down the cane. Crouching beside Rita, Jordan smoothed back her dark hair, which had fallen in a curtain over her face. Jordan stroked Rita’s cheek and her back, and glided her fingers over the welts she’d raised on Rita’s ass. “Are you okay? Did you have fun?” 
 
    Rita opened her eyes, which seemed to Donovan to be sparkling with submissive fire. Her face creased in a broad smile. “I’m more than okay, Mistress! That was amazing. It’s like you were inside my soul, taking me just past the edge of what I could handle, but holding my hand in the process so I wasn’t even scared. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, drawing in and letting out a deep breath. “Yes. You pleased me, Rita. You’re very responsive. I like that. You may kneel now and thank me properly.” 
 
    Rita lifted herself from the bench and executed a kind of slow roll to the floor. Again she kissed the tops of Jordan’s feet. This time when Jordan met Donovan’s eye she offered a triumphant smile, and he smiled back, lifting a thumb of approval.  
 
    When Jordan touched Rita’s head, Rita sat back on her haunches. She wrapped her arms beneath her large breasts as she twisted toward Donovan with a wide grin.  
 
    “She’s fantastic, Sir. Can we do it again?” 
 
    Donovan laughed. “That’s up to Mistress Jordan.” 
 
    Turning to Jordan, he smiled and reached out to shake her hand, resisting the sudden impulse to pull her instead into his arms. “Congratulations. You’ve passed stage one of the audition.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” Jordan finally said, once Rita had dressed and left the club. “What did you mean, stage one?” They had moved from the dungeon and were seated side by side at the bar. While still riding high from the success of the scene, Jordan was uneasy as to just what stage two might be. 
 
    Donovan regarded her with his very blue eyes. They were the blue of a clear spring sky and somehow just as vast, contained only by the darker blue ring around each iris. And those eyelashes! Why was it always the men who got the great eyelashes? 
 
    She forced her gaze away from his face, lingering on the three snakes curling together around his arm beneath the short sleeve of his black T-shirt. The tattoo wasn’t large, each of the three snakes no thicker than a pencil, bringing to Jordan’s mind a DNA double helix, though with the addition of fangs and serpent tongues. Inked in black, turquoise and red, the snakes were skillfully rendered, and looked as if they might leap from his arm if she came too close. 
 
    “Stage one,” Donovan replied, drawing her eyes back to his face, “was my assessment of your ability as a pro. You satisfied me that you have what it takes to execute a scene. But that’s not all there is to being a Master, or in your case, a Mistress.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not following.” 
 
    “I’ll explain more clearly in a second. First, though, I have to say, I was a little surprised at your decision to use the cane so soon into the scene, and with such force.” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” Jordan retorted. “She loved it.” 
 
    Donovan nodded. “She did, but it could have backfired. You don’t know Rita personally. And you’ll know even less about the clients who come to you at the club, especially at first. You’re not going to have the luxury of a pre-scene briefing about a sub’s likes and dislikes the way you had regarding Rita. You have to be careful not to go too far, too fast, especially in the kind of public, paid-for-hire scene we’re talking about for the club.” 
 
    Jordan ducked her head, embarrassed. “Got it,” she said. 
 
    Donovan nodded. “What’s your personal take on the cane versus the flogger or a single tail? Which do you prefer?” 
 
    Jordan thought about it, glad he’d changed the subject. “I like them all. It depends on what the sub wants, I guess, or what they need. I have less experience with a single tail than with the flogger or the cane, but I’ve done it a few times.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “No, that’s not what I mean. I mean which do you prefer to experience? To feel on your skin? What do you find erotic about one versus the other? What do you find frightening, or enticing?” 
 
    Jordan snorted. “Oh, I get what you’re asking now. You’re of the school of thought that you can’t possibly understand the masochistic experience unless you subject yourself to the same treatment.” She shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t buy it. Not to be crass, but just because I don’t have a cock, that doesn’t mean I don’t know my way around CBT, for example.” 
 
    Donovan lifted the corners of his mouth in a small smile, but his eyes remained serious. “Point taken. But that’s a very specific experience. Here’s where stage two comes in. In my professional opinion, it’s important to know everything you can know about how what you’re doing impacts your sub. You have a special responsibility that goes above and beyond a typical relationship because of the vulnerability of the submissive during a scene.” He spread his hands on the bar. They were large, powerful hands, the fingertips square, the nails short. “If you’re going to flog someone, to whip them, to cane them, to drip hot wax on their skin, to clamp their nipples or bind them with rope, you should first experience it yourself.” 
 
    “What, are you telling me you’ve experienced all those things?” Jordan tried to muster the image of the Master, naked and bound, his face twisted in erotic agony as the cane cut his skin, but she couldn’t seem to manage it.  
 
    To her surprise, he nodded soberly. “Absolutely. My mentor insisted on it, and he was right. It deepens not only your intellectual knowledge, but your ability to empathize and connect with your sub. Whenever I trained dominants, it’s a requirement.”  
 
    Jordan wrapped her arms around her torso, shaking her head. “Not happening.” 
 
    Donovan lifted his hands, palms upward, and shrugged. “That’s entirely up to you, Jordan. If you want the job, though, it’s not open for debate. There is no way I would hire someone who hasn’t experienced on a personal level everything he or she does to another person in the context of BDSM play. Stage two involves you submitting to me in a controlled scene. It’s important you experience firsthand what that feels like, both physically and mentally.” 
 
    What the hell? Was he for real? He was bluffing—he had to be. Yeah, she believed he was sincere in what he was saying, but his experience wasn’t necessarily the universal experience. He just needed to understand that. Yet, even while Jordan’s head rejected the idea out of hand, her body was tingling with the possibilities. A sudden image of herself, naked and restrained on the bondage wheel, her heart pounding, nipples throbbing, cunt wet as she watched the Master lift the whip and then let the leather strike her bare skin, leaped into her mind’s eye.  
 
    What was going on here? She took a deep breath and blew it out. 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” she finally managed, pushing the image out of her consciousness as best she could. “But I just can’t agree that this stage two thing is really necessary. You saw for yourself that I can handle a scene. You saw Rita’s reaction. You heard her words—she can’t wait to scene with me again.” When Donovan didn’t reply, Jordan continued, “Look, I think it’s quite clear I can handle the job. I can give you references if you want. Betsy Hanover back in New York and any number of guys at her club for starters.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “Sorry. We’re talking deal breaker here.” He slid from the stool and stood. “Not to worry, though. Annette’s very satisfied with your work as a waitress. We’ll just leave it at that. I’ll set the alarm on my way out. There’s a two minute exit delay, so don’t linger too long.” 
 
    Jordan watched, stunned, as Donovan walked out of the bar, heading through the dungeon toward the back door of the club. As he left, it was almost as if he took the oxygen in the room with him, leaving Jordan gasping for air.  
 
    Fuck! The dude was serious. She was going to blow it—she wasn’t going to get the job. She’d be stuck serving beer and wiping down tables, when she could give more, so much more, to the club. 
 
    Come on, Jordan. You can do it. What’s the big deal? It’s just the one time. Surely you can handle this one session with a trained Master. And maybe he’s right. Maybe you can learn a thing or two. If it’s going to make you a better Domme, why are you fighting it so hard? It’s just a kind of rite of passage, a requirement to get the job. No big deal. Don’t blow this, Jordan. Not when you’re so close. 
 
    Jordan leaped from the stool and ran through the dungeon. She could hear the sound of the alarm being set, a series of beeps as he entered the code. “Donovan! Wait. Come back. Let’s talk a little more about this.” 
 
    She came up behind him. Without turning to face her, Donovan said, “What’s left to say?” But he punched in the code again, deactivating the alarm.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jordan said. “I’ll do it. I’ll do a scene with you and experience the whip and whatever all you think is necessary. Okay? Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Donovan turned toward her, his eyes boring holes into her face. He lifted his hand and touched her cheek with two fingers. Jordan stepped back as if struck, drawing in a quick, involuntary breath at the power of his touch. 
 
    “Why are you fighting so hard, hmm? What’s really going on beneath the surface, Jordan?” Donovan spoke gently, but held her captive with his gaze. 
 
    Flustered, Jordan finally managed to look away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I think you do. Come on, you don’t have to pretend with me. I certainly won’t think less of you as a Domme, if that’s what you’re worried about. There are plenty of dominants who are submissive in the right circumstance.” 
 
    She turned back to glare at him. “Yeah, well, I’m not one of them.” 
 
    Donovan shrugged. “Hey, if all this resistance is because you’re afraid you might just discover I’m right about your submissive tendencies, don’t worry. I won't hold it against you, I promise.” 
 
    “Submissive tendencies!” Jordan blurted. “Are you nuts? I’m as dominant as you are. How many times do I have to tell you that?” 
 
    Donovan smiled, a maddeningly smug expression on his face. Jordan barely resisted the impulse to slap it away. “I’ve watched you all week, Jordan. Your reactions during my shows have given you away, even if you’re not yet self-aware enough to recognize it.”  
 
    He placed his hand on her arm and this time Jordan didn’t pull away, even though she wanted to. She found herself rooted to the spot, Donovan’s sexy, deep voice weaving a spell around her senses. “Listen to me, Jordan. I know you believe you’re one-hundred percent dominant. Let’s say for the sake of argument right now that you’ve never felt the desire to sexually submit to another person, that you’ve never ached to experience that kind of surrender.”  
 
    “Never,” Jordan asserted, though it came out as a whisper. His fingers wrapped around her arm sent sparkles of heat through her body, which hummed with a curious kind of energy. 
 
    “Fair enough. It’s possible my instincts regarding you are off the mark, but I don’t think so. So here’s the deal. In order to get the job, you will scene with me, and I will help you experience the various modes of erotic torture you would use in your role as a Domme. If nothing else, the experience will make you a better dominant than you already are.”  
 
    Finally he let go of her, stepping back. “But I bet you you’re going to find it’s more than just a pure act of will on your part to endure the scene to get the job. I bet it’s going to take you to a place you never dreamed you would go.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you bet wrong,” Jordan snapped, her strength and will returning now that he’d let her go. 
 
    Donovan regarded her with an amused air. “Okay then. Why don’t we formalize it? Formalize the bet.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I bet you’re going to get in touch with the submissive part of your psyche that’s buried beneath the tough, sexy persona you project as a Domme. If at the end of the session, you can honestly tell me there’s nothing there—that my instincts are wrong about the secret, aching need you have to submit, then you win the bet. But if”—he paused, waiting until she looked at him before continuing—“if it turns out there’s even a germ of truth to my theory that you’re submissive on some level, then I win.”  
 
    All of a sudden Jordan’s heart was beating way too fast and her mouth had gone dry. She could feel the tension in every muscle of her body, her fight or flight instincts on high alert. At the same time, she had an almost uncontrollable desire to throw herself into Donovan’s arms and bury her face in his chest. Instead she just continued to stare stupidly at him.  
 
    “So?” he said softly. “You in?” 
 
    “What are the stakes,” she finally managed to reply. “How do we decide who wins?” 
 
    “I’ll take you through a scene. If I’m wrong and the experience leaves you cold, then you win. If it affects you, and believe me, we’ll both know it if it does, then I win.” 
 
    “And the prize?” Jordan asked faintly. 
 
    A curious gleam came into Donovan’s eyes, making them look like blue flames. Jordan could feel his raw power, and her own impulse to yield to it. “Forty-eight hours,” Donovan said. “Forty-eight hours serving as the other person’s personal sex slave. If I win, you’ll come stay with me for that time period, and submit one-hundred percent to whatever I choose, sexually and otherwise. If you win, I’ll come to you and serve you in whatever way suits you, sexually or otherwise.” He grinned. “If the sex part doesn’t interest you, I’ll be perfectly content to clean your house, wash your car, give you massages and foot rubs or paint your toenails. Whatever you want, I’ll be your obedient slave boy.” 
 
    The image of strong, sexy Donovan kneeling in a frilly white apron and nothing else, painting Jordan’s toenails while she idly flicked him with a whip made Jordan grin. The thought of him naked and in her bed made her press her thighs together and bite her lower lip to keep from moaning. As long as the sex was on her terms, bring it on!  
 
    Jordan felt herself rallying and she shook off the strange languor that had suffused her senses a moment before. Of course she would win such a bet. No question about it.  
 
    “You’re on,” she said with a grin. “It’s a bet. When should we schedule the scene? The club’s closed tomorrow—” 
 
    “We’re here now,” Donovan interrupted. “Let’s finish the audition, shall we?” Without giving her time to answer, he continued, “I need to run out for just a minute. I’ve seen you eyeing the bondage wheel all week. When I return, I expect to find you naked and waiting, arms and legs extended along the X.” He leaned down, kissing her lightly on the cheek while she struggled to form a cohesive thought, much less give it utterance.  
 
    It wasn’t until she heard the click of the back door as it automatically locked behind him that she finally managed to say, “What the hell?” Yet, even as she spoke, her legs moved her into the dungeon, and she realized she was heading for the wheel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Donovan would have placed even money on what he might find when he reentered the club. He hadn’t really had anywhere to go, but he wanted to give Jordan a chance to get her bearings and make her decision. As he entered the dungeon, he let his eyes move slowly toward the bondage wheel, his heart doing a sudden flip in his chest as he took in the sight of the naked girl facing forward, her arms and legs extended along the X exactly as he’d commanded. 
 
    Without speaking, he walked slowly through the room toward her, the click of his boots echoing against the hardwood floor. Jordan followed his approach with those wide, sage-green eyes, her cheeks and neck suffused with color, her chest rising and falling as she breathed from softly parted lips. 
 
    He could feel her tension like a palpable thing in the air between them, but also saw the resolve in her eyes and in the set of her jaw. As he came to a stop directly in front of her, he couldn’t help but drink in her fragile, feminine beauty.  
 
    She had a narrow waist that only flared slightly at her girlish hips before curving again into the long, lean lines of her legs. Her breasts were heavy on her slender frame, lifted by her upraised arms and tipped with dark pink nipples that were standing at attention. A small, groomed triangle of red pubic hair, darker than the red-gold hair on her head, barely concealed the sweet cleft of her sex between her spread legs.  
 
    Donovan stroked her cheek, letting his fingers slide down her throat, feeling the shudder that passed through her body at his touch. He pressed his palm lightly against her chest. He could feel her heart pounding. 
 
    “Shh,” he said, moving his hand again to her face. “There’s no need to be afraid, Jordan. I won’t give you more than you can handle. You’ve done this yourself a hundred times. You know that what I offer isn’t about pain, per se, but about surrender. Surely you can take what you dish out, no?” 
 
    Mutely, she nodded, though he could tell she wasn’t entirely convinced. Normally he would have insisted she answer properly and address him either as Master or Sir, but for now he let it go. After all, she hadn’t agreed to submit to him, but only to experience firsthand the sensations she’d been so ready and willing to provide for others, without a real understanding of what it felt like to be on the receiving end.  
 
    Donovan wouldn’t deny Jordan knew her way around a BDSM scene. She’d done an excellent job with Rita. She clearly had the gift of dominance, as well as the fire and skill needed to conduct a good scene. But he couldn’t forget the haunted, hungry look in her eyes when she’d watched his shows, or the visceral reaction when he’d challenged her to take this chance. Yes, there was fear there, but there was also desire—he was sure of it.   
 
    “We’ll start slowly,” Donovan said, a surge of adrenaline ripping through his body at the thought of flogging this gorgeous naked young woman. “A nice warm-up flogging, okay?” 
 
    Again she only nodded, and again he let it pass.  
 
    “Turn around,” he commanded. “Face the wheel, arms and legs against the X like before.” He waited while she obeyed, his eyes lingering over the sight of her small, rounded ass. His cock hardened as he contemplated the various ways he would turn her skin from milky white to cherry red before the session was over. 
 
    “I’m just going to cuff your wrists for now,” he informed her. “It’s your job to maintain your position, feet flat.” He chose the lower wrist cuffs so Jordan’s feet could remain on the floor. He wrapped and clipped the leather cuffs around Jordan’s wrists one at a time, a thrum of anticipation making his heart pop into a higher gear.  
 
    “Relax your hands,” he admonished, noting her curling fingers. “You know better.” 
 
    Stepping over to the rack, Donovan selected a heavy suede flogger. Jordan turned her head to the side. She was watching him, anxiety radiating from her like a force field. She was still breathing too fast and he moved closer, gently pressing his chest against her bare back as he spoke softly into her ear.  
 
    “Jordan, you need to slow your breathing. You can do this. I know you can. But if you’re unsure that you want to continue, if you want to stop now, just say so. Your job as waitress is still waiting, and there’ll be no hard feelings, I promise.” 
 
    “No.” Jordan’s voice came out hoarse and she cleared her throat, repeating, “No. I want to do this. I want the job. If this is what it takes…” She let the sentence trail off.  
 
    Yes, he thought to himself. This is what it takes, but there’s more going on here. I’m sure of it. Aloud, he said, “Okay, then. Deep breaths. Close your eyes and let go of your resistance. Show me the same grace you demand of your subs.” 
 
    Jordan drew in a deep, shuddery breath. “That’s it,” he urged. “In…and out. In…and out. Better.” Stepping back, he pressed his hands lightly against her shoulders. “Lower your shoulders. Stop holding all that tension. That’s better. Just relax. Open yourself to the experience.” 
 
    He began slowly, brushing her skin with the soft suede. He took his time, very slowly building the intensity until he gauged she was sufficiently calm. Then, with a flick of his wrist, he let the first real stroke swish and sting against her ass. 
 
    Jordan yelped, her body tensing. Donovan struck her again, thrilling as he always did to the sound of leather against flesh, enjoying the jiggle of her ass with each stroke, and the rising color on her skin. 
 
    “Hey! It hurts!” Jordan cried, doing a little avoidance dance with her feet as she tried in vain to escape the stinging kiss of the flogger.  
 
    “It’s supposed to, silly girl,” Donovan chided with a grin. “Stay in position. Feet flat on the ground. Don’t focus on the pain. Focus on where that pain can take you. Focus on the pleasure of pure sensation.” He moved the flogger, letting the suede tresses wrap around her thighs and land between her shoulder blades before returning to her delectable ass. 
 
    Her yelps continued, but a sort of breathy quality began to infuse the sound, which segued from outraged cries of pain to something much more like the sweet moaning of a woman in the throes of orgasm.  
 
    I knew it, he thought triumphantly, though he recognized it was too soon to really make such a call.  
 
    Replacing the flogger in the rack, he returned to the girl and released her wrist cuffs. “Turn around and place your back to the wheel,” he said. When Jordan didn’t immediately react, he put a hand on her shoulder and spun her around. She brought her arms protectively over her breasts as she fell back against the padded leather. Donovan watched the play of emotions moving over her face, their meaning clear to him—part fear, part protest and, she couldn’t hide it from him, part desire. 
 
    “Arms extended over your head along the X. I’m going to cuff you fully into the wheel. Since you have a hard time staying in position on your own, we’ll just take away that option for now.” 
 
    This time he secured her wrists in the higher cuffs, forcing her onto her toes. He buckled the waist belt in place and then secured her thighs and ankles along the X to hold her fast against the wheel, with the net result that her feet no longer touched the ground. 
 
    “How you doing, Jordan? Still okay?” Donovan asked as he stepped back to admire the view.  
 
    “I’m nervous,” Jordan answered. “I feel very vulnerable.” 
 
    Donovan nodded. “Yes, you are completely restrained, completely at my mercy. Takes a lot of trust, doesn’t it? It’s a lot to ask of someone, would you agree?” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Yeah. I get it. The whole sub experience thing, how it’s important to put myself in their shoes, or, uh, their cuffs.” She flashed a sudden grin, though her eyes remained anxious. “I think you can let me down now.” 
 
    Donovan smiled, shaking his head. “You think wrong. We’re just getting started.” 
 
    Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out a pair of clover clamps. “You know what these are, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jordan whispered, her eyes widening as she stared at them. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “It really is.”  
 
    Donovan reached for one of her perfect nipples, his mouth watering as he fantasized about closing his lips over the soft marble of flesh and making it harden with his tongue. Instead he rolled it in between finger and thumb, pulling it taut. He glanced at her face. Her lips were pressed into a single line, her brows furrowed, nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Jordan, look at me.” She shifted her gaze, her eyes interlocking with his. “You need to calm down. You took the flogging well. It’s not necessary to white-knuckle through the experience the way you appear to be doing. Follow the advice you give your subs. Embrace the experience. Savor the eroticism to be found in what I’m giving you. Let go.”  
 
    Jordan nodded slowly, her mouth relaxing a little, some of the panic easing from her expression. 
 
    Donovan stroked her satiny soft cheek, the lyrics from that Radiohead song, Creep, moving through his head: you’re just like an angel, your skin makes me cry. He lost his concentration, and had to remind himself this was about Jordan, not himself. 
 
    He reached again for her nipple, which had hardened to a stiff point, perfect for the clamp. Pressing the clamp open, Donovan positioned it carefully on either side of the dark pink nubbin, getting as close to the base as he could before letting it close. 
 
    Predictably, Jordan yelped. Ignoring this, Donovan did the same to her other nipple and then stepped back once more to admire his handiwork. She looked incredibly sexy with the clamps compressing each reddening nipple, the silver chain swaying between her lovely, full breasts. There were tears in her eyes, her cheeks and chest mottled with color, her breath again rasping in her throat.  
 
    Donovan knew from personal experience how much the clover clamps could hurt. “Hey,” he said gently. “You’re doing really, really good. You know, right, that the pain gets easier to bear as your nerve endings numb?” 
 
    “It hurts,” Jordan whispered, pleading with her eyes. 
 
    If she were his lover, he would have crouched now between her legs, spreading her sex with his hands and pulling her hips forward so he could taste the spicy sweetness of her cunt. That would distract her from the pain, he was sure of it.  
 
    Of course, that wasn’t an option. Instead, he began to spin the wheel, very slowly. Jordan gasped, her body visibly tensing. “Relax,” Donovan urged. “You’re completely secure in the cuffs.” He continued to turn the wheel until she was upside down. The chain between the nipple clamps fell downward, glinting silver against her throat. 
 
    “It’s not so bad now, right? Your nipples are numbing about now.” To further distract her, and because he wanted to, Donovan stroked the soft skin of her inner thighs. Jordan shuddered at his touch, and he could feel her desire radiating from her skin like heat—or was it his own desire he felt? How easy it would be to let his fingers continue their slow glide to the sweet pooch of her sex so enticingly displayed between her spread legs. Was she wet, in spite of her fear? Because of it? 
 
    He turned the wheel until she was once again upright. “I’m going to take them off now, okay?” 
 
    Jordan bit her lower lip and furrowed her brows. She knew, of course, what was in store for her. Slowly she nodded.  
 
    Donovan reached for both clamps, releasing them at the same time.  
 
    “Fuck!” Jordan screamed as the blood flow returned to her tortured nipples.  
 
    Donovan hid his smile as he cupped her breasts, moving his palms gently over the engorged, tender nipples, soothing away the pain. “Pretty intense, huh?” he offered, stating the obvious. Jordan didn’t reply.  
 
    When he gauged she was sufficiently recovered, Donovan unbuckled the belt and released the cuffs, helping Jordan regain her footing as she stepped away from the wheel.  
 
    “You’re doing really well so far,” he said. 
 
    “So far?” Jordan blurted. “You mean we aren’t done yet? Come on, Donovan. I can’t take much more of this.” 
 
    “Sure you can, Jordan. Don’t sell yourself short.” Donovan grinned.  
 
    “But—“ 
 
    He put two fingers to her lips, shaking his head. “No buts, Jordan. We’re not done yet. Turn to face the wheel, arms and legs against the X.” Again she opened her mouth to protest but he spoke first. “Just think about Rita. She’s probably got the club on speed dial by now, just itching to get the first pro session with Mistress Jordan. And once the word is out, you’re going to be as busy as I am, you can count on it. You don’t want to just be a Domme who goes through the motions, without the deeper level of real understanding you can attain if you choose to, do you? Don’t quit before the miracle, Jordan. Give the process a chance.” 
 
    Jordan closed her mouth, the glint of determination again appearing in her eyes, her small, square chin jutting forward in a show of defiant courage. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” he said. “There is nothing sexier to me than a strong submissive.” 
 
    “I’m not—” Jordan began. 
 
    “I know, I know. You’re not a sub. So you say.” Donovan pointed to the wheel. “Go on, get in position facing the wheel.” 
 
    To her credit, Jordan obeyed without further protest, staying quiet and still as Donovan again locked her into the cuffs. Securing her at the ankle and wrists, he used the lower cuffs this time, allowing her to remain standing, her toes snugged in the space between the wheel and the floor. 
 
    Returning to the rack, he selected one of the thicker canes, which he knew would be easier for a novice to handle than one of the thinner, whippier canes that marked the skin far more easily. “I’m going to introduce you to the cane, Jordan. As you know intellectually, it’s very different from the diffused sensation of a many-tressed flogger. The impact of a cane, because of its shape and material, is very focused, very intense.” 
 
    He started slowly to warm and ready her skin, just tapping the fleshiest part of her ass for several minutes until he felt her relax, her muscles easing, her breathing slowed to something approaching normal. He began then to hit her a little harder, just enough to get her attention. He tapped the cane in steady, even strokes over the small, fleshy globes of her cute little ass. 
 
    Just a slight increase in intensity caused her to squirm and gasp, though she couldn’t move much, bound along the X as she was. He struck her harder, causing a long pink line to rise on her left cheek. For symmetry’s sake, he added a second line on the right cheek. 
 
    “Jesus!” Jordan cried. “This fucking hurts, Donovan. I can’t do it. It’s too much.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” Donovan countered. “You aren’t letting go.” He relented though, and set down the cane. He placed his hands gently on Jordan’s ass. As he stroked her hot skin he murmured, “Think about what you said to Rita. Remember? Something about pushing her sensual envelope. I liked what you said, Jordan. And that’s what it’s really about, isn’t it? Sensuality. Touch. Connection.” 
 
    He continued to stroke her skin, letting his fingers trail along the backs of her thighs. However much she protested that she wanted him to stop, he could feel her desire, sense her need. He could smell the spicy, delicate scent of her musk, and feel the throb of his own cock.  
 
    Jesus god, he wanted this woman. As much to distract himself from the nearly uncontrollable urge to touch the wetness he was sure he’d find between her legs, he again picked up the cane.  
 
    He warmed her skin, moving more quickly this time to a level of intensity he knew was hard for her to take, certain, though, that it wasn’t too much. He felt in perfect control now, master of his game, ready to take her where she needed to go.  
 
    He stepped to the side, drawing his arm back and letting the cane crack against her skin, this time leaving not just a line, but a rising welt.  
 
    Jordan screamed.  
 
    Power surged through Donovan’s body, pooling in his throbbing cock. At the same time, a deep, fierce tenderness filled him, and he wanted in the worst way to take this trembling, sexy woman into his arms. He wanted to kiss away the pain he himself had inflicted only a moment before. He was surprised by the intensity of his own reaction with a woman he barely knew. He needed to rein in his feelings.  
 
    Focus on the scene.   
 
    “What was it you said to Rita, Jordan? You wanted to take her to the edge of what she thought she could handle, right? And if she proved herself worthy”—he struck her again, adding a second welt—“you would help her move past it, to a place of true submission, true surrender.” Jordan’s hands were clenched into fists over the cuffs. “Let me do that for you,” Donovan urged. “Let me take you where you’ve always needed to go.” 
 
    He set down the cane and reached for a long-handled riding crop. He smacked the looped rectangle of leather against Jordan's ass, a steady thwacking against one cheek and then the other, the sound punctuated by her breathy, mewling cries.  
 
    Her ass was a lovely cherry red now, with several beautiful welts on each cheek. Her breathing had deepened and slowed, the panic easing from her body as she began to surrender at last.  
 
    He reached once more for the flogger, and began to flog her body from ass to shoulder and back again in a steady rain of stinging leather. She groaned, a guttural, primal sound, utterly feminine and deeply arousing. It was all Donovan could do to stay focused, but he managed through an act of sheer will. 
 
    He continued to flog her, even harder than before. Jordan moaned softly with each stroke. Her head had fallen back. Her lips were parted, her eyes closed. Her fingers were unfurled, her body limp, though held fast in its bonds.  
 
    “Yes,” Donovan whispered in awe, thrilled as he always was by a submissive’s total surrender. He continued for a few minutes longer, slowly easing the stroke of leather until it was back to a gentle caressing swish, soft as butter against her heated skin. 
 
    Finally he set the flogger down and released Jordan from her bonds. “You did it, Jordan. I knew you could.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan drifted in an altered state—not quite conscious and yet at the same time keenly aware of what was going on around her. She felt a deep sense of utter wellbeing. The feeling was unfamiliar and yet welcome, as if she’d been seeking it without knowing it, unaware of its lack until this moment. She let herself fall back into Donovan’s arms, as trusting as a baby that he would catch her.  
 
    He carried her across the dungeon into one of the private aftercare rooms. He settled on the sofa and gently deposited Jordan beside him. She would rather have stayed in his arms, curling into him like a child as he held her close.  
 
    No longer in the safe confines of Donovan’s strong embrace, some of the sensual lethargy that had settled over Jordan’s senses like a soft, snug blanket began to burn away and she suddenly remembered she was naked. There was a folded sheet on the cushion beside her, and Jordan reached for it, wrapping it around herself.  
 
    The skin on her back and especially her ass was still burning from the extended session. The experience had been at once scary and powerful. She had to admit she had a new level of respect for the subs who knelt so willingly at her feet. By the same token, she was deeply shaken by her own reaction to the scene, though she couldn’t yet tease out what part of it was simple sexual attraction to the sexy man seated beside her, and what part meant more.  
 
    “So,” Donovan said, pulling her from her reverie. “You get it now, huh? You see there’s more to this whole D/s thing than maybe you thought?” 
 
    Jordan turned to face him. “I have to admit, Donovan, I learned a lot today. It was quite an, um, intense experience.” She knew she wasn’t expressing herself very well but she didn’t have the vocabulary, nor if she were honest, the inclination to share her tumultuous feelings with the Master. Instead she asked with a nervous laugh, “So. Do I have the job?” 
 
    Donovan shook his head, smiling wryly. “Yes. Now that I’m confident you’ve at least had a taste of what it means to submit at the hand of another, I feel comfortable offering you the position.” His tone was light, but she sensed something else simmering beneath the surface. She knew it was just a matter of time before they got to the greater issue at play here. She felt a knot in her stomach. She wasn’t yet ready to admit her feelings on the matter, not even to herself.  
 
    Though she didn’t know him well, she knew better than to think Donovan would let her off the hook. And sure enough, he followed with, “Now, as to that bet of ours.” He let the sentence hang. 
 
    “Um,” Jordan said nervously, stalling for time. “What were the terms again? You had this crazy idea I’m secretly a sub at heart, right? I think we can rule that out pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Come again?” Donovan made an exaggerated expression of confusion. “That wasn’t the bet, though I would argue with you, even so.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’d argue?” Jordan retorted, feeling some of her old dominant fire returning. “Subs get off on the pain. I endured it, yeah. But I definitely did not get off on it.” 
 
    “Masochists get off on the pain,” Donovan corrected. “But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt, even for them. It’s in how you process the pain, how you experience it. Which brings us back to the actual terms of the bet.” 
 
    Jordan stiffened, waiting, aware she didn’t really have a leg to stand on, and reeling from what this could possibly mean about herself. Her whole notion of herself as a Domme had been turned on its head with one session with the Master.   
 
    Donovan seemed to sense her capitulation, though she hadn't responded directly. “The terms of the bet,” he continued, “were that this process would help you uncover the submissive part of your psyche that I’ve sensed in you from the first time I saw you watching me on the stage.”  
 
    He turned to face her, capturing her gaze with his brilliant blue eyes. “Can you honestly look me in the eye right now and tell me you weren’t affected, deeply affected, both physically and emotionally, by what just took place between us?” 
 
    Flames of heat moved over Jordan’s cheeks and throat. She felt at once hot and cold, as if she were coming down with a fever. A part of her wanted to deny it—to refute his allegations, to pretend she hadn't felt what she’d felt, hadn’t been shaken to her very core by the depth of her own reactions.  
 
    As if reading her mind, Donovan reached for her hand, taking it gently into his own. “It’s not a sign of weakness, Jordan. Surely you see that? To submit takes great courage. I felt your courage today. You were afraid, but you rose above the fear. You accepted the challenge and embraced it.”  
 
    Jordan found herself unable to speak, all the sassy, smartass retorts she should have had at the ready completely wiped from her repertoire. She stared mutely at the handsome Dom, wrapped in his spell as surely as a fly in a spider’s web. 
 
    Finally he let go of her hand and stood, breaking the mood between them. Jordan leaned back, as if suddenly released, and breathed a long sigh of relief.  
 
    Donovan shoved his hands into his pockets, cocking his head in her direction. “I take it from your silence that you agree with me, Jordan. I have won the bet, and I fully intend that you will fulfill its terms. Today was just a taste of what I plan to give you. Tomorrow is Sunday. I will expect you at my house no later than one o’clock. You can pack a bag if you want, but you won't need much.” He flashed an evil grin, his blue eyes sparkling.  
 
    He held out a hand and Jordan took it, allowing him to help her to her feet. The sheet still wrapped around her body, she made her way to the changing room, where she’d left her clothing in a neat pile on a bench. As she pulled on her things the full import of what had just happened really began to sink in. 
 
    If today was just a taste, what in the world could she expect from two solid days and nights at the mercy of the most compelling Master she’d ever met? 
 
    “Holy cow, Jordan Anne Heller,” she muttered aloud. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into now?” 
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    Jordan stood at the front door of a small two-story white house with green shutters flanking the windows, her wheeled suitcase beside her. Excitement and uncertainty warred inside her. She must have been temporarily insane when she agreed to the bet. What the hell had she signed herself up for? If she were honest, though, brutally honest, this was about more than the bet. The Master was super sexy. He had to be attracted to her to even make such a bet in the first place. What had he said? Forty-eight hours as his personal sex slave. Not just his slave, but his sex slave.  
 
    A little shiver of erotic anticipation moved its way through Jordan’s body at the thought of Donovan making love to her, but did she really have to go to such an extreme to get him into bed?  
 
    Okay, back to the brutal honesty. There was more going on than just sexual attraction. Whatever had happened the day before had unlocked a door hidden deep inside Jordan she hadn't even been aware was there. Though she didn’t necessarily agree with Donovan’s characterization of her feelings as submissive, her curiosity had certainly been piqued. Not one to turn her back on new experiences, she would push forward and learn more about this part of herself. If nothing else, it would make her a better Domme.  
 
    That didn’t mean she wasn’t nervous. Though it had been a very busy and exhausting Saturday night at the club, and she hadn’t made it home to her apartment until after three, she’d been wide awake by ten, too keyed up by the thought of what was in store to fall back asleep. She’d waited until noon to text Donovan, not wanting to disturb him before then. He’d texted back immediately with his address, telling her to come on over when she was ready. 
 
    She looked for the doorbell. Not seeing one, she lifted the heavy brass doorknocker and let it fall against the door. As if he’d been standing just on the other side, the door swung open and there stood Donovan, his dark hair wet, his cheeks smooth from a recent shave. He had on a light blue T-shirt that made his eyes look even bluer than usual. He wore black jeans and his feet were bare. 
 
    “Hi,” Jordan said, feeling suddenly shy. 
 
    “Come in, Jordan.” Donovan stepped back, gesturing her inside. She found herself in a small foyer. She could see a living room through the arched opening to her right. At the back of the foyer there was a stairway that led to the second floor. 
 
    Donovan eyed Jordan’s suitcase. “Whatever’s in there, you won’t be needing much more than your toothbrush.” He flashed a wicked grin and Jordan drew in a breath, her stomach fluttering madly. Was she really going to go through with this? Was she nuts? 
 
    Donovan reached around her, shutting the front door and turning the deadbolt. His shoulder brushed hers as he moved and she caught a whiff of his scent—part soap, part aftershave, part pure male, and her nipples hardened in response. He stepped back and looked her over, his eyes sweeping her from head to toe and back again. Jordan fidgeted a little under his gaze. He hadn't told her what to wear, so she’d just dressed as she always did on her days off, in a casual knit top and jeans, sandals on her feet. She wondered if her nipples were poking through the lace of her bra and the cotton of her T-shirt but she didn’t want to look down to see.  
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    Though she’d heard him plainly enough, Jordan stalled for time. “I’m sorry. What?” 
 
    “Strip. I want you naked. Subs don’t wear clothing in my house. Not unless they earn it.” He stared at her, waiting for her to obey. She could feel the power of his will and, though her mind remained in turmoil, her fingers began to obey him. She found herself reaching for the hem of her shirt, which she grasped and lifted over her head, letting it fall to the floor. She kicked off her sandals, unzipped her jeans and pulled them down her legs. 
 
    Donovan’s eyes were burning holes into her skin, and she felt it heating as if he’d lit a pilot light inside her and turned up the flame. He’d already seen her naked, and she wasn’t especially shy about her body, so what was the big deal? 
 
    “Go on,” he said in a quiet but firm voice. “Everything.” 
 
    Swallowing, Jordan reached back and released the clasps of her bra, letting it fall forward. She dropped it onto the pile of clothes on the floor beside her. Finally she hooked her fingers into the waist of her panties and slid them off, kicking them aside.  
 
    “Donovan, I’m not sure—” Jordan began. 
 
    Donovan touched her lips with his fingertips. “Shh. No talking right now.” He let his hand fall, but she could still feel the imprint of his touch on her mouth. “For the next forty-eight hours, you will only speak when answering a direct question or when I give you permission. When you do speak you will address me as Master or Sir. Got it?” 
 
    Jordan opened her mouth to protest but stopped herself. He wasn’t doing anything unusual. She would have given a sub boy the same instructions at the beginning of a scene. He was just playing the role of her Dom for the next forty-eight hours. She’d agreed to the terms of the bet, so why not play along? 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she answered. 
 
    Donovan nodded. “That’s better. Come have some coffee. We’ll talk about my expectations for the weekend.” He turned and walked through the short hallway, not looking back to see if she followed. Not knowing what else to do, Jordan did follow.  
 
    They entered a small but cheery kitchen with natural wood cabinets and windows that let in the lemony summer sunlight on either side of an old-fashioned white enamel gas range. There were two ceramic mugs, a bowl of sugar and a small creamer on a table made from polished oak, set with four white chairs with red cushions on the seats.  
 
    Donovan moved toward the counter where a coffee carafe sat on its warmer. “Cream? Sugar?” he queried as he returned to the table and poured coffee into the mugs.  
 
    The coffee smelled wonderful and Jordan’s mouth watered in anticipation. “Both,” she said, feeling very odd to be naked in this man’s kitchen. She started to sit on one of the chairs, but Donovan stopped her. 
 
    “Subs don’t sit on the furniture without permission.” He pointed to a red cushion under the table that matched the ones on the chairs. “Pull that out and kneel on it. Hands clasped behind your back.” 
 
    “But how will I—”  
 
    “Jordan, close your mouth!” Donovan barked. Startled, Jordan did just that. Donovan again pointed to the cushion. In a gentler tone, he said, “Kneel there. Stop anticipating everything I do and say. Stop anticipating, period. Your job, your sole job for these two days, Jordan, is to obey and respond. Nothing else. You are not running this show. You need to let go. Of everything.” 
 
    He continued to point at the cushion and Jordan found herself slowly sinking down onto it. She knew he was right. She wouldn’t have tolerated one of her sub boys continuing to speak and to question her after she’d told him to be quiet. Okay, so she wasn’t a sub—that was understood—but at least she could pretend to behave like one. It was, after all, just part of the scene, part of the game.  
 
    “Hands behind your back,” Donovan reminded her as he sat down on the chair beside her. Jordan did as ordered, watching as he stirred cream and sugar into one mug, and just a bit of cream into the other. He lifted his mug and took a long sip. Setting the mug down, he lifted the other and leaned toward her, holding it near her mouth. The coffee-scented steam rose tantalizingly into her face.  
 
    “I’ll hold it for you while you drink. You ready?” Donovan said.  
 
    The coffee was hot! What if he spilled it on her? It took every bit of self-control not to insist he let her hold the mug and drink it herself.  
 
    Stop anticipating.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Donovan placed the lip of the mug against Jordan’s mouth. She opened her mouth a little and he tilted the cup carefully, letting a small bit of the hot liquid spill onto her tongue. The coffee was excellent, strong but not bitter, and Jordan savored the taste as she swallowed. He gave her several more sips and then set the mug down. As he drank from his mug he continued to look at her, his eyes moving with lazy, sensual appreciation over her bare breasts and lingering on the auburn patch between her legs. 
 
    Jordan felt suddenly self-conscious about her pubic hair. She knew the trend these days was to be completely shaven. On the BDSM porn sites she liked to visit from time to time pubic hair had become the exception, not the rule. She did groom herself, keeping her labia and bikini line smooth and soft, but she’d never wanted to shave herself bare. She’d always thought it smacked too much of submission, and Jordan Heller was nobody’s sub. She might be playing one for the weekend, but she’d be damned if she’d shave for the part! 
 
    If Donovan knew what she was thinking, he made no comment. He set down his mug and lifted hers again, holding it carefully to her lips and letting her drink until the coffee was gone.  
 
    “More?” he asked. 
 
    Jordan started take shake her head no and then caught herself. “No thank you, Sir.” 
 
    Donovan took another sip from his mug. Setting it down again, he turned to face her. “For the next two days you will do nothing without my permission. You won’t eat, use the toilet, shower or orgasm without my express permission and direction. Though I am aware you’re untrained as a sub, you are familiar with D/s protocol and as such I will expect more of you than a typical sub-in-training.  
 
    “I’m going to introduce you to an array of erotic tortures and sexual assignments as a way to gauge your response to various stimuli. I want to explore and expand on your reactions at the club yesterday. I want to understand what precisely excites you, what frightens you, what touches that inner core of submission. I know it probably seems right now like I’m just out to have fun with you, but there really is more to this. I think if you can actually connect to this basic part of yourself, it will open up a whole new vista of experience and depth in your life. You with me so far?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    But was she? Yes, she understood what he was saying, but he was certainly far more convinced than she was about this so-called submissive core of hers. Then she thought about the scene the day before—the feel of the flogger striking her skin like a dozen stinging fingers, the slicing cut of the cane, the rising surge of feeling that was part panic, part thrill and finally all encompassing. She’d been completely overwhelmed by the experience and while her mind had tried to reject it, she couldn’t deny that some kind of fuse had been lit inside her, something that continued to sparkle and burn deep in her gut. 
 
    Donovan reached for her, his fingers grazing her cheek and trailing along her neck. Leaning forward, he moved his hand so his thumb and forefinger pressed against her throat just beneath her jaw. His hand was large and he tightened his strong fingers around her neck. Jordan gasped at the sudden, intense pressure. Her instinct was to pry his hands from her throat. She could feel her pulse beating wildly beneath his touch.  
 
    “Relax,” Donovan said soothingly, though he didn’t remove his hand. “My hand on your throat is just a reminder, Jordan. It’s a reminder that for the next two days I own you. I will control your every move and reaction, even down to the breath you take.” He squeezed a little harder and Jordan felt the pressure building behind her face. A sudden rush of panic surged through her and she whimpered.  
 
    His grip loosened just a little, though he kept his hand on her throat. He leaned closer, his face nearly touching hers. “Do you have what it takes, Jordan? Do you have the courage, the will and the desire to submit to the Master? Just your showing up today is enough for me. By your presence you confirm I won the bet and there is more to you than meets the eye. Beyond that, I don’t want you here against your will in any way. When I let go of your throat you will have a choice. You can bend down and kiss the top of my foot as a token of your willingness to submit to me wholly and without reservation for the next forty-eight hours, or you can stand up, return to the front hall and dress, and I’ll see you at work on Tuesday night.” 
 
    Though Donovan’s hand remained on her throat, all at once her panic eased, draining away as Jordan gazed into the blue eyes of the Master. Was it her imagination or was there a quiet longing behind the stern, dominant visage? Was this only about his desire to teach her, to reach her in some way? Or was it possible this self-possessed incredibly sexy man wanted her as much as she wanted him? 
 
    Donovan took his hand away, his eyes still fixed on hers. Though her heart continued to pound, Jordan felt a curious sense of calm as she leaned down, touching her lips to the top of Donovan’s bare foot and brushing it with a kiss. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Donovan had thought of little but Jordan’s arrival since the moment she’d agreed to the terms of the bet. He couldn’t wait to begin the fun, but if it wasn’t truly consensual, he wasn’t interested. When she kissed his foot, Donovan let out a breath he hadn't realized he’d been holding. This was it. The training would now begin. 
 
    “Stand up.” 
 
    Jordan rose from the cushion. Donovan stood too, reaching into the back pocket of his jeans. He held out four strips of black leather, each about six inches long with slits cut at intervals into them, and a silver clip sewn on the outside of each. They were new, purchased just for Jordan. From his other pocket he withdrew a handful of clips.  
 
    “Hold out your wrists,” he said. “You’ll wear these cuffs for the duration of your stay here, except when you bathe.” She held out her wrists and Donovan closed the cuffs around them one at a time, pushing the D ring through a slit and clipping it in place.  
 
    “Now your ankles.” Donovan sat on a chair and pointed to his knee. “Left foot first.”  
 
    Her feet were pretty, with high arches and long, straight toes. Her toenails, like her fingernails, were painted pearly pink. He secured the ankle cuffs, letting his fingers slide over the smooth skin of her muscular calf. He wanted to fuck her, but he recognized there was a lot he wanted to accomplish and that Jordan would need to achieve before she merited the gift of her Master’s cock.  
 
    Since that first time he’d seen her at one of his shows, he’d seen the burning embers of her submission hidden beneath the confidant swagger of her dominance. He believed he could be the one to fan those embers into flames of pure passion. 
 
    What might happen beyond that?  
 
    Donovan gave an internal shrug. Let the future take care of itself. He was interested in the now. He looked into Jordan’s eyes, which were wide, the pupils dilated. Her cheeks were gently flushed, her nipples standing at pert attention. A sudden fantasy of pushing her back against the kitchen table and fucking her then and there roared through his head like a freight train. He angled away from Jordan so she wouldn’t see the bulge of his erection as he pushed the image down. 
 
    Donovan moved toward a drawer where he kept various toys and pulled out a metal dog leash. Returning to Jordan, he said, “Put your wrists together.” He clipped the cuffs together and then attached the leash to the clips. Taking the leather handle of the leash, he tugged gently. “Let’s go. I’ll show you around.” 
 
    He led her out of the kitchen, pleased that she followed docilely. They went up the stairs, Jordan behind him by a few steps, her wrists held out before her. He led her first into the bedroom. He watched her take in the cuffs hanging from the corners of the four-poster bed, and the whips displayed on the wall above the bed. 
 
    “Oh,” Jordan said softly.  
 
    Donovan tugged at her leash to pull her from the room. “Meanwhile, let me show you my home dungeon. You’ll be spending a lot of time in there.” 
 
    He led her along the hallway to the second bedroom, which he’d converted into a fully equipped BDSM playroom. His cock hardened as he visualized this lovely young woman tethered in the black rubber spider’s web, or bent over the spanking horse, or hung suspended from the ceiling beams, her back and ass striped by the lash, her bare chest heaving in anticipation of more to come. 
 
    He led Jordan into the center of the room and removed the leash from her wrists, though he left them clipped together. He allowed her a little time to take in the space. As a Domme herself and active in the scene, he knew he didn’t have to explain the purpose of the equipment and toys. He couldn’t wait to get started.  
 
    Crossing to the sofa he’d installed against one of the walls, Donovan sat. “Jordan, your training begins now. You’ve committed to staying, and to doing your best to obey and to learn. We could start with a typical warm up session, not all that different from what you experienced yesterday at the club. Fact is,” he continued, “I’m feeling a little self-indulgent at the moment, and we’re going to start with a good, old-fashioned spanking. Get over here and lie on my lap.”  
 
    He rubbed his palms together in eager anticipation as the girl approached. He could see the hesitation in her eyes and feel her resistance. To her credit she came to him. He helped her into position as she lay awkwardly over his knees. He wished suddenly he was naked so he could feel skin on skin while he spanked her. 
 
    Not yet, he told himself. Not yet.  
 
    He felt a tremor move through her body as he stroked her back and ass. He cupped her rounded cheeks, noting one faint mark that still lingered from the whipping the day before. He would add more marks, many more, before the two days were over.  
 
    He thought of other women he’d marked over the years, some just casual play partners, others he’d had a serious relationship with, though those never lasted too long. All of them, to a one, had loved to go to the mirror after an especially intense session and twist back to see the marks of courage he’d painted on their flesh.  
 
    Would Jordan feel the same way? Or was she only going through this experience because she was stubborn as a mule and determined to prove she could do it? Time would tell, he supposed. For now all he needed to do was give this dominant sub girl a spanking she wouldn’t soon forget.  
 
    “I want you to relax. No squirming. It’s okay if you make noise, but don’t ask me to stop. I’ll stop when I decide.” He paused, stroking the satin of her skin. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately. Donovan could feel the tension she was holding in her body. If she were at all trained, he would have punished her for this hesitation in responding to a direct question, but as it was he just waited. He continued to stroke her, moving his palms over her ass and the backs of her thighs. He let his hands trail along her sides, pressing them against the soft, yielding curve of her breasts.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she finally whispered. “I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in years, Jordan thought of Billy, a college boyfriend. He’d called her his kinky partner in crime, as the two of them had explored budding BDSM fantasies in the privacy of his studio apartment. Billy was mostly masochistic, though still finding his way, while Jordan was just beginning to acknowledge her dominant impulses. Back then they didn’t have any of the BDSM toys she’d come to acquire over the years, though Billy was inventive with his use of wooden spoons and clothesline.  
 
    Mostly, though, they’d done just what Donovan was doing now. Spanking had been their foreplay of choice, and Jordan had even been on the receiving end a time or two. Though it had been little more than a game, Jordan had thought them sophisticated and wild at the time. The spankings had never been especially hard. It had been more about forbidden fun and pushing the envelope of acceptable behavior. D/s or the concept of erotic suffering had never really entered into it.  
 
    But Billy had been a boy, and Donovan was every inch a man. Jordan could feel the hard muscles of his thigh against her stomach. She could feel his power and his absolute control of the situation. She could feel her own lack of control, her wrists cuffed in front of her as she lay naked on his lap.  
 
    She couldn’t deny his hands felt wonderful moving over her body, massaging away her tension with his big, calloused palms and fingertips. As he touched the sides of her breasts, she had to stifle the impulse to moan, to roll over and reach for him.  
 
    “What’s your safeword?” Donovan asked. 
 
    “I don’t have one. I’m a Domme,” Jordan found herself retorting. 
 
    “Then I’ll give you one. Apple. I don’t expect you’ll need it, but if for some reason you can’t tolerate what is happening at any time over the course of the next two days, you can use it. You understand it’s a total scene stopper, right? You use it, you better sure as hell mean it.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course I understand,” Jordan replied, trying to keep the testiness out of her voice. He had stopped touching her while he delivered his little lecture. She wanted his hands back on her body, stroking her breasts and smoothing her back. At the same time, his words disquieted her. A safeword! Would things really get that intense? Apple, she said silently, committing it to memory.  
 
    “Okay, then. Time for your spanking.” 
 
    Like the pro he was, Donovan started with an easy, steady smack, warming her skin in a lightly stinging caress. Soon, however, his palm landed harder, the sound of contact cracking in the air. Jordan was determined to remain still. She would show the Master just how courageous and obedient she could be, whether or not there was anything to his assertion she was secretly submissive.  
 
    Suddenly the sting intensified. He wasn’t hitting her any harder, but he’d changed the shape of his hand and now each cupped blow landed with painful precision. Though she’d planned to stay quiet, an “Ah!” of pain pushed its way out of her mouth.   
 
    The next several blows hurt even more, and Jordan felt sweat prickling beneath her arms and on her forehead. She grunted, clenching her fists as if this could somehow help her handle the pain.  
 
    “Relax,” Donovan instructed from above. “When you tense, you bunch your muscles and that compresses the nerve endings and intensifies the pain. That’s not submission, Jordan. It’s resistance. It’s disobedience. Relax. Breathe. Flow with the pain. It’s a river. Let it take you.” 
 
    Easy for you to say. Jordan clenched her teeth to keep from snarling this at him. Still, she tried to do as he said, willing her muscles to unclench and drawing in a deep breath of air. Still his palm crashed against her, hard as wood against her throbbing cheeks. 
 
    She jumped when she felt the fingers of his other hand brush along the back of her thigh. They moved inward, pushing her legs apart and for a second Jordan forgot the stinging pain of the spanking. She gasped as his fingers touched her sex, tickling along her outer labia. She groaned as one digit slid its way into her opening. She could feel the clench of her muscles around the finger and her clit pulsed. 
 
    He continued to spank her as hard as or perhaps harder than before, but it was suddenly easier to bear, juxtaposed against the deep and arousing pleasure of his finger moving like a small, hard cock inside her. Again she groaned, but then grunted with pain as his palm crashed hard against her.  
 
    Keeping one finger inside her, he maneuvered until she felt a fingertip graze her swollen clit. In spite of herself, Jordan’s pelvis twitched, shifting to increase the pressure of his touch. She heard him chuckle softly over her head as his fingers were withdrawn from her sex. “Stay still, randy girl. You’re not in control here.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she stilled, though her clit throbbed. He spanked her without the sweet distraction of his other hand. It fucking hurt! If her hands hadn't been cuffed in front of her, she would have put them over her ass to shield herself from the blows. As it was, she had no choice but to endure the spanking, whimpering and again squirming beneath his hard touch despite his admonition to stay still.  
 
    When his fingers finally slid back between her legs, Jordan again groaned her approval. Forgetting herself, she writhed against his hand. It felt so good. This time he slid two fingers inside her. Jordan wanted more. She wanted to be fucked. She needed to be fucked.  
 
    Again that soft, confident laugh. Jordan would have bristled but she was too busy reacting to the steady, stinging blows of his hard palm intertwining with the intense, perfect thrust of his fingers inside her and the hot stroke of a fingertip at her clit. If only he would stop hitting her, damn it, then she could come! 
 
    The blows intensified and Jordan lost her sexual rhythm. Fuck, it hurts. It hurts, it hurts, it hurts. “No!” she cried, the word ripped from her mouth. “I can’t!” 
 
    Donovan didn’t reply. He kept right on smacking her, his other hand still buried between her legs. Finally exhaustion forced the tension from her muscles and Jordan found her fingers and toes uncurling, her body sinking heavily against Donovan’s legs. 
 
    “That’s it,” Donovan murmured encouragingly. “You’re getting there.” 
 
    His fingers moved at her sex, which felt swollen and very wet. Jordan moaned and sighed, both from pleasure at his expert touch and relief that the spanking had become easier to bear. Intellectually she recognized her nerve endings were probably deadening from the repeated blows, though he continued to hit her as hard as before. But was that all it was? 
 
    Whatever was happening, there was no question that she was going to come. His touch was the perfect combination of gentleness and intensity. She could feel the rising tremble in her loins and hear her own steady, uncontrolled moaning, made breathy as she panted through the pain of the spanking.   
 
    “Oh god, oh god,” she heard herself gasping. 
 
    His palm struck her mercilessly, while his fingers remained relentlessly perfect inside her. “You will ask permission to come.” He spoke so calmly while she writhed and panted on his lap, barely able to process his words, her brain short-circuiting against the steady onslaught of pleasure and pain. 
 
    Like a wave, her orgasm rose inside her, lifting her out of herself. She tried to speak, to ask, to beg. “Please, can I, oh god, oh fuck, oh…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The wave crashed, sending her tumbling head over feet, caught in its vortex, sucked down into the most intense, all-encompassing orgasm she’d ever experienced in her life. Dimly she heard the sound of someone keening and realized it was she. Her heart was smashing through her chest as she twisted and flailed on Donovan’s lap, her body lifted into an arc of nearly unbearable pleasure.  
 
    Finally she collapsed, completely spent, her body bathed in sweat, her heart thumping steadily against Donovan’s legs. She felt him release the clips that held her wrists cuffs together, and then his arms moved beneath her, lifting and turning her until she was cradled against him, her cheek resting on his chest.  
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she lay in his arms, her eyes closed, not quite conscious. Her mind felt blank, but it was a peaceful emptiness, like drifting in a vast, calm ocean, warm sun bathing her body, suspended in utter, perfect serenity. 
 
    When she finally opened her eyes, he was looking down at her as if memorizing the planes and angles of her face. When he saw her eyes were open, he smiled, a small, soft smile without a trace of arrogance. Still bathed in the afterglow of the experience, Jordan found herself smiling back. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she whispered and then parted her lips, lifting her chin in invitation. 
 
    Donovan leaned down, touching his lips to hers. They kissed lightly at first. She closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation of his mouth on hers. Then his kiss deepened, his tongue entering her mouth as he pulled her close. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, letting her tongue glide past his. This was good. It felt right. She could feel the hard press of his erection against her hip. He wanted her. He would make love to her now. Her cunt throbbed. In spite of the recent powerful orgasm, she was ready for him. She longed to feel his cock filling her.  
 
    She pulled away from his kiss long enough to whisper in his ear, “I want to fuck you.” She pushed at his shoulders, trying to shove him onto his back, the scenario already full-blown in her mind. She would undo his belt, pull the zipper of his fly open, drag the denim from his legs. Triumphantly she would grasp his erect shaft and bend down to lick away the drop of pre-come at its tip. Then she would straddle him, locking eyes as she eased herself onto him. 
 
    She wanted, she suddenly realized, to realign the balance of power. She wanted to make him mad with passion for her—to control his lust as she moved over him, riding him like a stallion, leading him by the rein of her feminine power to an orgasm that would leave him weak with desire and totally in her command. 
 
    “You do, huh?” Donovan grinned, remaining immobile against her attempts to move him into a supine position. Instead he closed his arms more firmly around her and stood, lifting her into the air. He set her unceremoniously on her ass on the floor and pointed to his bare foot.  
 
    “That’s something you’re a long way from earning. Now, kneel properly and thank me for the spanking and the orgasm. It’ll be the last one for a while. We’re going to move on now to a little basic training.” 
 
    Jordan felt the heat flooding into her face. A dozen retorts rose to her lips. Who the fuck did he think he was! He was smiling down at her with a shit-eating grin, his eyebrows lifting as if to say, What, you have a problem with that? 
 
    Then she remembered herself, and the bet, and what she had signed on for. If she balked now, he would win, or more precisely, she would lose. She had promised herself to approach this weekend with an open mind. She had been letting her cunt get in the way of rational thinking. If a sub had told her he wanted to fuck her while they were in the middle of training, she would have laughed in his face. At least Donovan hadn't done that! 
 
    Blowing out a breath, Jordan forced herself into position on her knees and leaned forward. Her ass still smarted from the spanking but embarrassment at his refusal had snuffed her lust, leaving only chagrin. Still, she knew the drill. Good little sub girls did what they were told. It was only for two days. Piece of cake.  
 
    She kissed the top of his foot. “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “One key feature of submissive behavior is putting aside your pride. Your role as a submissive is to serve, to honor and obey your Master without hesitation and without concern for your own pleasure or pride. It’s not enough just to go through the motions. A true submissive puts her Master before herself. Her sense of ego satisfaction is derived from pleasing and obeying her Master.” 
 
    They stood in the playroom facing one another. Donovan could almost hear Jordan’s decidedly unsubmissive thoughts at the assertion that this somehow applied to her. He watched the play of emotions move over her face, but to her credit, she kept her mouth shut. And what a lovely mouth it was, the lower lip full, protruding slightly as she listened. He wanted to bite it. He wanted to kiss her again. He wanted to fuck her. Oh god, he wanted that.  
 
    And she wanted to fuck him. Of course she did, after what he’d done to her. He wasn’t egocentric enough to think she really wanted him, Donovan the man. No, what she’d been reacting to was Donovan, the Master, and feelings he’d been able to pull from her during the spanking/titillation exercise. Which was in itself a good thing—if she was as hardcore a dominant as she tried to maintain, no way could she have come like that during a spanking. The fact that she then wanted to have sex was even more proof she was turned on by what had occurred, whether or not she was ready to admit it. 
 
    Her approach, however, had been decidedly dominant when she tried to push him over, her expression filled with masterful intention. It was that behavior he was determined to tame. Jordan was still operating off her feminine charms, which he had to admit were considerable. His goal by the end of the two days was to have her naked, not only literally, but metaphorically. He would show her the naked beauty and power of submission.  
 
    The fetch exercise would be a good place to start chipping away at her dominant armor. He held out the small red rubber ball. “Get on your hands and knees. I’m going to toss this ball and you will crawl to wherever it lands and retrieve it with your mouth. No hands. Bring it back to me and place it at my feet.” 
 
    Jordan’s brow furrowed, her mouth pulling down into a frown. Donovan moved quickly to close the space between them. He slapped her right cheek. Jordan gasped, bringing her hand to her face, her eyes wide with shock.  
 
    “There are different forms of disobedience, as you well know,” Donovan said firmly. “One important aspect of control, young lady, is learning to control your expression. You’re here right now as my sub, don’t forget. If you don’t like something I tell you, or you have a real concern about being able to follow an order, you may ask for permission to speak. I will listen to your concerns and make my decision. You will not scrunch up your face like some bratty kid. Is that understood?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed, but Donovan stared her down, pleased when the fire went out of them and her brow smoothed. “Yes, Sir,” she said softly.  
 
    He pointed again to the carpet. “On your hands and knees.” He waited for her to obey. Then he tossed the ball lightly across the floor. Jordan didn’t move, as if waiting for Donovan to tell her he was kidding. He crossed his arms over his chest. He would give her five seconds, and then he would punish her.  
 
    One. Two. Three. Four. 
 
    She began to crawl in the direction of the ball. Donovan admired the sway of her ass as she headed toward the corner where the ball had rolled. She bent down, biting the small ball and turning back toward him. Despite his admonition to control her features, he could see the fury in her face.  
 
    They would have to work on that. 
 
    She returned to him and lowered her head, dropping the ball beside his left foot. Donovan reached down to retrieve it and tossed it again. Again the mutinous stare, but this time she began to crawl after only two seconds. She brought the ball back and again he tossed it. With a little sigh of impatience, she again crawled in the direction of the ball. This time it had rolled beneath the spanking sawhorse and Jordan had to maneuver carefully to get the ball from between the legs of the horse but she managed.  
 
    When she dropped the ball once more at his feet, she made a show of spitting out bits of carpet fuzz. Donovan watched, tolerantly amused. He picked up the ball, wet from her saliva, and wiped it against his thigh. He moved toward the whip rack and withdrew a long-handled riding crop.  
 
    “You’re going through the motions,” he observed, “but you’re still exhibiting far too much pride. You move too slowly and you think too much. Let’s try this again with a little help from the crop.” 
 
    He tossed the ball again and this time when she began to crawl he walked behind her, smacking her ass and thighs with the crop. “Faster,” he admonished. “Move!” 
 
    She yelped but sped up, moving quickly over the carpet on her hands and knees. She bent for the ball, her ass lifting alluringly into the air as she did so. He could see the pucker of her little asshole and his cock hardened at the thought of penetrating it. Was she an anal virgin? Not that it mattered.  
 
    She twisted back, the ball in her mouth. She dropped it by his feet, looking hopefully up at him. He retrieved the ball and tossed it again, and her hopeful look slid away, replaced again with a bratty expression. Silly girl. She was her own worst enemy. 
 
    He cropped her ass as she scurried along after the ball, which had rolled to the sofa, stopping just at its edge. “Be careful,” he warned. “If it rolls under there you won’t be able to get it. If you can’t retrieve the ball, I’ll have to punish you.” 
 
    “But—” she began to protest, before catching herself. She pressed her lips together. Donovan waited, watching her. She shifted, moving carefully as she lowered her mouth to the ball. It started to roll but she managed to get hold of it. Again she turned toward him, her expression triumphant.  
 
    Donovan pointed to the ground at his feet. She dropped the ball. He tossed it again. It was clear she was getting fatigued, but she was young and strong, and he prodded her along with the crop, forcing her to retrieve the ball again and again until all the mutinous fire had been extinguished from her expression and she sought only to obey. 
 
    Finally Donovan took the ball from between her teeth before she could drop it. “Good girl,” he said, patting her head. “You deserve a treat. Get up on your haunches and lift your arms like this.” Donovan demonstrated, bending his arms at the elbows and holding his hands up in front of his chest like an eager puppy begging for a bone. 
 
    Jordan didn’t move. She flushed, two red spots appearing like spots of rouge on her cheeks while her neck turned red. Donovan watched, fascinated at her level of resistance. He wasn’t used to dealing with someone like this. She was indeed a challenge.  
 
    “Pride,” he reminded her softly. Finally she sat back on her haunches and slowly lifted her arms into position. Donovan nodded his approval. “Better,” he said. “You’re like a little doggie waiting for her bone.” The flush deepened, but she managed to maintain her puppy pose. 
 
    Donovan left her there while he went to the treat drawer. He took out a small piece of Belgian chocolate from its gold foil wrapper and returned to her. “You like chocolate?” He held out the piece of candy.  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Open your mouth and stick out your tongue.” 
 
    She did as she was told. Donovan had a sudden erotically-charged fantasy of pulling out his aching cock and placing it there instead of the chocolate. He would have loved to hold her head in his hands as he eased his girth between her lips, pushing forward until his cock touched the back of her throat. Yes, he would do that. He would definitely do that, and soon. But first, the good little puppy had earned her chocolate treat. 
 
    He leaned down and placed the bit of confection on her pretty pink tongue and then patted her head. “Good girl,” he said, ignoring the sudden, reignited flash of defiance in her pretty green eyes. 
 
    They would work on that. Oh yes, they would. 
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    At lunch Donovan insisted on feeding Jordan, who knelt on the cushion at his feet. “It’s time to ratchet up the intensity, Jordan. After all, we only have a day and a half left.” 
 
    Jordan pondered this as she chewed. The time so far had already been pretty damn intense as far as she was concerned. But he hadn't asked for her input, and she offered none. She had come very close to outright refusing to crawl around like a dog, even though intellectually she understood the purpose of the exercise.  
 
    The spanking had been something else, more powerful and erotically charged than she’d expected, and the orgasm had been without question the most intense one of her life. Was that because of the spanking, or in spite of it? She honestly didn’t know. 
 
    After lunch Donovan led her back upstairs, this time to the master bedroom. “You need to pee?” he asked her. 
 
    Jordan nodded, and then caught herself and added aloud, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Donovan led her into the bathroom. She stood there waiting for him to leave the room. Instead he leaned against the counter, watching her in that amused, exasperating way she was coming to recognize as his go on, I dare you to refuse me look.  
 
    Biting back a sigh, Jordan lowered herself to the toilet and emptied her bladder. She kept her face averted from Donovan while she peed, though she could feel his eyes on her. When she was done and washing her hands, Donovan stepped to the toilet, lifted the lid, extracted his cock from his jeans and peed noisily into the bowl without the slightest trace of self-consciousness. It was easier for men, Jordan decided. They were used to peeing in public at urinals. It was no big deal to them. 
 
    They went back into the bedroom. “Get on the bed,” Donovan instructed. Now this was more like it. Bed equaled sex, right? Jordan was definitely ready for some hot, sweaty sex with this sexy man. She’d certainly earned it, hadn't she? 
 
    But Donovan wasn’t pulling off his shirt and unzipping his jeans. Instead, he opened the drawer of the night table and pulled out several coils of ropes and a shrink wrapped item. Setting the rope down on the bed beside her, Donovan stripped off the sterile wrapping to reveal a large stainless steel hook with a metal loop on one end, and two stainless steel balls like a tiny snowman welded to the curved end of the hook, one the size of a ping pong ball, the other the size of a golf ball. 
 
    “You know what this is?” Donovan held the ominous-looking device up for Jordan’s inspection.  
 
    She swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir,” she managed. She’d seen these on porn sites, but holy crap, he wasn’t actually going to use that on her, was he? 
 
    “Tell me,” the Master instructed. “Tell me in your own words what this is.” 
 
    “It’s an anal hook, Sir. Except there’re two balls at the end?” 
 
    “That’s right. I like this better than a single ball. It goes deeper into the anus than a single ball. And this ring loop is handy for rope. Too bad your hair isn’t long enough. If it was, I would use your hair to hold the hook in place. As it is, we’ll just use the rope.”  
 
    He pointed toward the ceiling and Jordan followed his gaze to a large eyebolt, one of several anchored into the ceiling above the bed. How many other women had been the subject, or should she say the object, of his erotic training? How many of them had been his lover as well as his sub? 
 
    She looked again at the anal hook and felt her ass cheeks clenching. Though she had experienced anal sex before, she had an aversion to what she thought of as “foreign objects” being put inside of her orifices, especially her ass. She watched with rising trepidation as Donovan pulled a tube of lubricant from the drawer.  
 
    “Permission to speak, Sir?” she ventured. 
 
    Donovan turned to her. “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m not sure… I mean, I don’t like things in my ass.” Jordan felt herself blushing but pushed on. “You know, things, foreign objects. It makes me nervous. Especially something like that, you know? It seems kind of dangerous. I’m not comfortable with it.” 
 
    Donovan looked at her thoughtfully. “Okay. I hear you.” 
 
    Jordan felt a rush of relief, but this gave way to confusion as Donovan took a hank of rope and began to loop it through the ring on the end of the anal hook. “What’re you doing?” Jordan blurted. “I just said I don’t like that. It makes me nervous.” 
 
    Donovan nodded calmly, though he didn’t stop what he was doing. “Yes. I heard you say that. I understand.” 
 
    “So…?” Jordan let the question hang. What was going on? 
 
    “So, that’s fine. You have registered your discomfort with this exercise. I have heard you and taken that into consideration. Now I want you to get on your hands and knees on the end of the bed, ass out. I’m going to insert this double-balled anal hook into that pretty ass of yours, and then I’m going to tie the other end with this rope to the hook in the ceiling. We’ll use a thinner cane this time, one that marks the skin more easily.” 
 
    Apparently seeing the look that must have been on Jordan’s face, Donovan grinned and shook his head. “Don’t worry. The three bywords are still at play here. The way I’m going to position you will not put you in danger. The hook is really just there to encourage you to stay still.” 
 
    “But…” Jordan bleated, dumbstruck. Was he serious? Jordan’s heart had kicked into overdrive. Was this the time to use her safeword?   
 
    Donovan set the hook and rope down and sat on the bed next to Jordan. He took her face into his hands and peered into her soul with his deep blue eyes. “Stop fighting me, Jordan. Let me take you to a new place. Trust me.” Jordan felt the panicked pounding of her heart easing as she stared into his eyes. She wanted to trust him. She wanted to give this a chance.  
 
    “But I’m scared,” she found herself saying. 
 
    “I understand.” Donovan nodded. “Fear in and of itself is not a bad thing. It can heighten an erotic experience, especially for someone like you.” 
 
    Someone like you… 
 
    Jordan no longer knew what this meant. He seemed so sure, yet still she resisted. Trust me. Slowly she nodded. She would try. She always had her safeword if things got too scary or too intense to handle. “Okay. Okay, Sir,” she finally agreed. 
 
    Donovan grinned. “Glad I have your permission, sub girl. Now, get on your hands and knees like I told you. Go on, move.” He stood, retrieving the hook and rope while Jordan moved into position on the end of the bed, her heart again kicking into gear. 
 
    She jerked forward when the cold, lubricated metal ball touched her sphincter. “Relax,” Donovan soothed. “The first ball is so small you’ll hardly feel it. We’ll take it nice and slow, as slow as you need.” He pushed the ball against her puckered entrance, his touch light but steady. Jordan squealed as the ball pressed past the ring of muscle, not so much from pain, but from fear.  
 
    Once it was in, Donovan gave her a minute to adjust. Then he said, “Okay, ball two now. You’ll feel this one more. Just relax. Let yourself enter a submissive state of mind. Open your body and your spirit to what I’m giving you.” 
 
    Jordan’s breath came shallow and fast, her gut lurching with rising panic. She didn’t know how to relax, not with this thing being shoved into her! She had no idea how to open her body, much less her spirit. 
 
    Apple.  
 
    That was all she had to do—just say the word and the action would cease. You can do it. Listen to him. Relax. Jordan had no idea where this small but insistent voice in her head came from, but she closed her mouth, pressing her lips together to keep from saying the safeword.  
 
    Donovan pushed at the gooey metal ball again and suddenly it felt as if Jordan’s ass was being split open. She screamed at the sudden, biting pain and then— And then, nothing. It didn’t hurt anymore. She nearly laughed with relief. 
 
    “Good job,” Donovan enthused. “It’s all the way in. Jesus, you look hot. Let me get the rope secured and then I’ll show you.” He climbed onto the mattress and stood. He reached up, knotting the rope that was tied to the anal hook over the eyebolt in the ceiling. Jordan could feel the tension of the rope against the hook now buried in her ass. This was far more effective than tying her down to the bed, she realized. She didn’t dare move, no matter what happened. 
 
    Donovan climbed off the bed and went into the walk-in closet on the side of the room. He came out holding a large mirror on a stand, which he placed beside the bed, tilting it until Jordan got a view of herself that made her gasp. The large stainless steel hook emerged from between her ass cheeks as if she were a side of beef suspended by the hook and rope. It looked, she realized, a lot scarier than it felt. 
 
    Donovan left the mirror where it was. He showed Jordan the cane he was going to use. It was shorter and thinner than the one he’d used at the club and would, she knew, pack a stronger, whippier sting. “Let’s make this a little more interesting,” Donovan said, again reaching into the drawer beside the bed. This time he extracted another shrink-wrapped package, which Jordan saw was a pink dildo with a small protrusion near the bottom she recognized as a clit tickler.  
 
    Donovan squirted lubricant onto the head of the vibrator and stepped behind Jordan. She could see him in the mirror, at least his lower half, as he placed the head of the vibrator between her legs. She felt the phallus being pushed into her cunt—another foreign object—but certainly easier to tolerate than the anal hook. She could feel the clit tickler nestling snugly between her labia. The fullness inside her ass and pussy were almost overwhelming. Yet at the same time, there was a certain erotic comfort to the fullness that surprised her.  
 
    Donovan turned the base of the vibrator and it whirred to life inside of her, the clit tickler vibrating along with the rest of it. It made the metal balls buried in her ass vibrate too and as odd as it was to admit it, it felt kind of nice.  
 
    “You have permission in advance to come. You don’t have to ask during this exercise,” Donovan informed her. As if she’d be able to come while being caned, with a freaking anal hook buried in her ass! 
 
    Jordan glanced at herself in the mirror, unable to stop staring at the huge silver hook emerging from her ass, tied with rope that hung at a forty-five degree angle to the ceiling. There was enough give in the rope to allow her some movement, but if she fell forward or jerked too hard, what would happen inside her? She shuddered at the thought, and reminded herself all she had to do was stay in position and she would be fine. 
 
    “You good, Jordan? Everything okay?” 
 
    Is that a trick question? she wanted to quip. Would he be okay with an anal hook shoved up his ass? Jordan forced herself to focus on the question in the spirit in which it was intended. She, too, checked with her subs once she had them in whatever position they would stay in for the duration of a session. He was only practicing proper D/s safety protocol.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied, just as properly. If things got out of hand, she’d just use her safeword. Donovan was a pro. He would stop the action instantly, she knew. 
 
    He started the caning lightly, the same as he’d done the day before at the club. It hurt more from the outset though, the sting more focused and pronounced. When the first real stroke landed Jordan jerked reflexively, which caused the hook buried in her ass to tug inside her. Was that dangerous? In spite of his assurances, she didn’t want to find out the hard way, and made a mental note to stay as still as possible. 
 
    She glanced sidelong again at the mirror. Her breasts swayed, the nipples fully erect at the tips, her back arched, her ass thrust out, the stainless steel hook rising lewdly from between her cheeks. She couldn’t see the upper half of Donovan’s body in the mirror, but she could see his hand, and the cane as it whipped over her skin. 
 
    The cane stung like a line of angry bees along her ass and thighs. Jordan twitched with each painful stroke, but didn’t dare move too much. The vibrator whirring inside her was also beginning to do its work, along with the tickler that was teasing her engorged clit. The mixture of pleasure and pain was confusing to her body, though her mind understood the purpose of the exercise. The Master was trying to blend the two for her, to show her that woven together they could be more powerful than either sensation alone.  
 
    She stopped thinking when the cane struck her body just where her ass met her thighs. A line of fire ripped its way over her flesh and she gasped in stunned pain. Before she could even form words of protest, another line of fire seared over her skin, just above the first one. She jerked and screamed but instead of stopping, Donovan caned her again and again and again. Jordan began to tremble, even while she knew she had to remain in position on her hands and knees, or risk jerking the anal hook from her body.  
 
    Apple. You can say it. 
 
    But she didn’t say it. She wasn’t sure why. Her cunt was throbbing, her clit exploding in a series of mini climaxes that distracted her, at least momentarily, from the relentless cut of the cane. She could hear the whipping, whooshing sound of the cane as it hurtled through the air in the split second before it landed against her skin.  
 
    She felt Donovan doing something to the vibrator, and suddenly it shifted to a higher level of vibration that transferred itself across the thin membrane that separated her vaginal and anal canals, and caused the metal balls in her ass to vibrate as well. Still the cane came crashing down in a steady blaze of fire, the whoosh of the cane now instantly followed by her agonized cries of pain. 
 
    At the same time the cane was welting her skin, the vibrator continued its work, lifting her into a fully realized and powerful orgasm. She jerked and felt the tension of the hook inside her, but she was unable to control her shuddering. The cane landed again and again on her flayed skin. Hot tears wet her lashes and blurred her sight as they fell like raindrops to the sheet beneath her.  
 
    She felt as if she were at the top of a cliff, panic about to propel her over the edge. She would fall, screaming and flailing, unable to break the fall, unable to save herself…   
 
    “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…” She heard herself whispering these words over and over, though it just sounded like an inarticulate muttering, a hiss of sound, interspersed with cries of pain and gasps of pleasure.  
 
    But Donovan somehow understood the words, because, dimly over the roar of her pounding heart and the steady whoosh of the cane, she heard him say, “You can. You are. You’re amazing, Jordan. You’re almost there. Let go, baby. Let it all go. This is what you were born for.” 
 
    The cane continued to strike her skin, and it hurt just as much as it had a second before. The vibrator continued to tease and titillate her cunt and ass until she thought she was going to pass out from the stimulation. Her tears continued to fall and her body continued to shudder and tremble. But the panic that had a moment before threatened to engulf her dissipated somewhat beneath Donovan’s encouraging words. 
 
    She was crying full out now, noisy, gasping sobs wrenched from somewhere deep inside her. She was again on the edge of the cliff, too exhausted now, and too overwhelmed to resist any longer. Closing her eyes, she leaned forward and let herself…slip…over the edge… 
 
    But instead of hurtling and tumbling down into her panic, she found herself floating, soaring like a bird wheeling high overhead. She was still inside her body—she could still feel the cane and the vibrator and the anal hook—but the pain was gone. Or rather, it had somehow transmuted into something different. Something not only bearable, but rather, something sublime. Something to be sought, embraced, taken deep inside.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, though no sound came from her. It didn’t matter. She continued to soar on the wind, a sense of the most pure and profound peace she’d ever experienced in her life settling over her like grace itself.  
 
    Vaguely she became aware of the vibrator being turned off and gently pulled from her body. And then the anal hook was removed, slipping painlessly from her ass. She remained on her hands and knees, actually unable to move, still caught in the trance that had lifted her out of herself so completely. She didn’t want to come back—she wanted to stay in this quiet, unearthly place of pure serenity. 
 
    She felt Donovan settle beside her on the bed. She didn’t resist him as he pulled her down onto her side. She was still crying, she realized, though now it was just tears coursing down her cheeks and sliding into her hair. He pulled her gently into his arms, spooning her from behind and wrapping his arms around her torso.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” he whispered into her ear as her heavy eyelids closed. “You’re safe in my arms. Take as long as you need to.” 
 
    She wanted to answer, to thank him for the amazing session, to wonder aloud what had happened to her and what it was she was experiencing, but she had lost the capacity to speak. She couldn’t even move or open her eyes, though she wasn’t asleep, not by any stretch. He seemed to sense this, and he didn’t press her, or try to make her talk. He just held her and his presence was warm and comforting as she slowly floated back into herself.  
 
    Then an overwhelming fatigue moved through her, as if she’d run three marathons in a row, or climbed the highest mountain in the world. She had come back into herself, she realized with a pang—she would have liked to stay wherever he’d taken her forever, but of course that wasn’t possible. The deep feeling of wellbeing had stayed with her, however, and she gave in to the fatigue, letting the heaviness move through her limbs. She sighed, a deep, satisfied sigh and snuggled back against Donovan’s warm, strong body as he held her in his arms. 
 
    She wanted to tell Donovan about what she’d experienced. Did he have any idea what had happened? She needed to share this amazing thing with someone. She tried to speak, but only managed to say, “Mmmm…”  
 
    And then she was asleep. 
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    There was a softness to Jordan’s features as she stared up at Donovan from her cushion on the floor beside the table. Her large green eyes were shining with a submissive glow. The sassy smirk that had lifted her pretty lips so often at the club was nowhere in evidence. Amazing what an anal hook and a cane could do, Donovan thought with an inward grin. 
 
    He’d let her nap while he’d prepared their dinner, proud he’d resisted the very strong temptation to get naked and take the girl then and there, the bet and the training be damned. He had every right to fuck her, of course. That had been part of the agreement, but he wanted to make the submission more real for her—more intense. And that meant keeping tight rein on his own sexual impulses in order to give her a more powerful experience. She had to earn his cock with erotic suffering and sacrifice. It would be the grand finale of the weekend. 
 
    He fed her another bite of pork chop, followed by a bit of roasted potatoes and then held the glass of red wine to her lips, careful not to spill its contents as she sipped. In spite of his resolve, his cock was hard as a bar of iron as he drank in the sight of the naked beauty on her knees. As much to distract himself as anything, he said, “I haven’t forgotten the way you were watching from the edge of the crowd when I did the hot wax scene with Linda. Your expression was priceless—part fear, part longing. I think we’ll recreate that scene after dinner, wax, whip and all.” 
 
    “Oh!” Jordan said, her eyes widening, her hand moving to cover her pubic mound. Donovan let his eyes linger pointedly on her hand. When she didn’t move it, he frowned.  
 
    “Are you forgetting yourself? You know better than that. Subs don’t cover their bodies. Are you looking for punishment?” 
 
    With obvious reluctance, Jordan let her hand fall away. “It’s just that…” she began and then trailed off. 
 
    “Just what? You have an issue with hot wax?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. Not exactly. It’s just…” Again she failed to complete her sentence. 
 
    Donovan reached down, placing his hand under her chin and forcing it gently upward as he looked into her eyes. “Jordan. Tell me what it is that’s bothering you.” 
 
    He suppressed a smile as a rosy blush moved over her cheeks, her small chin still cupped in his palm as he waited for her to continue. Finally she said, “It’s just that, well, you know, I’m not shaven. Dried wax and pubic hair can be something of a mess.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Donovan nodded, releasing her. He took a long drink from his wine and added casually, “Much harder to whip off too.” Jordan bit her lip and wrapped her arms protectively around her body at this statement, no doubt remembering the flick of the whip against Linda’s wax-covered body and imagining herself in Linda’s place. 
 
    “Position,” Donovan reminded Jordan, pleased that she dropped her arms, though her lower lip remained caught in her teeth. “There is a solution, of course.” When Jordan didn’t answer, he continued. “We can make you smooth first. From a purely practical standpoint, I like my sub girls smooth for precisely that reason—better access. Nothing hidden, no obstructions. By the same token, it’s a sensual offering—it indicates a willingness on the part of the sub to hide nothing, to hold nothing back from her Master. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Oh. I, um…” Jordan swallowed, looking sweetly flustered. “Isn’t that kind of drastic?” 
 
    Donovan shrugged. “Why? Hair grows back. It’s just for the weekend. I think it would make your submissive experience more genuine. And then there is the matter of the wax and the whip.” He let the sentence hang, again watching the play of emotions on her face, as transparent as if she were speaking aloud.  
 
    “Okay,” she whispered.  
 
    “You’re forgetting protocol, sub girl. How do you address your Master?” 
 
    Jordan’s eyes flashed with a dominant spark, but as he stared her down, she finally amended, “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    After dinner, he led her into the master bathroom. He got out a big, thick towel and placed it on the linen cabinet in the corner of the room. The cabinet was higher than the counters, the perfect height to provide easy access while he shaved her. He turned on the tap to get the water hot and got a large plastic bowl from beneath the sink. He filled the bowl and added a special scent-free massage oil he’d found worked very well for shaving sensitive skin. He placed the bowl, a pair of barber scissors and a fresh razor on the counter beside the cabinet and turned to Jordan. “Up you go.” 
 
    Jordan frowned. “Wait. What? I’m going to do it myself. In the shower.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “No, you’re not. I’ll do it. You just sit back and relax. Leave it all to the Master.” 
 
    She made no move. Donovan felt a sudden rush of irritated impatience. Was everything a fight with this willful girl? Patience, he reminded himself. Jordan still considered herself a dominant with him, even in the face of what she’d experienced so far. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and a woman who had identified as a Domme all her adult life wouldn’t suddenly become his willing submissive, even if he’d made her fly. 
 
    “Jordan,” Donovan said in a calm voice, as if coaxing a skittish animal. “Please trust me. I know what I’m doing. I can do it much better than you can do it yourself, bending and reaching in the shower. I’m using a safety razor and I know how to properly prep the skin. You’ve done beautifully so far today, Jordan. Don’t disappoint me now. Show me your courage and your strength of will. Submit with the grace I know you possess.” 
 
    Slowly she nodded and moved toward the linen cabinet. Donovan helped her up and positioned her so her ass balanced on the edge, her legs spread on either side of her offered cunt as she leaned back against the wall and rested on her elbows. 
 
    The desire to drop his jeans and push his cock into her soft heat nearly overwhelmed him, but Donovan kept himself under control and focused on his task. First he clipped away what he could of the auburn pubic curls, dropping the hair into the trashcan. Then he dipped a washcloth into the steaming, oiled water and draped it over her mons.  
 
    While it warmed her skin, he reached for her face and leaned down to kiss her. He’d just meant to kiss her lightly, lips closed, but she opened her mouth, her tongue gliding over his lips, which parted of their own accord. They kissed for nearly a minute, and Donovan had to force himself to pull away before he lost all control. 
 
    He took the washcloth from her body and reached for the bottle of massage oil. He squeezed several tablespoons into his hand and then gently stroked it into her skin. Taking the razor, he carefully shaved every bit of hair, moving his fingers along behind the razor until her skin was as smooth as a baby’s.  
 
    His mouth actually watered as he imagined putting his head down between her spread legs and tasting her silky sweetness. Instead, he helped her down from the cabinet and led her to the full length mirror. “There,” he pronounced. “It’s done.” 
 
    Jordan stared at her body, her mouth opening into a small O, though she said nothing.  
 
    “It’s time for your session,” Donovan informed her. 
 
    He led her to the playroom. She waited, watching while he placed a plastic sheet beneath the padded spanking horse. He retrieved a red paraffin candle the size of a large aerosol can from the toy cabinet, along with a box of matches. He lit the candle and set it carefully on the small table he kept near the spanking horse.  
 
    He had Jordan lie on her back over the horse. He positioned her so her feet were flat on the floor, her newly-smooth cunt fully exposed. He cuffed her wrists together beneath the horse and clipped her ankle cuffs to the legs of the spanking horse. He added leather straps at her calves and thighs, buckling her firmly into place against the legs of the spanking horse so she couldn’t move her legs an inch.  
 
    He stepped back to admire his handiwork. She looked beautiful tethered to the horse, her arched body accentuating her soft, full breasts tipped with dark pink, fully erect nipples and her smooth cunt, bared to reveal its petal-like folds. 
 
    Jordan’s eyes were on the candle, in which a small puddle of melted wax had already accumulated. Donovan lifted the candle and moved close to the naked, bound girl.  
 
    “You ready?” he asked softly, eager to begin the erotic torture. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied, a small tremor moving through her form.  
 
    Donovan held the candle high as he let the first drops of bright red liquid drop on Jordan’s stomach. She flinched as the hot wax made contact, though Donovan knew it didn’t hurt, not from the height at which he’d let it fall. He continued this way for a while, speckling her body with droplets of red. When he felt her relax some, he lowered the candle to increase the heat of the wax when it landed.  
 
    He aimed for her left nipple. This drew the first cry of actual pain, the breathy, erotic sound going directly to Donovan’s already hard cock. He let a series of drops follow the first, coating her nipple with the red wax. He did the same to the second nipple, as Jordan continued to gasp and jerk in her bonds. When Donovan was satisfied with the coverage, he let the candle glide down her body again, this time hovering over her smooth mons.  
 
    The first drop fell on freshly shaven skin. Jordan gasped. Donovan let several more drops fall, lowering the candle each time so she would feel the wax’s heat more intensely as it landed. When a drop splashed onto the hood of her clit, Jordan squealed, writhing in a vain effort to move away from the melted wax. 
 
    “Stay still,” Donovan barked. With his left hand, he spread Jordan’s labia wide to expose her cunt completely.  
 
    Jordan lifted her head to watch him with wide, frightened eyes. “No,” she cried, her voice trembling. “I’m scared. It’s going to hurt too much.” 
 
    “I won’t give you more than you can handle, Jordan. You can take a lot more than you think you can. You’re my brave girl. Show me how strong you are.” He watched her carefully. Her eyes were stark with fear. He waited a beat. If she said her safeword, he would set the candle down. But she said nothing. She nodded slightly and let her head fall back.  
 
    Thrilled, Donovan continued. He held the candle high to keep from burning her as he let drop after drop splash down onto the tender folds of her spread cunt. Jordan jerked, shuddered and moaned, but she was handling it beautifully. He didn’t stop until her cunt appeared to be covered by a red wax bowl.  
 
    Satisfied, Donovan blew out the candle and set it carefully on the table. He moved to the rack and selected a single tail whip. When he returned to her, Jordan lifted her head, her eyes coming into focus as she stared at the whip in his hand.  
 
    “Now,” he said with a wicked grin. “We whip it off.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    At first Jordan couldn’t feel the flick of the whip as its tip made contact with the layer of hardened wax covering her spread pussy. But she could hear it, and the snapping sound made her jump. 
 
    Then the wax cracked, bits of it falling away. The whip struck again, this time snapping against the tender skin of her mons. Jordan screamed. The whip moved, its tip flicking painfully over her stomach and breasts. Bits of red wax flew. When the whip curled around her nipple, Jordan screamed again. 
 
    She could feel the sweat prickling under her arms and pooling at the small of her back. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath, which shuddered from her in gasping pants. Her heart was thudding, skipping a beat with each fiery flick of the whip against her breasts, her nipples, her stomach, her mons. She strained in her bonds and whipped her head from side to the side, the only part of her body she could move.  
 
    The thought of her safeword slid into her mind but she shook it away. I can do this, she found herself thinking suddenly, furiously. I can do this! 
 
    But then the whip moved downward, returning to her cunt, flicking away the remaining wax. Jordan’s hands were curled into tight fists, her fingernails digging into her palms. Her body was shaking and her heart felt like it was going to explode out of her chest.  
 
    “Please,” she gasped. “No! Don’t do it. Don’t hurt me. I can’t take it!” 
 
    Donovan said only, “Trust me.” He continued to flick the bits of wax away from her spread, defenseless cunt. Somehow the Master managed to keep the fiery tip of the whip from making direct contact with her labia, though Jordan remained rigid with fearful anticipation.  
 
    The whole experience—being bound in that awkward, exposed position, feeling the sudden, wet singe of melted wax on her skin, and then the stinging kiss of the whip—had left her exhausted and terrified, but at the same time, also thrilled deep in her bones. Her body was thrumming with endorphins, but beyond the “runner’s high” of the erotic pain, something else was at play.  
 
     Jordan continued to tremble, but at the same time she became aware of the aching throb of lust deep inside her. Was it just system-overload at the hands of a pro? Was it just the fact she was naked and completely exposed to the relentless biting kiss of his whip? Or was it the man himself that pulled this fierce longing from deep within her?  
 
    Jordan’s mind began to empty as the Master continued to whip every bit of wax from her stinging, tortured skin. All she knew was that she wanted the Master with every fiber of her being. She longed for Donovan to set down his whip and instead drape her body with his. She ached to feel his cock thrusting deep inside her—filling her, claiming her.  
 
    As if reading her mind, Donovan at last lay down the whip. He bent over her, unclipping her cuffs and unbuckling the straps around her legs. But instead of stripping and positioning himself between her legs, Donovan put his arms beneath Jordan and lifted her from the spanking horse. He carried her a short distance to a large bondage table, where he lay her gently down. 
 
    Beside the table was another candle, this one set into a white square porcelain container about the size of a creamer, one corner shaped like a spout. Donovan lit the wick at its center. Jordan lay still, too spent even to protest, though she did not want any more hot wax dripped on her skin, which stung all over from the whip. 
 
    “You did great, Jordan,” Donovan said, his deep voice a sensual growl. He stroked her cheek, the tips of his fingers rough but welcome on her face, like a kitten’s tongue. “With each exercise you show me your true submission. Again and again I see it. Any Master would be proud to call you his sub.” 
 
    Though Jordan tried to tell herself his claims of her “true submission” were only so much nonsense, she couldn’t deny the hot rush of pride his words engendered. Not that she wanted to be anyone’s sub.  
 
    Did she? 
 
    “Don’t move,” Donovan ordered. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He said don’t move, but he didn’t say don’t look, and Jordan followed Donovan with her eyes as he walked to a corner of the large playroom. He opened a mini refrigerator and pulled something out of it. Turning on the tap in the small sink beside the refrigerator, he held whatever was in his hands beneath the running water for a few seconds.  
 
    When he returned to Jordan, he showed her what rested on a hand towel. Jordan stared at it, trying to figure out what the heck it was. It looked like a vibrator wrapped in a condom. “This is an ice dildo,” Donovan said, lifting the phallus from the towel and holding it up for her anxious inspection. “I love the dichotomy of fire and ice, of heat and cold, of pleasure and pain.” 
 
    He walked around the bondage table to stand between Jordan’s legs. “Feet flat on the table, knees bent,” he instructed, lifting her legs to help her into the position he wanted. He reached for a tube of lubricant on the nearby counter and squirted some over the head of the frozen dildo. Stepping between her spread knees, he placed the icy tip of it at her entrance.  
 
    Jordan tensed when he began to push the slick, fat ice pop into her. It didn’t hurt, but it filled her completely with its icy hardness. “Oooh, that’s cold!” Jordan blurted, shuddering. She started instinctively to wrap her arms around her torso, as if that would warm her, but Donovan stopped her.  
 
    “Arms at your sides. I’m not going to bind you on the table. You’re going to exercise self-control. You will lie still, arms at your sides, legs spread as they are now, feet flat. Make sure you keep that dildo inside of you. Don’t you dare push it out, no matter how cold it makes you. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jordan managed, though she shuddered as the frozen phallus chilled her from the inside out.  
 
    Donovan reached into the back pocket of his jeans and extracted a black sleep mask. “Once again,” he said, as he fitted the mask over her eyes, “I want you to simply accept what I do to you. Don’t anticipate. This blindfold will help in the process. Accept that you are my possession right now. Mine to do with as I will.” 
 
    Jordan let out a shuddery breath at this pronouncement, though in her bones she knew she was safe with this man. She could hear him moving beside her, and she caught a whiff of caramelized vanilla that she presumed must be the candle wax. The ice was melting inside its latex sheath, but was still a shivery, invading presence inside her.   
 
    Jordan felt something splash on her stomach and she squealed with fear, waiting for the burn. But instead of scalding wax, whatever it was on her skin was deliciously warm. Jordan hiccupped in her confusion and relief. She felt Donovan’s hand as he massaged what she realized must be oil into her skin.  
 
    “You know,” he said softly, his voice near her ear, “there’s such a focus on the erotic pain and sexual aspects of submission. But there’s a bigger picture, at least there should be. To complete the circle of a D/s connection, it’s important that the pain and sexual tension be balanced by the sub’s knowledge that she is safe and cherished.”  
 
    Jordan couldn’t stop the soft moan of pleasure that escaped her lips as Donovan rubbed the warm, scented oil into her breasts and stomach. Her nipples stiffened to points beneath his palms and she could feel a rush of sexual heat steadily melting the ice dildo inside her.  
 
    As Donovan continued to massage and stroke her body, Jordan could feel her heart and breathing slow. Her sexual desire hadn't abated, but only coiled more deeply inside her, glowing hot at the core of her being.   
 
    She groaned with unbridled pleasure when the Master’s fingers, newly slick with the warm oil, finally grazed her cunt. His fingers stoked her lust back into a blaze, despite the ice still melting inside her. She began to shudder, the rise of an orgasm moving like liquid heat through her body.  
 
    Then the hand was withdrawn. 
 
    Jordan couldn’t stop the sudden cry of dismay. She felt the blindfold being removed and she blinked for a few seconds as her eyes came into focus. Donovan was standing just beside her head, his crotch level with her face. She couldn’t help but notice the substantial bulge in his jeans. 
 
    “Slide up on the table so your head is hanging off the end,” Donovan instructed. Jordan bit back the sigh of sexual frustration as she forced herself to move into the ordered position. What was he planning now? 
 
    Don’t anticipate. 
 
    Donovan pulled off his shirt, revealing his muscular chest, the pecs well-defined and covered with dark curling chest hair. While Jordan admired the eye candy of his broad shoulders and sexy chest, Donovan unbuckled his belt and then unbuttoned and unzipped his fly. Jordan watched hungrily as he pulled the jeans, along with his underwear, down his thighs. His cock was as big as the rest of him, the fat head bobbing inches from her face. He moved to stand just behind her head.  
 
    “Open your mouth wide. Don’t try to do anything except receive me. Keep your throat open. If you can’t breathe and it’s too much, you can close your hand into a fist and then open it. But only do that if you think you might pass out. Otherwise, accept that I’ll keep you safe. I’ll pay close attention to your body and your reactions. All you have to do is take what I give you. Can you do that, Jordan?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jordan breathed, her eyes fixed on his huge erection. She was good at giving head, and loved doing it. One of the things she loved about it was the absolute control it gave her over a man. But the Master had completely turned the tables on her, taking away every vestige of control by the position he’d placed her in, even down to controlling her very breath with his cock. 
 
    She opened her mouth and Donovan moved closer, placing the head of his cock against her tongue. He moved forward slowly, his cock filling her mouth and gliding along her tongue until the head was lodged at the back of her throat. He remained that way for several long seconds, during which Jordan realized she couldn’t draw her breath. In the position she was in, his cock was effectively blocking her windpipe. He was, as he’d promised, literally controlling her ability to breathe. 
 
    A surge of panic shot through her at a gut level, but she willed herself to remain calm. Time after time Donovan had proved she could trust him. I’ll keep you safe. He was paying attention. She didn’t have to anticipate or worry or think at all. All she had to do was relax and accept what he gave her.  
 
    A burning sensation began to mount in her lungs and desperately she willed herself to be calm. A silent scream was building inside her when he finally stepped back and withdrew his cock from her gaping mouth.  
 
    Jordan gasped for air, gratefully sucking in the oxygen. Donovan didn’t give her much recovery time, however, his cock again sliding back into her mouth. He repeated the exercise over and over, until Jordan’s entire focus, her entire world, was his cock filling her mouth and throat. 
 
    During one especially long time during which he kept his cock deep in her throat, Jordan felt herself becoming lightheaded. Even so, that initial surge of panic didn’t return. She could trust the Master. He would never let harm come to her. She was his vessel, to be used as it pleased him. This realization at once shocked and thrilled her. What was happening to her? 
 
    Finally he began to move faster, his rock-hard cock thrusting in and out of her mouth. At the same time she felt his fingers at her cunt, and then the ice dildo, now mostly melted, was pulled from her body, leaving her empty and aching to be filled.  
 
    “Lift your hips,” Donovan ordered in a husky voice. “Keep your legs spread and offer your cunt. Stay in that position, no matter what I do to you.” 
 
    Eagerly Jordan obeyed, so aroused she knew she would come from just a few strokes. She grunted in startled surprise against the cock filling her mouth when, instead of stroking her, he smacked her cunt hard. Instinctively she lowered her body, her legs slamming shut. 
 
    “Back in position!” Donovan barked. “Now!” 
 
    Jordan obeyed with a peculiar mix of reluctance and desire, her throbbing cunt still stinging from the blow. He struck her again, but followed up this time with a soothing, sensual stroke of his fingers, which instantly erased the sting. Again and again he alternated between stinging swats and sensual strokes. Jordan shuddered and trembled, struggling to accommodate his girth down her throat while processing the onslaught of pleasure and pain he delivered with his hand. 
 
    When he pressed his finger inside her, his palm grinding against her clit, Jordan realized she was coming, and there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop it. She couldn’t even ask permission, not with the Master’s huge cock thrusting in and out of her mouth. She bucked against his hand, mewling ineffectually against the shaft pummeling her mouth and throat. All at once he pulled out, leaving her gasping, tremors of her orgasm still wracking her body.  
 
    Leaning over her, he took his cock in his other hand, while still keeping one hand on her spasming cunt. He groaned softly and she felt hot spurts of jism landing against her chest and breasts. Finally he pulled his hand from her cunt. She could smell the redolent scent of her juices and his, and despite the orgasm, her cunt continued to ache with longing. 
 
    Donovan stepped away from her, returning with a hand towel, which he used to wipe away his ejaculate from her body. He reached beneath her shoulders.  
 
    “Can you sit?”  
 
    Jordan nodded and he helped her to a sitting position on the bondage table. From there he helped her off the table, keeping a steadying arm around her shoulders until he saw she could stand on her own. 
 
    He moved to stand in front of her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You doing okay?” he asked, looking into her eyes, his full attention on her. 
 
    Jordan nodded, realizing suddenly it was this complete attention to his charge that made him so masterful, as much as his technique and skill. “Yes, Sir,” she said, holding back a nearly overwhelming impulse to wrap her arms around him and never, ever let go. 
 
    He looked into her eyes a moment longer and then stepped back, apparently satisfied. He grinned suddenly, his eyes sparking with fire. “Time for a hot bath and then bed. You should get some rest. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buzz, buzz…buzz buzz… 
 
    Donovan opened his eyes, his sleep-fogged brain trying to process the sound that was interfering with a very erotic dream. A part of his brain switched on, informing him it was his cell phone and he should answer it.  
 
    He sat up, reaching for the phone beside his bed, intent on sending the call to voicemail. He glanced down at Jordan, who was curled on her side at the foot of the bed, her cuffed and loosely chained hands tucked beneath the soft curve of her cheek. His cock, in full morning-erection mode, twitched with desire. 
 
    Buzz, buzz…buzz buzz… 
 
    Donovan focused on the phone screen, his finger poised over the decline call feature. Then he saw who it was. Shit.  
 
    Sliding out of bed, he grabbed the pair of boxer shorts he’d left on the floor by the bed and padded quickly to the bathroom as he took the call. He wasn’t scheduled for a shift today, was he?  
 
    “Gordon? What’s up?” 
 
    “Dude. Sorry to bother you so early but it’s kind of an emergency.” If Donovan hadn't seen Gordon’s name on the screen, he wouldn’t have recognized his voice. 
 
    “Whoa. You sound like shit. Flu?” 
 
    “I think so, yeah,” Gordon rasped. “I’m running a temperature. My bones ache.” 
 
    “Sucks. What can I do for you?” Donovan asked with a sinking feeling. 
 
    “It’s the Filmore Street Fair. I signed up for the vaccination tent but no way can I do it like this, obviously. Of course Mike will be there to run the thing, but with the crowds we’ve been having, he definitely needs a second volunteer. I tried Bernard and Mandy already, but neither one can get away this morning. If there was any way you could take my shift—“ Gordon interrupted himself with a long, phlegmy coughing fit.  
 
    Donovan glanced out the bathroom door at the sleeping beauty for whom he had lots of delicious, devious plans for the day. His brain was already forming his excuses when Gordon added, “Several of the homeless shelters in the area are working with us to get folks at risk for Hepatitis B vaccinated. There were lines around the block yesterday. The response has been huge.” When Donovan still didn’t answer, Gordon added, “It’s just for three hours, from ten to one. Can you cover for me?” 
 
    Donovan glanced at the wall clock—7:45. He sighed inwardly, his sense of duty superseding his intense desire to continue with Jordan where they’d left off the night before. “Okay, sure. I can do it. Give me the details.” 
 
    When he returned to the bedroom Donovan saw Jordan was awake. She was lying on her back, her cuffed wrists on her chest between her bare breasts, the sheet covering her lower half. A dozen hot scenarios flashed through his mind, but they would have to wait. Still, he could at least start the morning by making sure his temporary sub girl remained in the proper mindset, however fleeting any morning session would be. 
 
    “Good morning, Jordan. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “I guess so, Sir.” She held up her cuffed wrists. “I mean, as well as can be expected. I’ve never slept in chains before.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” Donovan replied with a grin. “Do you need to use the toilet?” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Come on, then.”  
 
    Jordan slid out of bed, her movements made somewhat awkward by her cuffed wrists and ankles. He’d chained both sets of cuffs before directing her to climb into bed the night before, leaving plenty of play in the chains. They were intended to be more of a symbolic reminder of her status than an actual restraint. 
 
    He’d had to exercise his own restraint with a vengeance, overruling his powerful desire to pull the naked girl at his feet up into his arms. He knew if he’d done that, however, he would not have been able to control his need to fuck her. Which he would do before their time together was up. But not yet. Not yet. 
 
    His cock hardened as he watched her hobble forward in her chains, making her way toward him. When she stood before him, a lock of red hair falling into her eyes, Donovan instructed, “Hold up your wrists.” He released the chains and removed the cuffs.  
 
    Jordan gripped her wrists, her fingers stroking the area that had been covered with leather since she’d arrived the day before. Crouching, Donovan released the ankle cuffs as well, leaving the restraints on the bureau before leading Jordan into the bathroom. 
 
    He watched as she sat on the toilet. As before, she kept her face averted while she peed. Suddenly she looked up with a grimace. “Donovan, uh, Sir,” she said, her tone urgent. “I have to—can you leave me alone? Please, I really need to…” She trailed off, the sentence incomplete though her meaning was clear. 
 
    Donovan shook his head, amused. “After what you’ve experienced so far with me, do you really think there’s anything left to hide, Jordan? A sub keeps nothing from her Master. Nothing. Modesty is not an option in a fully-realized D/s relationship.” 
 
    Jordan groaned softly, a mutinous expression moving over her very expressive face. Donovan decided to cut her a little slack since she wasn’t, after all, his sub girl. He didn’t leave the bathroom, but he did turn away, heading toward the sink. He turned on the water and busied himself brushing his teeth, sneaking surreptitious glances in the mirror at the girl as she emptied her bowels, her face flaming red. 
 
    When she’d flushed the toilet, Donovan turned on the shower. “I put your shampoo and conditioner in there. Don’t worry about grooming. I’ll take care of that for you later. Right now just wash up quickly, and then present yourself for inspection in the bedroom. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
     While Jordan showered, Donovan went to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. He couldn’t decide if he should leave her at home or take her with him. He could, he realized, explain the situation and send her on her way. After all, his point had certainly been made—despite her dominant persona, at her core Jordan was deeply submissive, at least with him. Even as the thought of letting her go early occurred to him, he dismissed it out of hand. The bet had been for forty-eight hours—it wouldn’t be fair to either of them to cut it short. 
 
    He knew he was lying to himself. It wasn’t really about fair, was it?  
 
    It was about desire.  
 
    Donovan pushed this thought aside. If she had hired him to train her, rather than just fulfilling the terms of their bet, he wouldn’t have given his decision two thoughts. He would have left her at home, properly naked, with specific tasks to complete during his absence. But she hadn't hired him, and she wasn’t a sub in training.  
 
    She was—what was she?  
 
    A beautiful young woman who had responded to each new experience with passion and honesty. A strong, sassy spitfire of a girl who had previously defined herself as purely dominant, but appeared to have the courage to embrace the submissive part of herself he was helping her to uncover and explore. The bottom line, he realized, was that he didn’t want to be apart from her, even for four hours.  
 
    He returned to the bedroom, coffee mug in hand. Jordan was toweling her hair in the bathroom. She caught his eye in the mirror as he sat on the bed. She hung the towel on a rack and came out of the bathroom, her hair damp and sweetly tousled, her skin rosy. She stopped in front of him, crossing her arms uncertainly. 
 
    “Hands behind your neck, back arched, feet shoulder-width apart,” Donovan instructed. He stood, setting the mug on the night table, and approached the naked young woman. Her breasts were thrust out provocatively by her position, and he resisted an impulse to dip his head and take a nipple into his mouth.  
 
    Instead he put his hand on her throat, his fingers pressing lightly on either side of her jaw. He watched her face as he applied gentle but steady pressure. She reacted as she had the first time he’d done this—her eyes widening, the pupils dilating, her lips parting, her breath quickening. Clearly this was a trigger for her—the hand on the throat did more than a thousand words could do to place her quickly into a submissive headspace.  
 
    When he released her throat, she sighed, leaning slightly forward, her body language as clear as any spoken word. Don’t stop. Interesting. He would love to explore breath play with her, but not now. There was no time this morning. 
 
    Instead he moved his hands along her arms, stroking her armpits with his fingers and then drawing his hands down her sides and back up to her breasts. While staring into her eyes, he found her nipples, feeling them stiffen and swell as he rolled them between his forefingers and thumbs. Her lips parted again, a small cry of pain escaping when he twisted the engorged nipples. He twisted harder, his cock springing to aching attention. After a minute, he let her go and stepped back. 
 
    He went to the bureau and retrieved a small flashlight. “Bend over and grip your ankles. Keep your legs spread. I’m going to inspect your cunt and asshole.” 
 
    Jordan stared at the flashlight, color moving once again over her cheeks. Donovan silently dared her to disobey, holding her gaze in his. Finally she lowered her arms and bent forward, reaching for her ankles. She was limber, her legs straight as she held her position. Donovan moved around behind her and crouched, flicking on the flashlight and moving it over her ass and sex from behind.  
 
    She had a perfect pink pucker between her ass cheeks, and a gorgeous, pouty cunt. Of course, he already knew that. The point of this procedure was more about erotic humiliation and control. That Jordan was willing to subject herself to the exercise was further proof in Donovan’s mind of the submissive fire burning deep inside her.  
 
    He could fuck her now, right here. He could grab her hips and thrust into her from behind, not even taking the time to lead her to the bed, instead just pushing her to the carpet as he sank his rock-hard cock into her wet heat. 
 
    Donovan shook his head to break the sexual spell that was weaving around him. Plans had changed. He was a grownup who could control his impulses. And he’d promised Gordon he’d step in. He needed to let Jordan know what was going on. 
 
    “Okay. You may stand up,” he said, annoyed that his voice came out hoarse with lingering lust. He cleared his throat, adding. “Let’s go have some breakfast. I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    Once they were at the table, Jordan in her place on the cushion at his feet, Donovan fed her and himself scrambled eggs and bacon, along with coffee and orange juice. It felt so right, somehow, to have this woman kneeling beside him. As if she’d always been there.  
 
    Donovan realized he knew next to nothing about Jordan, nor she about him, and yet the connection between them had been instant and strong. He found himself looking forward to getting to know more about her, both in and out of the scene. 
 
    As they ate, Donovan could see the question in Jordan’s eyes about what he wanted to talk about, but he was pleased to note she didn’t speak since she hadn't been asked a direct question. Finally, Donovan set down the fork. “Something came up this morning. I’m going to have to step in for a fellow medic who’s sick. There’s a street fair later this morning, and our volunteer firehouse has a tent to give vaccinations to the homeless.” 
 
    Jordan raised her eyebrows. “You’re a medic? I’m confused.” 
 
    Donovan nodded. “Yeah. I run the club with Gene now, but before that I was a fulltime paramedic with an ambulance corps. I still do volunteer work to keep my skills up, and also because it’s the right thing to do. I can’t take the night shifts anymore, obviously, but I work a couple of mornings a week, sometimes riding the ambulance to 911 calls, but mostly doing stuff like working at these street fairs and free clinics. A guy I work with is out sick. He called this morning, begging me to cover for him.” 
 
    “Oh.” The single word was laden with disappointment. Jordan’s crestfallen expression tugged at Donovan’s heart. He realized he hadn't made himself clear. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting we cut your training short. Not at all. I was thinking, if you wanted to, you could come with me to the fair. Of course, I would expect you to remain in proper sub mode, and as such I would provide certain, uh, incentives, to make sure you did so.” 
 
    Jordan flashed such a dazzling smile at Donovan that he laughed with delight. “I take it that’s a yes?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, Sir.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan shifted on the folding chair, trying to adjust to the fullness of the butt plug and flexible dildo Donovan had inserted before they left his house. In addition to the phalluses filling her ass and cunt, beneath her long, flowing skirt she was wearing special panties that contained a fitted butterfly vibrator Donovan had tucked against her clit. The wireless remote was in his shirt pocket. 
 
    She watched Donovan and the other man who had been introduced to her as Mike as they sat at either end of a long table with their disposable syringes, cotton balls and alcohol, expertly inoculating the long line of mostly women and children waiting patiently for their turn.  
 
    When they’d arrived at the open-air tent, Donovan had Jordan sit near the edge of the tent wall to his left, partially hidden in shadow. It felt strange to be just sitting there instead of helping out, but she reasoned she would probably get in their way. Mike and Donovan seemed to have everything well under control. 
 
    As she watched Donovan at work, she realized she’d never really imagined him as anything but the Master, always in Dom mode, 24/7. Seeing him in this new light gave him an added dimension in her mind. She found that she quite liked this new side of him—the altruistic volunteer, giving of his time and expertise because it was “the right thing to do.” 
 
    The sudden whirring at Jordan’s clit startled her out of her reverie. She glanced sharply at Donovan, recalling his words earlier that morning. “Two important aspects of submission,” Donovan had lectured as he had eased the phalluses into her body, “are discipline and self-control. While I’m doing my work this morning, you will sit quietly, hands folded in your lap. You aren’t yet properly trained to override your physical impulses, and I get that. Nevertheless, no matter how much you want to come, you will resist as long as you possibly can. When you do come, you’d better do it as discreetly as you can, again for obvious reasons. There will be a cost, however. I want you to keep track of how many times you climax. You will be punished for each orgasm when we return to the house.” 
 
    Jordan hadn't tried to protest this inherently unfair edict. After all, she’d played the same game with her sub boys, teasing them to ejaculation, and then punishing them for coming. Today’s promised punishment, she realized with a frightened thrill, was probably going to be a lot more intense than the slap and tickle games she’d played back at Betsy’s club, in what already seemed like a different lifetime.  
 
    Donovan’s hand moved casually to his shirt pocket, a small smile lifting his lips. He didn’t turn to look directly at Jordan, but she was fairly certain he could see her in his peripheral vision. Jordan shifted on the chair, crossing and uncrossing her legs in an effort to ease the constant, stimulating tickle at her clit.  
 
    She hadn't even been with Donovan a full twenty-four hours, and already she felt as if she never wanted to leave him. Each new experience, since the moment she’d arrived the afternoon before, had been more intense and mind blowing than the last. Her entire notion of herself as a dominant had been completely shaken, like a kaleidoscope being tipped and turned, the pieces of her psyche aligning and realigning into patterns she never would have believed possible. Yet somehow, with each startling revelation, the Master had kept her feeling safe, and not only that, but longing for more. 
 
    Jordan realized her mouth had fallen open, her breathing coming in rapid, shallow pants. She shifted again on the chair, closing her mouth and pressing her thighs together. She watched a child of about three who sat in his mother’s arms, squirming and crying as Donovan quickly inoculated the boy. “All done, big guy!” Donovan produced a red lollypop from a bowl, holding it out to the boy, whose crying promptly stopped as he reached for the candy. 
 
    The steady whirring continued at Jordan’s cunt and she shuddered. Donovan turned suddenly, looking at her head on. He smiled, laugh lines radiating from his brilliantly blue eyes as he reached once more into his shirt pocket. The whirring suddenly intensified, making Jordan gasp involuntarily. Again she pressed her lips together, breathing hard through her nose.  
 
    She glanced at Mike at the far end of the table, relieved that he wasn’t paying her the slightest bit of attention, still busy with his own line of patients. She looked back at the Master, who had continued to watch her while a large man settled himself precariously on the small folding chair facing Donovan and rolled up his sleeve. All at once, before she could even entirely process what was happening to her, a rush of overwhelming sensation surged through her groin and she began to tremble, tumbling into an orgasm right there in front of everyone. 
 
    Only Donovan, thank god, seemed to realize what was happening to her. He cocked his head, his eyes blazing into her as she shuddered in her attempts to remain still and quiet while the orgasm washed over her. Finally Donovan turned back to the man waiting for his shot, reaching into his shirt pocket as he did so. Mercifully, this time he turned the remote down to a steady but tolerable hum, though even that small amount of stimulation was hard to bear in her hyper-aroused state. 
 
    Donovan continued to adjust the remote as the hours passed, sometimes turning it so high Jordan was afraid everyone around them would hear the whirring between her legs, though to her great relief, no one seemed to notice above the hubbub of the fair. Sometimes he turned it off completely for a while, only to restart it when Jordan had drifted into a nearly-dozing state in her chair.  
 
    The whole experience was a major exercise in patience and self-control, as he’d warned her it would be. Left to her own devices, Jordan wasn’t the type of person to sit still doing nothing for five minutes, much less three hours. Being forced to do so was curiously freeing, and she found herself relaxing in a way that was unfamiliar but somehow welcome. 
 
    This didn’t happen right away, however. For the first hour, in between bouts of erotic torture with the butterfly, Jordan found herself constantly shifting and fidgeting, her fingers tapping on her thighs, her legs bouncing. But as the time passed, she found herself settling into a kind of peaceful stillness. She didn’t have to do anything except sit there quietly, waiting for the Master to finish his work. True, there was the challenge of resisting and then controlling the orgasms that threatened to overwhelm her from time to time, but even that exercise took on a kind of restful life of its own after a while—a rhythm of arousal, control, surrender and recovery. 
 
    When the tent was finally closed for a lunch break, Donovan stood from his seat and stretched his arms over his head, causing the trio of snakes on his left biceps to undulate. He shook hands with Mike, who thanked him for standing in for Gordon, and then turned to Jordan, holding out his hand. “Ready to go?” 
 
    Jordan took his hand, allowing him to pull her up. He kept her hand in his as he led her through the throng of people crowding the street. She walked a little awkwardly toward his car, the phalluses still buried inside her. She was exhausted, she realized, her legs wobbling slightly. All those orgasms could take it out of a girl.  
 
    Once they were in the car, Donovan turned to her. “How many times?” 
 
    Jordan blew out a breath, her stomach suddenly clenching with anxious anticipation. “Eight. I think,” she replied honestly. 
 
    Donovan lifted his eyebrows. “You think?” 
 
    Jordan looked away from his penetrating gaze. “Yeah. I mean, yes, Sir. Sometimes I wasn’t sure where one started and the other left off. It was, um, pretty intense sometimes.” 
 
    To her relief, Donovan just laughed. “Was it, now?” He began to drive, weaving through the traffic down a long, steep hill. “Eight times, huh,” he mused quietly, grinning to himself, his eyes on the road. “Someone’s due for some serious punishment.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt strange to be sitting across from Donovan in the little café they’d decided to stop at for lunch after leaving the fair. In just the short time she’d spent at his house, she’d already gotten used to, indeed, found she quite liked, kneeling naked on a cushion at his feet while he fed her with such loving attention. The experience was not only an exercise in submission. It was also highly erotic and at the same time, oddly comforting.  
 
    She was very aware of the black leather tote bag that rested on the empty chair beside her. Inside were the phalluses and the butterfly panties she’d worn in the tent. Donovan had handed her the bag when they entered the café, instructing her to go to the bathroom and remove the items before joining him at the table. 
 
    Menus and glasses of water had appeared while she was in the bathroom, and a waitress came by now to take their orders. They decided to share a pizza. While they were waiting for the food, the waitress returned with a carafe of red wine and two wineglasses. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” Donovan said with a smile. “I took the liberty of ordering while you were in the bathroom.” They watched as the waitress filled their glasses and then left with the promise to return soon with the pizza.  
 
    Donovan picked up his glass and held it aloft. “A toast. To taking risks and discovering new things.” 
 
    Jordan clinked her glass lightly against his, a smile her only response. 
 
    “This is just a break, you know. Your forty-eight hours aren’t over yet.” 
 
    Jordan swallowed, nodding, as her heart did a little somersault in her chest. She didn’t want it to be over. Not now. Not yet.  
 
    Donovan took another drink of wine and set down his glass. “So tell me about yourself, Jordan. Gene mentioned something about your leaving New York rather abruptly. What brought you to San Francisco?” 
 
    “Truth?” Jordan said, taking another large sip of her wine. 
 
    “Naturally,” Donovan replied. 
 
    “The west coast was as far as I could get from New York.” 
 
    “A guy?” Donovan asked softly, his expression suddenly hard to read. 
 
    Jordan shook her head. “No. I guess it was just system overload. It had gotten to the point where I dreaded even getting out of bed each morning. My job sucked, my boss sucked, the apartment building I lived in was changing to co-op and I had to either buy in or get out. I wasn’t even having fun anymore at the BDSM club where I liked to hang out. Everything had become a drag, all the pleasure drained out of it. I looked around one night and realized I was a gerbil caught running in a wheel, spinning and spinning, but going nowhere.” 
 
    “So you, what, just got in your car and drove as far away as you could?” Donovan looked both incredulous and amused. 
 
    Jordan nodded. “That’s about the size of it. Yeah.” She shook her head, marveling at her own insanity. “Crazy, right?” 
 
    “I think it’s great!” Donovan said, his smile lighting his blue eyes. “Very courageous. Which is in keeping with everything I’ve learned about you this weekend.” 
 
    Jordan pondered this, feeling ridiculously pleased. “Really? You think I’m courageous?” 
 
    Donovan’s smile fell away and he nodded soberly. “I do. In spite of misgivings, you found the courage to trust me, but more importantly, yourself. I gave you a lot to handle, Jordan. You didn’t white knuckle your way through it either. You were scared some of the time, sure, but you tapped into the power of your submissive nature, and you exhibited extraordinary grace. Any Master would be proud to claim you as his sub.” 
 
    Jordan held her breath. Was he going to ask her to become his fulltime sub girl? Was she ready to take such a leap after just a weekend together? After all, she was still dominant, at least with every guy except the Master. Did he expect her to throw all that aside? Would she be able to, even if she wanted to?  
 
    “So, you ready to pick up the whip again tomorrow, Mistress?” the Master said, as if they were just two colleagues sharing a casual lunch. “You’re still going to need to juggle waitressing duties until we can get a replacement. Gene’s working on that. We agreed that once word gets out that we have a Mistress in residence, the waiting list for your services will be a mile long.” 
 
    Jordan felt at once relieved and chagrined that she’d so misjudged what Donovan had been about to say. She answered in a light tone, hoping her laugh didn’t sound too forced. “I’ll be ready, don’t worry. I was born ready.” 
 
    Donovan laughed in apparent approval. “I believe that. Yes, I do.” 
 
    The waitress, as if on cue, appeared with their pie and they each took a slice. Jordan welcomed the distraction, as it gave her time to compose herself. They ate the meal in relative silence.  
 
    Jordan accepted the offer of a second glass of wine, letting its pleasant buzz relax her. Their time together so far had to be the most bizarre and also the most intensely erotic experience of her life. They had clearly gone far beyond just fulfilling the terms of some bet. Their connection had been deep and immediate. No way Donovan didn’t feel it too.  
 
    Maybe he was just being sensibly cautious. Surely it was impossible to sustain the stunning level of intensity that existed between them since the minute she’d arrived at his house. Maybe he, too, was feeling his way in whatever it was that was developing between them. Maybe he was just giving her some space, in anticipation of her leaving the next day. Yes, that had to be it. She wouldn’t blow it by pushing too hard, too fast. She would go with the flow.  
 
    Stop anticipating. You need to let go. Of everything. 
 
    Yes, Sir, Jordan said silently. Yes, Master Donovan. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “As I’m sure you know well from your own experience as a Domme,” Donovan said as he stroked the silky soft folds of Jordan’s cunt, “a sub must learn to control his or, in this case, her, orgasm, denying herself until it pleases her Master to let her come. By the same token, when he gives her a command to come, she must do so at once.” He was kneeling beside the lovely, naked girl, savoring the sweet tremble of her limbs as he teased her with his fingers. 
 
    Jordan was draped on her back over a long, low padded adjustable bench, the front legs set lower than the back so that her pelvis was offered up, legs spread wide on either side of the bench. Though she nodded in agreement, something in her face gave Donovan pause. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “What are you thinking?” He pushed a finger into her wetness as he asked the question and Jordan let out a small groan, a tremor moving through her body.  
 
    “Focus,” Donovan admonished, crooking his finger inside her and stroking the soft wetness enveloping it. “Answer the question.” 
 
    Jordan blew out several breaths through pursed lips as she struggled for control. Finally she managed in a breathy voice, “I get what you’re saying in theory. I’ve never actually had a full time sub or anything close to that, but I did engage in a little orgasm control play back at the club with some guys. Not that they ever managed to control themselves very well.” She gave a small laugh, which edged into a moan as Donovan continued to stroke her.  
 
    “Go on,” he urged. “Finish your thought.” 
 
    “Oooo,” Jordan sighed as Donovan ran his thumb in a light circle over her hard clit. She rallied herself enough to continue, “I understand resisting your orgasm, up to a point, but I don’t really get how you can just make yourself come whenever you want, just because your Master says so. I mean, it’s a physiological thing, isn’t it? I can’t just will myself to orgasm.” 
 
    “It’s a good question. The answer is that a good Master won’t set you up with impossible odds, unless for some reason he wishes you to fail, which is a different scenario than what I’m talking about. When I, I mean your Master, tells you to hold back, it’s because he knows you’re being stimulated to the point of orgasm, and he wants to measure your ability to control your body to suit his pleasure. So, when he tells you to come, your only job at that point is to let go. It’s like opening a flood gate. You learn to keep it closed until directed to open it. It’s really very simple.” 
 
    He continued to stroke her, adding a second finger to the first inside the velvet clutch of her hot, wet cunt. Jordan’s eyes closed as she groaned, her hips arching upward. He could feel her clit beneath his palm, hard as a little diamond.  
 
    “Control yourself,” Donovan said sternly. “Stop focusing on your own sexual pleasure. Open your eyes and look at me.” 
 
    Jordan’s eyelids fluttered open and she looked in the direction of his face, though she didn’t appear to be focusing. Donovan pulled his fingers, sticky with her juices, away from her yielding body and reached for the riding crop.  
 
    “Today you had eight orgasms. I warned you beforehand you would be punished for each orgasm. It seems fitting the focus of the punishment should be your cunt, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Donovan waited. When Jordan didn’t respond, he picked up the riding crop he’d selected for her punishment and smacked her inner thigh sharply with the small rectangular flap of leather.  
 
    “Ow!” Jordan cried, slamming her legs together. 
 
    “Open your legs!” Donovan ordered. With obvious reluctance, Jordan obeyed. Clearly, she needed a lot more than forty-eight hours to be properly trained. “Now answer the question. Does your cunt deserve to be punished for all those orgasms?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jordan finally muttered, though Donovan could tell she wasn’t convinced, but only saying what she thought he wanted to hear.  
 
    He reminded himself she was new to this side of the D/s equation, and said in a gentler tone, “I know you feel like it’s a setup. I put you in a situation where you can’t help but come, and then punish you for doing just that. The real point of the exercise is that the Master dictates what happens, and you accept it. You submit, not necessarily because something makes sense to you or works for you, but entirely and only because it pleases your Master. By mutual consent you are his to do with as he pleases. Of course, in a relationship of this kind, the Master has a huge responsibility to keep his sub safe, and if he’s worth his salt, he will also cherish and adore her. But the bottom line is, his word is law. You aren’t to question his dictates. You just have to obey to the best of your ability and to submit with as much grace as you possess.” 
 
    He watched as Jordan seemed to absorb this. “I believe your cunt needs to be punished for all those orgasms. Do you agree with that, sub girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Donovan smiled. “Good girl.” He picked up the riding crop. “Tilt your hips so I have full access to your cunt. I’m going to crop you. We’ll start slow so you can adjust, but then you’ll take eight hard blows directly on your cunt, one for each orgasm. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jordan whispered, her eyes wide. 
 
    “And why will you endure this punishment?” 
 
    “Because it pleases you, Sir.” 
 
    Donovan smiled. “Now you’re getting it. And to make sure you’re a willing participant in the punishment, I want you to hold your cunt open for me. Spread it wide with your fingers. If you let go at any point, we’ll have to start over.” 
 
    Donovan lifted his wet finger to his lips, tasting Jordan’s nectar as he studied her reaction. The flash of fear in her eyes, along with the flush rising up her neck and over her cheeks, and the perk of her fully erect nipples told Donovan in no uncertain terms he had Jordan just where he wanted her—balanced on the edge of lust, erotic fear and, yes, longing for what he offered.  
 
    She titled her hips provocatively upward and reached for her cunt to spread it wide for her punishment. Donovan moved directly between Jordan’s spread legs, shifting back on his knees until he was at the best angle to crop her pretty pussy.  
 
    He began lightly, not much more than a firm stroke of black leather against the dark pink labia, which were glistening and swollen with arousal. Almost at once Jordan began to moan, small mewling sounds. Donovan gave her some time to adjust and then, without warning, he let the first real blow land with a thwack.  
 
    “One,” he intoned over Jordan’s squeal. Because she wasn’t expecting it, and because she was undisciplined, Jordan let go of her pussy lips as she cried out. 
 
    “Back in position,” Donovan said calmly, waiting until she obeyed. “And we start over.” He struck her again, as hard as before. “One.” 
 
    She managed to keep her position. “Good girl,” Donovan said softly and then, “Two,” as he smacked the tender folds. Again Jordan cried out, but she held her position. “Three. Four. Five” 
 
    Jordan began to whimper. Her entire body was shaking. Donovan paused, giving her a moment to collect herself, while at the same time heightening the anticipation for the next blow.  
 
    Just as an experiment, he asked, “Who do you belong to?” 
 
    “You, Sir,” Jordan moaned without any hesitation. Something clutched at Donovan’s heart, throwing him temporarily off balance. To regain his equilibrium, he smacked at Jordan’s exposed inner thighs in a steady series of stinging blows. Her pale skin reddened quickly beneath the leather. Donovan was pleased to see she kept her fingers at her cunt, spreading her labia wide. 
 
    Unable to resist a moment longer, Donovan again smacked her exposed, tender folds. “Six.”  
 
    Jordan yelped and nearly fell out of position, but recalled herself in time. She was panting, tears leaking from the corners of her closed eyes. 
 
    “Seven.”  
 
    Her moan was low and feral, her entire body tensed. Donovan waited, his cock pulsing in his jeans, his balls aching. He wasn’t going to be able to hold out much longer. His blood was hot, fired up by her erotic suffering and his fierce desire to claim her.  
 
    Leaning forward, he blew lightly on Jordan’s wet, swollen cunt. She gasped, her eyes flying open. “That’s right.” Donovan nodded, holding her gaze captive in his. “Keep your eyes open for the last one.” 
 
    She began to tremble again, her green eyes swimming with tears that couldn’t hide the answering spark of fire that emanated from somewhere deep inside her. He raised the crop over her sex, pulling an anticipatory whimper from the sub girl.  
 
    Their mutual desire, heightened by Jordan’s erotic fear and the rush of his own sadistic power, moved like an electric current between them. His gaze interlocked with hers, Donovan brought the crop down with a resounding smack.  
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    Jordan cried out, her legs slamming closed as she rolled from the low bench to the floor. Donovan didn’t stop her or admonish her for failing to remain in position until released. She was at the very limit of what she could handle, and he knew she’d given him everything she had. 
 
    Donovan moved so he was kneeling beside her. He placed a hand lightly on her back as she rocked herself back and forth like a child. He stroked her back and shoulders until her trembling subsided and he felt her body relax. 
 
    He stood, reaching down to lift her into his arms. She hid her face, still wet with tears, against his chest as he carried her to the bedroom. Again he felt that unfamiliar clutching at his heart, as if someone, as if Jordan, were reaching into his chest and squeezing. 
 
    He laid her gently on the bed and lay down beside her, pulling her into his arms. He was still fully dressed, wearing a T-shirt and jeans, aware if he got naked, he would lose the last toehold of self-control he possessed. Jordan needed some recovery time, and Donovan forced himself to be content with just holding her in his arms.  
 
    They lay quietly for several minutes. Donovan felt Jordan’s body relax against him, her breath slowing and deepening. He held her tighter, nuzzling his head against the back of her neck, memorizing the feel of her, the smell of her.  
 
    What would happen tomorrow?  
 
    Stay in the moment, Donovan reminded himself. He let his mind empty, slowing his breathing to match that of the sleeping girl beside him. It wasn’t long before he felt the tug of sleep pulling him down into the mattress. Giving in, he closed his eyes. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Later that evening, after a long, hot shower and a simple meal, Donovan led Jordan back into the bedroom. As they stood beside the bed, he lifted her face in his hands. She closed her eyes, her lips parting for a kiss. Donovan’s lips met hers, his tongue entering her mouth as he moved one hand across her slender throat.  
 
    She gasped lightly against his mouth as he placed his finger and thumb strategically beneath her jaw on either side. With his other hand, he pulled her close. He could feel the erect points of her breasts as he crushed her to his chest, his mouth still locked on hers.  
 
    When he let her go, she stumbled back, her mouth still parted like a little bird’s, her eyes shining with desire that mirrored his own. Donovan surrendered to temptation, dipping his head to catch one hard nipple in his teeth. He tugged gently and then a little harder, waiting for her small, erotic gasp of pain before closing his lips over the nubbin and swirling his tongue in a circle around it. 
 
    Her moan set a jolt of pure fire through his body. He lifted his face to study hers and stroked her cheek. Her skin was fever-hot, her eyes glittering. Unable to hold himself back for another second, Donovan pushed at Jordan’s shoulders, forcing her down onto the bed.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he ordered as he reached for his belt, opened his pants and pulled off his shirt, throwing the lot in a heap on the floor. He grabbed the condom packet he’d set on the night table before dinner and tore it open. 
 
    Jordan, who was watching him with hungry eyes, shook her head. “I’m protected,” she whispered. 
 
    With a nod, Donovan dropped the condom, forgetting it as he lifted himself over the beautiful girl with a barely suppressed groan. He’d been waiting all weekend for this, and it had been harder with each passing hour to resist. Only the knowledge that it would diminish Jordan’s submissive experience if he gave in too soon had kept his lust at bay. 
 
    He kissed her again, his cock like a throbbing bar of steel against her thigh. He lifted his head long enough to murmur urgently, “I want you, Jordan. I must have you.” Then he kissed her again, loving the taste of her, thrilling to her soft, feminine body. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her pelvis tilting and legs parting beneath him in silent but clear invitation.  
 
    He’d planned to draw out the time until he actually penetrated her, teasing her until she begged for it, but now he found he couldn’t resist her for even one more second. The entire weekend had been extended foreplay, in a way, all leading toward this moment.  
 
    Donovan reached for his cock, guiding the head to her opening. He nudged just the crown inside her slick heat, somehow finding the strength to hold out just a little longer. “You want it?” he teased. “You want your Master to fuck you, slave girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jordan hissed, the s sibilant with need. “Please.” She arched her body upward.  
 
    With a small, sadistic laugh, Donovan held himself back, his cock made even harder by her wanton effort to draw him deeper inside. “Do you deserve to be fucked, Jordan? Have you earned it?” 
 
    Even in the throes of her lust, the adorable girl blushed. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, ducking her head downward. 
 
    Donovan had never known someone whose emotions were so readily apparent in the flushing of their skin. He felt at once tender and desperate to have her at last. His need was almost painful. “God, I want you so fucking much,” he whispered. 
 
    He pushed gently into her, moving slowly, giving her time to accommodate his girth. Her cunt was like a wet, silky sheath, the muscles pulling him deeper inside as they clamped around him. Donovan groaned. He wasn’t going to be able to last very long, not this first time, anyway. She was just too perfect beneath him, too hot, too sexy, too right. 
 
    Donovan’s body took over, his entire being exploding in pure, raw pleasure as he thrust deep inside Jordan. He didn’t want to come, not yet, so he forced himself to ease up. Reaching up, he pulled Jordan’s arms from around his neck and extended them over her head against the bed, letting his weight rest on her wrists as he held her down. 
 
    Jordan gasped, her cunt tightening around his shaft. “Ooooo,” she moaned, lifting her body as much as she could beneath him. Donovan began to thrust again, no longer able to hold back, not even a little. Jordan began to tremble, making little gasping cries. Suddenly she stiffened and he could actually feel the spasm of a climax emanating from deep inside her.  
 
    That did it—he couldn’t hold on anymore, not for another second. He let himself go, still gripping her wrists high over her head as he spurt his seed deep inside her. He felt as if he were melting into the fabric of the universe. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t hear, he could barely move. His head was spinning, the room humming, the world out of focus.  
 
    He must have lost consciousness for a second or two, because when he came to himself he was lying heavily on Jordan, his heart pounding against hers. Their bodies were slick with sweat and his hands were still on her wrists, though he was no longer gripping them. 
 
    With an effort, Donovan forced himself up and rolled from her. He lifted himself onto one elbow and stared down at the lovely girl beside him. Jordan lay still, her eyes closed, legs akimbo, arms still extended over her head. Her chest and cheeks were flushed a rosy, orgasmic pink and there was a small, beatific smile on her face. With a happy sigh, Donovan fell back beside her and let his eyes close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Looks like you have a text message.” Donovan held out Jordan’s cell phone. It was Tuesday morning and the forty-eight hours were nearing their end. Jordan’s phone had sat by the bed untouched during that time. Now the little whistle that indicated a text had caught Donovan’s attention.  
 
    Jordan, wet hair curling behind her ears, her naked body damp and rosy-hued, took her cell phone. As she looked down at the screen, Donovan admired the lovely young woman. He had definitely approved of Jordan’s way of waking him up—her mouth closing warm and wet over his cock and not letting go until he’d pushed her away in his desperation to sink his shaft deep into the wet, perfect curve of her cunt. 
 
    He would have asked Gordon to take his shift at the free clinic that afternoon so they could have spent the rest of day making love, but he knew even if Gordon felt one-hundred percent better, he wouldn’t have been fever-free long enough to be around the patients.  
 
    Donovan told himself it was for the best. Jordan and he had been moving awfully fast, even given the forty-eight hour “anything goes” nature of their weekend. He wouldn’t want to give her the wrong impression, after all. 
 
    “It’s Gene!” Jordan said excitedly. “He found a replacement already. Someone he knows with experience. I don’t have to be a waitress anymore, except on an as-needed basis. I get to be a full time Mistress at the club starting tonight!” 
 
    Donovan couldn’t help but smile at Jordan’s eager excitement. “I don’t have to be at the free clinic until noon. Your news definitely calls for a celebration. How about I take you to Eve’s S&M Toy Box after breakfast? They have great stuff there, top quality. We get a lot of our gear and equipment for the club there. How about a new outfit for Mistress Jordan’s debut as Dominatrix in residence? Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Jordan replied with a broad smile. “I’ve heard about that place. I’ve been meaning to check it out.” 
 
    Donovan fed Jordan one last time, thinking how right it felt to have the sub girl kneeling naked at his feet, her small, pretty mouth open to receive sustenance, her big green eyes so sweetly focused on his face as if nothing else existed, nothing else mattered. It was almost as if she, and she alone, belonged there.  
 
    Donovan gave himself a mental shake of the shoulders. What was he thinking? He reminded himself of the mantra by which he lived and which had always served him well—stay in the moment.  
 
    As Donovan weaved his way through the traffic, they traded stories about BDSM scenes that had gone awry over the years in one way or another, laughing at each other’s tales of humorous woe. When Jordan reached for Donovan’s hand at a traffic light, he intertwined his fingers with hers, their hands fitting perfectly together. He felt as if they’d known each other for years, and it felt good. 
 
    He found a parking place reasonably close to the store. Once inside, he grinned as he watched Jordan take in the large space, which was actually a converted warehouse. The place was filled with every kind of BDSM gear and clothing one could imagine, and plenty more one had never even thought of. Even though it was a Tuesday morning, there were plenty of folk milling around, most of them dressed in leather or latex, many adorned with chains and slave collars. 
 
    Along with the usual array of whips, chains, cuffs, gags, dildos and sex toys, there was an entire section of BDSM furniture and restraining devices, as well as a huge selection of leather and fetish wear. The management had what they called a user-friendly policy, and they encouraged people to try out the equipment before they bought, though they drew the line at any actual scenes.  
 
    If he’d had more time, they could have spent the day in the place, as many fetish and BDSM enthusiasts did. Donovan would have enjoyed placing Jordan in the stocks and playfully smacking her shapely ass, or strapping her into the inversion chair and slowly tipping her until she was completely upside down, legs spread wide. Unfortunately, duty called at the clinic, so he led the wide-eyed and gaping young woman past the BDSM furniture and equipment to the clothing racks.  
 
    He moved along the aisles. “I was thinking something from this rack might fit the bill nicely,” he said, stopping in front of the corsets. He looked through the items until he found what he was looking for. It was a mini-dress of soft black leather, the top half of which was a corset that laced up the front.  
 
    “This would look hot on you. Though still super sexy, it provides the full coverage you would want for the club. And look, it’s got the garters built in.” He took the dress from the rack and held it out, turning it so Jordan could see. “There’s a nice long zipper up the back so it’s easy to get on and off. What do you think?” 
 
    Jordan eyed the skimpy dress and nodded with approval. “I like it.” She glanced around the store. “Do they have fitting rooms? Can I try it on?” 
 
    “Yeah. In the back. Let’s grab some shoes and stockings too. I want to see the full effect.” Donovan selected a pair of silky, sheer black stockings topped with lace while Jordan tried on several pairs of stiletto heels until she found a pair that fit.  
 
    They had to find a saleswoman to unlock a fitting room for Jordan. With pink hair and multiple tattoos, the girl appeared to be in her early twenties. “I’ll just go in with you,” she told Jordan. “You’re going to need help getting that zipper up by yourself. Believe me, I know from personal experience.” 
 
    Donovan settled down in a chair just outside the fitting rooms while he waited for Jordan to slip out of her blouse and jeans and reemerge transformed. When she finally stepped out of the fitting room, Donovan let out a low whistle of admiration. As the saleswoman nodded her approval, Jordan posed like a goddess, hands on her hips, her head cocked to the side. Several guys who had been passing by stopped and stared at her, their tongues literally hanging out of their mouths as they gaped at the slender beauty in her leather and lace.  
 
    Donovan had the sudden crazy impulse to smack the faces of the gawking men and order them to keep their eyes to themselves. He felt an unpleasant spasm in his chest and it took him a moment to identify the unfamiliar feeling.  
 
    Holy shit. He was jealous!  
 
    “How am I going to deal with all the horn dogs at the club once they get a load of you in that getup, eh, Mistress Jordan? You’re going to be mobbed the minute you set foot in the club.” He meant for his tone to be bantering, but wasn’t sure he’d quite pulled it off.   
 
    Fortunately, Jordan just laughed. “No harder than me having to watch you dom all those gorgeous women every night for the adoring crowds. Good thing we’re pros, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah. Good thing.” Donovan glanced at his watch. “We better get going if I’m going to get to the clinic on time.” 
 
    Jordan’s grin faltered a little and Donovan felt bad, but he realized he had to put the brakes on whatever was happening before things skidded way out of control. In a voice that came out businesslike, even brusque, he instructed, “Just hand the things over the top of the door. I’ll meet you at the checkout counter.” 
 
    Jordan nodded, the smile completely gone now. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    They were quiet as they drove back to his neighborhood, letting the music from a jazz CD fill the car in lieu of conversation. Though he missed the easy warmth they’d shared on the drive over, he knew this was for the best. It wouldn’t be fair to lead Jordan on or give her the wrong idea. The weekend had been great, but now it was over.  
 
    Traffic was even worse on the way home than it had been on the way there. “Shit,” Donovan said, looking at his watch once he’d finally pulled into his driveway. “I’m going to be late for my shift.” He climbed out of the car, walking around it toward Jordan, who stood clutching the bag containing her new outfit. “If I leave now I might just make it.” He looked at Jordan. “Listen, would you mind locking up for me after you gather your things?” He held out the house key. “You can give it back tonight at the club.” 
 
    Jordan took the key, frowning. “Sure. Or I could just wait here at the house till you get back later? We could go in to work together.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “No, no. I’m sure you have stuff to do before the club opens. You’ve been away all weekend. I’ll just see you later tonight.” He took in the sudden hurt on her face and blew out a breath. “Hey, don’t look like that.” He reached for her, pulling her into his arms. “You were absolutely fantastic this weekend, Jordan. I’m so glad I won our bet. I hope you are too.”   
 
    Jordan started to speak but Donovan stopped her by placing his mouth over hers. He kissed her long and deep, moving his tongue over her soft lips and into her mouth as he pulled her close. His cock rose against her body as he held her to him. If only he didn’t have to go to the damn clinic today. If only he could spend a little longer pretending he was Jordan’s real Master. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “So how was the weekend at the Master’s place?” Annette was polishing glasses behind the counter when Jordan walked into the bar early that evening.  
 
    “What? How did you know I was there?” Jordan countered, taken completely by surprise by the question, though maybe in retrospect she shouldn’t have been. After all, Gene and Donovan owned the club together. Maybe they were better friends than she’d realized. 
 
    Donovan’s parting words had smacked her like cold water in the face. I’m so glad I won our bet. Was that really all it had been to him? Maybe Annette and Gene had been in on the bet. Maybe Donovan had given them a blow-by-blow account of the whole fucking weekend after he’d sent her away. 
 
    Annette, obviously unaware of the turmoil in Jordan’s head or the tight knot in the pit of her stomach, replied, “Donovan must have turned off his cell phone for the weekend. He does that sometimes, so we weren’t really worried. Anyway, Gene decided just to swing by Sunday night to drop off some tax papers. When he saw your car there, he decided it could wait.” She flashed a grin and then continued, “Then we drove by this morning and your car was still there, so…” She paused and then waggled her eyebrows in a comically suggestive way. “Come on, you can tell me. Girl to girl. Out with it. Hold nothing back. My main question is, who dommed who?” Annette laughed. 
 
    When Jordan didn’t join in, Annette sobered, hung the glass she’d been polishing and set down the cloth. Leaning over the bar, she put her hand over Jordan’s. “What, honey? What is it? I was only joking around. I hope you didn’t take offense. I’ve seen the sparks flying between you two ever since you started here. I figured it would just be a matter of time before you hooked up.” 
 
    Jordan glanced around the barroom. Though Gene had told her she didn’t need to show up much before nine, she was nearly an hour early. She hadn't wanted to knock around her apartment any longer. She’d spent the rest of the afternoon trying not to read too much into Donovan’s abrupt dismissal of her, after the intensity of the weekend. She’d thought of calling or texting him, but after the strange way the morning had ended, she’d decided not to. Let him get in touch first and explain himself.  
 
    She’d looked at her cell phone at least a dozen times as the hours passed, staring at the blank screen as if it were a broken heart in her palm. 
 
    Had she misread the weekend so completely? 
 
    Not willing to share all this with Annette, Jordan asked instead, “Where’s the new waitress?” 
 
    Annette withdrew her hand and reached for another glass to polish. “Suzanne is with Gene, doing some paperwork. I’ve already given her a quick refresher of her duties. She worked here for a few months a couple of years back. She did a good job, too, but she moved away. She’d been living down in LA for a while but had recently moved back up here. Talk about good timing! She actually called us to see if there was an opening. You excited about your new gig?” 
 
    Relieved Annette had changed the subject, Jordan nodded. “Yeah. I need your help with the zipper of my new outfit, if you have a minute.” 
 
    Annette threw the dish towel over her shoulder and came around the side of the bar. “Sure. Let’s go.” 
 
    They walked together through the dungeon to the staff changing room. As they passed the bondage wheel, Jordan saw the image of herself, naked and bound, her arms and legs spread wide, the Master leaning toward her with those piercing blue eyes, a flogger in his hands. The image was so clear she had to blink twice until it disappeared. 
 
    Shaking her head, Jordan followed Annette into the staff changing room. She removed her blouse and jeans and took the sexy new dress off its satin-covered hanger.  
 
    “Nice,” Annette remarked. “Is it new?” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Donovan bought it for me this morning.” 
 
    Annette lifted her eyebrows. “Did he now?” 
 
    After Annette had zipped Jordan into the snug corset dress, she sat on the bench, watching as Jordan rolled her stocking into place and attached the garters that hung from the hem. “You are going to turn some heads in that outfit, Mistress,” she said in a wistful tone. “Almost makes me miss my professional Dominatrix days.” 
 
    “You were a pro?” Jordan asked, momentarily forgetting her angst over the Master. 
 
    Annette nodded. “Sure was. That’s how I met Gene. I used to rent dungeon space at The Vault. He was my best customer.” She smiled fondly in recollection. “I knew he was in love with me before he did.” She grinned. “But I kept it to myself for the longest time. Until I started falling in love back.” Her grinned broadened. “As I’m sure you know, a kind of transference goes on sometimes in that kind of scene. Guys think they’re in love with you, but really they just love what you can give them. You have to be very, very careful not to get that submissive devotion mixed up with love.” 
 
    Jordan nodded, her angst returning. Was that what had been going on in Donovan’s head? Did he think she wanted not the man, but only what he could give her? Was he just protecting himself?  
 
    Annette interrupted her thoughts, adding, “When we first started seriously dating, I kept up the pro Domme gig for a while. Gene was cool about it, because he knew there was no actual sex going on, but I found my heart just wasn’t in it anymore. Truth to tell, I was burning out, even if Gene hadn't come into my life. I was ready to do something different. When he got the chance to buy this club, I was happy to give up my space at The Vault and sign on as barkeep, since that’s what I did before becoming a pro Domme.”  
 
    She smiled encouragingly at Jordan. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s a great gig, especially for someone single like you. No complications that way, you know? And there are tons of guys desperate to submit, and a lot fewer women, unfortunately, ready to take them in hand. If you’re good at what you do, you’ll have as many clients as you can handle.” 
 
    Jordan slipped into her high heels and turned in front of the three-way mirror. “I’m a little nervous about my first night as a pro,” she confessed. “I hope it works out.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” Annette said. “You definitely look the part in that outfit. And, any personal attraction aside, Donovan wouldn’t have agreed to hire you if he hadn't been impressed with your audition. You have what it takes. Just tap into your inner bitch and you’ll be terrific.” She laughed and Jordan laughed too, a little of the tightness inside her uncoiling. 
 
    Annette patted the bench. “Hey, sit down a minute. Tell me what’s going on with you. Is it something with Donovan? I know him pretty well. He’s a great guy but he can be pretty dense sometimes. He’s a guy, after all, even if he is the Master.” She laughed again, her dark eyes sparkling. 
 
    Jordan sat and sighed as she hunched over, catching her hands between her knees. “I don’t really know what’s going on, to tell you the truth. We had this bet, see.” She paused, but then plunged on, suddenly desperate to confide in someone, especially someone who knew Donovan. “Donovan got it into his head that I’m secretly a sub, beneath my dominant exterior, as he calls it. He made me a bet that we would do a scene”—she felt herself coloring, but pushed on—“and if it affected me, you know, um, if it reached this secret submissive core he thought I possessed, then he would get to have me for forty-eight hours as his personal sex slave.” 
 
    Annette snorted with laughter. “That’s a good one. Leave it to Donovan to come up with something like that. What did you get if he lost the bet?” 
 
    “I’d have him as my personal sex slave.” 
 
    “So, I take it you lost the bet? And you were forced to spend the weekend as his submissive sex slave?” Annette laughed again, shaking her head. “Between you and me, that sounds kind of like a win-win situation. I’d be willing to sub to the Master for a couple of days, and I don’t have a secret submissive core, as you call it. I am dominant through and through. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love Gene to death, but Donovan Cartwright is seriously hot. A weekend with him would be just fine with me.”  
 
    She leaned toward Jordan conspiratorially. “So, tell me, just between us girls. Was the Master as amazing in person as he is on stage? More importantly, did you have fun?” 
 
    “More than fun. It was amazing. It was sublime.” Jordan hadn't meant to admit this quite so readily or so fervently, but it was true. 
 
    Annette cocked an eyebrow. “Sublime, huh? So what’s the problem?” 
 
    When Jordan didn’t immediately answer, Annette frowned and hit her forehead with the flat of her hand. “Oh, shit. What am I saying? This is Donovan we’re talking about. That’s the problem. You’re falling for him, aren’t you? I mean, really falling for him, not just riding the high of an amazing weekend.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jordan admitted. 
 
    “And nobody warned you that Donovan Cartwright, while a lovely guy and a fabulous Dom, is genetically incapable of commitment. At least that’s been my empirical observation in all the years I’ve known the guy.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yep.” Annette nodded soberly. “I guess it’s both a gift and a curse. A gift because he’s able to give of himself one-hundred percent, each and every time he does a scene. There’s no conflict, imagined or otherwise, with someone waiting on her knees at home for the Master to return. This makes him great for the club, great for business. But a curse, too, because no one’s ever been able to capture and tame his wild heart.” 
 
    Jordan wiped away sudden tears with the back of her hand. She tried to take comfort from Annette’s words. At least they made a kind of sense. Donovan hadn’t been specifically rejecting her, Jordan. He was just a commitment-phobe who was genetically incapable of connecting with anyone on an intimate level. The tears fell faster, these thoughts offering little comfort. 
 
    “Hey,” Annette said gently, putting her hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “You’ve really fallen for the Master, huh?” 
 
    Miserably Jordan nodded. “Yeah. Stupid, huh?” 
 
    “No, not stupid. Entirely understandable.”  
 
    Annette was quiet for a while, her hand still resting on Jordan’s shoulder while Jordan forced her tears away. Suddenly Annette removed her hand and twisted to face Jordan.  
 
    “Genetics,” she said solemnly, “can be altered.” 
 
    Then she grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s my distinct pleasure to introduce you to Mistress Jordan, our new Mistress in residence here at The Bondage Wheel. Starting tomorrow evening she’ll be taking private clients in the red room. You can sign up for fifteen to sixty minute sessions. The prices for her private services are listed in the red fliers on the bar and on the tables at the back.” Gene was standing on the main stage in the dungeon, Jordan and Donovan on either side. Hoots and applause followed his announcement. All eyes were on Mistress Jordan, including Donovan’s. 
 
    She looked better than fine, her hands confidently on her hips, the tops of her perfect round breasts bunched alluringly over the bone-stayed leather of her corset dress, her long, slender legs drawing the eye to her arched feet shod in the fuck-me stiletto heels. Donovan had a sudden fantasy of pushing Gene aside and striding directly up to Jordan. He would reach for her, slipping his hands into the tight corset and tugging her lush, creamy breasts free of their confines. He would lower his mouth and close his lips over her nipples, sucking each to a hard point before pushing her to her knees. He would show the guys who were practically salivating as they pressed close to the stage that this so-called Mistress belonged to him, the Master.  
 
    “Tonight, to give you a taste of Mistress Jordan’s formidable talents, she has graciously agreed to do a scene with the Master.” This pronouncement was greeted with more applause, the collective gaze finally shifting toward Donovan, who gave a small, theatrical bow. “With that,” Gene said, glancing with a smile in Donovan’s direction before looking again at the crowd, “I leave you to it. Have fun and remember our bywords when you scene, whether in public or private—safe, sane and consensual.” 
 
    Gene moved to the back of the stage, as they’d previously planned for the upcoming scene, while Donovan moved to the center and gazed down at the audience, catching the eye of his chosen couple and smiling down at them. Congregated around the stage was the usual weekday crowd of about forty people. Fridays and Saturdays drew easily triple that number, many of them gawkers and dabblers who would stare, eyes wide, fists at their mouths, at the scandalous goings-on around them. Though he knew the weekend amateurs were good for business, Donovan actually preferred performing for what he perceived were the more serious players that came out on the weekdays.  
 
    He looked now at Jordan, who had moved closer to him on the stage. She was wearing more makeup than he was used to seeing on her—her lips painted a shiny, dark red, the golden-red fringe of her thick lashes now coated with black and accentuated with eyeliner. She looked hot, every inch a Mistress, powerful and in full control. She stared boldly back at him with those flashing green eyes, no hint of the girl who had slept so sweetly in his arms only the night before. 
 
    When he had arrived earlier that evening, he’d been a little nervous, not sure what she would expect now that the weekend was over and they would have to work together. He’d spent much of the afternoon and early evening alternating between daydreaming about the amazing time they’d spent together, and cursing himself for getting involved, if that’s what he’d done, with a colleague. It had been a lark, a one-time thing, a way to prove his point beyond all doubt that more lay beneath Jordan’s dominant exterior than she had heretofore been willing to admit.  
 
    But women so easily got the wrong idea. It wasn’t their fault—they were just hardwired that way. They confused passion for love, and when you threw D/s in the mix, the lines were even easier to blur. He’d worried when he got to the club she might do something embarrassing like sink to her knees in front of him and wrap her arms around his thighs, resting her cool, soft cheek against him as she murmured her undying love and submission. 
 
    She had done no such thing. 
 
    In fact, she barely seemed to notice his arrival. Admittedly, he’d come in rather late, just before the club opened, his entrance timed to avoid any uncomfortable reunion between the two of them. He’d found her in the staff changing room. She’d been putting on her stage makeup, brushing the mascara wand over her lashes, her lips parted in concentration as she stared into the mirror.  
 
    His body had reacted without his mind’s consent—his cock stiffening at the sight of her, his loins recalling the sweet, yielding warmth of her, his heart constricting in a way that was almost painful. He approached her from behind, deciding it wouldn’t be such a terrible thing if she fell into his arms, lifting her face for a kiss, her eyes fluttering closed in anticipation. 
 
    But instead, upon catching sight of his image in the mirror, she’d only smiled, lifting her hand in a small wave. “Hey there,” she’d said, not even turning around. “Glad you could make it.” 
 
    For a moment he was taken aback. Where was the sweet, trembling girl he’d held in his arms only that morning? He’d quickly got hold of himself, however, relieved Jordan was taking things in stride. Her reaction, he’d told himself firmly, was the best he could possibly have hoped for. No complications, no recriminations, no expectations. The sub girl was gone, replaced by Mistress Jordan, and that was all to the good. 
 
    “Mary and Richard have volunteered to serve us tonight,” Donovan now told the crowd surrounding the stage. “For those of you who don’t know these two, Mary and Richard are both avowed subs who also happen to be happily married to each other. I’ve had the honor of working with them before in private sessions. Tonight will be their first public scene, so please welcome the couple.” 
 
    The crowd parted amidst scattered applause as Mary and Richard, a trim pair in their mid-forties, ascended the stage stairs. Donovan had spied them when he’d first arrived at the dungeon, an idea springing into his head for Mistress Jordan’s debut. They had readily agreed to the described scenario. When he’d consulted with Jordan, she, too, had agreed it would be a fun, if challenging, scene. “Just follow my lead,” Donovan had told her. “I’ll do the talking while on stage, though of course you should feel free to chime in. I know your primary gig is to take the private clients, but this will be a good introduction to our patrons.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Donovan. I know my way around a public scene,” she had reassured him, her tone haughty, though when he’d glanced at her face, her expression had been completely guileless. 
 
    Mary and Richard could have been brother and sister, both of them of medium height, with slight builds and closely cropped blond hair over sparkling blue eyes. Richard was wearing a black T-shirt and black jeans, black work boots on his feet. Mary was wearing a red silk dress with spaghetti straps, matching sheer red thigh high stockings and shiny red patent leather high heels. They both looked nervous but excited as they moved to the center of the stage. 
 
    “Strip,” Donovan commanded. Without hesitation, Richard kicked off his boots, tugged his T-shirt from his pants and unzipped his jeans. Mary reached for the hem of her short dress and lifted it over her head, revealing her pale, slender body. Her nipples were pierced with gold hoops, her sex shaven smooth. 
 
    “Leave the shoes and stockings on, Mary,” Jordan said, her voice low and sexy, but at the same time authoritative. Donovan had to agree the look was much sexier that way than if Mary had stripped completely naked. He nodded in approval toward Jordan, who lifted her chin and graced him with the ghost of a smile. 
 
    Once the couple was stripped down as instructed, Donovan pointed to the ground and they knelt side-by-side facing the audience, their hands behind their backs, their heads lowered submissively. 
 
    Donovan again turned toward the audience. “Richard has agreed to be suspended, upside down, while his lovely wife pays proper homage to his manhood.” Amidst the audience’s enthusiastic reception to this news, Donovan continued. “I know from experience that both these subs like a little challenge.” He chuckled, “No, make that a lot of challenge, and we wouldn’t want to disappoint them. So tonight Mary’s hands will be bound behind her back while she services her husband, and Mistress Jordan and I will add a little, uh, incentive to the pair with our whips.” 
 
    He bent down, tapping each sub’s shoulder. They rose and followed him to the pulleys that were suspended from a thick beam in the ceiling over the stage. Richard lay obediently on the floor while Donovan and Jordan closed the sturdy cuffs that were attached to the spreader bar around his ankles and secured the bar to the pulley mechanism. They affixed thick cuffs with large D rings around his thighs and smaller cuffs around his wrists, which they clipped to the rings on the thigh cuffs to keep Richard’s arms in place while he was suspended. 
 
    When they were done, Donovan nodded toward Gene, who was waiting by the pulley winch at the back wall. Gene turned the winch slowly while Donovan spotted Richard. The spreader bar lifted, pulling Richard’s legs up into the air. Gene continued turning the winch until Richard was at the proper height, his head a foot or so above the floor, his already erect cock level with Mary’s chin.  
 
    Donovan had Mary place her arms behind her back, one forearm horizontally over the other. He wrapped soft but sturdy rope around her wrists and forearms, tying the ends in a simple knot that could be quickly released. 
 
    Leaving the bound pair, Donovan went to the whip rack on the side of the stage to select two floggers, but he was stopped by Jordan’s small, pretty hand on his. “I’ll pick my own, thanks,” she informed him quietly. Donovan nodded, watching as she chose a small but lethal single tail. As soon as she selected it, Donovan silently agreed it was the better choice for Richard. 
 
    They returned to center stage where their charges waited, naked and bound. Donovan looked out over the dungeon. Not a single private scene was in play. Every person in the place was at the stage. Even Annette and Suzanne had come in from the bar to watch. The place was silent with expectation, kinetic energy zinging through the air. 
 
    Mistress Jordan stood behind Richard, lightly stroking his skin with the leather tail of her whip. Donovan stood behind Mary and touched the top of her head. In a voice designed to carry, he said, “Mary, your task is to make your husband come. You will need to be very focused on what you are doing. Don’t let the flogger distract you. And you, Richard, use the pain from the single tail to get you where you need to go. The longer it takes, the more intense the whipping will become.”  
 
    He pushed Mary’s head gently forward between Richard’s spread legs. “Begin,” he commanded.   
 
    Mary ducked her head, closing her mouth over her husband’s shaft. Her task was made more difficult without the use of her hands, but Donovan knew from experience Mary was very accomplished at this particular task, hands or no. He began to flog her gently, swishing the leather tresses over her back and ass as she took Richard’s cock deep into her throat.  
 
    Donovan’s eyes kept flitting to Jordan as he flogged the woman in front of him. Though it was just a memory, he could almost hear Jordan’s breathy, sensual cries as leather met skin, and his cock nudged against his thigh as he recalled Jordan naked and panting at his feet. 
 
    The sudden, sharp snap of Mistress Jordan’s whip made Richard wince and drew several gasps from onlookers. She stared at Donovan as if the whip had been intended for him, a fire glittering in her green eyes. The image of the sexy, submissive slave girl he’d possessed for forty-eight hours evaporated like mist against a burning sun.  
 
    Forcing himself to focus on the scene before him, Donovan matched Mistress Jordan’s intensity with his flogger, flicking his wrist and catching Mary’s small ass beneath her bound arms with the full force of his stroke. Mary, deeply masochistic and highly sexualized, moaned against her husband’s cock and actually stuck out her ass to receive the sting of the leather. 
 
    Donovan glanced again at Jordan, his eyes drawn to her in spite of himself. She was focused on Richard, her lips parted in concentration as she moved in a sensual dance behind him. The air cracked with the sound of her whip as she expertly flicked the single tail over the suspended sub’s ass, thighs and shoulders. As if feeling Donovan’s gaze on her, Jordan looked up suddenly and their eyes met. Just as suddenly she looked away, but not before he saw something of the yearning sub girl he’d left behind only that morning. 
 
    Not sure if her look had been real or a product of his imagination, Donovan refocused on Mary, catching her ass and thighs again and again in the stinging embrace of the flogger, watching as her skin reddened to match the sheer red stockings hugging her pretty legs. Mary was a wonderful submissive, highly trained and deeply responsive. Donovan had always enjoyed his sessions with the submissive couple. Having Jordan there simply added to the intensity, he told himself. Just stay in the moment. They were performing together and the dynamic between them was good. It was all good.  
 
    Richard began to moan, his breath coming in a rapid staccato of pleasure and pain as one woman sucked his cock while the other whipped his ass. All at once he stiffened, his hands clenching into fists at his thighs, his neck straining. 
 
    “Please, Mistress, may I come!” he shouted, as his wife continued dutifully bobbing between his legs, in spite of being steadily flogged from behind. Donovan felt a sudden and, he knew, irrational twinge of jealousy and annoyance that Richard, his longtime client, had asked not him, the Master, but rather, Jordan, for permission to come. 
 
    “You may,” Mistress Jordan replied in a clear, ringing tone. She continued to whip the now shuddering man as he shot his load down his wife’s throat. The room burst into spontaneous shouts of approval and applause. Once Richard’s spasms had died down, Jordan and Donovan lowered their whips and smiled at one another.  
 
    Donovan nodded toward Gene, who had remained standing near the winch in case of emergency. Gene lowered the naked man slowly while Donovan and Jordan helped Richard into position on the ground and then quickly released his cuffs. Finally Donovan turned back to Mary, who was kneeling on the stage like the well-trained sub she was, her head bowed. Donovan stroked her hair and she leaned into his hand like a kitten as she looked up at him with adoring eyes.  
 
    Donovan released her arms and helped her to her feet, giving her a quick hug and a pat on her bare ass before sending her into the embrace of her husband, who stood naked and grinning, his arms open to receive her.  
 
    Gene had returned to center stage. “There’ll be another show at midnight, and this time the Master will be taking volunteers. Meanwhile, have fun.” 
 
    Again the place erupted into applause. Jordan looked at Donovan, and once more he could have almost sworn he saw the longing there. But before he could respond, she had turned away and was beaming down at the audience as several men began to chant, “Mistress Jordan! Mistress Jordan!”  
 
    Gene turned to Donovan and nudged him in the ribs. “I think this is the start of something big, partner. That scene was fucking stellar. The subs were great, but it was the energy between you and Jordan that really heated things up. Whatever it is that’s going on between the two of you, keep it up, dude. Keep it up.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan sat at the bar, a glass of chilled grapefruit juice and vodka over crushed ice untouched in front of her. She wanted to go home with Donovan and snuggle into his arms in his bed, but he had disappeared shortly after the stage scene, swallowed by the usual crowd of hangers-on and admirers.  
 
    Though it had been tough, she was proud of how she’d comported herself throughout the night with respect to the Master. And she was grateful to Annette for her excellent advice in that regard. Left to her own devices, Jordan might have turned around when Donovan had entered the changing room and thrown herself headlong into his arms. Worse, she might have demanded to know why the bastard hadn't called her or texted her after they’d just spent the most amazing two days of her life together. Had it really meant so little to him? Was he really so shallow as that? Had it all just been one big game to him?   
 
    Jordan wanted to talk to Annette, who was busy pouring drinks. Even if Annette had been free, Jordan found herself surrounded by a host of men and some women too, all of them eager for her attention. She’d already booked a dozen private sessions in the red room for later in the week, and from the steady clamor around her, she figured she’d have another dozen scheduled before the night was over. It was kind of hard to get her head around the idea that she was going to be paid for doing what she loved—what she’d done for free back in the city for all those years. 
 
    No question, the stage scene with Donovan had been electric. Mary and Richard were amazing, but beyond that, in spite of her confusion over the past hours since they’d parted, Jordan had felt a powerful connection with the Master on stage. It was as if they’d been one person, one entity, as they’d dommed the submissive couple, each somehow sensing not only what the subs needed, but also what each other was doing or about to do, as if they’d practiced and choreographed the scene to perfection, as if they’d been doing it for years. 
 
    When the audience had burst into thunderous cheering and applause, after the initial thrill Jordan had wanted to throw herself into Donovan’s arms. Or, like Mary, she had wanted to sink to her knees and wait to feel his hand on her head, like a benediction. Fortunately, she’d caught herself in time, forcing herself to focus on the cheering audience instead of the commitment-phobe standing beside her. 
 
    “Men like that are like wild horses,” Annette had told her earlier that evening. “One false move and they run. If you try to break them with what they perceive is a saddle, they’ll throw you to the ground and leave you in the dust.” 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” Jordan had said, running her hands through her short hair as she sat beside Annette on the bench. “He wasn’t like that. For the entire weekend he was totally focused on me. Like I was the only person on earth, and he acted like that was fine with him, like it was perfect. How could he go from that to completely dismissing me within a matter of hours?” She had felt her eyes tearing up and rapidly blinked away the tears. No way in hell was she going to cry on the night of her debut as Mistress Jordan. 
 
    Annette had patted her shoulder. “First of all, it helps to remember that Donovan is an idiot.” When Jordan looked askance at her, Annette laughed, adding, “A wonderful idiot, but still an idiot, at least in the ways of the heart. I don’t doubt that everything he said and did this weekend was done with utter and complete sincerity. Whatever else Donovan might be, he’s definitely not full of shit.” 
 
    Annette had paused, staring for a moment into the middle distance before continuing. “I think the crux of the matter is fear. Donovan’s got a kind of charisma that attracts women across the board. In the San Francisco BDSM scene he’s become something of a legend. We have a much higher female clientele here at The Bondage Wheel than your average BDSM club, and Donovan Cartwright is the reason. All that attention can go to a guy’s head. He’s used to just pointing and the chosen woman will fall swooning at his feet, metaphorically speaking. When he actually bumps up against the real thing, against the potential for love, he’s too blind, or too scared, to actually realize what he’s got. But again, remember the wild horse analogy. If you want to coax him back into your arms, you need to take your time. You need to approach him carefully, cautiously, even indifferently. That will be a lot more effective in the end. If you have the patience for it, that is.” 
 
    Jordan wasn’t sure she did have the patience. It pissed her off that the first man she’d fallen for, really fallen for, in years, was now running scared as if she were some kind of desperate woman sending out marriage vibes or whatever the hell it was he was afraid of. She’d been judged and sentenced without any trial for a crime she hadn't committed.  
 
    Yeah, the weekend had been stunning. It had opened up a whole new world of possibility for Jordan, a world she’d never even entertained until Donovan had shown her its power and potential. Though she’d been frightened at first by the intensity of what he offered and her own reaction to it, she remained intrigued, even eager to continue the exploration with Donovan.  
 
    But Jordan Heller was not one to sit home alone by the phone, weeping and waiting for some man. If Donovan was too stupid, too timid, too whatever the hell he was to realize that what they’d shared that weekend had gone way past just satisfying some bet, then he didn’t deserve her.  
 
    Jordan swiveled on her barstool and focused on the small crowd of men still hovering around her. They all smiled as she graced them with her attention, wanting to know where she’d been hiding, and if she had her own dungeon, and what her rates were. One especially handsome man, an African American with dark soulful eyes and very white teeth, sat on the empty stool beside her and said in a low, sexy voice, “Tell me, Mistress Jordan, do you play the other side? While I was watching you on the stage, I had this incredible image of you suspended by your wrists in my dungeon, your lovely green eyes wide with fear and anticipation as you watched me sharpen my knives.” He put his hand on her thigh. “Have you ever experimented with blood play? It can be very, very powerful.” 
 
    Jordan swallowed hard, startled by this abrupt turn in the conversation. She started to assure the man in no uncertain terms that she had zero interest in blood play, especially if he expected her to be on the receiving end. But at that moment, Donovan strode into the bar, several women trailing behind him like a pack of puppies. As Donovan approached, Jordan turned her focus entirely to the man beside her.  
 
    Reaching out, she touched his leather-clad knee. “No,” she said earnestly as she gazed into his liquid brown eyes. “I never have. Tell me more.” 
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    Donovan put his hand lightly on Jordan’s shoulder, trying not to glare at the guy who was leaning way too far into her personal space.  
 
    It had taken him nearly a half hour to extricate himself from the usual cluster of admirers who always materialized after a show, along with a handful of subs, both male and female, who wanted to know if they could be the volunteers for the midnight show. He was leaning toward selecting Gina, a statuesque brunette who, he knew from experience, enjoyed extreme bondage and was quite limber. 
 
    He felt bad for leaving Jordan alone for so long. He knew how exciting your first stage show could be. They had been an incredible team up there, their shared energy powerful. Jordan, new to the experience, needed to decompress. Maybe he would suggest they slip out for a little while to a nearby pub, or at least snag a private table at the back of the bar.  
 
    It wasn’t like whatever had started between them had to be over. Now that he saw how easily she’d adjusted to their working together at the club, maybe they could still be weekend play partners. After all, they had barely begun to scratch the surface of her submissive potential in the two days they’d been together. Jordan was like a tight, perfect rosebud, poised and ready to bloom. Who better than he to oversee and nurture that blossoming? 
 
    It was decided. He would ask her to join him for a quick drink at the pub next door. Maybe on the way he would push her gently but firmly against an alley wall, pinning her there as he bent down to kiss her, just to remind her of the weekend, of who was really in control. 
 
    Jordan swiveled slowly toward him, a look of casual surprise on her face at seeing him. Her hand, he noticed with annoyance, remained on the knee of the guy she had been talking to. It was, Donovan now realized, Brent Underwood, a regular at the club. Underwood never tired of telling Donovan he was an MD, like Donovan was supposed to be super impressed by that. The arrogant prick.  
 
    “Oh, hey there,” Jordan said breezily, as if they hadn't just spent an amazing weekend together and then conducted one of the best shows in the club’s history together. “What’s up?” 
 
    Donovan stiffened, her distracted response hitting him like a slap in the face. What had he wanted? For her to fall to her knees and kiss his boots? The pub, the scene against the wall—he realized now he was fantasizing about something that would not come to pass. With her body language and her dismissive tone, Jordan was stating loud and clear that she wasn’t interested.  
 
    He forced himself to smile back and gave a noncommittal shrug. “Just checking in. I was thinking maybe you’d care to join me for the second show at midnight. I was planning some bondage and suspension action. I already have one volunteer selected.” 
 
    Donovan hadn’t realized he was going to make that offer until it was out of his mouth. He hadn't expected the powerful connection he’d felt on the stage with Jordan during the scene with Mary and Richard. He had to admit she’d been flawless in her execution, and had even made some better choices than he might have if left entirely on his own.  
 
    Still, he was the Master. He’d spent years honing his craft and making his name in the San Francisco BDSM club scene. He was bestowing quite an honor on this newcomer by asking her to join him for the second show. If nothing else, he reasoned to himself, it would be a good way to get her out of Underwood’s clutches. The bastard was staring much too intently at Jordan, his eyes moving insolently over her body as if he owned her.  
 
    To Donovan’s dumbfounded dismay, Jordan shook her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think so.” She tapped the small, leather-bound notebook on the bar in front of her and offered an apologetic shrug. “I’ve already booked enough sessions to fill the next week, and since I won't be starting in my formal capacity until tomorrow, Gene said it was fine if I left early tonight.”  
 
    She put her hand lightly on Donovan’s arm, her touch sending an electric current of desire directly to his cock. “Maybe once I’m more settled in my new role as Mistress in residence we can do another show together.” Jordan’s smile pierced Donovan’s heart like a barb as she pulled her hand away. She swiveled back to the man beside her, Donovan apparently dismissed. “You were saying, Master Brent?”  
 
    What the hell had just happened? 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jordan stood under the shower spray in her tiny apartment long after she’d finished washing her body and her hair, just letting the hot water splash over her. Last night had been miserable, going against all her instincts in following Annette’s advice and leaving the club before midnight. How her heart had leapt when she’d turned on her barstool to find Donovan standing behind her. She’d known it before she even turned around, his touch instantly heating her skin, his scent perking her nipples and soaking her cunt. 
 
    When he’d invited her to do another show with him, she’d been dying to accept, thrilled at the offer, aware they would need to meet beforehand to plan it out. But through it all, Annette’s warning words had echoed in her mind. Just before they’d gone on stage, Annette had pulled Jordan aside.  
 
    “Remember,” Annette had said, “all is fair in love and war, and right now, though you may not realize it, you’re engaged in both. No matter what Donovan does or says, you say no. Do it sweetly, do it kindly, but do it. Tonight is the first tactical move in our battle. You’re setting up the field so he understands you are not the usual sub girl he’s come to expect, with her heart on her sleeve, waiting and praying for the Master to notice her.”  
 
    When Jordan had protested, Annette had crossed her arms firmly and stared Jordan down with all the power and persuasion she could muster, which was considerable. “You are Mistress Jordan, and don’t you forget it. The weekend was great, but, like the Master, you’re moving on. Donovan is so used to women throwing themselves at him, he won’t know what hit him. Trust me, no one ever turns down the Master. You’ll be the first, and, if we play our cards right, the last.” 
 
    Still, Jordan had been so tempted by Donovan’s offer. It would be the perfect way to get him alone, without seeming at all desperate. But Annette had been standing right there on the other side of the bar when Donovan had approached, flashing warning daggers at Jordan with her eyes. Though it had nearly killed Jordan to do it, she’d turned the Master down, and the hurt in his face had been both heartbreaking and thrilling. Had she done the right thing? God, she hoped so. 
 
    Just as Jordan turned off the shower she heard her cell ringing. Grabbing a towel, she dashed from her tiny bathroom to the bedroom and grabbed the phone, her heart soaring. Donovan! 
 
    But it wasn’t Donovan. Betsy Hanover showed on the screen. A sudden wave of guilt surged through Jordan, and she took the call. “Betsy! Hey, how are you? I’ve been meaning to call.” 
 
    “I’m doing fine. How’s it going on the West Coast? Tell me everything. Spare no detail. Has Mistress Jordan taken them all by storm?” 
 
    Jordan laughed. “Well, yes, as a matter fact!” Should she confide in Betsy about her amazing experience as Donovan’s temporary sub girl? Should she admit she had fallen head over feet for a commitment-phobe? Betsy would tell her to cut the guy loose and find a real man, a man would knew what he had. Not quite ready to have that particular conversation, Jordan instead told Betsy all about the club, and her rise from waitress to Mistress in residence.  
 
    During Jordan’s description of the stage show the night before, Betsy interrupted, “I’ve heard about Donovan Cartwright, though I never met him personally. He’s got a great reputation as a trainer. You might learn a thing or two from the guy.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I know what I’m doing, thank you very much.” Jordan found herself bristling at the implication she needed lessons in domination. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, sweetheart.” Betsy laughed. “I’m not talking about Dominatrix training. Remember our conversation before you left? About you exploring your submissive side? He might be a good person to approach in that regard. He could help you explore those impulses you apparently continue to deny.” 
 
    Jordan was silent, temporarily speechless. 
 
    “You still there?” Betsy finally said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jordan whispered. 
 
    “What is it? I’ve known you long enough now. You’re keeping something from me. Come on, spill the beans.” 
 
    “Well,” Jordan hesitated. “It’s kind of complicated. It’s a long story—” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Betsy interjected. “I’ve got all the time in the world. Tell me.” 
 
    And so Jordan did, telling her about the bet, about the amazing weekend, and about Donovan’s sudden withdrawal. After crowing a little about her gut feel regarding Jordan’s inherently submissive nature, Betsy, as Jordan had feared, derided Donovan for having his head lodged firmly up his ass, asserting that men like that didn’t deserve the women who loved them. “Wait a minute,” she interrupted herself. “Do you love him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jordan admitted before she had a chance to censor herself. 
 
    “Then don’t listen to me. What the hell do I know, anyway? Find a way to let him know. Find a way to reach him.” 
 
      
 
    The waiter set down their plates, asked if they needed anything else, and left them alone. Jordan was glad she’d agreed to Annette’s invitation to lunch at Café Rose, located down the block from the club. Though the day was sunny, Jordan pulled her sweater around her shoulders, still not used to the wind and mild temperatures of San Francisco, even though it was the end of June. 
 
    Jordan told Annette about Betsy’s call, and her advice toward the end of their conversation. 
 
    Annette remained firm. “Betsy doesn’t know Donovan like I do. Trust me, last night you handled it, or should I say him, brilliantly,” Annette reassured her.  
 
    Jordan shook her head, still not entirely convinced. “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t like to play games like that. When I feel something for someone, which doesn’t happen very often, I like to let them know. I mean, shit, I’m twenty-seven, not seventeen. I’ve been in love exactly twice before this, and not that I’m looking to get married or anything, but I’m not getting any younger.” 
 
    Annette threw back her head and laughed. “Talk to me when you’re pushing forty, babe. Gene and I didn’t even meet until I was thirty-six to his thirty-three. You’re still a spring chicken.” 
 
    Jordan offered a rueful smile. “I guess it’s relative. All I can say is I haven’t felt like this in years. No, make that ever. I’ve never felt such a strong, immediate connection with someone. And the crazy thing is, the tragic thing really, is he’s all wrong for me. Even if he wasn’t a genetically-impaired commitment-phobe or whatever you called him, Donovan and I could never work out. We’re both dominants. I know people say you can be a switch, but I don’t buy it. You’re one thing or the other. You can’t just change your wiring, just like you can’t be straight one day and gay the next.” 
 
    As had happened at least a dozen times since Donovan had sent her away, tears flooded Jordan’s eyes and she brushed them angrily away. What the hell was happening to her? She had never been a crier, but since she’d met Donovan, or no, make that since he’d ended things so abruptly the morning before, she couldn’t seem to keep the tears at bay.  
 
    Who was she kidding? She knew what was wrong—she was in love with a man who was afraid to love her back, and even if he did, they had, by definition of their kink, no future together. 
 
    If she had expected comfort from Annette as she wiped at her tears, she didn’t get it. Annette was grinning at her and shaking her head. “Kiddo, you’re okay. Maybe a little confused, but okay. Come on, dry those tears.” She waited while Jordan dabbed at her eyes with her napkin, before continuing, “I’m going to explain something to you, but first, eat your sandwich—you’ll feel better. Go on, take a bite. I’ll wait.” 
 
    In spite of herself, Jordan laughed. “Bossy, aren’t you?” she quipped. 
 
    Annette grinned. “Just ask Gene.” 
 
    Jordan picked up her sandwich and took a bite, not really tasting it. “Okay. Go on,” she said, suddenly happy in spite of everything as she realized she had a new friend, her first real friend in a long time. “Enlighten me, oh wise one.” 
 
    Annette took a long drink of her iced tea and set it down with a regal nod. “Okay, here’s the thing, Jordan. You said you can’t be gay one day and straight the next, but I disagree. In fact, my theory, which I’ve seen born out countless times over the years, is that no one is one-hundred percent gay or one-hundred percent straight. Society wants to stick us in neat little slots, but human nature doesn’t work that way. People are attracted along a continuum, some more skewed toward being straight, some toward gay, most somewhere in the middle, whether or not they ever allow themselves to feel, much less explore, their orientation.” 
 
    She took another bite of her sandwich and then continued. “Same way in the BDSM scene, though I agree with you, folks tend to be more hardwired in one direction or the other, but there are times when someone who is primarily dominant has the urge to submit. By the same token, a primarily submissive person can be quite dominant, with the right person or in the right situation. Some of the most sadistic players I ever met were submissive to their primary partner.” 
 
    Jordan nodded. “Betsy used to say the same thing. ‘When you give a sub girl a whip to play with, watch out.’” 
 
    Annette laughed. “Yep. And the converse is also true. Back when I was a pro Domme, I had a number of clients who exuded power in their daily lives. These were professional power junkies who ran Fortune 500 companies, but they were more than happy during our sessions to wear my collar and kiss my feet. Not only happy, they needed it. It fulfilled a part of their nature that was subjugated and denied the rest of the time.” 
 
    She leaned forward, her tone earnest. “Then there’s you, Jordan. You fit into that profile, but in a more direct way. You define yourself as dominant in the scene, but who are you really? What moves you? What gets your heart racing and, if you’ll pardon my French, your pussy soaking? Is it the look in a man’s eye when you’ve got his balls in one hand and a whip in the other?” Annette laughed. “No wait, that’s me we’re talking about.”  
 
    She sobered quickly, adding, “Seriously though, I could be all wrong, but I’ve been watching you and listening to what you’ve said about your experience with Donovan this weekend. These are not the words or feelings of a hardcore dominant. It’s quite possible, Ms. Heller, that you are in fact a submissive in Domme’s clothing.” She grinned, adding, “Which isn’t to say you aren’t a kickass Domme. But I have a feeling that might be your vocation, while submission is your passion. And Donovan has been the one to unlock that passion, am I right?” 
 
    While Jordan struggled to take in what Annette was saying with her brain, her gut knew instantly that she was right. The realization was at once shocking and a relief, as if she were at last ready to embrace who she’d been all along. 
 
    Something made Jordan look up at that moment, as if someone had called her name. She stared across the street, her body registering what she saw before her brain could kick in. Her heart began to pound wildly. “Shit!” she said breathlessly. “That’s Donovan across the street. He’s looking at us! He’s waving!” 
 
    Annette dropped her napkin on the table and stood, waving back in his direction. “Ah, the bait worked, and the fly is now approaching our honey.” 
 
    “What?” Jordan’s eyes remained glued to the man, who was standing at the traffic light with a dozen other people, waiting for it to change so he could safely cross the busy street. She pulled her gaze away long enough to glance sharply at Annette. “What’re you talking about?” 
 
    Annette laughed. “I set him up. Last night after you left, he and Gene were at the bar. I overheard him say he might give you a call. Just to discuss a possible joint show for later in the week, he said. Seeing an excellent opportunity, I leaned right over the bar and informed him you were having lunch with Brent at Café Rose at two o’clock today. In an Oscar worthy performance, he shrugged and said oh-so-casually, ‘You don’t say?’” 
 
    “You said that?” Jordan squealed. 
 
    “I sure did. And just to make sure he got the point, I added that you seemed to be quite taken with the guy.” 
 
    In spite of herself, Jordan laughed. “I can’t believe you did that! I would never agree to lunch with a guy I just met. And certainly not with Master Brent, who was entirely too full of himself.” 
 
    “You know that, and I know that, but the Master doesn’t know that. And look.” She gestured with her chin toward Donovan, who had crossed the street and was walking rapidly now in their direction with a determined stride. “Here he comes, ready to challenge Master Brent to a duel.”  
 
    She turned toward Jordan, speaking rapidly. “Now listen carefully. I know you don’t like to play games, and hopefully this will be one of the last ones you play, but don’t fuck this up. Master Brent had something come up, so you asked me instead. You don’t have to pretend to have feelings for the guy, but don’t let Donovan off the hook too easily. He needs to figure out all by himself that he wants you. Think wild mustang. You can hold out the lump of sugar, but he has to come to you. You move too fast now, and he’ll bolt. Got it?” 
 
    Jordan looked at Donovan approaching. He was wearing faded blue jeans that fit him perfectly, hugging his muscular thighs, but not too tight down the leg. As he got closer she could see snakes curling around his biceps beneath the short sleeve of his red T-shirt. He wore sunglasses, his sensuous mouth compressed in a thin line, though without seeing his eyes, she couldn’t tell if he was angry or just nervous. 
 
    He slowed as he got closer and finally stopped in front of them. Jordan’s heart was beating so hard she wondered if the others could hear it. She forced a casual smile as she looked up at him, shading her eyes with her hand.  
 
    Annette spoke first. “Well, hey there, Mr. Cartwright. What a small world. You had your lunch yet?” She pulled out a chair, waving for him to sit. 
 
    Donovan took off his glasses and looked from Jordan to Annette and back to Jordan. Then he looked past them at the other tables, a question on his face. Annette and Jordan exchanged a quick glance, Annette smirking, an I told you so expression on her face.  
 
    “Looking for someone?” Annette asked in an exaggeratedly innocent tone. 
 
    “You said—” Donovan began, before catching himself. He took the chair Annette had pulled out.  
 
    “I said Jordan and Brent were meeting for lunch. Unfortunately he got called into the hospital, poor bastard.” She turned to Jordan with a guileless smile. “I’m so glad you called me to take his place, Jordan. I have a feeling we’re going to be the best of friends.” 
 
    The waiter arrived, a menu in hand. “Would you like to order something, sir?” he asked.  
 
    Donovan, who still looked confused, shook his head. “No, thanks. I’ll just have a beer. Something on tap.” 
 
    The waiter rattled off half a dozen options and Donovan selected one. He turned to Jordan. “So, you get a good night’s rest? You sure were missed last night.” By whom, he didn’t say, but he was gazing at her with intense earnestness, as if she were the only person in the world. 
 
    Jordan nodded, not mentioning she’d tossed and turned for over an hour before finally deciding to masturbate to calm down, and certainly not mentioning the fantasies that unspooled in her head as she touched herself involved the Master, front and center. 
 
    Annette pulled her cell phone from her jacket pocket and stared down at it, shaking her head. “Gene’s texting me. He needs me. I swear to god, I don’t know how he survived before I took him in hand. He can’t do a thing without me.” She laughed affectionately and stood, dropping some bills onto the table. “You’ll forgive me if I leave abruptly? Now that you have each other to keep you company?” 
 
    She was so convincing that Jordan wasn’t even sure if she was making it up or not. Jordan glanced at Donovan, who was smiling. “No problem. Gene needs you.” He waved his hand. “Go on. I’ll make sure Jordan gets home. I’m parked the next block over.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Jordan said, suddenly enjoying the power of her position. “I drove my own car.” She glanced at her watch and used the tone she employed with her sub boys. “I still have a few minutes though. I’ll stay while you drink your beer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, Master Brent, huh?” Donovan said with exaggerated casualness. He raised his beer to his lips and drank as he appraised Jordan over the top of the glass. “I don’t really see you with that guy.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jordan lifted her lips into a small smile. “Who do you see me with?” 
 
    Me, Donovan started to say, before catching himself.  
 
    Though he’d thought of little but Jordan and Master Fucking Brent since the night before, Donovan had promised himself he wouldn’t give the slightest hint that he cared what Jordan did with another man. He couldn’t stand that kind of needy, possessive behavior in a woman, and had no intention of exhibiting it himself.  
 
    Yet he couldn’t deny when he arrived at the café and saw, not the arrogant MD, but Annette at the table with Jordan, he’d nearly cried with relief. At that moment he couldn’t pretend to himself any longer that he didn’t care who Jordan hung out with, that she didn’t matter more to him than any other of his casual submissive play partners. He’d had to physically restrain himself from pulling Jordan into his arms so he could kiss every inch of her face. 
 
    Instead, somehow keeping up the Mr. Cool façade, he’d agreed to join them for a quick beer, especially pleased when Annette suddenly needed to vacate the premises. Talk about good timing. Now he was alone with the girl he hadn't been able to get out of his head since their amazing weekend together. He would feel her out—see where she was with this Master Brent character—and take it from there. He would start with something innocuous, like if she got a good night’s sleep, and try from that to determine if she’d slept alone or in another man’s arms. 
 
    Her nod, however, hadn't provided the information he’d been seeking. Mr. Cool forgotten, Donovan found himself blurting, “Are you really seeing that jackass, Master Brent?” 
 
    Jordan, who had been sipping her iced tea, sputtered into her drink. Wiping her face with her napkin, she set down her glass and peered at him with a confused expression. “I’m sorry, what did you just say?” 
 
    Embarrassed at his outburst, which had come out of nowhere, Donovan tried to backtrack. “Oh, you know. I mean, uh, I saw you talking to him last night. Then you had to leave early. From the way you were ogling each other, I thought it was a reasonable assumption that you might leave together. Annette said you were having lunch with him today so…” 
 
    Jordan frowned, a what-the-fuck look on her face. She glared at him for a beat and then two. But she didn’t deny it.  
 
    So it was true. God damn it.  
 
    Jordan cut short Donovan’s rising ire by suddenly pronouncing, “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” 
 
    What the hell was going on? She was the one who was upset? Donovan tilted his head as he looked at her, trying to rein in the jumble of emotions wrecking havoc in his head. “Can’t do what?” 
 
    Jordan rubbed her hands over her face and sighed. “I can’t keep playing this game. It’s just—silly. I mean, I know Annette’s heart is totally in the right place. But this just isn’t how I operate.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’ve lost me. What does Annette’s heart have to do with anything?” 
 
    Color rose suddenly into Jordan’s cheeks. “Well, if you want to know, Annette’s been busy playing matchmaker behind the scenes.” 
 
    Fury rose in a sudden bitter rush in Donovan’s chest. How could Annette betray him like that? “Annette’s trying to match you with Brent Underwood? Is she nuts? I thought she was my friend, for god’s sake.” 
 
    Jordan laughed, her cheeks still pink, her green eyes suddenly sparkling. “No, not Master Brent and me. You and me. She’s been coaching me on how to tame wild horses.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head. “Okay, now I have no idea what you’re talking about. Where do horses come into this, other than Brent, who can be a horse’s ass, no offense.” He forced a laugh at his own admittedly rather weak joke, though he remained perplexed and angry. 
 
    Jordan took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay,” she said. “First I’ll clear up something for you. While Master Brent seems like a decent guy, I’m not interested in him, not in the least. And frankly,” some of the anger edged its way back into her face, “I can’t believe you’d think I’m that fickle—after what you and I shared this weekend.”  
 
    Despite himself, Donovan felt some of the tightness in his chest ease, though he remained unclear as to what was really going on. “So, wait,” he said. “Why were you having lunch with him then? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t!” Jordan’s tone was exasperated. “Annette just floated that out there for bait, and you apparently swallowed it.” 
 
    Now it was Donovan’s turn to flush. He felt manipulated. Worse, he felt foolish. Why would Annette have done such a thing? 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” Jordan continued. “Annette has it in her mind that you’re like a wild horse when it comes to women. You don’t like to feel, to continue the metaphor, corralled. You need for it to be your idea when you want to be with a woman, and if she makes it her idea first, you feel hemmed in and you bolt. So she’s been counseling me on how to be a horse whisperer and trick you into wanting me by offering lumps of sugar without seeming to. She’s been teaching me to play it cool with the Master.” 
 
    She reached over, placing her soft hand on his, her eyes flashing. “I’ve been doing my damnedest to pretend I didn’t really mind that you just sent me packing yesterday morning after the most amazing forty-eight hours I’d ever spent with another human being. I’ve been trying to pretend you aren’t the most exciting man I’ve ever met, and that you haven’t opened a whole new world for me that I want to continue to explore with you.”  
 
    She pulled her hand away and shrugged, her face suddenly closing. “Look, I’m sorry, I tried it her way, and even if it’s working—if it got you here by artifice and feminine wiles—it’s just not my style. I’m going to lay it out for you, and if you can’t handle the truth, then so be it.” She paused, as if daring him to contradict her, but Donovan stayed silent, still trying to process what she was saying, and his part in it.  
 
    Jordan’s voice grew more determined, “I’m not saying I want to marry you, Donovan. I’m not saying I want to own you or be owned by you. I’m just saying I don’t like to be treated like a one-night stand, and then have to pretend that how you behaved didn’t hurt and confuse me. I’m saying I want to continue where we left off without having to worry I’m going to scare you away by expressing honest feelings. If that’s a strike against me, so be it. This is who I am. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Donovan stared at the strong woman beside him, who was gazing back at him with a look of resigned defiance. And suddenly he felt as if he was in a movie, and the camera had moved in for a close-up, the world shrinking to this one moment in time, everything and everyone else falling away. 
 
    He realized in that one moment that for all of his adult life he’d been doing just exactly what Annette had accused him of—running at the first sign of real intimacy, scared to death of… Of what? Of being loved? Of being truly happy? Or of losing that love and ending up lonelier than when he’d started? He honestly didn’t know. 
 
    All he knew was he wanted this woman sitting across from him like he’d never wanted anyone else. And hadn't he known that since the moment he’d contrived the bet so he could get her into his dungeon and into his bed? Yet even then, before he’d given them or her a chance, he’d already begun to push her away, at least in his head. The instant things threatened to move from casual play into something that might matter, he’d pulled his usual MO and hit the ground running. 
 
    But Jordan Heller had called him on his shit. 
 
    She was looking at him now, waiting, he knew, for some kind of response to her ultimatum that he could take what she offered—a chance to really connect in a meaningful way with someone he might truly be able to love—or leave it, and continue as he always had, footloose, fancy free, and alone. 
 
    He reached for the hand she’d pulled away, drawing it to him. He lifted her hand to his mouth and lightly kissed her palm.  
 
    “I’ll take it,” he said. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Annette shouted into Jordan’s cell phone. 
 
    “I told him I don’t want to be a horse whisperer,” Jordan repeated. “I told him I don’t want to play games—that what we’d shared mattered too much to me.” 
 
    Jordan was lying on her bed in her studio apartment. As if the gods had conspired against them, Donovan’s cell phone had buzzed urgently in his pocket just after he made his earnest pronouncement. He’d been called away on an emergency with the volunteer ambulance corps, though he’d promised to come by the instant he was free.  
 
    As the hours had passed, however, Jordan realized they wouldn’t be getting together before work. Several apologetic texts from Donovan confirmed this, and Jordan tried to keep her disappointment at bay. After all, they had all the time in the world, right? 
 
    “And you’re alone now, right?” Annette demanded. “What happened? Did he suddenly make up an excuse and hightail it out of there? Shit, Jordan. Guys like that need to be kept at arm’s length for a while. They have to think they’re the ones who came up with the idea to get together. No offense, girlfriend, but you’re a slow study when it comes to snaring a man.”  
 
    Jordan laughed, shaking her head, though Annette couldn’t see her. “You’ve been a great friend, Annette, and I really appreciate it. You helped me understand what Donovan’s issues are and that what he was doing wasn’t personal, but I just can’t play that kind of girl-tricks-the-guy-into-a-ring game. It’s not my style. Either he wants me or he doesn’t. I don’t want a man I have to trick into being with me.” 
 
    Annette snorted. “Spoken like a true Domme. Hopefully Donovan manages to get his head out of his ass so he doesn’t lose you. Because you’re a definite keeper, Mistress Jordan, make no mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Any seeds of doubt Annette had planted during their phone conversation were washed away with Donovan’s kiss that night at the club. He came in just a few minutes after Jordan arrived, looking incredibly sexy, as always, in black leather and boots, a lock of his dark hair falling over one eye.  
 
    Without preamble and right in front of the new waitress, Suzanne, who was preening in the mirror in the changing room, Donovan had pulled Jordan into his arms. He had kissed her lightly at first, a brushing of his mouth against hers, but after a moment he pressed her lips apart with his tongue, exploring her mouth as his hands moved greedily over her back and ass, pulling her tight against his hard body. 
 
    Gene had entered the changing room just seconds after Donovan had let her go. He took in the scene with a knowing smile, though he made no comment. “Jordan, glad you’re here. Let’s go over the equipment and protocol in the red room one more time. I have a feeling you’re going to be very busy tonight.” 
 
    Once the club opened for the evening, Jordan, dressed to kill in a red leather mini-dress and matching thigh-high red leather boots, had been swarmed by submissives, male and female alike, all eager for a private session. As Gene had predicted, apparently word had gotten out overnight that there was a smoking hot Mistress on the premises, and attendance was at weekend levels though it was only a Wednesday night. Maybe the novelty of it would die off after a week or two, but meanwhile Jordan was having a blast. 
 
    Finally she managed a break, having thought to block out the ten to ten-thirty slot so she could watch the Master’s first show. She stood toward the back of the room, glad for a moment not to be the center of so much submissive attention. She watched Donovan scan the audience for a potential volunteer.  
 
    “Amy,” he said, pointing to a woman with long, straight hair whose hand was raised high. “Let’s show them what you can do.” 
 
    Amy was tall, nearly as tall as the Master in her black boots. She was wearing a long black gown with slits cut high along either leg. She was in her twenties and while her makeup was a little heavy and her platinum blond hair probably from a bottle, she was quite striking, especially from a distance.  
 
    Jordan felt a sharp pang of jealousy when Donovan took the young woman’s hand and led her to center stage. While she didn’t dismiss the feeling, she told herself it wasn’t necessary. If they were to become lovers and even, someday, partners, she would need to accept his active involvement in the scene, just as he would need to accept hers. 
 
    Donovan murmured something inaudible to Amy and then turned to face the crowd. As he spoke, he seemed to be scanning the audience. Jordan, preferring to remain unseen, shrank back in the shadows.  
 
    “Tonight,” Donovan announced, “you will be treated to watching a true pain slut take a serious caning. For the Doms out there, let me caution you in advance—this is not something to try at home, not unless you really know what you’re doing, and your sub has a high threshold for pain. Canes can cut the skin, and it’s easier to do than you might think.” 
 
    He turned to Amy, who had unzipped and stepped out of her gown. She stood in a black push-up bra, a black lace thong, and stockings and garters, her boots still in place. Without a trace of self-consciousness she reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, letting it fall to the stage. She stood straight, her heavy breasts tipped with large brown nipples, hands on her hips as she stared down at the crowd gathered around the stage with an enigmatic smile. 
 
    “Arms overhead,” Donovan instructed. Amy lifted her arms high, standing patiently while Donovan locked them into soft leather cuffs that dangled from ropes that were secured to a pulley over her head. There was play in the rope that allowed Amy to turn, which she now did at Donovan’s command, turning until she was facing away from the audience. 
 
    Even from where she stood at the back of the room, Jordan could see the faint crisscross of purple and pink lines covering her back, ass and thighs, evidence of prior and repeated whippings with a single tail or a cane. She found herself wondering if Donovan had been one of the Masters to mark her in this fashion, and pushed the thought from her head. If he was, or he wasn’t, it didn’t matter. No more than it mattered that she’d just whipped, flogged, cuffed, clipped and clamped half a dozen subs in the red room. It was just part of the job, part of the scene. 
 
    Donovan selected a long, thin cane, whipping it in the air several times for effect. Amy didn’t flinch or make a sound. What she did do was bend forward as far as her wrist cuffs allowed, thrusting her bottom out, a clear invitation for the cane. 
 
    The Master began slowly, tapping her ass lightly with the flat of the cane until the skin turned pink. He moved the cane in a rapid, circular motion, the rattan barely touching the skin. 
 
    Then a sudden flick of his wrist raised the first welt along her left cheek, a long white line that darkened almost immediately red. The audience offered a collective gasp, though Amy remained still as stone. 
 
    Again and again the Master struck her, adding easily a dozen more welts to her ass and thighs, each one expertly placed just above or below the last in neat, horizontal lines. 
 
    “More?” the Master asked the bound woman.  
 
    “Yes, please, Master! More!” she cried. 
 
    “Turn,” he instructed, touching Amy’s shoulder. She pivoted as gracefully as a dancer, the rope above her wrists winding as she moved. Donovan placed the cane in the rack and selected a shorter, thinner cane. He returned to Amy, murmuring something inaudible to her. She nodded, smiling at him with a look of submissive adoration Jordan knew so well.  
 
    Donovan began to tap her breasts, the cane landing skillfully above and below but never directly on the nipples. It wasn’t long before he was again painting white lines that quickly reddened as the welts rose on the woman’s bare breasts.  
 
    Amy was breathing hard now, no longer the perfect picture of calm submission. Jordan could see the sweat sliding down her sides and shining on her forehead. Her large nipples were fully erect, her body trembling ever so slightly.  
 
    “Ready?” Donovan asked. 
 
    “Yes, please, Master!” Amy shouted, surprising Jordan with the force of her reply. 
 
    Donovan paused a beat, taking aim, and let the cane come down directly on Amy’s right nipple. Still she didn’t cry out, though her face crumpled with pain, her eyes squeezing shut, her lips pressed hard together. 
 
    “And again?” Donovan asked, as he moved behind her to her other side. 
 
    Once again Amy shouted her agreement, and Donovan flicked the tip of the cane against her other nipple, drawing another anguished expression from the pain slut. 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “Yes, please, Master! More!” 
 
    Donovan turned Amy so her back was again to the audience. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath, including Jordan. The Master flicked the cane against that delicate spot where the ass meets the thighs and then added several more strokes to each thigh.  
 
    “More?” he queried. 
 
    Again Amy shouted her agreement. Jordan realized she was never going to tell him to stop. Donovan would have to gauge when the girl had had enough.  
 
    He turned her again, painting the fronts of her thighs with angry red lines, and adding a few more strokes to her already welted breasts. Amy’s entire body glimmered with sweat beneath the stage lights and her face had taken on the glazed, unfocused expression of someone who was soaring through subspace. 
 
    Donovan nodded toward the side of the stage and Gene came quickly forward, going to Amy’s other side. While he released the cuffs, Donovan caught the girl, who sank, with his help, to her knees. She continued the forward movement until her forehead touched the stage, extending her arms along the stage floor in a classic position of slavish homage to the man who had given her what she longed for, what she craved. 
 
    After a moment of hushed silence, the crowd burst into applause. A man, probably Amy’s owner, vaulted up to the stage, not even bothering with the stairs. He crouched beside Amy and pulled her gently up into his arms. She looked at him with a dazed expression. She managed to wrap her arms around his neck, allowing him to lift and carry her from the stage while the audience stamped and hooted its approval. 
 
    Donovan looked past the crowd, his gaze landing directly on Jordan, though she’d thought he couldn’t see her in the shadows. “You’re next,” he silently mouthed, and then he smiled, a slow, sensuous smile that sent shivers from Jordan’s head right down to her toes.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As happened each morning since Jordan had been with him, Donovan became aware of her presence before he came fully awake. A kind of mystified wonder suffused his being, a vague but persistent happiness that still startled him with its newness. He felt the curve of her warm body against his and smelled the perfume of her scent. Happiness fanned into a hot, steady fire that radiated from his heart to his loins. His cock hardened, despite the fact they’d made love several times the night before. He pulled her closer, seeking the wet, hot sweetness at her center. 
 
    “You must always be ready for me,” he’d told her that first night he took her home after their brief separation. “If you are to belong to me, you will always be in a state of constant arousal, ready, eager, even desperate to serve me.” 
 
    “But—” she started to protest. He’d stopped her with two fingers pressed against her soft lips. 
 
    “If you’re not wet and aching for my touch, it won’t be your fault, darling Jordan.” He took his fingers from her lips, staring deep into her sage-green eyes. “It will be mine.” 
 
    It had been years since Donovan had found someone with whom he connected on so many levels. He’d always enjoyed playing the scene, selecting a new girl as whim and desire dictated. But this felt different. It felt right. For the first time in his life one woman was enough, as long as that woman was Jordan. 
 
    They’d been together for twelve days, though due to their full schedules they hadn't focused as much on Jordan’s training as Donovan would have liked. Jordan had spent a few nights at her apartment during the first week, but Donovan had convinced her that her place was at his side, and in his bed. He literally could not get enough of her. She’d only paid rent through the end of the month, and he was hoping to convince her to move in with him at the end of that time, as he was longing to claim her fully, 24/7, 365. 
 
    He was looking forward to the two weeks in August when they closed the club. He planned to take Jordan on a vacation to somewhere secluded, where they could fully indulge in their D/s relationship without any distractions. 
 
    Jordan and Annette had referred to him as a wild horse, one not easily tamed. Maybe that was true, but so far with Jordan he didn’t mind wearing the saddle of a relationship. He felt as wild and free as he ever had. Or he almost did. In his completely honest moments he had to admit there was a little burr beneath the saddle, one he hadn't really been willing to face, hoping it would work its way out on its own. 
 
    He didn’t really understand his own reaction in this regard, and wondered if maybe it was because he was falling in love with Jordan, something he’d never done before, not ever. Sure, he’d been incredibly fond of and certainly wildly attracted to, various women over the years, but this love thing was new. 
 
    The issue was this: he had a hard time watching Mistress Jordan in action. Though he’d never thought of himself as jealous, each time he saw Jordan leading another guy into the red room it was like a knife jabbing into his gut. Intellectually he knew he had no right to feel this way. Jordan was her own woman, strong, confident and independent. Indeed, that was part of his attraction to her. But emotionally it was a whole other ballgame. She was his, damn it, and he’d never been very good at sharing. 
 
    He worried there was something even more insidious beneath his possessiveness, but each time he tried to fix on it, it would slip away. 
 
    Jordan stirred beside him in the bed, stretching like a sleek cat. Then her head of tousled red hair disappeared as she burrowed beneath the sheets. Donovan sighed with pleasure as his shaft was sheathed in her warm, wet mouth. He surrendered to her sensual touch, his mind emptying as his cock hardened. 
 
    When the pleasure was nearly too acute to bear, Donovan gently pushed the suckling girl away from his groin and pulled her up into his arms.  
 
    “I wasn’t done,” she protested, though she was smiling.  
 
    “No,” Donovan replied with an answering smile. “You’re just beginning.” He rolled Jordan onto her back and hoisted himself over her. He kissed her forehead and then her eyelids, one at a time. He kissed her nose and then her lips. He kissed her cheeks and her chin before moving down to nuzzle her neck. He kissed the delicate hollow of her throat and then the tops of her breasts. He licked, suckled and then lightly bit her engorged nipples until she moaned.  
 
    Finally he shifted downward and crouched between her legs. Jordan was watching him with hungry eyes. “Put your hands over your head,” he ordered. “Grasp your wrists and don’t let go, no matter what I do to you, understand?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, and Donovan’s cock hardened even more, if that was possible, as she lifted her arms and grasped each wrist with the opposite hand. She held them aloft for several seconds before letting them fall back to the pillows. 
 
    Donovan ran his tongue lightly down her belly, purposely bypassing her cunt as he covered each thigh with butterfly kisses. When she was begging with everything except her words, he finally relented and pressed her thighs apart, the warmth of his breath against her sex making her shiver.  
 
    He ran his tongue along the folds of her labia and licked in a teasing circle around her hard little clit. It wasn’t long before she was panting and moaning, begging him for permission to come. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said huskily, now desperate to penetrate her heat. Roughly he pushed her thighs apart with his knee. Grabbing his throbbing cock, he guided the head to her entrance and gently nudged, only barely resisting the powerful urge to plunge into her with one thrust.  
 
    Almost the instant he entered her, Jordan began to buck. Her skin was hot, as if she had a fever, and her eyes were wild. “Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she began to chant. And then, as he pushed deeper into the tight clutch of her cunt, “Please! Please, please, please, please, oh, can I, oh…!” 
 
    “Yes,” Donovan managed to hiss, before his orgasm left him deaf, mute and blind. 
 
      
 
    That Saturday night at the club Gene and Donovan sat side-by-side in Gene’s office, their chairs turned toward the glass wall at the back of the room, which was actually a one-way mirror into the red room, where Mistress Jordan was now working with one of her clients.  
 
    Gene had chosen the red room for her sessions primarily so Tommy, the bouncer, could spot check to make sure the men she was domming were behaving themselves. So far there hadn't been any problems of that sort, and hopefully there never would be, but Donovan and Annette had agreed it didn’t hurt to err on the side of caution. 
 
    Donovan was between shows, and while he’d generally tried to stay away from Jordan’s turf, sometimes he just couldn’t help himself. It was like picking the scab over a fresh wound. He knew he should leave it alone, but it wouldn’t leave him alone. 
 
    “This is working out even better than we thought,” Gene enthused, his eyes glued to the scene as they watched Jordan select a heavy flogger from the whip rack. She moved toward a large, bald man in his sixties who was cuffed to a St. Andrew’s cross on the far side of the small room. “I knew she would be a popular addition,” Gene went on, “but I had no idea it would take off to this degree. The first weekend I thought maybe it was the novelty of it—a flash in the pan—but here we are at weekend two, and she’s as popular as ever. Attendance is up overall. We are, my friend,” he turned to Donovan with a broad grin, “the latest new thing. Thanks to Mistress Jordan.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Donovan managed. He tried, but failed to tear his eyes away from the scene in the red room. Jordan leaned over the man to whisper something in his ear. From the way she was standing, her breasts must be pressing against his back.  
 
    Stepping back, Jordan began to flog the man, her arm an extension of the whip handle as the thick strands of black leather smacked against his back and ass. The guy’s head was tilted back toward the ceiling, his hands opening and closing over his wrist cuffs. Though they couldn’t hear much from the other side of the mirror, Donovan bet the bastard was moaning. 
 
    “Jesus,” Donovan swore under his breath. 
 
    Gene glanced sharply at him and then chuckled. “I never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “What?” Donovan demanded, aware he sounded defensive. 
 
    “You’re jealous. Donovan Cartwright is jealous. Which is pretty rich, given you do the same thing night after night, though, granted, you mostly do it up on the stage.” 
 
    “Ha!” Donovan retorted. “I respect Jordan’s right to practice her craft, same as I do. What makes you think I’m jealous?” 
 
    “I’ve known you for a long time, my friend. The green-eyed monster is glowing from your eyes every time you look through that mirror.” Gene patted Donovan’s shoulder affectionately. “Hey, your secret’s safe with me. It’s okay to be a little jealous, as long as you don’t let it control you. It means you care.” 
 
    Donovan regarded Gene, both relieved and annoyed to have been called out on his feelings, feelings he hadn't shared with Jordan because he knew they were unfair. “It’s hard,” he admitted finally. “Hard to watch her with those other guys.” 
 
    Gene nodded. “I know. You Dom types are especially jealous. I guess it comes with the territory.” He shrugged. “Why do you think I never scene at the club? Annette would tear me a new one. You think you’re possessive!” He laughed, placing his hand over his crotch. Donovan knew he wore a leather chastity belt while out of the house, as a constant reminder of Annette’s ownership. He also knew that Gene had been the one to petition for the device. 
 
    Donovan lifted his chin in acknowledgment of Gene’s words, aware of the deep love between Annette and Gene. Annette’s total control of all aspects of Gene’s life worked between them, but would it work between Jordan and him? Would he want Jordan in a chastity belt, forbidden to scene, except with him? His head answered with a staunch no! But his heart wasn’t so sure. But was it his heart, or something else at play? 
 
    The client was dressing, the scene apparently over. Once she was alone, Jordan moved toward the mirror, examining her face and reapplying her lipstick as if she didn’t remember there might be people watching her on the other side. She looked spectacular in her black velvet vest and skirt, her breasts bunched alluringly together to create a deep cleavage, the slits in the skirt revealing her long legs. Donovan’s cock twitched with desire and his heart fairly ached with longing. 
 
    A moment later Jordan turned back to the door, probably in response to a knock they couldn’t hear, and then moved toward it, opening it to a young man Donovan hadn't seen around the club before. He was tall and way too good looking, with a head of thick blond hair and a chiseled jaw. He was dressed in a business suit, of all things, his expensive-looking tie loosened around his neck. 
 
    “Oh I remember this guy’s session card,” Gene said eagerly. “He’s some kind of high powered business dude by day, total pain slut by night. Looks like he stepped right out of GQ, huh?” Donovan made no reply as he stared through the mirror. Jordan had picked up the session card, which contained the details of what the client wanted, and was reading it. Gene had come up with the idea of creating the cards in advance when he took payment, so Mistress Jordan could focus on the scene without having to tease the client’s fantasy out of them. 
 
    Jordan moved to the supply cabinet while the man was stripping. The guy’s physique was an upside down triangle, his broad shoulders narrowing to the point of his slender waist and hips. His lines were long and lean, his body hairless, his dick, even while semi-flaccid, porn-star huge.  
 
    Donovan realized his hands had curled into fists at his sides, and a part of him would have loved to smash one of them right across that square jaw and then into those six-pack abs. Cool it, he told himself, trying to calm down. This is not sexual. Jordan belongs to you. That’s not even Jordan behind the mirror, it’s Mistress Jordan. It didn’t work. Donovan bounced lightly on the balls of his feet, his eyes burning through the glass. 
 
    Mr. GQ extended his arms and stood patiently while Jordan cuffed his wrists to the chains hanging overhead. Jordan attached clothespins in a ring around each of the man’s nipples. She added more pins to his denuded balls, catching the loose skin of his scrotum in a fan of clothespins. Mr. GQ winced in pain each time she attached another pin, but his cock elongated to an obscene length, and was dripping with pre-come by the time she was done. 
 
    Jordan selected a single tail from the rack and began to expertly flick the clothespins from the man’s chest, one by one. Each time the whip met its mark and a clothespin flew, the man mouthed the words, “Thank you, Mistress,” while flinching in pain.  
 
    When all the clothespins had been flicked from his chest, his nipples were ringed with angry red splotches. The man was panting, his eyes scrunched shut, his chest heaving. Jordan’s back was to the mirror, but she must have said something, because the man opened his eyes and took a deep breath.  
 
    He nodded, now mouthing the words, “Yes, Mistress. Please, Mistress.” 
 
    Positioning herself, Jordan flicked the whip toward the man’s scrotum and one of the pins flew to the ground. The man’s mouth opened in an O of agony, but his cock remained hard as steel. The whip struck again, and again, each time hitting its target dead on.  
 
    All at once a flush of color washed over the man’s neck, his tongue suddenly snaking over his lips as his eyes flew open. It took Donovan a moment to realize what he was seeing. As the tethered man stared with wild eyes at Jordan, he began to shudder and his cock erupted in a stream of ejaculate. 
 
    “God damn it!” Donovan roared, turning abruptly from the scene.  
 
    “Donovan!” Gene hissed. “Keep your voice down. They heard you.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Pull a curtain on that fucking thing. I can’t stand it.” He strode from the office, fury propelling him, though he had no idea where he was going. He found himself heading toward the back exit. He shoved the door open with his shoulder and stepped out into the cool, foggy night. He slammed himself against the wall of the building and hit the back of his head against the bricks again and again, glad for the distraction of the pain. 
 
    After a moment the door of the building opened, and Gene came out to stand beside him. Donovan was breathing hard and adrenaline was skittering through his blood, as if he’d just been in a fight. Neither of them spoke for a long moment. Donovan drew in a deep breath as he tried to clear his head and slow his thudding heart. He knew he was being a jerk. He just didn’t know how to stop. 
 
    “I remember what it felt like,” Gene began softly, his eyes straight ahead, “when I used to go to Madame Anika.” That, Donovan knew, had been Annette’s professional name when she had worked as a pro Domme. “When I first started in the scene,” Gene continued, “I didn’t really know what I wanted. Or no, correct that. I knew what I wanted, but I had a very hard time admitting my submissive and masochistic needs. I worked in construction, for god’s sake. I grew up in a house with three brothers and a father who taught us from an early age that real men didn’t cry. Real men had no emotions of any sort, when it came down to it, except maybe rage and righteous anger. And women were made for two things—to make babies and clean the kitchen. Definitely not to serve and worship.” 
 
    The pain in Gene’s voice shocked Donovan out of his own narcissistic funk. He knew Gene’s early history in a vague sort of way, but this was the first time Gene had spilled his guts like this. Donovan put his hand gently on his old friend’s shoulder. Gene continued to stare straight ahead, but he didn’t stop talking. 
 
    “Ever since I was sexually aware, I knew I had different feelings inside. Unacceptable feelings. Dirty feelings. It took me years to get up the courage to even begin to explore them. I’d visited other Dommes before Annette, but they’d always treated me in a way that confirmed my own secret shame. They would call me names, like sniveling worm, or worthless piece of shit, and one even spit on me.” He sighed and then continued, “Madame Anika was different. She was a tough taskmaster, make no mistake, but she treated me with respect. She understood my masochistic needs and longing to submit, without making me feel less than, if you follow me.” 
 
    He turned at last to Donovan and smiled. “I fell in love with her the very first session, though at the time I was too fucking clueless to realize it. I nearly bankrupted myself that first year booking sessions with her.” He laughed ruefully. “But it was never going to work, you see?” He shook his head with a snort. 
 
    “She was a pro and I was just a client, right?” he asked rhetorically, though he didn’t pause long enough for Donovan to answer, even if he’d wanted to. “But as time went on, something started to change between us. We didn’t just scene. She would talk to me afterwards, sometimes for an hour or longer. A real connection was developing between us, but I was terrified to do anything about it, because I kept rationalizing why she would want to hang out with me—she felt sorry for such a loser, she was really bored that day, anything to avoid confronting my own feelings. I kept my mouth shut about how I really felt for a long time. I wasn’t willing to risk the humiliation. I wasn’t willing to be vulnerable in front of her. I wasn’t willing to trust her.” 
 
    He paused for a long time before finally continuing. “Annette continued to be a pro Domme for a few years into our relationship, you know. And yeah, I’ll admit sometimes it was hard for me to know what she was doing to some other guy. It took me a while to really accept it wasn’t about sex, and it sure as hell wasn’t about love.” He turned at last to look Donovan in the eye. “Annette and I have been together for a long time. There is no way we would have lasted this long, no matter how much we loved each other, without the most essential thing of any relationship. It’s the bedrock of BDSM, and it’s also the bedrock of love. You know what I’m talking about, Donovan, I know you do. You’re too good at what you do not to know it. And once you find it, once you share it with another person, you can surmount any odds.” 
 
    Donovan stared at Gene, the tension and anger suddenly draining from his body as if a plug had been pulled. In its place a curious, rising joy was pushing its way into his consciousness. All at once he knew what Gene was saying. He understood it, deep in his bones, beyond the level of thought or words. It was the missing piece of the puzzle, the thing he’d never really shared in an intimate relationship, the thing that had enabled him to keep others at arm’s length, the thing that had kept him alone. The thing he wanted suddenly with Jordan, more than he’d ever wanted anything before. 
 
    “Trust,” he whispered. 
 
    Gene laughed, nodding. “You got it. It’s a matter of trust.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jordan lay in the bed, drifting in that space between consciousness and dreams. She could feel Donovan’s warm, solid presence beside her and hear the soft rumble of his quiet snore. 
 
    Opening her eyes, Jordan glanced at the clock beside the bed. It was only nine o’clock on Sunday morning—they had the whole glorious weekend to themselves. She rolled toward Donovan, examining the sleeping man in the gold wash of early light filling the room. She examined the lines and planes of his face and watched the soft rise and fall of his chest. It was too early to wake him, even by kissing his cock, her favorite way to rouse the Master.  
 
    As they were drifting off to sleep the night before, or technically earlier that morning, Donovan had held her face in his hands, gazing at her with a solemn, almost fierce gaze. The moon shone through the window, casting the room in a shimmery, ephemeral light. “It’s going to be different now, Jordan,” he said softly, his voice cracking with emotion. “I promise.”  
 
    She hadn't understood him, at least not with her head. Yet when he spoke those words, a tightness she didn't realize had been constricting her heart eased and softened. 
 
    Aloud, she’d asked, “What’s going to be different?”  
 
    He had answered with a kiss. It hadn't been like the teasing, playful kisses they shared over breakfast or while stopped at a traffic light, or the intense, claiming kiss of the Master, but something different, something achingly tender and sweet. She had fallen asleep with the imprint of that kiss on her lips. 
 
    Now she touched the snakes coiling around his biceps, tracing the bright triangles of color along their scaly backs with her finger. She became aware Donovan was awake, his blue eyes tracking the movement of her finger along his biceps. 
 
    “Morning, sexy,” he said sleepily. 
 
    “Morning to you. I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “Nah, I’ve been drifting in and out for a while now.”  
 
    He reached for her, but before she fell into his arms, Jordan said, “I keep meaning to ask what’s behind this tattoo.” She grinned. “But somehow you keep distracting me before I can find out.” 
 
    Donovan smiled. “Well, I could tell you I got shitfaced drunk one night and when I woke up, there it was.” 
 
    Jordan lifted her eyebrows, examining his face to see if he was joking. He laughed, shaking his head. “Actually, if you knew me back in my early twenties, that definitely would have been a possibility. But no,” he shook his head at her unasked question, “luckily I never did anything that dumb, or at least nothing that left any permanent evidence.” 
 
    “So…?” Jordan prompted, her curiosity piqued.  
 
    Donovan hoisted himself onto an elbow as he turned to face her. “A really cool tattoo artist did that for me, a Domme, as a matter of fact, who I met when I was first getting really involved in the scene in my mid-twenties. She was always talking about the trinities of BDSM, as she referred to it. Everything, she said, came in threes.” 
 
    This time when he reached again for her, Jordan allowed herself to be pulled into Donovan’s arms. As she snuggled against his chest, he continued. “She said you have the three divisions of BDSM—B&D, D/s and S&M, and then you have the three-way core tenets of safe, sane and consensual, and then you have the divisions common in the community—Top or Dom, sub or bottom, and switch.  
 
    “She wanted to give me the traditional BDSM emblem, you know the one, it looks sort of like a ying-yang symbol, except there are three sections?” When Jordan nodded, Donovan continued, “Well, I didn’t want that. I’ve always been fascinated with snakes, which are symbols of rebirth and transformation in a lot of mythology. So I thought, why not combine the two concepts? And”—he touched the snakes on his upper arm—“that’s what she did.” 
 
    “I want a tattoo,” Jordan said, suddenly excited by the idea. 
 
    Donovan laughed. “Eventually, maybe. Once you’d had plenty of time to get used the idea. Tattoos are definitely not something you do on the spur of the moment.”  
 
    Untangling himself gently from her embrace, Donovan rolled from the bed. Leaning over her, he pulled the sheets from Jordan and ran his hand proprietarily over her bare body, his eyes hooding with lust. “Let’s take a shower.” 
 
    Jordan followed him into the bathroom. They both used the toilet and brushed their teeth with as much ease and familiarity as if they’d been together for years, instead of just the few weeks it actually had been. Their eyes met in the mirror as they set their toothbrushes down and Jordan saw the sudden spark of masterful fire in Donovan’s gaze and felt her own answering rush of hot, submissive desire. 
 
    He led her to the large shower stall and pulled open the glass door, stepping in first to adjust the temperature. When he’d got it just right, he beckoned for her to enter and Jordan joined him, pulling the glass door closed behind her.  
 
    The water felt wonderful, hot and steamy, and Jordan let it sluice over her head and body for a moment before reaching for the soap. In the several times they’d showered together a pattern had been established. Jordan would wash Donovan’s body, spending extra time on his cock and balls until he would pull her up into his arms. 
 
    This time however, Donovan stopped her hand with his. “This morning I will wash you. Today is for you, slave girl. All for you.” 
 
    Slave girl. 
 
    Of course, she wasn’t actually his slave girl. Theirs was a consensual and continually negotiated erotic dance between Dom and sub, rather than a Master/slave relationship where the slave, albeit willingly, gave up all semblance of decision or control. Nevertheless, when he called her that, when he said the words slave girl, the submissive embers banked at the core of Jordan’s being burst into flame, and a small oh of pure thrill was pulled from her lips. 
 
    Donovan took the bar of soap and rubbed it in his hands, creating a thick, creamy lather. He moved his hands sensually over her skin, his touch sending shivery jolts of electricity through her muscle and bone. He squirted shampoo into the palm of his hand and washed her hair, massaging her scalp with his strong fingers. He had her lean her head back while he rinsed her hair and then pulled conditioner through, before rinsing it, too, beneath the hot rush of water.  
 
    “Hands over head, legs apart,” Donovan instructed. Jordan lifted her arms high and clasped her hands together over her head, her heart thudding in her chest. He picked up her pink razor. “Stay still. I’m going to groom you.” With his skillful, careful touch he shaved her underarms. Crouching in front of her, he smoothed baby oil over her calves and stroked the razor along her skin. Standing with her arms high over her head, her lover kneeling before her, even this potentially mundane task took on an erotically charged aspect.  
 
    Finally he had her sit on the tile-covered bench at the back of the stall, her legs spread wide, her cunt exposed to the sharp multi-bladed razor. Jordan closed her eyes, a frisson of fear shivering its way through her body, even though she trusted Donovan completely and implicitly. He stroked her with the blades, the tips of his fingers following in their wake. He set aside the razor but his fingers remained, gliding over her labia.  
 
    He lifted the removable showerhead from its base and pointed it directly at her spread cunt. Even after all the soap was washed away, he kept the pulsing water aimed at her, adjusting the spray to a fine, directed point. 
 
    “Hold your cunt open for me,” he ordered. “Push yourself out to meet the spray.” Jordan obeyed, closing her eyes against the onslaught of hot water pummeling her clit. Already extremely aroused by the washing and grooming, it wasn’t long before Jordan approached orgasm. 
 
    “Come for me,” Donovan ordered, at just the right moment that made it easy to obey. Jordan let herself go, shuddering and gasping as the spray pulsed steadily against her spasming sex. Her hands started to slip as she came. “Hold your position,” Donovan said sternly. “I didn’t give you permission to let go of your cunt.” 
 
    A second orgasm rolled over the first as Jordan struggled to hold herself open to the intense, continual stimulation of the streaming water. “Oh god!” she cried, as yet a third climax crashed through her. “Help me!” 
 
    Donovan chuckled softly, but mercifully he replaced the shower head in its slot overhead. He pulled Jordan gently from the bench, but instead of allowing her to rise, he pressed her to her knees. His erect cock brushed her cheek and she needed no further instruction. 
 
    As the hot water rained down on her back and shoulders and steam swirled around them, Jordan took Donovan’s cock deep in her throat. She cradled his heavy balls in her hands as she bobbed over his groin, worshipping his cock with every ounce of her being. 
 
    When he ejaculated deep in her throat, she barely had to swallow. Not ready to let him go, she continued to suck and stroke his shaft with her mouth, lips and tongue. She felt as if she could do this forever. She was completely consumed with her delicious task. It wasn’t about power or control, as it had been with the other men in her life, but rather about giving over, about surrendering to the pure, raw masculinity of this perfect man who stood before her. She would have kissed and suckled him for as long as he let her. But he was pulling back, his hands lightly on her shoulders as he stepped away. Reaching for her, he drew her up into his arms.  
 
    When they got out of the shower she picked up a towel, suddenly feeling the need to serve the Master. She was silently grateful when he permitted her to do this small but centering task. She ran the terrycloth carefully over his naked body and limbs, adding a kiss to the head of his penis when she was done, which made him laugh, and she laughed too, beyond happy. 
 
    She knelt on the cushion in the kitchen while she watched Donovan prepare a simple breakfast of toast and fresh peaches with cream, along with strong, hot coffee. He fed her lovingly, and each bite was more delicious than the last.  
 
    When they’d both had their fill, he did a very curious thing. Taking her left hand in his, he stroked her ring finger with the tips of his thumb and forefinger, as if he were placing an invisible ring there. She met his gaze, a question in her eyes. He smiled and said enigmatically, “Trust. A matter of trust.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Donovan led Jordan into the playroom and had her stand on the mat in the center of the room. “Hands overhead,” he instructed, excited at the scene he had planned for her. Ever since the epiphany he’d experienced in the parking lot with Gene the night before, Donovan had felt different. Lighter, somehow, as if heavy chains he hadn’t even realized he’d been dragging along behind him had suddenly been cut away.  
 
    The very thing he asked, or in truth, demanded of his subs was the very thing he had withheld from Jordan. Listening to Gene, he had understood suddenly that his anger when he watched Mistress Jordan with her sub boys wasn’t about concern for her safety or even jealousy that she might fall for another guy.  
 
    Beneath the anger was fear. A fear he would have staunchly denied if Gene hadn't somehow penetrated the armor of his denial with one well-placed stroke. Why was it he’d never found a woman to love? Why was it, at age thirty-two, he was still alone at the end of the day, never satisfied with what he had, always finding fault or lack in whoever he was with, and in so doing absolving himself of any responsibility for his failure to connect? 
 
    It was about trust!  
 
    Trust not only in the woman he was with, but in himself. Trust that he had what it took to enter into and sustain a mature, loving relationship with another person. Trust that he had the courage to be vulnerable with the one person who had the power to hurt him the most. 
 
    He didn’t want to stop Jordan from being who she was, any more than he would have wanted to stop being Master in residence at the club just because he’d met the girl of his dreams. He loved Jordan, he understood now, not in spite of her dominant side, but because of it, because of precisely and exactly who she was, as complex and fascinating as any woman he’d ever known. By example she had shown him what true courage was, the courage to submit when it was scary, the courage to be vulnerable in the face of uncertainty. 
 
    And by example, she had taught him what trust was about. She had given him no reason to doubt her, not once, not for a second. No matter how many men crowded around her, or how intense the scenes she executed in the red room became, Jordan always and only had eyes for him, for her Master, for Donovan.  
 
    He wrapped the Velcro cuffs around Jordan’s wrists and attached them to the chains hanging from the ceiling beam. Going to the wall, he turned the winch to raise the chains until Jordan’s arms were taut overhead, her luscious breasts lifted like an offering. He moved to stand in front of her, his cock tenting his boxer shorts at the sight of the lovely young woman in his chains, utterly at his mercy. He tugged the underwear down his legs and kicked it away. 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her mouth, slowly, lingeringly, while letting his hands roam over her smooth, bare body. He rolled her nipples in his fingers until they were hard beneath the spongy flesh. He let his hand trail down between her legs, slipping a finger into her wetness and grinding his palm against her spread sex until she groaned. 
 
    Finally letting her go, he stepped back so he could look deep into her eyes. “Do you trust me, slave girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she breathed, her eyes fluttering shut. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” he instructed. “Look at me.” He waited while she obeyed. Keeping his gaze locked on hers, he said, “Today I’m going to take you further than we’ve been before. I’m going to test that trust.” He reached for her throat, stroking the supple skin with his thumb and forefinger. She shuddered and her lips parted, her reaction zinging directly to Donovan’s cock. 
 
    “I’m going to control your breath,” he informed her, tightening his grip slightly on her throat. “You will keep your eyes open and your gaze on mine. I will count, letting you know beforehand how long we’ll go. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said again. She had begun to tremble, but he could sense the steel of her resolve beneath the fear. 
 
    “Ten seconds to start,” he informed her. He moved his hand upward along her slender neck, stopping when his thumb and forefinger lodged firmly beneath her jaw on either side. He pressed hard and she drew in a sudden, sharp breath. He pressed harder still, aware now she could no longer breathe.  
 
    “Ten,” he began. “Nine, eight, seven…” 
 
    When he let her go, he slapped her cheek, a sudden, sharp smack that made her gasp and jerk her head back. Her eyes were glittering, her breathing ragged. When he put his hand between her legs, she was sopping wet.  
 
    Donovan felt himself slipping fully into Dom mode, the knowledge of his position and her reactions more powerful than any drug. He felt like a god, capable of anything, the world at his command. At the same time, he was keenly aware of the responsibility that went along with the power. It was like holding a precious jewel in his hands. He made a silent promise to keep his jewel safe and happy, while still giving her the submissive experience she craved. 
 
    “Fifteen,” he announced, again catching her throat with his big hand and squeezing. As he counted down this time, Jordan’s eyes started to roll back, and he interrupted his count to admonish, “Stay with me! We’re only just beginning.” 
 
    She complied, her focus returning to his face, her eyes locked on his. Again when he released her, he slapped her face, hard, and again she gasped and shuddered, her head jerking back.  
 
    “Twenty-five,” he intoned. He watched her carefully as he counted backwards. Her face reddened, her hands clenched at the chains. He held fast, certain she could get through this, his cock aching as he held his sub girl’s very life in his hands. Her eyes began to roll back and still he didn’t let go, though he didn’t call her to task, not wanting to stop the count. Her head fell back during the final several seconds, her hands going suddenly limp.  
 
    He let her go, once again slapping her cheek to revive her. This time she barely responded, her head still back. Moving closer, Donovan lifted her head. Her eyes were closed but she was breathing. It was not the panicked pant of someone in distress, but the slow, deep breathing of someone in an altered state. 
 
    She was flying. 
 
    Donovan placed his arms beneath Jordan’s ass and lifted her to his waist. “Jordan, darling. Are you okay?” 
 
    Without opening her eyes she nodded, a ghost of a smile moving over her lips. Holding her in position, Donovan grabbed his cock with his other hand and guided its gooey tip to her cunt. She was ready for him, deliciously hot and wet, but he moved carefully, lifting her hips as he guided her onto his rock-hard shaft.  
 
    Though her head continued to loll and her eyes remained closed, her body reacted to his invasion, her cunt clamping hard on his cock, her nipples pointing with rosy-red perkiness in his direction. Donovan groaned, aware he was going to come within a few strokes. He thrust forward and back with his pelvis, while continuing to lift and lower her on his shaft.  
 
    “Jordan,” he groaned, the words torn from him as he began to come. “I love you.” 
 
    She began to shudder against him, a series of mini-climaxes that milked his cock, drawing every last bit of his seed from him. They stood like that, Jordan still impaled on Donovan’s cock, for several long moments afterward, until he came enough to himself to move. 
 
    Holding her, he eased his cock from the sweet stickiness of her cunt and set her gently on her feet. Reaching up, he quickly released her cuffs and caught her as she began to sink to the ground. He carried her to the couch and sat down with her still in his arms. She opened her eyes slowly and looked into his eyes, an impish smile lifting the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “You do, huh?” 
 
    It was the first time he’d said it to her. The first time either of them had said it, in fact. Indeed, he realized with something approaching shock, it was the first time he’d ever said it to anyone.  
 
    She tilted her head to regard him, her green eyes dancing as she waited for him to answer.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, smiling back. “I do.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    They sat across the small table in a secluded corner of the dining room in celebration of their six month anniversary. Jordan felt sexy in her slinky red dress and matching heels. Donovan looked spectacular in a dark brown sport jacket over a pale blue cashmere sweater that accentuated the vivid blue of his eyes.  
 
    Their relationship, they’d agreed, had started the day she had arrived at his house, scared but determined to go through with the forty-eight hours that would change her life forever. Since then their lives had settled into a routine, though it was anything but dull.  
 
    They both continued to work by night at the club, and far from being a flash in the pan, Jordan had become well-established as the Mistress in residence, sharing the stage with the Master from time to time, though her focus remained on private sessions in the red room. She loved every minute of it, and her bank account loved it too. She was earning more than double what she’d earned as a loan officer, and having way more fun in the process. 
 
    At home they continued their exploration of an increasingly intense and committed D/s relationship, each day more powerful and passionate than the day before. Jordan knew there was nothing she would not do for this man she loved with all her heart. She embraced each new erotic challenge with as much courage as she possessed. Along with the thrilling bondage, whippings and breath play, Donovan had pierced her nipples and her labia, and they were discussing a tattoo or possibly even a brand she would take as his permanent mark of ownership. Jordan was eager to proceed, but Donovan wanted her to wait until she was absolutely sure. 
 
    Donovan had shared what he called his epiphany in the parking lot, but even if he hadn't told her, Jordan had sensed the seismic shift between them after that night. The wild horse had bolted for good, leaving in its place a mature and loving man who cherished her not only for her submission, but for her strength. And Jordan, in turn, had learned to trust the Master not only with her body, but with her heart and soul as well.  
 
    Tonight everything was perfect—the red wine, the candles, the thick white table cloth, the tinkling of the jazz piano in the corner of the restaurant, and, most importantly, the sexy, handsome man sitting just across from her, grinning like a Cheshire cat. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally said, after the appetizers had been cleared and their wine glasses refilled. “You look like the cat that ate the canary. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Man, am I that obvious?” Donovan looked pained, but then he grinned. He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out a long, narrow white box wrapped in a blue satin ribbon. He pushed it across the table in Jordan’s direction. 
 
    She looked up at him, her heart twisting with joy in her chest.  
 
    “Go on,” he urged. “Open it.” 
 
    She tugged at the ribbon and it fell away. Lifting the lid of the box she saw a red velvet choker with a gold ring at its center resting in a bed of black satin. “Oh,” she said softly, lifting the choker into her hands.  
 
    “It’s a collar,” Donovan said. “Will you wear it for me?” 
 
    Jordan nodded, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. Donovan pushed back from his chair and moved to stand behind her. She bowed her head as he took the collar and placed it around her neck, slipping the clasp into place. Instead of returning to his seat, as she’d expected, he knelt beside her. 
 
    “There’s something else in the box,” he said. “Underneath the liner.” 
 
    Jordan reached for the box, pushing her fingers beneath the satin. They closed over a ring and she pulled it out. It was a simple gold band with a lustrous diamond sparkling at its center.  
 
    “There’s an inscription,” Donovan said, his tone eager and boyish. “Hold it to the candle and see.” 
 
    Jordan did as instructed, reading the words, “I am my beloved’s, and my beloved is mine.” She turned to Donovan, speechless. He took the ring gently from her fingers and, still kneeling beside her, took her left hand in his. 
 
    He held the ring poised at her fingertip. “My slave girl, my beloved,” he said, grinning broadly, though she could see the nervousness in his eyes. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She stared at him, the joy in her heart erupting into a happy laugh. “Master of my heart, my beloved, yes!” 
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    Nora watched with a smile as Jack McQuade took in the large, well-equipped BDSM dungeon with wide eyes. “So, how does this work again? You’re, what did you call it, a keyholder?” 
 
    Charles nodded. “That’s right. There are twelve keyholders right now, not counting Phillip Duncan.” 
 
    They all turned at the sound of someone clattering down the stairs and walking swiftly along the hallway. Jack raised his eyebrows in question.  
 
    “That’s probably Phillip now,” Charles said. “As Master Keyholder and caretaker since George Hawthorne died, he lives on the premises.” 
 
    The footsteps got louder and then the ajar dungeon door was thrust open. Phillip burst into the room, an expression of alarm on his face. He looked rapidly around, his expression adjusting as he took them in from angry confusion to calm welcome.  
 
    He definitely wasn’t her favorite person, but Nora couldn’t deny he was easy on the eyes, with his blond good looks and perfect body. Though it was ten o’clock on a Sunday morning, he was dressed impeccably in black linen pants, his tailored black silk jacket over a white silk shirt, in sharp contrast to Nora’s denim-jacketed, faded-jeans husband.  
 
    Charles moved toward him with a smile. “Hey there, Phillip. This is Jack, Jack McQuade, an old friend of mine. He’s just relocated to New York and is an active participant in the scene. He’s interested in possibly becoming a keyholder.” 
 
    “Charles,” Phillip replied smoothly, “what a pleasant”—he hesitated a fraction of a second—“surprise. I didn’t realize you had made an appointment.”  
 
    Charles offered an apologetic shrug. “Oh, about that. I guess I kind of forgot. We’re still getting used to the new ways.” 
 
    George Hawthorne had run the place a lot more casually, with the keyholder members coming and going without much coordination. Occasionally the results had been a little chaotic, but generally folks managed to handle things informally without too much problem.  
 
    Since the membership had brought in Phillip to manage the place, Nora had to admit things ran more smoothly, and he had done a lot to spruce up the place. Still, a persistent negative vibe regarding the man continued to flow around the edges of Nora’s consciousness. There was something false about him, something hidden. 
 
    Phillip’s mouth lifted into a smile, though his eyes didn’t join in. “No problem. It’s still early and no one else is on the schedule. I just”—he hesitated, his eyes flickering toward the ceiling and then the door—“I like to keep track. The neighborhood. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” agreed Charles, though Nora silently bristled at the subtle jab at the old neighborhood. The three-story brownstone that housed Hawthorne Dungeon was located in a somewhat shabby section of Brooklyn that once might have been considered less than desirable, but over the past several years was definitely becoming re-gentrified.  
 
    The first floor looked like any other on the block, complete with kitchen, dining room and living area. No casual stopper-by would have any idea of what was on the second floor. The founder, a longtime active member of the New York City BDSM scene, had converted the bedrooms into dungeons, each with its own theme. The main dungeon was actually comprised of what had once been the master bedroom, as well as a second bedroom—the adjoining walls removed to make a spacious dungeon large enough to accommodate twenty or more players at a time. In the basement, he’d built a BDSM water playroom, which included a state-of-the-art submersion tank and a fully equipped medical playroom.  
 
    The keyholders were serious players, each of whom paid dues for upkeep, and had full access to the state-of-the-art equipment and gear. With no family, George had bequeathed the building to the current keyholders, with the property held in a trust. George’s private quarters, now Phillip’s, were on the third floor, which Nora had never seen. 
 
    Phillip finally turned his attention fully to their guest. “I was just going to put on some fresh coffee. Then I’ll be happy to give Mr. McQuade the full tour.” 
 
    “No, thanks, that’s okay,” Charles replied. “Nora and I will show Jack around. You just go on about your day. Sorry to disturb you so early on a Sunday morning.” 
 
    Phillip looked like he was about to protest—even to insist, but then he gave a small shrug. “All right then. Be sure to lock up.” He flashed another false smile, and he was gone.  
 
    The three of them headed down the hall to the next play space. Charles pushed open the door and flicked on the lights as they stepped inside. “Welcome to the punishment room—just the thing for naughty little slave girls.” He flashed an impish grin Nora’s way.  
 
    Charles had never put her in the puppy cage or chained her on the torture rack, inviting public punishment as some of the Masters did from time to time with an errant slave. If and when Charles did punish her, it was in the privacy of their home, though it had been quite a while since she’d done anything deserving of punishment, thank goodness.  
 
    “What’s that?” Jack moved toward the large shiny metal globe hanging by a thick chain from the ceiling.  
 
    “Ah, that.” Charles moved closer. “This unique device is called a head cage.” He touched the globe, causing it to gently sway. “It’s excellent for sensory deprivation during a session.” 
 
    Jack, too, touched the cage, peering at it curiously. “Is it safe? How does one breathe when it’s in place?” 
 
    “Air holes—see?” Charles pointed. “These small holes here keep airflow within the cage. It opens like this.” He released two clasps and the globe split vertically open like a flower blossoming. “Pretty neat, huh?” 
 
    “Very,” agreed Jack, his gaze suddenly focused on Nora. “Perhaps a demonstration with your lovely sub?” 
 
    Nora managed to bite back the words of vehement protest that had leaped instantly to the fore, though she couldn’t stop the sudden stab of panic that twisted in her gut. At the same time, a sensual warmth moved its way through her. The result was a heady combination of fear and lust.  
 
    Charles put his arm around her shoulders. “One day Nora will get to experience the steel head cage, when she’s ready.” 
 
    Jack lifted his brows. “And how will you know when she’s ready?” 
 
    Charles tightened his comforting grip around Nora’s shoulders. “I’ll know because she’ll ask me for it. She will kneel down before me and sweetly ask permission to be placed in the head cage, won’t you, sub Nora?” 
 
    Though Nora couldn’t imagine ever doing such a thing, she trusted Charles. He would never do something she wasn’t ready for, and so she replied simply, “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    Jack sighed, and Nora sensed his intense longing for a connection such as Charles and she shared. Her heart went out to him, even as she racked her brain for a potential partner for him.  
 
    He shrugged and smiled, though his eyes looked a little sad. “Maybe I’ll find a girl like Nora one day. Speaking of which, how does Hawthorne Dungeon work for single members? Do you have subs on the premises?” 
 
    “All members are permitted to bring friends and play partners here. It’s never been a problem. It’s very timely that you should ask about subs on the premises, because up until now we’ve never had that, but Phillip’s been pushing for it. He’s already interviewed a few candidates. He’s looking for submissives willing to serve members who want to scene but don’t necessarily have a partner. These will be trained subs, available for sessions on an on-call basis. You would negotiate the scene of course, and there would be an additional fee to cover the cost of their services, but at least this way you’d know you were going to scene with someone who could hold her own.” 
 
    “That sounds about perfect for someone like me.” He waved his hand around the room. “This place is amazing. Where do I sign up?” 
 
    Charles grinned. “It is pretty great—one of the best-kept secrets in the city. Phillip can take care of the details with you, but I’m glad you’re excited. And you haven’t even seen all the rooms yet. Let me show you the rest.” 
 
    They started down the hallway when Charles stopped suddenly. “Wait, let’s go down to the basement first. I want to save the harem room for last.” Charles’ eyes sparked as he gazed at Nora. A shiver of excited anticipation moved through her as she understood he had plans for her. 
 
    “The harem room, huh?” Jack said. “Sounds intriguing.” 
 
    “It is,” Charles agreed. “But first let’s check out the basement, shall we?” 
 
    As they clambered down two flights of stairs, Jack laughed. “You don’t even have to join an exercise club. Just running up and down all these stairs keeps you fit, huh?” 
 
    “Actually,” Nora volunteered, “there’s an elevator next to the butler’s pantry. It’s incredibly slow, but it’s handy for folks who might need some assistance.”  
 
    The entry to the basement was like any other in the old neighborhood, with cement flooring and a setup for the washer and dryer, but there the comparison ended. Charles led them first into the small converted space that housed the medical dungeon. Inside stood an adjustable exam table complete with leather restraint straps. Various shiny, scary looking tools covered in shrink-wrap lay in wait on a stainless steel table beside it. Nearby sat an authentic dental chair, also retrofitted with restraints, metal dental mouth gags and dams at the ready.  
 
    “Lots of room for the imagination in this space, eh, Doctor Finch?” Jack teased. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Charles replied enthusiastically. “Especially with a patient like my sub girl.” Nora and Charles had passed many a sexy hour in the small but well-equipped space, indulging in some of Nora’s favorite erotic fantasies that included the handsome, sadistic doctor taking undue advantage of his patient. 
 
    As they entered the second, much larger space, the pride was evident in Charles’ voice. “You won’t see anything like this in any of the clubs.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Jack breathed as he took in the room. The walls and floor were tiled like a communal bathroom, complete with drains set at intervals along the floor. The space contained a full-size submersion tank, as well as bondage equipment and hoses for erotic water play. Black rubber aprons and full-length leather gloves hung neatly along one wall. 
 
    “And you have full access to this whole place, 24/7?” 
 
    “Yep,” Charles said, adding, “though, as you saw, Phillip’s big on making sure we schedule appointments.” 
 
    “Where did he come from, anyway?” Jack asked. “He seems kind of young for a position of such responsibility.” 
 
    Charles shrugged. “He’s probably thirty, thirty-one, I can’t remember exactly. He comes highly recommended from the West Coast. Big player in the Seattle scene. Managed a couple of the trendier underground clubs there. Excellent references.” 
 
    “So you found him how?” 
 
    “Internet. We placed an ad at some of the better-known sites. We had a couple of other guys interested, but they didn’t pan out and he was available, eager and has done a good job so far. Though,” he added with a rueful smile flashed in Nora’s direction, “he does exhibit a certain arrogance that puts off some of the members, the women especially.” 
 
    “It’s not just arrogance,” Nora said earnestly. “It’s something else—something underneath. It’s almost reptilian,” she added, trying to find the right word. “He strikes me as cold. Even cruel. I feel it whenever he’s around—it’s like something icy slithering down my spine.” 
 
    Jack raised his eyebrows. “Whoa,” he said. “That’s pretty damning.” He turned to Charles. “Is that the kind of person you want running this place?” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Charles said, flushing. Nora knew he still thought she was overreacting. “Nora has this highly developed intuition, I guess you’d call it. She feels things other people don’t. But by the same token”—Charles put his arm around Nora’s shoulders and gave her an affectionate squeeze to lessen the sting of his words—“my sub girl’s got a very active imagination. She can sometimes jump to some pretty wild conclusions as a result of those feelings she gets, without really giving someone the benefit of the doubt. It may not have been unanimous, but the choice of Phillip as Master Keyholder was agreed on by the majority of the members. Whatever personal feelings we have for the guy, he is doing a good job so far running Hawthorne Dungeon.” 
 
    Nora pulled away from her husband, flustered and a little angry at what seemed to be his trivializing of her feelings and dismissal of her concerns.  
 
    “That said,” Charles continued, reaching out to stroke Nora’s cheek, “would I ever let him within a thousand yards of my sub girl for a scene? No fucking way.” 
 
    Somewhat mollified by this, Nora tried to lighten the tension their exchange had caused by adding, in what she hoped was a jaunty tone, “Not to mention, Phillip is too handsome for his own good. I never trust a guy who’s prettier than I am.” 
 
    Both Jack and Charles laughed, Charles adding gallantly, “Impossible, my love. You are beauty incarnate, lovely beyond compare. And now would be a good time to show Jack not only our dungeons, but my sub girl’s remarkable submissive grace. Are you ready to do my bidding?”  
 
    Nora slipped effortlessly into submissive headspace in response to Charles’ dominant persona, her vexation at being misunderstood slipping away. “Your command is my wish, Sir,” she said softly, causing her Master to smile. 
 
    “Go upstairs and prepare yourself,” he said, his words sending a shiver of delicious anticipation through Nora’s psyche. “We’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Nora left the two men and flew up both flights of stairs to the second floor. She walked quickly down the hallway toward the harem room. It looked different during the day, with sunlight streaming in through the high windows. The floor was white marble shot with gold, several well-worn but fine oriental carpets placed about the open space. Large, plump throw pillows were set strategically near silk-upholstered antique sofas and chairs.  
 
    A wooden pillory hung in the center of the room, suspended on either side by thick iron chains. Nora had spent many a delicious hour with her head and wrists locked between the wooden slats, her Master subjecting her to erotic torture and sensual play that never failed to leave her thoroughly and properly used, and utterly sated. 
 
    Nora quickly shed her coat and street clothes, which consisted of a blouse and simple skirt—she never wore pants or underwear, since it pleased Charles, and her, to know she was always accessible to him. Stepping out of her shoes, she collected her things and folded them neatly. She moved quickly to the wardrobe and opened her special drawer. Taking out the satin bodice, she positioned the stiff stays beneath her breasts and pulled the laced sash tight. Her breasts were clearly visible through the sheer fabric, her pierced nipples already jutting in anticipation. 
 
    Next she pulled on the matching crotchless pantaloons, tying the satin bows at her thighs to properly expose her smooth, shaven pussy for her Master and his guest. She glanced down at the small diamond sparkling at her bellybutton and flexed her flat, strong stomach muscles in anticipation. Finally, she slipped the dozens of thin gold bangles that completed her outfit over both wrists. 
 
    She heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs and then the men coming down the hall, their voices a soft, masculine murmur. She hurried into position, kneeling on a cushion near the door, arms behind her head, back straight, heart thumping in anticipation.  
 
    “Very nice,” Jack murmured as the two Doms entered the room. “You’re a lucky man, Charles.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Charles said with feeling, his words sending a rush of warmth through Nora’s loins. “Nora is my true love. I may own her body and her obedience, but she owns my heart.” 
 
    “I can see you’re still a hopeless romantic,” Jack said with a smile.  
 
    “And you remain a hopeful one, am I right?” Charles shot back.  
 
    A look of longing flashed over Jack’s features, quickly replaced by an impish grin. “Hey, Nora, do you have a sister?” 
 
    “Lots of sister subs, Sir,” she replied with a smile. 
 
    “Matchmaking later,” Charles interrupted with a laugh. “I want Nora to dance for us.” He moved to the glass breakfront that housed the sound system. The room filled with the soft, haunting sound of exotic Eastern musical instruments that wove together a complex, sensual rhythm. Nora rose to her feet in a single fluid, much-practiced motion.  
 
    The men sat on the large red sofa. Nora looked from Charles, who smiled encouragingly at her, to Jack, who was eyeing her with a frank and appraising eye, the swell in his jeans testament to his appreciation. For a moment she felt self-conscious, half-naked as she was in front of a man who, though he was staying with them temporarily until he found a place of his own, was basically a stranger.  
 
    Her eyes moved back to Charles and, as she let herself fall into his dark, commanding gaze, the nervousness fell away like a discarded shell. She let the music move around and through her, allowing its mesmerizing rhythms to command her body. Nora’s body became an extension of her soul as she let the music and the dance claim her. 
 
    Charles scooted forward on the sofa, gesturing for her to come closer. He placed his hand on her bare mons as she swayed before him. He pressed his fingers into her wetness and an involuntary shudder moved through her. He moved his fingers sensually inside her, the flat of his palm rubbing against her erect clit.  
 
    “She’s extremely orgasmic,” Nora’s Dom calmly informed his friend, who was watching intently. “She can come on command, isn’t that right, my sweet slut?” 
 
    A rush of heat moved its way through her body, splashing onto her cheeks—part embarrassment in front of Jack, but mostly pure, molten lust. “Yes, Sir,” she answered, her voice hoarse.  
 
    “Spread your legs wider. Offer your cunt.” Charles rubbed harder, the friction perfect. Nora moaned. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to stop dancing,” Charles said softly, though with undeniable command. “Use your torso and arms. Stay focused on the music.” 
 
    Nora nodded, a stab of shame moving through her at his reprimand. She knew better. She had forgotten herself because Jack was there. She executed an upper-body shimmy, moving her arms in graceful waves that made her gold bangles slide in tandem along either arm. Charles continued to stroke and tease her now-sopping, throbbing pussy, each perfect thrust of his fingers making it that much harder to concentrate. 
 
    Finally it became too much. She was seconds away from an orgasm she couldn’t control or postpone. Sweat had beaded on her upper lip and at the small of her back and her entire body was trembling. Please, she begged silently, let me come, Sir. Let me come! 
 
    Her beloved heard her silent plea. “Come for us, sub girl. Now,” he instructed, his palm grinding in perfect rhythm to the hypnotic music. 
 
    Nora let the last vestige of tremulous control go with a cry of relief. The climax shot through her like a rocket exploding from deep inside, its sparks igniting every bit of her from her toes to her scalp. She nearly fell over, held up only by Charles’ firm hand cupping her sex, several of his fingers still buried inside her.  
 
    Finally he pulled his hand away and held out his arms. Nora fell gratefully into them. Her husband held her tight until her trembling subsided and her heart slowed its pounding. She must have zoned out for a moment or two, because she only heard the last part of his sentence,  “…was something else, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did, and I repeat,” Jack replied. “You are a lucky man. I can’t wait to learn more about this place firsthand. Where do I sign up?” 
 
    “I can help with that,” a third voice interjected from the doorway. “Would you care for some coffee and sweet rolls while we review the paperwork?” 
 
    Nora whipped her head toward the sound of Phillip’s smooth, unctuous voice. He stood just inside the door holding a large tray laden with cups and plates.  
 
    “Oh, hey there,” Charles said, his face a pleasant mask, though Nora detected his slight irritation. “Where did you come from?” He patted the cushion by his thigh and Nora moved from his lap to the sofa. She resisted the urge to cover herself in front of Phillip, in spite of his insolent gaze.  
 
    Phillip entered the room and set the tray on the table near the couch. “Just doing my job,” he said. “Please—help yourselves.” 
 
    They’d already had a large breakfast before coming to the dungeons, but Charles never refused sweets. He was one of those annoying people who could consume three thousand calories of pure junk every day of his life and remain as slim as he’d been in college. He took an offered roll, as did Jack. Nora declined, though she did accept a mug of coffee.  
 
    “You may dress, sweetheart,” Charles whispered to Nora. She slipped gratefully to the wardrobe, glancing back at the three men as she removed her costume and put her street clothes back on.  
 
    As if feeling her gaze, Phillip looked up suddenly, his eyes meeting hers. He smiled slowly, the curve of his lips at once sensual and cruel. Charles and Jack were speaking softly, and neither noticed his action.  
 
    Nora turned quickly away, mentally shaking the man’s negative energy from her psyche. Despite his terrific references and supposed depth of experience, from what she could observe, he misappropriated the dynamic of D/s as permission to act like a bully. 
 
    But did that make him evil? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eva lifted her head sharply at the sound of tiny skittering feet behind the wall. She must have dozed off for a few minutes. She wriggled her fingers. They weren’t numb—that was good. He hadn’t bound her wrists as tightly this time. Her legs hadn’t fared as well. They felt numb from knee to ankle, but that was better than the stabbing pain of the raw rice he’d made her kneel on last time. That had been worse than a whipping. Fortunately, she’d managed to be a good girl since then, and he hadn’t found the need to punish her.  
 
    She lifted her shoulder in a partially successful effort to scratch the tip of her nose. Her scalp tickled and she did her best to ignore it. Her bladder felt full, painfully full. Don’t think about it. Don’t focus on it. She was getting much better at holding it in. She hated kneeling on wet newspaper, hated the pungent smell of stale urine, hated the humiliation when he entered the small room, his icy blue eyes gleaming with a combination of malicious pleasure and fury. She hated the inevitable punishment that followed. 
 
    Her gaze shot to the door as she heard the scraping click of a key in the lock. The door opened and Master Phillip appeared. She looked down quickly, not wanting to be caught staring, his most recent admonishment still stinging on the backs of her thighs from her last disrespectful act of failing to keep her eyes properly downcast.  
 
    Though she knew it made no sense, she still found it hard to reconcile his angelic good looks with such an evil heart. He looked like an ad for fine cologne, all golden perfection and masculine beauty from his wavy blond hair and brilliant blue eyes down to his perfectly sculptured physique. But she’d learned all too well what cruelty lay behind the beautiful features. 
 
    “I would have been up to check on you much sooner,” he said as he approached her. “Some unexpected guests.” The thought of other people somewhere in the house made Eva nearly sick with longing. Somehow—somehow she had to get out of this room! But how? He always left her bound in some way, even if just tethered to her bed. Though he no longer gagged her, she couldn’t risk calling out when she was alone, not daring to risk his wrath. But the thought, the realization there were others in the house, others who had no earthly idea she was imprisoned in this attic room, subject to this monster’s every sadistic whim—it was almost worse than being completely alone. 
 
    A heavenly scent of fresh coffee and warm, yeasty cinnamon bread assailed her nostrils, jumpstarting her cramped, empty stomach. Oh, let it be for me. Let it be for me! Please, please, please. She clamped her mouth shut, realizing with dismay she’d made a small, involuntary mewling sound. Had he heard it? Would it count against her? Would he turn around and leave, taking the promise of sustenance with him? She blinked back tears. 
 
    Show me your submissive grace, slave. Strive for serenity in the face of suffering. Back straight, cunt offered, breasts thrust proudly forward. You belong to Master Phillip. You exist to serve and please him. Remember that, and he will reward you. Forget it and you will suffer. 
 
    These words had been drummed repeatedly into her head over the past days—weeks—months? How long had she been held in this small, windowless room by this monster? It was terrifying to realize she had no idea. Time had ceased to have meaning in a linear sense. Her life was marked only by when he entered and when he left. When she would be permitted to eat, to drink, to use the bathroom, to sleep. When he would beat her, when he would make her come—the forced orgasms sometimes wrenched from her until she passed out. And those occasional moments of kindness, of gentleness, that were almost more terrifying than the abuse, because she had come to treasure them so, to long for them, to almost feel a certain pathetic, twisted connection to the Master who controlled her world. 
 
    The sound of his boots moving over the floor recalled her to herself and she arched her back, spreading her knees wider and trying to thrust her hips forward as best she could in her kneeling position. Keeping her eyes down, she lifted her chin as he’d taught her to signify her slavish pride. She almost shook back her hair—the habit still there, though the hair was not. All that was left was the prickly fuzz of new growth.   
 
    How she had cried when he cut it off, her tears partly for the loss of what she had always considered her best feature—thick, shiny blond hair tumbling in a cascade of gold down her back—and partly because he’d been so uncharacteristically gentle and kind as he’d done it, explaining it was necessary to help her get in touch with the essence of her submission. He had to break through the arrogance of vanity, he’d said. It was essential to tear her down, to reduce her to nothing, in order to build her back into something worthy of his training and care. 
 
    Master Phillip crouched in front of her. The heady aroma of the coffee and buttery cinnamon nearly undid her, and she bit down on her lower lip, so hard the metallic taste of blood seeped onto her tongue. She could see the small tray he had placed on the ground between them. Beside a mug of coffee was a breakfast roll sticky with plump, sugared raisins and swirls of cinnamon. A dollop of melting butter had been pushed into its center.  
 
    A gush of saliva pooled in her mouth. Her stomach growled audibly. Oh god, would he punish her for that? 
 
    She flinched as he raised his hand toward her face. But he didn’t slap her. Instead, he caressed her cheek, his touch gentle, even sensual. “You please me.” 
 
    Thank god. A small sigh of relief escaped her lips. She swallowed hard, silently praying for a taste of the roll, a sip of the coffee, not daring to even wish for more than that.  
 
    His hand moved from her face to her groin. He pushed his fingers against her full bladder and she gasped with the effort of controlling herself. Don’t fuck up now, Eva. Not now! Thankfully, he removed his hand before she wet herself. 
 
    “Do you know why you please me?” 
 
    Eva nearly looked up at his face, but caught herself in time. “I wouldn’t presume to say, Sir.” 
 
    “Nor should you. I’m glad to see you’re finally learning your place, cunt.” 
 
    Eva forced her face to remain without expression, though she couldn’t stop the sudden rush of heat that always flowed into her cheeks when he called her that. Beneath was a flash of rage, quickly extinguished. She waited, her eyes fixed on the food and drink.  
 
    “I’m pleased you held both your position and your bladder, in spite of the very large glass of water I had you drink. It wasn’t that long ago you wouldn’t have lasted more than an hour at most. You would have been curled up on your side in direct violation of my command, lying in your own filth like an animal. See how far you have come, slave?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Eva forced out the words, the earlier spark of rage suddenly whooshing into a flame deep in her belly. Her hands clenched into fists behind her back. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep, cleansing breath, then let it out slowly.  
 
    Strive for serenity in the face of suffering. Back straight, cunt offered, breasts thrust proudly forward. You belong to Master Phillip. You exist to serve and please him. Remember that, and he will reward you. 
 
    The rage in her gut eased and her fingers uncurled. She watched with rapt, canine attention as he tore a piece of the roll and lifted the morsel to her mouth. She licked her dry lips, which parted in anticipation. He placed the food into her mouth—warm, sweet bread and melting butter sending an explosion of pleasure through her senses. She chewed rapturously, grateful tears streaming down her cheeks.  
 
    Miraculously, he placed another piece on her tongue, and followed it with a sip from the mug of coffee, its contents perfectly flavored with cream and sugar, the brew strong and delicious. Astoundingly, he let her eat the entire roll and drink all the coffee. And though her bladder ached and her limbs were numb, her stomach felt full and her face split into something it took her a moment to recognize.  
 
    She was smiling.  
 
    She was happy. 
 
    “Thank you, Master Phillip,” she breathed. “Thank you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nora smiled at Jack as they climbed the stoop together to Hawthorne Dungeon. When Charles and she had volunteered to serve on the selection committee, they hadn’t counted on one of Charles’ high profile architectural clients demanding sudden changes that required his pulling an all-nighter. “I really appreciate your stepping in for Charles. I don’t like to travel in the city alone at night.” 
 
    “Hey, not a problem,” Jack said.” I feel privileged to be part of the process.” Though she hadn’t been entirely sure how they would accommodate a third person in their small Manhattan apartment, in the few weeks Jack had been staying with them, he had turned out to be an easy and considerate guest.  
 
    An early riser, he was usually gone before they woke up, eager to work on the renovation of the loft he’d purchased in Chelsea, which he was converting from an old warehouse into a studio/living space. Nora was the next to leave for her job as a biologist for a pharmaceutical company. Charles’ hours as an architect were less predictable. As a result, Jack was often home before either Charles or Nora, and they frequently found a simple but delicious meal prepared upon their arrival, along with a good bottle of wine. He kept the guest bedroom he occupied spotless and managed to discreetly fade away when Nora and Charles wanted alone time. 
 
    He was easy to look at, too, with curly reddish brown hair that flopped appealingly into clear green eyes. He was a little over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and long, lean lines. His features were angular, with high cheekbones, a straight nose and a firm jawline. If Nora weren’t head-over-heels crazy in love with her own Dom, not to mention married to the guy, she would definitely give Jack more than passing consideration. How, she found herself wondering, had this thirty-something guy stayed single? 
 
    As she lifted her hand to the large front door, key at the ready, it was pulled open by an imposing man in his sixties with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and a perennial golf tan. “Nora,” he boomed, “wonderful to see you, dear. And this must be Jack McQuade.” He extended a beefy hand in Jack’s direction as they stepped inside. “I’ve heard a lot about you, most of it good.” He guffawed, and Jack grinned good-naturedly.  
 
    Jessica Dade, a petite woman with a sweet smile who wielded a wicked single tail, was just taking off her coat. Apparently overhearing the introductions, she approached, thrusting out her small hand. “Hello, Jack. I’m Jessica Dade. Ben belongs to me.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” Jack said as he shook Jessica’s hand. 
 
    The last of the selection committee, Harry Fuentes, arrived a moment later, and introductions were made. Harry was famous in BDSM circles for his Shibari workshops, which he regularly conducted at functions all over the country. Though he’d recently passed his fortieth birthday, Harry gave no indication of settling down anytime soon. He loved to play the field, and rarely brought the same submissive to the dungeons more than once or twice.  
 
    “Greetings. I’m glad you could all make it.” All heads turned at the sound. Phillip stood at the top of the stairs, smiling down at them. He wore black leather pants that molded perfectly to muscular legs, a white silk pirate shirt unbuttoned to show his smooth, tan chest. “The applicants are waiting in the main dungeon.” 
 
    “That boy is too gorgeous for his own good,” Jessica murmured to Nora. “I’d like to get his ass up on the cross and whip some of that arrogance out of him. He seems to forget submission is a gift, not something to which he, or any Dom, is entitled.” 
 
    Nora flashed a grateful look at Jessica, pleased the older woman had picked up on Phillip’s negative vibe. Maybe she should enlist Jessica’s support and talk to Charles again about her reservations. But did she have any hard evidence, beyond her own gut feelings, to get the guy fired? 
 
    Phillip’s eyes flickered over Jack and settled on Nora. “I’m sorry, were arrangements made of which I wasn’t aware?” The smile remained fixed on his face, but his tone was strained, even disapproving. “I thought we’d agreed on a closed selection committee?” 
 
    “Charles couldn’t make it. It was a last minute thing,” Nora began, her face heating as it often did when she talked directly to Phillip.  
 
    “I really appreciate this opportunity for an inside look, Phillip,” Jack interjected gracefully. “Thank you for hosting this demonstration. I’m sure we’re all looking forward to it.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Harry enthused. “Show us what you got, Phil.” 
 
    Phillip winced a little at the nickname, and Nora barely managed to suppress her smile. “Of course, of course,” Phillip said smoothly, apparently content to let the matter lie. Addressing the group as they headed up the stairs, he added, “I’ve met with nine candidates this week, and I’ve weeded them down to three potential subs. They would be available on an on-call basis, with a fee structure based on the level of service provided.” 
 
    They walked in a group down the hall toward the main dungeon. Phillip had rearranged the space so the recovery sofa that was normally placed against a side wall was facing the two St. Andrew’s crosses at the front of the room. Three young women were kneeling up on a large yoga mat in front of the crosses, arms behind their backs, eyes properly downcast. Each wore a red silk robe tied closed with a matching sash. 
 
    Jessica and Ben entered the dungeon first, moving away from the door as Jessica directed her sub to undress. Harry strode into the room and flopped down in the center of the sofa. Jack followed him, looking back to Nora with a question on his face.  
 
    Nora hesitated behind them, suddenly not sure of her position. If she’d been with Charles, though she would have remained dressed if they weren’t doing a scene, she would have naturally knelt on the floor beside him on one of the cushions placed in front of the sofa. He would have put his hands on her shoulders as she leaned back against him, and she would have sighed her contentment.  
 
    She moved toward Jack and, as he patted the sofa beside him, she made her decision to sit there, though she could feel Phillip’s disapproving glare as she, a mere sub, sat on the furniture. She wondered if Phillip had ever owned a sub or fulltime slave, and shuddered at the thought, even while she knew she was being unfair. Maybe he was just what Charles called “old school”—very strict about protocol and proper rules of conduct, as he defined them.  
 
    Jessica led Ben toward the sofa by a short leash she’d clipped to his collar. He was naked, save for the metal cock cage that fit snugly around his cock and balls. His chest and thighs, Nora noticed as they approached, were covered with a latticework of fresh whip marks, and her skin tingled with sympathy and desire, in equal measure. 
 
    She crossed her legs in an effort to relieve the sudden throb at her clit and turned her focus to the women waiting so submissively in front of them. Nora knew from experience their knees were aching by now, in spite of the padded mat beneath them. 
 
    Phillip approached the girls and faced the selection committee. “I present Leah, Gianna and Brooke. All three have experience in the scene, and have passed various tests I’ve presented them with reasonable grace and obedience. They have all been examined and tested and have a clean bill of health, as do all of us here at the dungeons,” he added, addressing these last words to the kneeling sub candidates. “I recommend we invite each of these young women to join the ranks of Hawthorne Dungeon as our first house subs. Of course, they will need additional training to be suitable to serve our esteemed members, but I will be happy to take on that responsibility, assuming these subs I have chosen meet with your approval.” 
 
    He moved to stand behind them, and placed a hand on top of Gianna's and Leah’s heads. Gianna was a redhead, her hair cut pixie-short. Leah’s hair was honey blond, Brooke’s a rich, dark brown, and both wore their hair long and loose.  
 
    “I will put the girls through a series of exercises designed to demonstrate their submissive skill and obedience,” Phillip continued,” and then I’ll invite questions and input from the committee.” 
 
    As he spoke, his fingers had curled, gripping a handful of both girls’ hair and twisting hard. Gianna winced while Leah drew in a sudden, sharp breath. Phillip let go and stepped back. “Sub girls,” he said, his voice deepening. “Rise and remove your robes. Let them fall behind you and then stand at attention.” 
 
    The girls rose, each graceful in her movements. Leah shook back her hair, but Gianna left hers spiked from Phillip’s grip. Leah and Brooke undid their sashes and dropped their robes immediately, moving in time as they locked their hands behind their heads. Gianna hesitated, if only slightly, the color creeping up her cheeks as she untied her robe with hands that trembled, if ever so slightly. It took perhaps two seconds longer for her to assume her position, and Nora held her breath, certain she wasn’t the only one to notice. 
 
    Phillip moved with the speed of a snake and struck Gianna’s cheek. He stepped back, the imprint of his hand darkening against Gianna’s fair skin. “Why did I do that, sub girl?” he asked softly, though the words were edged with steel. 
 
    “Because I hesitated, Sir,” Gianna murmured in a small voice, barely audible. “I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” He lifted his hand again and Nora tensed, but he only ran his fingers lightly over the reddened cheek. In a gentle voice, he added, “Apology accepted. Don’t do it again. Remember, you are on display. I have recommended you to the keyholders, so my reputation is at stake here as much as yours.” 
 
    Add a little pressure, why don’t you, Nora thought irritably, though she was glad he’d gentled his tone. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir,” Gianna breathed, lifting luminous eyes for a moment to meet his. Her nipples were fully erect, and her lips were softly parted, a look of unmistakable longing in her face. Of course, Phillip was absolutely gorgeous, a veritable golden god in black leather. And Gianna was young, barely out of her teens, it seemed to Nora, though hopefully she wasn’t quite as gullible and stupid as Nora had been at her age. 
 
    Phillip went to the whip rack and returned with a heavy flogger. He stood a moment surveying the women, each of whom stood at attention, eyes focused on the middle distance. All three were slender, all three shaven smooth. Gianna’s and Leah’s breasts were small and high, their nipples pink, their coloring fair. Brooke was darker, her skin a rich, copper tan, her nipples rosy brown on breasts heavier and fuller than the other two. All three were beautiful by any standard, and the men on the couch were both leaning forward, their body language clear even if they hadn’t been sporting obvious erections.  
 
    “Turn around,” Phillip instructed the girls. “Bend over and grab your ankles.” 
 
    All three obeyed, Gianna with as much alacrity as the other two this time. Phillip struck Leah first, the leather tresses smacking noisily against her skin, causing the flesh to jiggle. He moved up and down the row of bent women, hitting each as hard as the last, the blows rapidly reddening their asses and the backs of their thighs.  
 
    To their credit, each maintained her position through several minutes of intense flogging. Nora watched with silent longing, wishing Charles were there to witness the poetry of Phillip’s undeniable grace as he moved like a dancer among the three submissives, wielding his flogger with confidence and skill. 
 
    It was Gianna, poor Gianna, who finally fell out of position after one especially vicious blow. She lost her grip on her ankles and stumbled forward, though she quickly righted herself. However, the mood was broken by her action. Nora waited nervously for Phillip’s certain retribution, but to her surprise, he only said quietly, “We’ll work on your endurance, Gianna.” 
 
    He had Leah and Brooke kneel up, one on either side of the informal stage created by the large yoga mat. Addressing the committee once more, Phillip said, “Gianna, as you can see, needs a little more training than the other two, but I see excellent potential, as I’m sure you’ll agree.” Gianna, who stood now alone in the center of the stage, was blushing, her eyes downcast, her shoulders hunched slightly forward. Stand up straight, Nora wanted to call out. Hurry, before he sees you. Show your submissive pride! She had a crazy urge to rush up and put her arm around the girl, her heart aching with sympathy. 
 
    Phillip turned to Gianna and lightly touched her shoulder. “Position,” he said quietly, and the girl at once straightened, lifting her chin and thrusting out her small, pretty breasts. Nora had to admit she was pleasantly surprised by Phillip’s treatment of the sub. She had expected him to be more of a bully. Perhaps she’d been too hard on him. She knew she tended to make snap judgments of people, and sometimes didn’t give them a chance. She promised herself to do better. 
 
    For another half hour or so, Phillip put the girls through their paces, alternating a caning with some difficult bondage positions on the cross, and some grace demonstrations as he barked out various basic slave positions for the girls to assume and hold.  
 
    Finally, Phillip turned to the committee. “I had planned on demonstrating their oral skill with the use of various dildos, but since we have three male Doms here, I thought I’d throw out another idea, assuming it suits you gentlemen, of course. Since this is a private club, the girls all understand that certain sexual activity will be permitted and required, though they will be allowed to negotiate and approve each specific scene, of course. In that vein, I propose we lighten the demonstration a bit with some good, old-fashioned fellatio. I propose that you, Harry, and you, Jack, join me here on our little stage. We’ll allow the girls to worship our cocks. You can each decide on the skill level of your particular sub girl, and if they need improvement, I’m sure they’d be willing to, uh, practice until you’re quite satisfied.” 
 
    All the Doms in the room, including Jessica, laughed at this, in apparent approval of Phillip’s suggestion. If Charles had been there, would he have wanted to be one of the lucky Doms to get his cock sucked? No doubt he would, Nora thought with an inward smile. Nor would she mind, as they often played with others in the course of their BDSM scenes, though always and only with the other present and fully onboard.  
 
    But he wasn’t there, and she bet he’d be pissed later on to think he’d been forced to go over the same blueprints yet again on a project with a nervous client while his stand-in was getting his cock sucked by a hot young sub girl. Jack, meanwhile, had already risen from the couch, his cock pressing eagerly against his jeans. Without hesitation, he, and Harry, too, strode over to the makeshift stage. 
 
    Phillip had them stand facing the room, the three girls kneeling at their feet. Leah knelt in front of Jack, Brooke in front of Harry, Gianna in front of Phillip. Without a trace of self-consciousness, each man opened his fly and pulled out a rapidly hardening shaft. At Phillip’s command, the girls began to eagerly stroke and suck the cock in front of them. The little demonstration didn’t last too long, Jack coming within a few minutes, Harry not far behind him. The girls both obediently licked them clean and then knelt to kiss the tops of their feet. 
 
    Phillip, not yet done, grabbed Gianna’s head and basically impaled her on his shaft, gripping her hard on either side of her face as he fucked her mouth with sadistic ferocity. He held her, nose to his pubic bone, for several long seconds, and jerked suddenly, thrusting in apparent orgasm deep in the throat of the girl at his feet.  
 
    He lifted his eyes, letting them sweep around the room before finally settling on Nora. His lips lifted in a laconic, cruel smile.  
 
    Nora looked away. 
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    “Now! Come for your Master, slave.” 
 
    Sweating and shaking with the effort of holding off the climax, Eva gasped with relief and let herself go, her body bucking in shuddering release as the head of the vibrating wand whirred against her engorged, over-sensitized clit. Just as the brief explosion of pleasure edged into pain, the power clicked off and the vibrator was removed.  
 
    She desperately wanted to remain as she was, legs sprawled open, head back, eyes closed as she lay on the bondage table. For just this moment she didn’t feel hungry or frightened or in pain. How she longed to sink down into the peaceful warmth of post-orgasmic release, but she knew she mustn’t.  
 
    Master Phillip was waiting. 
 
    I hope I did good. Oh, I hope I didn’t come too soon, or too late, or without proper enthusiasm, or with too much. Oh god, please, please, please let me have done it right this time. Please. 
 
    Though she was held down against the table by a wide strip of leather stretched tight over her middle, she forced herself to lift the upper half of her body, balancing herself on her elbows. Licking her dry lips, she opened her eyes and tried to focus on the man standing at the end of the table. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she rasped, her voice hoarse. She cleared her throat and spoke the words she knew were required. “Thank you for the orgasm, Sir. I don’t deserve it, as I am just a worthless cunt, but I’m striving to become worthy, Sir. I belong to you, Sir. I exist to serve and please you.” 
 
    Had she remembered all the words? Had she injected the proper amount of sincerity without going overboard? 
 
    “And you have pleased me, slave,” Master Phillip replied. He was smiling.  
 
    Joy flooded through Eva, bringing actual tears to her eyes. Weak with relief, she sank back against the leather-padded table. She had pleased him! Oh, thank god, thank god, thank god. 
 
    “In the ten days I’ve worked with you, you’ve made great strides, slave Eva.” As Master Phillip spoke, he moved around to the side of the table and reached down, unbuckling the restraining belt.  
 
    Ten days? Had it only been ten days? She’d counted the first several days of her forced captivity, but had lost track after a while. She’d stopped trying the day he’d cut off all her hair, something breaking inside her, leaving her unable to concentrate on anything but her immediate condition. Her focus had shifted from the passage of time and thoughts of escape, to when Master Phillip turned the lock on the door, to when he fed her, when he whipped her and bound her, when he let her sleep, when he made her come. 
 
    “It’s time, I think,” Master Phillip continued, “that we move on to the next phase of your training. You’re ready to assume some slave duties beyond this room.” 
 
    Beyond this room! Was he going to let her out? 
 
    The thought of escape flared inside her like a hot, reviving fire. But how? She was naked, weakened from lack of food and without defense against a man easily fifty pounds heavier than she, all of it muscle. 
 
    Yet once awakened, hope refused to be snuffed out so easily. Eva knew better than to let it show. She closed her eyes, willing the serenity on which Master Phillip harped so often to suffuse her features. He must believe she was as compliant as she pretended, or he’d never let her out of this room.  
 
    Apparently she succeeded in mastering her emotions, because Master Phillip was still smiling at her as he lifted her into his arms. He set her down almost gently on the wooden floor. Exhaustion fueled by hunger and the half dozen forced orgasms he’d just wrested from her nearly overcame her. She fought the almost overwhelming desire to lie down, curl into a ball and close her eyes. 
 
    Don’t fuck this up! He’s going to let you out! Don’t give him reason to change his mind. 
 
    Eva sank to a kneeling position and then slowly, carefully lowered herself, trying to move with the grace he had drummed into her during positions training. She kissed the tops of Master Phillip’s bare feet, moving from one to the other with fervent attention until she felt the tap on the top of her shorn head.  
 
    She lifted herself to an upright kneeling position, straightening her back and lowering her shoulders as she thrust her breasts forward. She watched with rapt attention as he brought over a bottle of water and a brown paper lunch bag. 
 
    She opened her mouth as he tilted the rim of the bottle against her lips. She swallowed rapidly as the cold water gushed into her mouth. A little of it splashed down her chin and over her chest. It felt good against her sticky skin. He was pleased with her—perhaps he would let her bathe today. Perhaps she would be permitted hot water! 
 
    He let her drink the entire bottle. She forced herself not to stare at the brown paper bag as he regarded her, his head tilted slightly in appraisal. She tried to thrust out her breasts even more, and spread her knees wider, arching her cunt forward, hoping she was pleasing him. He crouched in front of her, leaning so close she almost thought he was going to kiss her. The thought repelled her, but she forced herself to keep her expression neutral, her gaze respectfully downcast.  
 
    Instead he reached for her chin, lifting it with two fingers. His blue eyes were thickly fringed with blond lashes and for just this moment, at least, they were kind. “Who do you belong to, slave Eva?” 
 
    “You, Master Phillip,” she breathed, trying her best to put feeling into the words. 
 
    He nodded. “Why do you exist?” 
 
    “To serve and please you, Sir.” 
 
    “What would you do if I unlocked that door and told you to go free?” 
 
    Eva opened her mouth and then shut it, confused. “If you…?” She paused, desperately trying to formulate the correct response. She was pretty sure, “I’d knee you in the balls and run out of here so fast your head would spin,” wasn’t the right answer. This was a game, but the stakes were high, and so she replied, trying to harness the shock his question had caused into a show of submission, “I would beg you to let me stay, Master Phillip, so I could continue to serve and please you. You have become my world, Sir.” 
 
    Oh shit, had she overdone it? 
 
    He was silent for several beats, peering at her as if seeing past her skin and bone directly into her mutinous thoughts. She lowered her eyes, hoping the heat blooming in her face would be construed as blushing modesty.  
 
    Like many men too handsome for their own good, with egos to match, Master Phillip seemed, astoundingly, to accept her false protestations. He nodded slowly, his face breaking into a radiant, dimpled smile. “It’s happening,” he said, almost to himself. “The transformation that takes place due to consistent, properly applied training.” 
 
    Don’t count on it, asshole. 
 
    Eva let out a sigh of relief as he finally opened the lunch bag and took out a sandwich covered in clear plastic wrap, neatly cut into two triangles. Eva watched hungrily as he unwrapped the sandwich. He held one of the halves close to her mouth. As Eva leaned forward to take a bite, he pulled it back. Tears of frustration leaped to her eyes, but she knew better than to protest, or to react in any way. Blinking back the tears, she waited, her heart fluttering, her stomach rumbling.  
 
    “Do you deserve to eat this sandwich, slave girl?” 
 
    Oh shit. What’s the right answer? Yes, I deserve it because I pleased you? Or no, I don’t deserve it, because I’m just a worthless cunt? 
 
    The smile gone, Master Phillip was watching her intently, reminding her of a cat waiting to pounce the moment its prey moved.  
 
    Eva blurted, “That’s for you to say, Master Phillip.” 
 
    Master Phillip looked almost surprised, and then he actually laughed. “That’s correct, slave. It is for me to say. Well done.” He held the sandwich close again, and this time he didn’t pull it away when she leaned forward to take a bite.  
 
    He permitted her to finish the entire half, which was comprised of roasted turkey with plenty of mayonnaise on thick, fresh sourdough bread. When she was done, he stroked a bit of mayonnaise from the corner of her mouth and pushed his finger between her lips so she could lick it clean.  
 
    He opened a second bottle of water and held it to her lips. Eva drank, aware she would pay the price later if he didn’t allow her to pee. Astoundingly, he held up the second half of the sandwich. “More?” 
 
    Since he’d kept her in this small attic room, he’d never once allowed her to eat her fill. She was almost afraid to do so, afraid of the stomach cramping, not to mention the humiliation of being forced to relieve herself on newspaper while Master Phillip stood implacably by, watching her every move. Hunger and the uncertainty of when food would again be offered outweighed her fears, and Eva greedily finished the sandwich. 
 
    When she was done, Master Phillip said, “Now you will shower and then I’ll show you what I expect in terms of your initial slave duties downstairs.” 
 
    Master Phillip preceded her into the bathroom and turned on the shower. His body blocked his actions, so Eva had to step into the spray with only a prayer that it would be hot.  
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    The water was icy cold. She soaped herself as quickly as possible, glad at least he wasn’t requiring her to groom. For the first time since it had happened, she was grateful she had no hair to wash, save for the bit of peach fuzz that covered her scalp. Master Phillip waited just outside the stall, holding her towel. Eva stood at attention, arms behind her head, her body covered with goose bumps, trembling with cold as he roughly dried her. 
 
    He led her back into the room and directed her to remain standing at attention while he went to the small locked cupboard at the back of the room where he kept various sex toys and restraining devices. He returned to her holding a chain link choke collar with a leash already attached, as well as a second length of chain with cuffs on either end.  
 
    He slipped the cold metal collar over her head, which tightened around her neck as he gave the leash a perfunctory pull. He let the lead dangle between her breasts as he crouched in front of her. He wrapped a cuff around each ankle and stood. He slipped the grip of the leash over his wrist and said, “Your first trip out. Are you excited, slave girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Eva answered truthfully. Aside from the terror and outrage of being held captive in one small room for so long, there was the mind-numbing boredom. She had nothing to do—no electronics, no books, no phone, nothing. She couldn’t even see out of the high, corner window—the sole source of sunlight in the room.  
 
    When she wasn’t bound, she did try to exercise, but she was often too sore, tired or hungry to do much more than walk aimlessly around the small space. To get out, even if it was only to perform slave duties for just a little while, would be worth so much. 
 
    She moved hesitantly out of the room, the length of chain long enough to allow her to walk, though it hobbled her movements. She waited while Master Phillip lowered the trapdoor, watching as the portable stairs unfolded until the last step nearly touched the ground below. 
 
    She took his offered hand as he helped her almost solicitously down the steps, facing her as he led the way. Once they were both down, Eva stood in a kind of daze while Master Phillip folded the stairs and pushed the trap door upward, releasing the spring that held it in an open position. 
 
    The air in the third floor hallway smelled so fresh and clean, a painful reminder of the hellhole in which she was normally confined. A hot, white heat seared suddenly inside her chest, taking her breath away with its force. She thought she might be having a heart attack. It took a moment to identify the feeling. 
 
    It was rage.  
 
    Push it down, Eva sternly admonished herself. There’s no place for emotion right now. You’re in the hall! You’re going downstairs! Don’t do anything to stop that from happening. She closed her eyes, recalling Master Phillip’s mantra, and taking from it what she could use. Strive for serenity in the face of suffering. You exist to serve and please him. Remember that, and he will reward you. Forget it and you will suffer. 
 
    Eva followed him haltingly on the leash down the narrow, thinly carpeted stairs that led to the second floor, the chain between her legs clanking against the steps. He led her a few feet down the hallway, stopping at what appeared to be a small utility closet. Leaning in, he pulled out something and set it on the ground in front of Eva.  
 
    It was a pair of shiny red stiletto heels. “You will wear these while you perform your duties.” Master Phillip gestured toward the shoes. “Go on. Put them on. They’re your size.” 
 
    Her size. And he would know, because he’d had her strip as part of the submissive-for-hire interview process, and she’d never seen her clothing again. He’d complimented her on her apparent ease with her body, noting it was an essential requirement of the job.  
 
    She’d been so excited at the time—the offered hourly wage fully five times what she was presently earning through the temp agency she’d signed up with when coming to the city. What a fabulous gig, or so she’d thought, to be paid very well indeed to engage in her passion with serious, dedicated members of the BDSM community. She would be able to play with ease and safety in those fabulous dungeons she’d toured, and get paid in the process. How thrilled she’d been when he’d called her back after the initial interview, telling her she’d made it to the second level—her references, experience and “submissive bent” as he had put it, making her an excellent candidate for hire.  
 
    How much of it, she now wondered, and not for the first time, was in fact due to her foolishly confiding that she was new to the city, single and living alone in a furnished studio apartment she’d only been renting for a few weeks? How he must have rubbed his filthy, criminal hands together when she admitted she had no ties and no family to speak of, save for her estranged father who lived in California, and a sister who was presently in the Peace Corps overseas. 
 
    The shoes fit, though the heels were at least two inches higher than she was used to wearing. Master Phillip looked her over, his eyes gliding from her feet to her head and back again. He nodded in apparent satisfaction, and then turned back to the closet, from which he extracted a bucket containing various sprays, brushes and sponges. He handed the bucket to Eva.  
 
    It was surprisingly heavy, at least it seemed so in her weakened state. She stared down at the contents, briefly considering if there was anything there she could use as a weapon. Her contemplation was interrupted as he jerked the leash, yanking her forward.  
 
    Her effort to walk in the heels was not improved by the hobble chain, and she stumbled, nearly losing her footing. Master Phillip looked back and snapped, “Watch your step. Shoulders back, remember your posture. It’s a privilege to wear those shoes. Don’t make me regret allowing you out.” 
 
    “No, Sir, I’m sorry, Sir!” she cried. “I will do better, Sir. I promise.” She moved toward him, shoulders back, stepping carefully in the heels and chains. She was determined not to screw up this respite from the attic, however short- lived it might be.  
 
    They entered the main dungeon, the room where she’d foolishly allowed him to cuff her, ostensibly as part of a demonstration of her ease with bondage. He’d caught her in a chokehold, a knife suddenly at her throat as he informed her she’d been “chosen” to become his personal slave.  
 
    “Provided you behave,” he said now, “you will be responsible for keeping the dungeons and bathrooms spotless. I can save a pretty penny using you instead of the cleaning crew that comes in here now, not to mention it gives us more privacy.” 
 
    Eva couldn’t stop the small shudder of disgust that moved through her at his statement, as if she had any desire whatsoever for privacy with this bastard. Fortunately, Master Phillip didn’t seem to notice her slip, and she struggled to keep her expression blank as he continued, “I will inspect your work and reward or punish accordingly. We’ll start with—” 
 
    He stopped suddenly, whipping his head toward the open door. A fist clutched around Eva’s heart at the distant but audible sound of a heavy knocker against wood.  
 
    “Shit,” Master Phillip cursed, fury mottling his features. “Good thing I put the fucking bolt on. Why do those jerks keep showing up without clearing it with me?” 
 
    Eva could barely breathe. There was someone down there! Someone just on the other side of the front door! Did she dare to scream? Her mouth had opened of its own accord, but before she could react, Phillip grabbed the leash and jerked her roughly from the room. Eva stumbled forward in her effort to keep from being choked.  
 
    “Move it,” he snarled urgently, dragging her toward the attic. “Take off the fucking shoes.” He kicked sharply at her ankle. Eva struggled to obey, pushing the shoes from her feet without the benefit of her hands.  
 
    The knocking grew more persistent. “Coming!” Master Phillip shouted. “I’ll be right down!”  
 
    Eva whimpered as he hauled her roughly up the stairs, her ankles still hobbled by the chain. He pushed her ahead of him and thrust her into the tiny attic room. As he always did when someone was in the house, he quickly cuffed her arms behind her back and shoved the nasty rubber ball gag between her teeth, buckling it tightly behind her head.  
 
    Without another word, he turned on his heel and left, slamming the door and turning the lock. Eva stood for a long moment, too stunned to move, defeat at her missed opportunity weighing her down like a stone. Finally she slid slowly to the floor, dropped her head to her chest, and sobbed. 
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    “It was unanimous.” Harry lifted his mug of beer in a congratulatory salute and Jack smiled. It was going to be interesting to scene with Harry. Though Jack had casually checked out some of the local BDSM clubs since arriving in the city, he was more than ready to take his place as a keyholder at Hawthorne Dungeon. 
 
    Harry and he had agreed to meet at a small local pub nearby before heading over to break in two of the three submissives Phillip had hired. Harry had been telling Jack about the member dinner that had been held at a favorite restaurant the week before, at which they’d discussed Jack’s application for membership. “Charles and Nora gave you glowing reviews regarding character and suitability, and Jessica and I were able to add our two cents since we got to meet you at the sub interviews.” 
 
    “Well, I’m delighted to be an official keyholder,” Jack said, clinking his mug against Harry’s.  
 
    Harry drank deeply from his beer and set the empty mug down on the table. He lifted his finger toward a waitress, who nodded and smiled. She looked inquiringly at Jack, who put his hand over his still half-full mug and shook his head.  
 
    Harry continued, “From what I’ve seen, it’s the subs who tend to have reservations about the guy. I’ve never had a problem with him, but then”—Harry laughed—“I’m not very observant when it comes to guys. Especially when there are sexy sub girls in the room. Speaking of which”—he rubbed his hands together in an exaggerated way—“I can’t wait to get my hands on those two girls this evening.” 
 
    Jack laughed. Harry regarded him a moment and asked, “What about you, Jack? I know you’re experienced in the scene. You’re single, right? No wife or girlfriend waiting in the wings we haven’t heard about?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Nope. I never married either. I guess I’ve been so busy with my career and travel that I never found the time to settle down or meet that one special person. But now that I’ve taken a teaching position at the university, I think I’m ready to put down some roots. I’d love to find a woman to share my life with.” 
 
    Harry laughed. “Why limit yourself to just one?” He waved his hand expansively around the room. “You’re still young. You’re what, thirty-three, thirty-four?” 
 
    “Just turned thirty-four,” Jack corroborated with a nod.  
 
    “Still a kid,” Harry laughed. “There’s a whole delicious world of delectable sub girls out there.” He shook his head with mock sorrow. “So many sub girls, so little time.” 
 
    Jack grinned. “If you know so many sub girls, no offense, why are you paying for the girls tonight?” 
 
    “No strings,” Harry replied promptly. “Sometimes it’s nice to keep things simple, ya know? You scene, you get off, you go home. End of story. Nobody in your bed in the morning who doesn’t look nearly as hot in the daylight as she did when your dick was hard and you had a whip in your hand.” He took another swig of his beer and set the mug down with a thunk. “What about you? Have you used subs for hire before?” 
 
    “This’ll be my first time to actually pay someone. If it wasn’t being offered through Hawthorne Dungeon, no way would I even consider it,” Jack admitted. “I’ve been in a few D/s relationships when I’ve lived in a city long enough to make connections. Even when traveling extensively, I’d play with women I met at the clubs. When I lived in Amsterdam, I got pretty involved at a particular club. I even did some training while I was there, which I found to be very rewarding, as far as it went, but nothing romantic came out of it, at least nothing that lasted. I wasn’t ready yet back then, I guess.” 
 
    Jack took another sip of his beer, continuing, “Since I got to New York, I’ve been with Charles and Nora to a couple of the clubs, but I haven’t played with anyone.” He shrugged philosophically. “I’ve been kind of preoccupied for the past few months—busy with getting my studio and living space renovated, and gearing up to teach graduate seminars. I’m more than ready to get back into the swing. I figured a controlled scene like this would be a good way to kind of ease myself back into things.” 
 
    Harry nodded. “Makes sense. Charles and Nora are great, don’t get me wrong, but I know what a drag it can be when you’re the third wheel. If you want, I’d be happy to take you to some of the lesser-known, more exclusive underground BDSM clubs. I have an in because of my Shibari work. You’re a good-looking guy. If you’re any good with a whip, trust me, you’ll have ‘em lining up around the block to scene with you.” 
 
    Jack laughed. He didn’t want them lining up. Just one girl—the right girl—was all he really wanted. Now he just had to find her. Meanwhile, tonight, he reassured himself, would be an adventure. It would be fun. 
 
    The waitress brought Harry a fresh beer. They talked for a while about what they both envisioned for the upcoming scene, finished their beers, paid the tab, and walked the three blocks from the pub to the brownstone.  
 
    Jack, who wasn’t yet sure of protocol, was glad Phillip Duncan didn’t appear when they entered the front hall. “As long as you have an appointment, Phillip will make himself scarce,” Harry explained when Jack mentioned his absence. “It’s when you just show up that the guy tends to kind of flip out.” He grinned and shrugged. “We had to read the guy the riot act, though, when he pulled that stunt the other day, bolting the door like he did. The dude needs to remember we’re keyholders, not guests. That means we have a key. We enter at will, not when it suits the caretaker.”‘ 
 
    “I heard about that,” Jack said. “Strange guy.” 
 
    “Just a little too big for his britches. I think his official title of Master Keyholder has gone to his head or something. But he got the message all right,” Harry said. “He was very apologetic. Promised it wouldn’t happen again.” Harry shrugged. “In all fairness, George was almost too relaxed. He didn’t do a very good job of keeping track of who came and went. At least with Phillip running things, there’s never a fear you’re going to walk in on someone else’s scene, which used to happen a little too often, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Harry glanced at his watch. “Two minutes to eight. They better not be late. We’ll have to punish them,” he said with a gleeful grin. 
 
    Jack peered out the front door, which, in spite of the cool autumn air, they’d left ajar as they waited. “I think I see them.” He opened the door wider and Harry looked out too. “That cab there. Isn’t that them?” 
 
    Harry nodded. “Dibs on the blonde,” he said, rubbing his hands together. They watched as the subs climbed the steps to the front door, their high heels clicking against the stone as they walked. They were both smiling nervously as Harry gestured them inside. 
 
    Harry and Jack escorted the women down to the basement. Payment had already been handled through the Master Keyholder, as well as the basic scene negotiation, which for tonight included the hard limits of no blood drawn, and no sexual intercourse, though oral was okay with both girls.  
 
    The girls stood side by side in the center of the medical dungeon, the blond, Leah, looking a little nervous, the brunette, Brooke, alert but calm. Harry produced a small single tail whip from the duffel he’d brought along and snapped it in the air, making Leah jump slightly, and Brooke’s eyes widen.  
 
    Harry had dressed for the evening in black leather pants and a black knit turtleneck. Jack had worn jeans and work boots, a black T-shirt beneath his leather jacket. “Stand at attention, arms behind your backs,” Harry snapped, punctuating his words with another crack of the whip. 
 
    Leah was wearing a red leather bustier and matching miniskirt, her pale, slender legs bare, her high heels also of red leather. Brooke wore a cream-colored satiny blouse, beneath which it was evident she wore no bra. Her large, heavy breasts strained against the fabric, her dark nipples clearly outlined. The blouse was tucked into a black velvet skirt that went to her knees, but was slit up either side to mid-thigh. They both looked good—very good—and Jack’s cock hardened with anticipation of the evening’s fun. 
 
    After making sure everyone was on the same page regarding the girls’ stated limits and the guys’ expectations, Harry outlined the terms of the scene. “We’ve decided to engage in a little friendly competition,” he said. “But the competition won’t be between Master Jack and me. It will be between the two of you. You’ll both strip naked and we’ll cuff one wrist, while leaving the other free. You will stand side by side and each hold on to either end of this.” He pulled a curled length of red ribbon from his pocket and shook it out to its three-foot length.  
 
    “Master Jack and I will put you through a few, uh, exercises”—an evil grin flashed white against his olive skin—“and the first girl to drop the ribbon loses. So no matter what we do to you, your goal is to hold on to that ribbon. Any questions?” 
 
    “Uh, what happens to the loser?” Leah asked. Her voice was small and high and Jack wondered suddenly how old she was. He was glad he would be paired with Brooke, who looked closer to thirty than twenty, which suited him better. 
 
    “She will be punished, of course,” Harry replied, not elaborating. Leah bit her lip and fidgeted. Brooke’s expression remained calm. She didn’t plan to lose, Jack could see.  
 
    The girls stripped, revealing their pretty, smooth bodies. They were a lovely study in contrasts—Leah petite, small-breasted and blond, Brooke taller, more curvaceous, her skin a rich caramel hue. Brooke had a small tattoo of a butterfly on her left hip. Leah had the words Master’s Property tattooed over her small, pert ass. Where was that Master now, Jack wondered, though of course he didn’t ask. It was none of his business. They were there to scene, nothing more. 
 
    Harry selected two butterfly vibrators along with their remote controls from an old-fashioned, freestanding porcelain medical cabinet. He removed the sterilized toys from their packaging. “You know what these are, right?”  
 
    Leah nodded.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Brooke replied.  
 
    “Let’s make this fun,” Harry said, flashing a grin at the girls. “You’ll put these on each other,” he instructed as he handed each girl a butterfly. Jack and Harry watched as first Brooke, and then Leah, held out the panty-like contraption comprised of elastic bands that slipped over the hips and each thigh, the soft rubber butterfly-shaped vibrator serving as its crotch.  
 
    Brooke was fairly no-nonsense in her approach, arranging the elastic bands over Leah’s narrow hips and slender thighs and then positioning the butterfly between her legs. “Arch forward,” she instructed Leah, who complied, giving a little theatrical shudder as Brooke pressed the soft rubber between her labia. 
 
    When it was Leah’s turn, she knelt submissively before Brooke and drew the bands slowly and suggestively up the brunette’s long, lovely legs. She glanced back coquettishly at the men as she worked. Once the vibrator was in place, she leaned forward and kissed the purple plastic butterfly. 
 
    “Nice touch,” Harry said approvingly. “I like a girl who shows a little enthusiasm.” Leah beamed. Brooke’s face remained impassive. What was going on in her head, Jack wondered.  
 
    The girls stood side by side as Harry and Jack cuffed Leah’s left wrist and Brooke’s right wrist to chains hanging from the ceiling for the purpose. Harry had each girl take hold of one end of the ribbon with her free hand.  
 
    As they stood in front of the beautiful, naked girls, Jack tried to imagine signing on as a sub for hire, agreeing to scene with a stranger for money. While he could call the shots and control the scene, these young women were putting themselves in a far more vulnerable position, though at least in this situation they knew the players could be trusted and the scenes would be safe, sane and consensual. Still, theirs was a particular sort of courage he honestly didn’t know if he had, and he silently admired them for it. 
 
    “Remind us of your safewords,” he said. “Leah?” 
 
    “Tomato,” she said, looking pleased with herself.  
 
    He nodded toward Brooke. “And you?” 
 
    “Ice water, Sir.” 
 
    “Tomato. Ice water,” he repeated, wondering how they’d picked their words. “Okay. We don’t expect you to have to use them, but if, at any point, you feel the action is too intense, and we aren’t getting your cues that it needs to stop, you use your safeword, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Jack,” Leah replied, her cornflower blue eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Brooke agreed with a small nod. 
 
    Satisfied, Jack went to the whip rack and selected two floggers, as well as a second single tail that matched the one Harry had brought with him. Harry turned the remotes on low, and the butterflies whirred to life. Leah giggled again and shifted from foot to foot. Brooke drew in a breath.  
 
    “This is not about getting you off,” Jack informed them, his dominant persona now fully engaged. “The intent here is to mix the pleasure with the pain, and thus heighten the experience of both. If you feel you are about to come, you will tell us immediately. If you do orgasm without permission, it’s an automatic disqualifier. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” the girls replied in unison, Leah a little breathily, Brooke in a low, self-assured voice that was in itself a sort of challenge, one Jack looked forward to taking. 
 
    The men took up their positions behind the subs, floggers at the ready. They spent several pleasurable minutes warming the girls’ asses and thighs. Leah’s fair skin reddened quickly. Brooke’s took longer to darken, the result less obvious against her tan flesh.  
 
    Once they were thoroughly warmed up, Jack said to Harry, “Ready to ratchet things up a notch?” 
 
    “You bet,” Harry enthused, and Jack couldn’t help but notice the sizable bulge at the other man’s groin, which matched his own raging erection. Harry increased the intensity level on the butterfly remotes to medium. Both girls reacted, Leah with a titter and more fidgeting, Brooke with a sudden clench of her ass cheeks, though after a moment she relaxed again. The ribbon, Jack noted, was still taut between them. 
 
    “Remember the rules,” Harry said, as they resumed their position behind the subs, single tails in hand. “Don’t come without permission. And don’t let go of the ribbon.” 
 
    Harry and Jack wielded their whips in unison, the sound of the leather tips flicking sharply against soft flesh cracking in the air. It wasn’t long before dark red welts appeared on Leah’s already reddened skin. She began to pant, her hips moving in an erotic gyration.  
 
    Brooke moaned softly, a tremor moving through her body when Jack’s whip snaked across her thighs. Finally, Jack thought, a reaction. He struck her other thigh and she drew in a sharp hiss of breath. Jack loved the play of sound and movement as the whip cracked, her flesh jiggled, and she moaned, a guttural grunt of pain and lust that hardened his cock.  
 
    Harry nudged Jack’s shoulder, startling him. “Let’s switch,” he murmured, gesturing that they should change places. Jack didn’t really want to, but he didn’t want to be rude, and so he acquiesced.  
 
    Leah was mewling, her body trembling with approaching orgasm. She clenched the ribbon in her small fist, and her body was bathed in sweat. She groaned and shuddered. 
 
    Focusing fully on the lovely blonde, Jack struck her with the tail several times in succession. Leah squealed and, without warning, suddenly jerked and twisted to the side. It was too late to stop the stroke, which as a result of her unexpected movement, missed its mark and landed instead across her belly, leaving a thin, white line that rapidly turned to dark, angry red.  
 
    Leah howled and let go of the ribbon, reaching with her free hand for the spot the whip had marked. “Ow! Oh fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she swore, her voice edging toward hysteria, though she didn’t use her safeword.  
 
    Nevertheless, Jack dropped his whip and reached quickly for her cuff, tearing open the Velcro closures. Harry had dropped his whip as well, and he had moved to retrieve the remotes, which he clicked off. 
 
    Jack wrapped his arms around the still trembling girl and pulled her close. 
 
    “You dropped the ribbon, you naughty girl,” Harry snapped. “You must be punished.” 
 
    “In a minute,” Jack said softly. “Let her calm down.” To Leah, he murmured soothingly, “Shh, it’s okay, Leah. The skin’s not broken. You’re okay. You moved out of position. I’m sorry that happened.” 
 
    “It was her fault, not yours,” Harry interrupted. “Stop coddling the girl. She’s a pro, for god’s sake.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t at all sure that was true. Ignoring Harry, he said, “Are you okay, Leah? You want to continue or do you need to stop?” He noticed Brooke out of the corner of his eye. Still cuffed, she was watching them with a bemused, superior expression. 
 
    “I-I’m okay,” Leah said, her voice catching. “Master Harry is right. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have jerked like that. I don’t want to stop the scene, Sir. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jack let her go and stepped back. Harry moved to Leah and pointed to the ground, his tone stern, “Kneel and await my decree, sub girl.” 
 
    She dropped prettily to her knees and lowered her head, but not before Jack saw the smirk on her pretty face. Harry caught Jack’s eye, a grin flashing over his face.  
 
    It’s all a game, just a game for them both. The realization stuck like a lump in Jack’s throat. He swallowed hard and admonished himself. Of course it was just a game—what else could it be? They were all strangers, satisfying a kink, earning a buck. There was no harm in that.  
 
    As Harry patted Leah’s blond head, Jack released Brooke’s wrist cuff. She still held the red ribbon in her free hand as she waited patiently for the scene to continue.  
 
    Leaving the girls for a moment, Harry gestured for Jack to follow him a distance from them. He glanced at his watch. “We still have thirty-five minutes. Okay with you if we split up? I’ll take Leah. I’ve got something in mind for her punishment involving a little doctor-patient play. The water dungeon is available—I checked.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack agreed, pleased at the idea of some alone time with Brooke. “I’ve been wanting to try it out. If Brooke’s game, that is.” 
 
    They returned to the girls. Harry oversaw the removal of the butterflies, which the girls dropped into the sink in the small bathroom that adjoined the dungeon, while Jack put away the gear.  
 
    Harry put his arm around Leah’s shoulders and hustled her out of the dungeon, intoning, “Time for your punishment, you naughty, naughty girl. The doctor will see you now.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Harry. Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir!” Leah breathed in her high, girlish voice.” 
 
    “Gather your things,” Jack instructed Brooke. “No need to dress just yet,” he added, admiring her ass as she bent to retrieve her clothing. With a last glance at Harry, who was already busy strapping Leah down on the exam table, Jack led Brooke out of the room, closing the door softly behind them.  
 
    He stopped just outside the water dungeon and turned to Brooke. “Tell me, do you like water play?” 
 
    A flash of something moved over her features—desire, fear? Whatever it was, it was gone in an instant, replaced by her prior implacable calm. “Whatever pleases you, Sir. I seek only to obey.” 
 
    “What’s your background in the scene?” And who are you, really? What makes you tick? What matters to you? What moves you? Instinctively he knew she wouldn’t welcome these questions. This was a job for her. He had no right to probe. 
 
    “I’ve always enjoyed BDSM play but mostly I just hang out at the clubs. This is my first professional sub gig. I hope I’m pleasing you, Sir.” Her words were correct, but her affect was curiously flat, the opposite of the breathy, giddy Leah.  
 
    Jack nodded, annoyed with himself for wanting more than this woman could be expected to give. After all, he knew what he was getting when he agreed to the joint scene with Harry. Things would be better when he found someone who shared his need for romance and passion along with the eroticism of scene BDSM.  
 
    “You have pleased me so far, Brooke,” he assured her. He would make the best of the remaining time. Maybe he’d even manage to get a reaction beyond obedience from this lovely but reserved young woman. “Let’s see how you handle a little water play.” Again the look of fear, sparked with desire, flitted over her face. Smiling, Jack took her hand.  
 
    They stepped into the water dungeon, the clicking sound of Brooke’s heels echoing in the tiled room. “Oh,” Brooke breathed, the word apparently pulled from her before she could stop it. She stared at the submersion tank, which looked like a large fish aquarium, its sides made of thick, clear Plexiglas. Along the outside it was bordered by a laminated wooden platform for ease of entry into the water. A molded plastic bench had been built into either end inside the tank. A high table stood along the backside of the tank, various cuffs, blindfolds, chains and erotic torture toys neatly arrayed and waiting for use.  
 
    Jack had arranged with Phillip to make sure the tank was heated that evening, and wisps of steam rose from the water, the faint smell of chlorine in the air. He looked at Brooke. Color had seeped into her cheeks and splashed across her chest, and she seemed mesmerized as she continued to stare at the tank. 
 
    At last—a real reaction. 
 
    “Are you experienced with water bondage and submersion play?” Jack asked, placing his hand on the back of Brooke’s neck. 
 
    “Yes, um, no, I mean, a little bit, Sir,” she stammered, suddenly as breathy as her sister sub, Leah. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Jack said, keeping his voice neutral, though he was pleased and excited by her reaction. 
 
    “Uh, a boyfriend and I, we, uh, he had this hot tub on his deck. He would sometimes hold me under. I would suck his cock, Sir, and he wouldn’t let me up sometimes for a long time. It’s, I mean it was”—she wrapped her arms protectively around her torso and he noticed her nipples were erect—“really scary.” 
 
    “Scary bad or scary sexy?” 
 
    She faced Jack, her dark brown eyes expressive with what could only be called longing. “Scary sexy, Sir,” she whispered. 
 
    Jack regarded her from hooded eyelids, his cock throbbing. “I like the idea of a blow job under water. Would that suit you, sub girl?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Sir,” Brooke said eagerly, her eyes flicking down to his crotch. 
 
    Jack wasted no time getting out of his clothing. Once naked, he stepped onto the wooden platform and lifted his leg over the side of the tank. Standing in the pleasantly warm water, he held out a hand to Brooke, gesturing for her to join him. Once she was in front of him in the tank, he said, “I’d like to cuff your wrists behind you, to heighten the effect of submission for you. Do I have your permission, sub girl?” 
 
    Brooke swallowed visibly and then nodded, placing her hands behind her back of her own accord. “Yes, Sir,” she said huskily, thrusting her gorgeous breasts toward him. 
 
    Jack reached for a pair of leather cuffs. Directing Brooke to turn around, he clipped them in place around her wrists. Her ass and thighs were still prettily marked with thin welts from the single tail. “Kneel up in the water,” he instructed as he settled himself on one of the benches.  
 
    Brooke knelt as instructed, the water coming to just below her breasts. “Come closer,” Jack said. “I want to assess your comfort level with dunking and breath control.” 
 
    Brooke scooted forward until she was close to Jack. Leaning forward, he placed his hands on either of her shoulders. “When I press, you go down. You stay down until I release you. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Brooke replied, her eyes fixed on his, fully engaged. 
 
    He pressed gently but firmly against her shoulders, and Brooke sank beneath the water, her long, dark hair floating about her head. He held her there as he counted to ten, and then released his grip. She bobbed up and drew in a breath as she shook back her wet hair from her face. 
 
    “Good,” Jack said. “Can you stay down longer?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    He dunked her again, this time counting to fifteen. They repeated the exercise several times, with him finally holding her down a full forty seconds. He was aware the average person could hold their breath for around a minute, but didn’t want to push her too far. When he let go, she burst up through the water, this time sucking in air with an audible gasp.  
 
    Satisfied he’d found her limit, he asked, “How are you doing, Brooke? Ready to proceed?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Beads of water hung from her dark lashes and she blinked them away.  
 
    “Okay. Here’s what I expect.” He pointed to his erect shaft bobbing beneath the surface. “You will suck my cock until you make me come. Obviously you won’t have the use of your hands, but I’m sure you’re up to the task.” He smiled in anticipation. “You don’t have to swallow if you don’t want to. You can hold it in your mouth and spit it into this cup.” He reached for a small, disposable plastic cup from the side table and moved it closer.  
 
    “Excuse me, Sir. I would like to swallow.” 
 
    Jack nodded, doubly pleased. Did one tip these girls, he wondered. He would have to find out. “Excellent,” he said aloud. “I will place my hand on your head to hold you down while you worship my cock, but all you have to do is push back a little if you need to rise. I’m not into drowning you here—I want us both to enjoy the eroticism of water submission, okay?” Leaning forward, he stroked the wet hair away from her face. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir. Thank you, Master Jack.” For the first time that evening, she smiled. There was a small gap between her front teeth, and a deep dimple appeared in her left cheek. It was an altogether charming smile, and Jack found himself actually liking the girl for the first time, along with desiring her.  
 
    Was it possible…? Maybe…? 
 
    He veered away from the thought before completing it. 
 
    Settling back on the bench, he placed his hand on Brooke’s head and gently pushed her down beneath the water. Her mouth slid like a velvet glove over his cock, gliding down the shaft as she milked him with her lips and tongue. After fifteen seconds or so, he removed his hand. She rose from the water and took a deep breath then, before he could even put his hand again on her head, plunged back down, seeking and finding his shaft with her eager mouth. 
 
    Fully aroused by both the situation and her reaction, it wasn’t long before Jack was ready to come. He let her up for a final breath and then pushed her beneath the water. Almost as soon as her mouth closed once more over his cock, a powerful orgasm twisted through him with the force of a tidal wave.  
 
    For the first time, she pushed back against his hand, and Jack realized he’d held her down a little too long, caught up in the throes of his climax. He abruptly released his hold and she bolted up through the water like a bullet, gasping for air.  
 
    Jack reached for her, turning her so he could pull her back against him. The bench was deep, with room for two. Settling back against the Plexiglas wall, he cradled her between his legs, her bound arms captured between their bodies. 
 
    Reaching around her body, he found her clit and gave it a light flick. She moaned. “Hungry girl,” he murmured against her ear. She didn’t reply. He stroked the nubbin, and then slipped his fingers down into the silky, wet heat inside her, his cock hardening despite the recent orgasm. 
 
    She groaned and arched against his hand. “Please,” she begged, all traces of her earlier decorum gone. “Please.” 
 
    “Please what?” Jack said, grinding his palm against her clit as he fucked her with two fingers.  
 
    “Oh, oh, oh, oh,” she gasped. 
 
    “Please what?” he insisted, wrapping his other arm around her torso to hold her in place. 
 
    “Please don’t stop, Sir. Please, oh god! Oh, please. Please, Sir, make me come!” 
 
    Jack rubbed and teased the girl’s swollen sex, his other arm binding her in place against him. He wanted to fuck her, but knew the limits. He contented himself with the pleasure of his power over her, as he made her shake and tremble in his arms. “Now,” he whispered as he felt her shudder. “Come for me, sub girl.” 
 
    “Oh god!” she cried, bucking against him. “Yes! Robert! Robert, oh Rob—” She stiffened suddenly, biting off the word, though it continued to echo in the room, grown suddenly cold. She twisted out of Jack’s arms, and he let her go. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said, her face red with embarrassment. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said abruptly, rising from the tub. “It happens.” He reached for her shoulders, spinning her away from him, ostensibly so he could remove the cuffs, but mainly because he didn’t want the mix of emotions moving through him to be revealed to this girl, this sub for hire.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m thirsty. So thirsty. 
 
    Oh fuck, it hurts. Oh fuck. Fuck.  
 
    Stop focusing on the pain. This can’t go on forever. And when you get down, you get a hot shower. He promised. A hot shower. Maybe something hot to eat. Something cold to drink. 
 
    Oh fuck, it hurts! 
 
    Eva screamed.  
 
    She hated to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he hurt her. She’d meant to stay quiet, but the pain spilled out in a howl. The clover clamps cut into her labia, the chains pulled taut to force her nether lips apart. But it was the clamp he’d just applied directly to her clit, its razor sharp teeth biting into tender flesh, which wrenched that cry from her. 
 
    She was suspended upside down, her legs splayed wide in their chains, her bound arms numb behind her back. Cold, gooey lubricant was squirted over her spread pussy and then she felt the hard, invasive press of a thick phallus at her entrance. Master Phillip pushed the huge object inside her and flipped a switch, sending shuddering pulsations radiating through her core. 
 
    “Open your eyes, slave,” Master Phillip commanded. “See what I’m offering you.” 
 
    Food? Water? Would she be able to drink while upside down? 
 
    Eve forced herself to obey. As her eyes adjusted, she saw her captor looming over her, his muscular legs inches from her face. As he stepped back, she saw he was naked, his erect cock fisted in his hand.  
 
    “We’re going to play a game,” he announced. “I’m going to jerk off and shoot my load on your face. If you can catch my jizz on your tongue, then I’ll let you down. And to make the prize even sweeter, the more you swallow, the longer your nice, hot shower will be.” 
 
    Though the effort made her dizzy, Eva struggled to lift her head. She opened her mouth as she stared at his heavy balls and the underside of his shaft. If he really came on her face, she should be able to catch at least some of it in her mouth. She had to—that was all there was to it.  
 
    But what if he rigged it so she missed? There was always a “flip side” to his games. He took special sadistic pleasure in setting her up to fail, and then claiming with mock sorrow that he had no choice but to punish her. 
 
    “On the flip side,” he intoned, predictably, “if you don’t manage to catch at least a little of my nectar, then I’ll piss in your mouth, and that’ll be all you get to drink until tomorrow. And of course, no shower, which would be a shame, since you stink, pig.” 
 
    Rage bloomed, white and hot, in her chest. How she hated this man—this beautiful monster with his black heart and maggoty soul. She nurtured her hatred as she swayed in her chains, taking what strength she could from it. Rage was so much better than the apathy and passivity that claimed her more and more often lately. Fury was far better than the bleak, vast emptiness when she found herself accepting she would never get out of this prison, never escape this madman, except through death.  
 
    She couldn’t let herself go there. She had to keep hope alive, however small the chance of breaking free. The key lay in when he let her out to clean downstairs. When she was free of the confines of this room, at least she had a chance of escape, however slim.  
 
    She had to find a way to be alone, at least for a little while, when she was allowed out. She had to make him think he’d broken her. He had to be truly convinced she had turned into a brainwashed, zombie sex slave. She had to make the deluded, sadistic egomaniac believe she had bought into his madness, and embraced it as her own. 
 
    He pushed down on the vibrating phallus he’d shoved inside her, forcing an involuntary grunt from her. Her labia and clit, mercifully, were now numb, though she knew she’d pay the terrible price later when the clamps were removed.  
 
    Master Phillip had begun to tug at his cock above her, his hand moving rapidly over his shaft. Eva lifted her head higher, swaying from the effort. She tried to focus on his cock, calculating the nearness of his climax by the tempo and urgency of his groans. 
 
    Judging the moment close, she opened her mouth as she struggled to position herself to catch the flow when he came. He gave a sudden cry, and a ribbon of white goo spurted from the now purple head of his engorged cock. Eva twisted her neck in her effort to catch the droplets as they fell. They splattered along her cheek and on her nose, and her heart lurched with anxiety.  
 
    No! Don’t give up. 
 
    He always did at least two streams of come, sometimes three. She contorted, her mouth agape as the second ribbon of goo erupted from his cock. The salty jism landed on her lips and graced her tongue. She resisted the urge to spit, or to swallow, instead keeping her mouth open to prove she’d accomplished the task. 
 
    A few more drops landed on the bridge of her nose, some of it nearly getting into her eye. It didn’t matter. She’d done it! Now he would let her down—he would let her shower. He would give her food and water. He would let her rest. He would leave her alone. 
 
    “Good girl,” Master Phillip said, crouching down in front of her. He tapped her lips with the head of his still-gooey shaft. “You did it. Now, clean me off and then I’ll let you down.” 
 
    Eagerly, Eva sucked at her tormentor’s cock, licking it as best she could from her awkward position. “Thank you, Sir,” she gasped. “Thank you, Master Phillip, for allowing me to taste your come, Sir.” 
 
    Master Phillip chuckled. “You like that, huh, little girl?” 
 
    I’d rather eat shit, you fucking deluded bastard. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Sir,” she managed, putting every bit of sincerity and coquettishness she had left into the words. “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve earned your shower. There’s just a few little matters to attend to first.” 
 
    Standing, he flipped off the vibrator and yanked the dildo from her body. “This will hurt, slave Eva. Do you know why you have to suffer?” 
 
    “Because I’m your worthless cunt, Sir. Because it pleases you to make me suffer, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s right, slave. Now take what you deserve.” 
 
    Eva stiffened, determined to bear it, determined to stay silent. The clamps were released from both labia at once. She bit her lower lip so hard she tasted the blood on her tongue, but she hadn’t made a sound.  
 
    When the clamp came off her clit, the pain exploded like fireworks inside her brain.  
 
    Eva screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack loved the squish of wet clay slicking beneath his fingers. It was at once primitive, raw and sensual. The piece he was working on had been inspired by his recent experiences as a keyholder, and he was eager to put his vision into physical form.  
 
    When he was working, time lost its meaning, and all that mattered was working the clay. The process was intensely physical—shaping and digging into surfaces with his fingers and palms, teasing, striking, slamming and coaxing the clay. His touch lightened as the soul of the piece began to emerge, caressing each curve with the focus and obsession of a lover. 
 
    While he would be forever in Charles and Nora’s debt for their unstinting hospitality over the past month, it was fantastic to finally be in his own space, able once more to lose himself in his art, stopping only when physical need forced his attention elsewhere. 
 
    He became vaguely aware of a sound—something musical and insistent, but it fell away as he focused on the curve of a thigh. A thumping sound pulled at his attention once more, and this time he lifted his head, his concentration at last shattered by the noise. 
 
    Someone was knocking, quite loudly and insistently. Wiping his clay-smeared hands on his smock, Jack covered his work and hurried across the large loft space, moving from the studio portion to the living area. “Coming!” he yelled.  
 
    He looked through the peephole and saw Charles’ face looming, fishlike, in his line of vision. Shit, was it that late already? 
 
    Jack pulled open the door. 
 
    “There you are,” Charles cried, reaching out to clap Jack on the shoulder. “We were about to give up. Did you forget?” Charles carried a bottle of champagne in his hand. Nora and Harry Fuentes stood just behind him, both holding white boxes, Harry’s a pizza box, Nora’s something from a bakery, tied with string. 
 
    “Oh, man, I’m really sorry,” Jack said, stepping back and gesturing for them to enter. “I didn’t—” 
 
    “You didn’t realize how late it was, I know, I know,” Charles interrupted with a laugh. Turning to Nora and Harry, he added, “I told you he was in there. He used to do this back in college, too. When Jack’s creating, the world just falls away.” Facing Jack, he said, “I bet you forgot to eat today, too, am I right?” 
 
    As if on cue, Jack’s stomach rumbled audibly, and they all laughed, Jack included. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” he admitted. “That pizza smells fantastic. Come in.” 
 
    “Chocolate éclairs, too,” Nora said, holding up the box. 
 
    Jack grinned. Nora had learned while hosting him what a sweet tooth Jack harbored, one she shared. “Yum. There’re plates and stuff in the kitchen. I don’t have champagne flutes, but I do have wine glasses.” He waved toward the small galley kitchen that occupied a corner of the loft. 
 
    “Wow, Jack, it turned out even better than I imagined,” Nora said, turning slowly as she took in the finished space. “I bet the light is incredible during the day. All those windows!” 
 
    Jack nodded happily. “It’s exactly what I wanted. I get sunlight from all sides, depending on the time of day.” 
 
    “We’ll set up the dinner. You go clean up,” Charles said, eying him. 
 
    Jack looked down at himself. He was covered in clay dust, his fingers still caked with wet clay. He was wearing only his work smock and a pair of old blue jeans, his chest and feet bare. “Right,” he said. “I’ll go wash up. See you in a jiff.” 
 
    When he returned from a quick shower, the pizza was on the table, along with plates, napkins and wineglasses. As he entered the living area, Charles, bottle at the ready, popped the cork. He poured the champagne into the glasses, and Nora handed one to Jack and another to Harry before taking one for herself.  
 
    Charles lifted his glass, and the others followed suit. “To one of my oldest and dearest friends, Jack McQuade. Congratulations on taking possession at last of your gorgeous loft and studio.” 
 
    “And to one of my newest friends and an excellent Dom, welcome to New York. We’re glad to have you as a fellow keyholder,” Harry added. 
 
    “We miss you, but much happiness in your new space, Jack,” Nora added. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    They all drank, draining their glasses. Charles refilled them with what remained of the champagne, and Jack brought bottles of water to the table, along with some parmesan cheese and red pepper flakes for the pizza. As they ate, the focus of the conversation was on Jack’s work. Nora, especially, seemed interested in the actual process of sculpting, and what it involved.  
 
    After dinner, Jack made coffee and they each had an éclair, even Charles, who usually refused sweets. As he sipped his second cup, Jack looked across the table at Nora. She was a beautiful woman, with thick, shiny auburn hair that fell to her shoulders, dark blue eyes, a long, aquiline nose and a pouting, rosebud mouth. She was lithe and graceful, confident in her body, comfortable in her skin. She radiated that indefinable submissive serenity Jack had been striving to capture in his latest series of sculptures. 
 
    As if sensing his gaze, Nora looked up and smiled brightly. “Hey, can we see the studio?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charles added with a grin. “Let’s see what had you so distracted we practically had to break down the door to get your attention.”  
 
    Jack pushed back from the table. “Sure. Follow me.” He led his guests into the studio and lifted the large canvas he’d dropped over his work to reveal the partially finished nude.  
 
    “Oh,” Nora breathed.  
 
    “That looks a lot better than the big lump of clay that was here when I helped you with those boxes the other day,” Charles added with a grin. 
 
    “Dios mio,” Harry said with obvious appreciation. “This is fucking amazing, brother. You’re like a real artist, huh?” 
 
    Charles laughed, Jack grinned, and Nora protested, “Harry, are you serious? You’ve never heard of Jack McQuade’s work? Jack’s only like one of the most renowned sculptors in North America.” 
 
    “Hey, sorry,” Harry said with an apologetic shrug. “I don’t know anything about art. But I can definitely see why you’re famous, man,” he added, his eyes moving over some of the pieces Jack had on kiln shelves around the studio. “This stuff is really cool.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jack said with a smile. “And no apologies necessary. I’m afraid Nora’s exaggerating just a little.” 
 
    “No, she’s not,” Charles said, in that tone of his that said that was that, end of discussion. “So, tell us about this latest piece. I’m really liking what it’s shaping into. Very sensual. Very…” He paused, as if searching for the word. 
 
    “Submissive,” Nora supplied. 
 
    “Precisely,” Jack said, pleased. “In fact, I calling the piece Grace, but it’s not a woman’s name. It references submissive grace, and that’s what I’m trying to capture in her lines and curves. Here’s the maquette for the piece.” 
 
    “The what?” Harry said, as they all moved closer to examine it. 
 
    “It’s the French word for a small-scale model of something,” Charles supplied, since the term was used in architecture as well as art. 
 
    “Could I hold it?” Nora asked. 
 
    Jack handed the small sculpture to Nora. She ran her long, slender fingers over the curves of the kneeling nude with the touch of a lover, her eyes shining. Jack’s heart gave a sudden, painful squeeze as he watched her. Would he ever find someone as loving, sensual and submissive as Nora for his own? He didn’t covet Charles’ sub girl—but he couldn’t deny he longed for what they shared. Was there someone like her out there for him, now that he was finally ready to seek her out? 
 
    “So, Jack,” Harry said, distracting Jack from his thoughts. “I have a session booked in the harem room at Hawthorne Dungeon at nine with two lovely ladies I know from Club de Sade. They’re not pros,” he added, anticipating Jack’s question, “just two sexy girls I scene with from time to time. I told them I’d bring along another Dom if he was available, and I had you in mind. Nora and Charles are joining us, and Nora’s going to dance for us. What do you say? Can you tear yourself away from all this sculpting stuff long enough to enjoy a private scene?” 
 
    Jack started reflexively to say no. He wanted to get back to his work. He had a show coming up at the end of the month, and he’d hoped to be further along than he was. But he stopped himself. New York was home base now. He’d been here several months, and he’d barely gotten out. He kept telling himself he was ready to meet a woman he could claim for his own, but if he stayed buried in his studio, how would that ever happen? 
 
    Nora and Charles were smiling hopefully at him, and Harry was giving him an encouraging grin. “Sure,” he said. “That sounds like fun. Count me in.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Nora was tired but happy, the high from her erotic dance performance in the harem room still giving wings to her feet as she quickly showered in the sub lounge while Charles and Jack waited for her in the harem room. The two sub girls had gone on to the club with Harry, Jack declining their invitation to continue the party. Nora hummed softly to herself, her body thrumming with anticipation of their lovemaking, once Charles and she returned home. 
 
    Before the dance, she’d enjoyed watching Harry and Jack put those two young women through their paces, engaging them in predicament bondage with one another by way to tethering them using two sets of nipple clamps, the chains extended between them. The men stood behind each girl with a cane, painting lovely red stripes over their bare asses, and each time one girl twisted and jerked beneath the cane, both girls’ nipples were painfully tweaked. Neither sub was particularly well trained, and there was plenty of jerking and yelping going on. 
 
    Nora had been perched on Charles’ lap as they watched the increasingly intense scene unfold, and when his fingers had slid beneath her short skirt to find her bare pussy, she’d been unable to stifle the moan of pure lust. He’d teased and titillated her just to the edge of orgasm as they watched the girls in their erotic dance, their nipples pulled taut by the clamps and chains between them, their cries underscored by the whistle and crack of rattan against firm flesh. 
 
    “You will not come,” Charles murmured sexily into Nora’s ear as his fingers slid into her wetness. “Not until we get home, and not until you’ve had a good, hard spanking.” 
 
    Those words alone nearly sent Nora over the edge, but she managed to control herself. Though she adored a good whipping and craved the sharp sting of the cane, there was nothing she loved more than Charles’ hard, perfect palm crashing down on her ass. He would start slowly, warming her flesh with light slaps, his fingers sometimes straying between her legs to tease her already rock-hard clit. Slowly but surely the spanking would intensify, until each smack pushed her hard into the mattress, until her skin turned to fire, her cunt to pure molten lust. He would take her through the stages of pleasure: mounting pain, resistance, begging protest, acceptance and finally her full embrace of the experience as her spirit soared free. 
 
    When he finally claimed her with his cock, she would come almost immediately, and then again, and again, and again, until she lost all track of time, space or sense of herself outside the realm of their lovemaking. 
 
    To distract herself from coming while on Charles’ lap, Nora had focused on the scene in front of her. Harry was completely absorbed, his face creased with concentration as he caned his sub, skillfully adjusting his position and wrist motion to change the intensity and target of each strike. Jack, on the other hand, while also skillful and attentive, had seemed to Nora to lack the passion, if that was the right word, for what he was doing. It was as if his body and his mind were engaged, but not his heart. 
 
    He’s lonely, Nora thought, not for the first time, as she finished her shower and reached for a towel. It wasn’t that he couldn’t find plenty of submissives more than willing to scene with him. That had been abundantly clear by the attention he got when they took him to local clubs. Jack was handsome, confident without being arrogant, and also a really nice guy. But Nora understood he wanted more than just a scene partner.  
 
    Jack, like Charles, was deeply romantic. His nomadic lifestyle up until now and the sacrifices he’d made for his art had left him alone, and lonely. He’d jokingly asked Nora several times if she had a sister or a clone, but beneath the teasing, she understood he was longing for the closeness and connection she shared with Charles. If only she knew someone to introduce him to, someone available, emotionally healthy, and worthy of a wonderful guy like Jack.  
 
    As Nora walked from the shower room into the lounge area to dress, the hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood on end. Though the room was empty, she felt a presence. Confused, she stood with the towel wrapped around her and tried to focus on what she was feeling. She closed her eyes, quieting her mind and stilling her thoughts so she could capture and harness the energy that lingered in the room like a fading mist.  
 
    She moved closer to the marble counter that contained two sinks set against a mirrored wall, and the feelings pulsing through her intensified. She felt desperation and longing and just beneath it an urgency that wouldn’t be ignored.  
 
    Her eye fell on the soap dish that sat on the countertop between the sinks. The soap was resting at an odd angle on its dish. Not sure what motivated her, but following her gut, Nora reached for the soap. The feeling of urgency intensified. Holding her breath, Nora peered at the soap as though the answer might be divined from the object.  
 
    She stared down at faint marks traced raggedly into the bar. She pushed through her shock to focus on what the marks could mean. “Oh my god,” she whispered. The marks weren’t random scratches. She could make out words.  
 
      
 
    Pls help me. Held in att 
 
      
 
    What was att? The last t of the word had an odd tail to it, as if the person writing it had been suddenly startled, and had stopped what they were doing.  
 
    Was it a joke? Even as she forced herself to ask the question, Nora knew this was no joke. The energy in the room was too strong to be contrived. Someone was in trouble. Someone was being held against their will, and they were in this house—she was suddenly sure of it.  
 
    The attic.  
 
    That was the word the person hadn’t been able to complete.  
 
    Phillip. 
 
    The moment the name slithered like a snake into her mind, her heart knew the truth. Her skin crawling, her heart slamming in her chest, Nora threw on her clothes and ran from the room to find Charles and Jack, the coded bar of soap clutched tightly in her hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nora, what is it! What’s wrong?” Charles leaped from the sofa where he and Jack had been chatting while waiting for her. Jack whipped his head toward the door to see what was wrong, also reflexively coming to his feet as a result of the alarm in Charles’ voice. 
 
    Nora was clutching something in her hand. Her face was flushed, her expression troubled and urgent. She hurtled into the room and exclaimed breathlessly, “I think that bastard has done something horrible! I think he has somebody hidden upstairs! I knew he was a snake! I told you, Charles!” 
 
    “Shh, calm down, baby. Slow down. Are you hurt?” Charles stepped forward, reaching out to wrap his arms around his wife, but she twisted away and instead held out what looked like a bar of soap.  
 
    Confused but intrigued, Jack stepped closer as Charles took the soap and frowned down at it. “What is this?” 
 
    Nora pressed close to him and pointed, the tip of her finger moving over what looked like scratches on the soap’s surface. “Read it. That’s someone’s cry for help. Someone’s in the attic! We have to call the police. We have to go save whoever’s up there!” 
 
    Charles’ face had paled, and he turned to Jack with alarm in his eyes, holding out the bar for Jack to see. Jack read the words, trying to process what they could mean. Was this someone’s idea of a joke, or was there something much darker going on at Hawthorne Dungeon?  
 
    “Nora, what’s your feeling?” Charles said, his voice tight with agitation. “What does your gut say?” 
 
    “It says there’s someone up there. It says Phillip Duncan is not who, or what, he says he is.” 
 
    Charles rubbed his face with his hands, anguish in his voice. “I should have listened, Nora. You’ve been trying to tell me for a while now.” 
 
    “What?” Jack said, confused by the exchange. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Charles turned to Jack. “Nora knows things. Feels things, I mean, in a way ordinary people don’t. She has a sense. I know it sounds weird, but I’ve seen it play out over and over again. If Nora feels there’s something wrong here, there is. That’s all there is to it.” He held out the soap once more to Jack. “We need to get up there and find out what the hell is going on.” He put his arm around his wife and she pressed her face against his shoulder.  
 
    “Wait,” Jack said, again examining the words scratched into the soap, trying to visualize a situation where something like this could happen. “Let’s take a second to figure this out before we go charging up there. Phillip lives on the premises, right?” Charles nodded. Jack continued, “Is he up there right now?” 
 
    “As far as I know,” Charles replied. “Though it is a Saturday night and it’s not yet midnight. He’s a young guy. It’s possible he’s out for the evening.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ve got his cell for making appointments, right? Why don’t you call or text him and find out if he’s here. You can get him down from the third floor on some pretext or other, and while you have him occupied, I’ll go up there and see what I can find.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Charles wrinkled his brow in thought. “I know. There was a leak a while back in the submersion tank down in the basement and apparently Phillip fixed it, or got it fixed. We could go down there and spray water on the floor so it looks like there’s another leak. Then we’ll text him to tell him there’s an emergency. If he’s here, I’m sure he’d come down. Asleep or not, from what I’ve observed, Phillip is a very hands-on caretaker, which has mostly been a credit—I mean, he’s really spruced up the place. But by the same token, he likes to keep his hand in every little thing, and a possible leak could be a big deal, since it could damage the structure of the place.” 
 
    “But what if he’s out? Or says he’ll call a twenty-four hour plumber because he’s asleep or something?” Nora asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll figure something else out to get him down there. If he’s out, so much the better. We can go right up there and look around.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jack said. “It’s definitely worth a shot.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and held it up. “You guys both have your phones?” 
 
    Charles nodded, patting his pocket. “Mine’s still in the harem room. I’ll get it,” Nora said, glancing at Charles, who nodded. As Nora dashed from the room, Jack continued, “I’ll make myself scarce up here while you guys go downstairs. You can tell him I already went home if he asks. All the other keyholders have already left for the night, am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charles confirmed.  
 
    “Text me once he’s down there, and I’ll run up to the third floor,” Jack said. “Keep him down here as long as you can. If I find something or”—he swallowed, the seriousness of what they might be facing finally hitting home—”someone, I’ll text you right away.” 
 
    Nora returned, and the two of them moved quietly down the hallway to the stairs, while Jack went to the harem room, which was farthest away from the stairway.  
 
    It seemed like an hour, but was probably more like two minutes when he heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs, first overhead, and then as Phillip descended the flight to the first floor. Another hour passed, or maybe it was another two minutes, and Jack’s phone buzzed in his hand.  
 
    “Go for it,” the screen said. Adrenaline kicking in, Jack sprinted for the stairs and took them two at a time. He stood on the third floor landing a moment, getting his bearings. There were three doors along a long, narrow hallway. He moved to the closest and turned the knob. Reaching inside the doorframe, he felt for a light switch. After a moment his fingers found not a regular switch, but a sort of button. This must be one of those old-fashioned switches, he realized, and he pushed it inward.  
 
    The room was illuminated by a single overhead light. It was a storage room, filled with stacked boxes, rolled up rugs and what looked like a large chandelier set on its side on the floorboards, the crystals coated with a fine film of dust. He entered the room, feeling ridiculous as he softly called, “Hello? Is someone in here?” He froze as he heard a small scrabbling sound, but realized after a moment it must just be a mouse in the walls. He poked around among the boxes until he was satisfied no one but himself was in there. Turning off the light, he left the room, closing the door again behind him. 
 
    The next door along the hallway was ajar, the light on. As Jack stepped cautiously in, he saw this must be the caretaker’s living quarters. The room was unexpectedly large. One half contained a king-size bed with a massive wooden headboard, along with a bureau and an armoire. The bed was unmade; the covers appeared to be hastily thrown back. Across the room was an old stone fireplace, which must share the same chimney as the fireplace in the harem room. Two armchairs were set in front of it, a table between them with some books piled on it.  
 
    Again feeling slightly ridiculous as he entered the room, Jack called out softly, “Hello? Anyone in here? Are you okay?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    He moved quietly but quickly through the room, peeking under the bed, opening the armoire and looking into the attached bathroom, even pulling back the shower curtain that ran the perimeter of an old-fashioned freestanding bathtub.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Back in the bedroom, his eye was caught by the cover of the topmost book on the fireside table. It was a glossy mass-market paperback with the title How to Train Any Woman for Complete and Total Submission by Master Blake. There was a photograph of a kneeling woman on the cover, arms behind her back, her body crisscrossed with both faint and fresh welts. Jack drew in his breath as he stared at the photo. Rather than finding it erotic, he found the image very disturbing. The young woman’s head was shaved bald, and her dark eyes, which appeared too large for her thin face, seemed to beseech the viewer, her expression at once one of pleading and defeat. 
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered into the empty room. 
 
    Recalling himself to his task, Jack left the room and approached the third and final door. He turned the knob and opened the door, holding his breath. The room was dark and he reached for and found another of the old-fashioned switches. The room remained dark. He pushed the switch several times and concluded the bulb must be burned out. There was enough light from the hallway to see it was another storage room, this one filled with furniture—old dining room chairs stacked along one wall, several sofas pushed together, a stack of framed oil paintings leaning against another wall. There was so much junk piled into the room he could barely enter it, but he did so anyway, using the flashlight on his cell phone to further illuminate the space. 
 
    “Hello?” he called again, though he was certain no person could be stashed in there. “Anyone in here? Are you okay?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    He stepped back into the hall. Had he missed a room? He walked slowly back, again putting his head into each of the other two rooms, trying to think. Maybe the soap thing had been someone’s idea of a bad joke. Maybe whatever “sense” Nora had was off-kilter on this one. It was possible her innate dislike of Phillip Duncan, which Jack shared, had colored her perceptions. 
 
    He thought again about the words etched into the soap. 
 
      
 
    Pls help me. Held in att 
 
      
 
    Held in attic, his brain supplied, finishing the incomplete word.  
 
    He wasn’t in the attic. He was on the third floor.  
 
    He looked up, and there it was—one of those pull-down attic doors, a thick string dangling from it with a metal ring at its end. He grabbed the ring and pulled. The door swung soundlessly down, a set of portable stairs unfolding as it opened. 
 
    He placed his foot carefully on the bottom step, grasped the railings and hoisted himself up. The light above had gone on automatically when the door had opened downward. For a moment he forgot to breathe as he gazed around the space. Other than a few boxes stacked here and there, the room was empty, and he realized he’d been expecting to find something, or someone, waiting there for him.  
 
    He drew in a breath and saw the door set against the back wall. There was a key in the lock, one of those old-fashioned iron keys, and he turned it, aware his hand was shaking slightly. 
 
    The room was dark, save for a small nightlight glowing dimly against one wall. The first thing that hit him was the stench—the air was close and fetid, smelling of urine, stale sweat and vomit. “Hello?” he called softly. There was the sound of something rustling, something much bigger than a mouse. 
 
    He reached for the wall switch, every nerve in his body on high alert. As the room flooded with light, Jack stared in horror at what he saw. Half a dozen thick chains of varying lengths hung from the ceiling, cuffs dangling at their ends. Crammed into the small space was a medical exam table and a large, crude X cross fitted with ankle and wrist restraints.   
 
    At the back of the room a young woman sat huddled against the wall on a bare mattress set directly on the floor. She was naked, her knees drawn up to her chest, her hands bound in some way behind her back, a red ball gag wedged between her teeth. Her head was shaved, her eyes large and fearful. Her breasts were high and small, the tracery of her ribs showing beneath pale skin, which was marked with welts and traces of dried blood.  
 
    He stared, transfixed, rage making his blood run hot. If Phillip had been standing in front of him, he would have broken his neck with his bare hands. The girl was staring at him, her eyes wide with terror, as she tried to press back into the wall.  
 
    Jack’s heart broke inside his chest and his eyes filled with tears. He sprang forward, covering the short distance to the mattress in a few strides.  
 
    He crouched beside the girl, who continued to stare at him, her eyes now beseeching. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. I’m not here to hurt you, I promise. Oh my god, oh my god,” he whispered as he fumbled with the buckle of the gag. He got it open and pulled the saliva-soaked ball from her mouth. “Are you okay? What happened here? Oh, sweetheart, what did he do to you?” 
 
    “Are you real?” she whispered, working her jaw. “Is this another dream?” She shifted awkwardly on the mattress, and Jack realized her arms were still bound behind her.  
 
    “I’m real. Let me help you. Are your wrists bound?” He reached for her and she recoiled slightly. She had no idea who he was, of course. Perhaps another monster come to torment her, despite his assurances. Quickly, he said, “My name is Jack. I’m a keyholder here. We saw your soap. My friends, Charles and Nora, have that bastard downstairs. Don’t worry, he’s not going to come up here, I promise.” 
 
    The girl, who’d been holding herself taut, seemed to collapse at this news. “The soap?” she said, still whispering. “Oh my god, you found it? I was so scared he would find it, or no one ever would.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “But you found it. You found me.” 
 
    Jack nodded, a sense of urgency returning now that the initial shock was wearing off. “Listen, I’ll get your arms free and then you can tell me what happened here, okay? Let me just text my friends so they keep him down there till we get the police here.” 
 
    She looked frightened again. “Oh god, he’ll punish me if he finds you here! Maybe you’d better go—” 
 
    “No, no, no, shh,” Jack said softly, reaching for the too-thin young woman and taking her gently onto his lap so he could get at her hands. “We won’t let him come up here. You’re safe now. No more harm will come to you, I promise.” 
 
    But how much had already befallen her? What a nightmare, to be held like this, defenseless, terrified and alone, at the mercy of what was clearly a criminally insane sadist. The cover image of the book he’d seen in Phillip’s room flashed into his mind—another too-thin waif with a shaved head, staring pleadingly into the camera. Was this where Phillip had got his monstrous idea?  
 
    Fortunately her cuffs weren’t locked, but only clipped together. He opened the clips and pulled the leather away from her wrists, which were red and chafed from being too long in their leather confines. Settling her back on the filthy mattress, Jack shifted to give her room. 
 
    The girl wrapped her arms around her naked torso. Jack glanced around the room for something she could put on. Finding nothing, he quickly unbuttoned his shirt and draped it over her shoulders. She pulled the too-big shirt around her frail body. 
 
    Jack’s hands were still shaking, making it hard to text with his thumbs, and so he spoke his text instead, saying, “I found a woman here. She’s,” he paused a second, censoring the words that had leaped to his mind about her terrified and emaciated state, held captive who knew how long in a filthy torture chamber, and said instead, “she’s okay but she needs medical attention. Something’s very wrong here. Don’t let Duncan out of your sights. I’m calling 9-1-1.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” the girl asked, no longer whispering. Her voice was low and pleasing, stronger now, and a tiny fraction of Jack’s fear for her abated. 
 
    “We’re going to get you help,” he said. “What’s your name, honey?” 
 
    “Eva. Eva Sandler.” 
 
    “Eva,” Jack repeated. He had a thousand more questions about how she’d ended up in this attic torture chamber, how long she’d been there, and what she’d endured, but the first thing he had to do was get her the care she needed. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of this hellhole, okay?” he said, almost managing a smile. He stood, and bent down, holding out his hands for her to take. “Can you stand? Can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m okay, really. He let me eat today.” 
 
    He let me eat today.  
 
    The import of those words and all they meant pierced Jack’s heart like an icy needle. “Oh, baby,” he murmured, before he could stop the words. “You poor, poor darling.” He reached for the girl, pulling her into his arms. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nora stood by the front window in the brownstone’s living room, peering anxiously out at the street. Her heart was beating painfully in her chest, Jack’s text emblazoned in her mind.  
 
    Charles had done an excellent job of keeping Phillip engaged in looking for a leak that wasn’t there. While Phillip was inspecting the pipes behind the submersion tank, the text had come through. White-faced, Charles silently held out his phone to Nora, who barely managed to swallow her gasp of terror.  
 
    “Go up to the front hall and wait for them,” Charles had mouthed silently. With a nod, Nora fled the room, glad to get away from the handsome monster tinkering behind the water tank. 
 
    A siren wailed, the sound getting louder. Blue and red lights flashed, illuminating the room. Nora ran to the front door and pulled it open as a police cruiser slowed to a stop in front of the house. Two uniformed police officers climbed out, both with a hand on their holsters, though neither drew his weapon. 
 
    “We got a 9-1-1 call, ma’am,” one of them said, his voice deep and gruff, as they walked rapidly up the walk to the stoop. He was in his fifties, his body large and bulky in his uniform, the kind of body that was once muscular and was turning to fat. “Are you okay?” He peered at her beneath dark, bushy brows. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine, thank you. We called because there’s a man down in the basement—he’s been holding a woman against her will in this house.” 
 
    The policemen entered the foyer. “Holding a woman? As in kidnapped?” snapped the younger cop, a man of medium height with thinning sandy blond hair and small, piggish eyes. “And you know this how?” 
 
    “She left a note for us to find,” Nora said, deciding on the simple explanation for now. 
 
    “Is the man armed? Does he have a weapon?” 
 
    “A weapon?” Alarmed by the question, Nora flashed on the barefoot man she’d left with her husband. “Uh, no, I don’t think so. He doesn’t know we’ve figured this out. My husband is keeping him distracted down there until you arrived. We—” 
 
    “This your home, ma’am?” the piggy-eyed officer interrupted.  
 
    “Uh, no, I mean, yes, that is, it’s a-a kind of co-op,” Nora stammered, suddenly realizing what these men were going to see in the dungeons. Rallying herself, she continued, “The man is Phillip Duncan. He’s our, our caretaker. He lives here and takes care of the place.” 
 
    “Where’s the woman? The alleged kidnap victim? Is she alive?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s alive,” Nora said, shaken by the question. “She’s up on the third floor. Jack found her. Jack, our friend, he found her in the attic.” 
 
    “So, wait,” the burly cop said, knitting his brows. “You say the perp is down in the basement, but the victim is in the attic?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nora said, trying to keep the impatience from her voice. “Like I said, my husband got him down there so our friend could go explore up there. I don’t like the idea of my husband alone with him. Can you please go down there?” 
 
    The two cops exchanged a look, but finally the older man said, “Show us the way, lady.”  
 
    Nora led them to the basement stairs, watching as they charged noisily down, the younger one calling out, “Po-lice!” with the emphasis on the first syllable, his voice loud and commanding. 
 
    Nora was distracted by more sirens wailing. Racing back to the front hall, she saw through the window that an ambulance had arrived. Two medics, one male, one female, jumped out of the vehicle and moved to the back to pull open the doors. A moment later they were trotting to the door, a stretcher between them.  
 
    Nora pulled open the door again as they climbed the stoop. “We got a call, ma’am. A woman’s been hurt? Was she shot? Is she conscious? Is there bleeding?” 
 
    “Come in!” Nora said breathlessly. ”She’s upstairs. The third floor.” 
 
    The man hoisted his medical gear bag more firmly on his shoulder and, the stretcher between them, the two medics followed Nora as she ran up the stairs. When they got to the third floor, Nora saw the trapdoor in the ceiling open, the portable stairs lowered. She could feel the negative, evil energy still permeating the space, along with an undercurrent of jumbled emotions spanning the spectrum from fear to relief to joy. 
 
    “We can’t get the stretcher up those stairs. Let’s get up there and assess the situation,” the guy said to his partner. They set the stretcher upright against the wall and climbed in single file up the ladder-like stairs, Nora following. The thought of a woman being held prisoner for who knew how long in this attic, while they’d blithely played downstairs, sickened her. What if she hadn’t happened to see that secret message? How many times before this had the woman tried to reach out? At least it could only be a matter of weeks, since Phillip had only been hired a little over two months ago.  
 
    Nora peered anxiously into the small room. The air was close and stale. Jack, shirtless, sat on a bare mattress on the floor, his arm around a frail-looking waif of a girl, a thin cover of peach fuzz the only hair on her shaved scalp. Nora froze, her hand flying to her mouth.  
 
    Both medics raced forward into the room. The female medic already had her medical bag open. She spoke softly to the girl, who answered in a low, halting voice.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” the male medic said to Jack. “If you wouldn’t mind moving out of the way.” 
 
    “No!” the girl cried, leaning hard into Jack. Nora could feel her panic like a stab in her own gut.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said gently to the girl, easing himself away from her. “They need to examine you, Eva. I won’t go anywhere, I promise. I’ll be right here.” 
 
    After a moment, Eva nodded, and Jack stood, though he stayed close by. Nora walked over to join him.  
 
    The medics spent several minutes examining the girl while Jack and Nora hovered anxiously nearby. A sound made them both turn to see the younger police officer at the door, mouth agape. He looked around the small, rank attic space crammed with BDSM gear. “Jesus,” he muttered, his face twisting in revulsion.  
 
    Then his eyes landed on the waif of a girl huddled on the mattress, Jack’s shirt wrapped around her shoulders. His expression moved from revulsion to pity, and for a moment Nora almost liked him. 
 
    As if suddenly aware of Nora and Jack regarding him, he barked, “Don’t disturb anything in here. It’s a crime scene.” He strode into the room, stopping just behind the medics still crouching beside Eva. “You about done here? We’ve got the perp down in the basement. There are serious allegations we need to substantiate.” 
 
    Both medics rose. “She’s stable if you need to ask a few questions, officer.” 
 
    Eva looked toward Jack. Nora could feel the girl’s uncertainty and trepidation at being questioned by the gruff cop. Jack must have felt it too, because he sat down beside Eva, and she flashed him a grateful smile.  
 
    The cop didn’t seem pleased to have Jack encroaching on his space, but fortunately decided not to make an issue of it. He asked for Eva’s full name and date of birth, scribbling on a small pad as she spoke. “We’ll take your full statement down at the station after you get medical care. But in order to arrest the guy my partner’s holding downstairs, we need a confirmation. Did the man who has identified himself as Phillip Duncan abduct you against your will and hold you in this”—again he swept the close, rank prison with a frown—“attic?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eva replied, her voice low but firm. 
 
    “How long have you been up here?” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure. I lost count after a while. It was September twenty-second when I came for the second interview. That was the day he”—her voice faltered. She swallowed hard and finished—“took me.” 
 
    “September twenty-second,” the cop muttered, staring at the ceiling as he mentally tallied the passage of time. Nora, too, was calculating in her head. Nearly seven weeks held captive by that monster downstairs, and all the while the keyholders, Charles and Nora included, were blithely unaware of the atrocity taking place just over their heads. The thought made Nora’s skin crawl, and she hugged herself to stop trembling, tears wetting her cheeks. She ached to put her arms around Eva and comfort her however she could, but she sensed the girl was barely hanging on, determined to keep whatever shred of dignity remained to her in the situation. 
 
    The cop opened his mouth and then snapped it shut again. Nora intuited he’d wanted to ask about sexual assault and abuse, but, to his credit, had decided against it for the moment. Instead, he said, “Okay. We’ve got what we need for now.” He fished in his pocket and held out a card, which Jack took on Eva’s behalf. “Call that number once she’s admitted. I’ve got an arrest to make.” 
 
    After one last, horrified look around the room, the cop left the attic. Nora could hear him clomping down the portable stairs then moving rapidly down the hall to the second floor stairs. 
 
    “We’re gonna get you to a hospital, now, okay, Eva?” the male medic said. “They’ll do a more thorough exam and probably want to keep you overnight for observation. Let me help you to your feet.” He extended his hand, which Eva took. The young woman stood, looking like a child in Jack’s shirt.  
 
    “Can you walk, honey?” the female medic asked Eva, who nodded.  
 
    They started to lead Eva out of the room, and she twisted toward Jack, pleading in her eyes. Nora could feel her fear, and her need. “Jack?” she said, her voice trembling a little. “You’ll stay with me? You’ll come with me? Please?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely,” Jack said firmly, and Nora loved him in that moment.  
 
    Nora moved closer to the young woman. “Is there someone we should call, Eva? Your folks must be worried to death.” 
 
    “No,” Eva said quickly, then added, “My dad probably doesn’t even know I was missing. My mom passed away a few years back.” 
 
    “Anyone else? A roommate?” 
 
    Again Eva shook her head. “No. No one.” She almost managed the ghost of a smile. “A single girl, alone in the big, bad city. He had me all figured out.” 
 
    Nora felt the sudden flare of anger rise up in the girl and sensed in that moment Eva’s strength and fierce determination. “He’s going to jail, Eva. And you’re not alone—not anymore.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The noose was tightening around her throat. Eva twisted, trying to pull her arms from behind her back, but the rope was too tight; it cut into her wrists, chafing as she tried to twist free. She was balanced on the chair, held in place by the rope around her neck. Master Phillip stood in front of her, a nasty leer on his face, his booted foot poised for the kick that would jerk the chair from beneath her feet. 
 
    “You have to die. You do understand that, don’t you, slave Eva?” His voice cut like a whip.” I can’t keep you anymore.” 
 
    She tried to scream. If only she could make herself heard, someone would come—someone would save her from this monster before it was too late. But no sound came out. His icy blue eyes bore like lasers into her head. She stared at him in mute horror as he kicked the chair from beneath her. 
 
    “Eva, Eva. Wake up. Hey, hey, it’s okay. You’re having a bad dream, honey. That’s all.” 
 
    Someone was holding her in a gentle but firm embrace. The scent of soap with a hint of vanilla invaded her senses, and she breathed it in, the coiled tension in her muscles easing, the terror slipping away.  
 
    Jack. 
 
    The name burst into her consciousness like sunlight, and the last of the nightmare burned away in the face of its warmth. Eva opened her eyes. She squinted in the sunlight flooding the unfamiliar room. Jack let his arms fall from around her, but remained sitting close beside her on the bed, a small smile on his face, concern in his eyes.  
 
    “Hey, you,” he said softly. “You okay?” He touched her arm, his fingers lightly grazing her skin. He smiled, a slightly lopsided, thoroughly engaging smile that made her heart skip a beat. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” She struggled a little as she tried to hoist herself into a sitting position. “Glad I’m awake, though.” 
 
    “Let me help with that,” Jack said, standing. He reached for the bed’s remote control that lay on the mattress beside Eva. “I think this is the button we want.” He pushed the large black button and the head of the bed began to lift, gently raising Eva to a sitting position. “Good?” he asked, and Eva nodded. 
 
    He set the remote next to her. “Can I get you something? They’re bringing breakfast by in a minute, but I got you fresh water and ice.” He pointed to a small pink plastic pitcher and a plastic cup on the table beside the bed. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    Eva licked her chapped lips and swallowed. Her mouth was dry, the taste on her tongue bitter. “Yes. Thanks, that would be great.” 
 
    As Eva reached for the cup, she saw her wrists were wrapped with gauze and white tape. Her fingernails, which she’d always kept perfectly manicured and polished before the abduction, were bitten to the quick, the cuticles ragged and bloody. She was dressed in a hospital gown, her hair no doubt a mess. She reached reflexively with her free hand to push it back from her face and felt only the scruffy fuzz of new growth on her bare scalp.  
 
    What must she look like to this man—a hideous scarecrow of a girl, a survivor of a death camp? A victim. The realization tore at her like barbs latching onto her psyche. Where had Eva Sandler, the eager, confident young woman ready to conquer New York City, disappeared to?  
 
    I’m still here, a small but insistent voice whispered from somewhere deep inside her.  
 
    As she drank the cold, refreshing water, memories surfaced from the night before—the ride in the ambulance with Jack beside her, the probing and prodding as doctors examined her, the pierce of the IV needle and then the fuzzy wooziness that had overtaken her as whatever sedative they’d added to the solution did its work. 
 
    “There was someone else here last night, too, wasn’t there? The woman who came into the attic and someone else?” The couple had arrived just as she’d begun to drift away in the fog of whatever drug she’d been given. She could see their faces, recall their concern and attention as the man talked earnestly to the doctors while the woman sat beside Eva and held her hand, but their names wouldn’t come. 
 
    “Yeah, that was Nora and Charles,” Jack said. “They’re keyholders too and my best friends here in New York. Nora’s the one who found the soap. Charles kept Phillip distracted with a bogus repair issue while Nora waited for the cops and ambulance. They got here around two in the morning and made me go home for a while.” He looked at his watch. “They’ll probably be back soon.” 
 
    The soap.  
 
    All at once Eva was back in that room on the second floor, left alone for a few minutes by Master Phillip, her heart beating high in her throat, her hand shaking as she desperately scratched letters into the soap with a nail she’d found several days before in one of the bathroom cabinets.  
 
    What a staggering risk she’d taken. If Master Phillip had caught her, her punishment would be worse than anything she could imagine, and the chance of her ever leaving the attic again destroyed. Yet it was a risk she’d had to take, even if no one ever found the soap, or could make sense of it if they did.  
 
    “Eva.” Jack’s concerned tone pulled her back to the present. “What is it? Are you in pain?” 
 
    Eva shook her head, focusing on Jack’s face as she willed away the negative images still crowding her mind. “Not anymore.” 
 
    They both looked over at the sound of a knock on the ajar door. A tall, dark-skinned woman in peach-colored scrubs came into the room wheeling a food cart in front of her. “Morning,” she said briskly. “Breakfast.” Expertly maneuvering the movable table so it was positioned over the bed, the aide set a plastic tray in front of Eva, along with a pint of orange juice. “There’s a menu there for lunch and dinner,” she said, pointing to a piece of paper and a stub of pencil on the tray. “Just circle what you want. No restrictions.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Eva said, her mouth watering at the smell of food.  
 
    “Enjoy.” The aide flashed a grin and left the room, no doubt with many more meals to distribute. 
 
    Eva lifted the plastic dome covering the center of the tray to reveal a mound of scrambled eggs, two pieces of slightly burnt, buttered toast and two pieces of crisp bacon. In a separate compartment there was a small apple and a container of strawberry yogurt. She glanced up at Jack. “What about you? You must be hungry, too. Want some of this?” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Jack grinned, “though it does look incredibly appetizing.” Eva realized he was being sarcastic, though good-naturedly. She would never take such an abundance of good, hot food for granted again.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I have this,” Jack added, holding up a bakery bag, from which he pulled a slightly squashed powdered donut. “There’s plenty for you, too, if you want a donut chaser after you eat that enticing meal.” She noticed the way his eyes creased into sideways half-moons when he smiled, and found herself smiling back. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said as she watched him bite into the donut, a bit of the powdered sugar spraying down onto his green cable knit sweater, which picked up the color of his eyes. Actually the donut looked good, but her body craved protein. She tucked into the eggs, which, while cooked harder than she normally liked, tasted like heaven, as did the toast and the bacon. She ate it all, every bit, and then ate the yogurt and apple too, aware she would have a tummy ache afterward, but not caring. 
 
    Just as she was finishing, a young man in a lab coat, a stethoscope around his neck, gave a quick knock at the open door and entered. She didn’t recognize him from the night before. “Eva Sandler?” He glanced at Jack and then returned his focus to her. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, wiping her chin with her napkin. 
 
    “I’m Dr. Blanchard,” he said, his eyes on her chart. “How are you feeling this morning?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” Eva said. “The breakfast was delicious.” 
 
    The doctor looked up from the chart, raising his brows in evident surprise at her reply. Then he looked again at her chart, his skeptical grin turning downward into a frown. “Oh,” he muttered. “I see.” 
 
    He sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m going to do a quick exam, okay?” He glanced at Jack. “If you’d like to wait outside?” 
 
    “No,” Eva blurted, though she hadn’t meant to. “I mean, can he stay?” 
 
    The doctor looked from her to Jack and back again. “Yes, certainly, if that’s what you want.” To Jack, he said, “You’re the husband?” 
 
    “No. A friend,” Jack said, gazing calmly at the doctor.  
 
    Apparently satisfied, the doctor turned back to Eva. He looked in her eyes and her ears with a penlight he pulled from his lab coat pocket. Using his body as a shield between Eva and Jack, he lifted her gown and gently palpated her abdomen. As he examined her, he said, “Your stats look good. Blood work looks good. Under the, uh, circumstances, we tested for STDs and pregnancy. Nothing was detected.” 
 
    He looked again at the chart, adding, “You were dehydrated when you came in last night. You’re malnourished, but nothing a few weeks of healthy eating shouldn’t set to rights. A few cuts and bruises.” His countenance darkened as he took in the welts, both fresh and fading, that crisscrossed her body.  
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered nearly inaudibly under his breath, and she understood he hadn’t meant to say it aloud. Clearing his throat, he said in a louder voice, “There may be a little scarring here.” He traced a long horizontal welt on the front of Eva’s right thigh, the product of a particularly brutal session with a bullwhip.  
 
    Suddenly unable to tolerate his scrutiny, Eva jerked her gown into place and pulled the sheet over herself. The doctor stood and looked down at her. “The good news is you’re young and healthy, and you should recover quickly. Nothing a few weeks of rest and TLC won’t cure.” He glanced at Jack and back at Eva. “You can go home today. I’ll get the nurse to come see you and handle the discharge papers.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Eva said. The doctor left the room and Eva leaned back against her pillow, her mind whirling. She had lost track of time while held prisoner in the attic, but had learned the date while they were admitting her to the hospital. She had been Phillip’s captive for nearly seven weeks.  
 
    When she’d gone for the Hawthorne Dungeon interview, she’d just amassed enough cash from temping to pay the slightly past due rent for the month. No doubt by now, with two months of rent owed on the furnished studio apartment, her things had been boxed and donated, her apartment re-let to someone who could pay. The doctor said she could go home, but where was home?  
 
    Jack, as if reading her mind, asked gently, “Do you have somewhere to go after you’re discharged?” 
 
    Miserably, Eva shook her head. They were both distracted by the sound of someone knocking on the door. A man and woman peered around the door. “Come in,” Eva said, recognizing Nora and Charles from the night before.  
 
    They stepped into the room, worried smiles on their faces. Nora was carrying a large bouquet of colorful flowers wrapped in green paper. Charles was holding a big box of chocolates and a teddy bear with a red satin bow around its neck. “Eva!” Nora cried, rushing to her. “How are you? You look a hundred percent better this morning.” 
 
    She held out her arms as she approached the bed. Instinctively, Eva opened her own arms, and as Nora sat beside her, the two of them embraced like long-lost sisters. Inexplicably, Eva burst into tears as Nora held and rocked her.  
 
    “Ah, don’t cry, sweetie,” she heard Charles say, his voice filled with concern. 
 
    “It’s okay, Charles,” Nora replied, and Eva realized she was also crying. “They’re tears of joy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack grabbed the box of tissues from the table by the bed and handed several to each of the still sniffling but now smiling women. “The doctor said Eva is being discharged. I was thinking she—” 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, Nora said eagerly, “Of course you’ll come home with us, won’t you, Eva? We have a small guest bedroom”—she flashed a rueful grin in Jack’s direction—”I mean, it’s really small, right, Jack? But you’re more than welcome to stay as long as you like. Unless, that is”—she faltered a little —you have somewhere else you wanted to go? Family, maybe?” 
 
    The moment Nora made the offer, Jack realized Eva would probably want the comfort of another woman nearby after what she’d just been through. At the same time, he’d been expecting Eva would come home with him. Perhaps because he’d been the one to discover her, and because he’d been the one to accompany her to the hospital, he felt a proprietary interest, even a responsibility.  
 
    “No,” Eva said quietly. “No family.” But instead of saying she’d be happy to go home with Nora, she looked instead at Jack, a quiet pleading in her eyes, the ghost of a shy smile moving over her lips.  
 
    Encouraged by this, Jack said, “Or it might make more sense for you to come home with me.” He kept his voice gentle and calm, aware it was quite possible after her ordeal she would want nothing to do with any man, however kind and noble his intentions might be. But at his words, her face brightened perceptibly, a flash of hope lighting her eyes.  
 
    As if Eva had spoken aloud, Nora, who was also watching Eva, suddenly said, “Of course. That’s what you must do, Eva. You’re absolutely right. I didn’t realize…” Nora reached for Eva’s hand and gently clasped it, smiling at her. A look was exchanged between them that Jack couldn’t quite decipher.  
 
    “Jack does have a lot more flexibility in his schedule,” Charles added, “and you shouldn’t be left alone right now, Eva. On the other hand, if you’d rather stay with us, we can—” 
 
    “No,” Eva said, her voice firmer than before, her smile, while still shy, broader. “I’d like to go with Jack.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Jack said, smiling back at her. “You’ll be the first guest in my new place.” 
 
    There was another knock at the door and they all looked in the direction of the sound. Jack was expecting the nurse with the discharge papers, but instead saw Jessica Dade.  
 
    “Hello there,” she said briskly, entering the room. The last time he’d seen her, she had been wearing a red leather dress that fit her petite but curvaceous body like a glove, but today she was wearing a charcoal gray business suit, the long jacket over a white blouse, her skirt falling just below the knee. She carried a large shopping bag in her hand. 
 
    Jessica approached the bed, her face crumpling with sympathy as she saw Eva. “Oh, dear,” she breathed. “You must be Eva. I’m Jessica, one of the keyholders.” She patted Eva’s thin arm. 
 
    Eva smiled faintly. “Hi.” 
 
    Jessica continued, “I heard what that monster did to you. Can you tell us how he got you up there without anyone knowing? I’ve been trying to puzzle that out. Are you able to talk about it?” 
 
    “I came for an interview. The sub for hire position,” Eva said. “It seemed legit at first. When he showed me the various dungeon rooms and told me to strip for the physical part of the interview, I didn’t suspect anything. Then when he pulled the knife”—Eva drew in a sudden, sharp breath, followed by a strangled sob. She put her hands to her face. “I’m sorry. I—” 
 
    “It’s too soon,” Nora, who had remained on the bed beside Eva, interrupted quickly. Gently she took Eva’s hand. “Later. We can sort all that out later.” 
 
    “Of course. Forgive me,” Jessica said brusquely. Her eyes, Jack noticed, had filled with tears, which she blinked back as she continued, “On behalf of all our members, I want you to know we are so, so sorry about what has happened to you.” 
 
    Eva looked up, managing a small smile as she looked at them all. “It’s okay. I mean, I know this wasn’t your fault. I don’t blame any of you for what happened.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Jessica said, “I know I speak for us all when I say we feel responsible nevertheless. As legal counsel for Hawthorne Dungeon, I plan to be with you every step of the way.” She glanced around the hospital room. “The keyholders will cover any and all expenses associated with this whole horrible affair—hospital costs, any legal costs you might incur, all of it.” 
 
    All the members had been notified the night before via a phone chain about the atrocity that had been perpetrated in their shared building. Everyone had unanimously agreed, no matter what it cost, they would do the right thing by Eva in whatever ways they could, both financially and otherwise.  
 
    “Thank you,” Eva said.  
 
    “Have the police been by?” Jessica asked Jack.  
 
    “Not yet,” he replied. “They said we could come to the station later today, as long as it’s before five. Eva is being discharged as soon as the nurse comes back with the papers.” 
 
    “I’d like to go with you when you go to make your statement, Eva, if that’s all right,” Jessica said, quickly adding, “Not that you need legal counsel. I just want to provide support. The process can be rather stressful, especially when sexual assault is involved.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that. Thank you,” Eva replied. 
 
    Nora, who was still sitting beside Eva, said, “And Jack, too, right? You’ll want Jack with you when you talk to the police?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Eva said so fervently it made Jack feel both embarrassed and pleased. “Jack, too.” 
 
    “Have you had a chance to shower yet?” Nora continued. “Oh!” she blurted, cutting herself off. “I almost forgot.” She looked at Jessica. “Did you get the things?” 
 
    “I did.” Jessica held up the large white shopping bag. To Eva, she said, “Nora guessed you’re about a size four, is that right? I picked up a few things for you, until you can get your own clothes and toiletries.” 
 
    Tears filled Eva’s large brown eyes, and Jack had to resist a sudden impulse to wipe them away, aware the gesture was too intimate for the circumstance. “Thank you,” she said. “That’s very kind.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Eva stood in front of ceiling-to-floor windows in Jack’s loft and admired the view of building rooftops and the New York skyline beyond them. It was a crisp fall day, and lemony sunlight filled the room. She loved the airiness and space, a marked contrast to the small, dark prison in which she’d been confined for the past seven weeks.  
 
    It was a relief to be here in this quiet, peaceful space, especially after all the hubbub and overwhelming attention, both at the hospital and afterward at the police station. Eager to get it over with, they had gone straight from the hospital to the station, where Eva had given her statement in a small, claustrophobic interview room with institutional green walls and cups of watery, bitter coffee.  
 
    While it had been embarrassing and even humiliating at some points to state what had happened into the tape recorder set on the table in front of her, it was also a relief. As if by saying the words aloud into that machine, she was purging them from her being—letting them unspool from the tightly coiled knot she’d held inside herself all these weeks. When she had finished she felt both exhausted and curiously light as a result. That dark and terrible time of her life was over.  
 
    The evil psychopath who had abducted her was now the one imprisoned, locked behind bars without bail, awaiting trial for kidnapping and repeated sexual assault. Jessica had warned Eva the trial process could be stressful and invasive, the hours spent at the police station only a taste of what she might expect as key witness in a sexual assault case. While Eva understood this, she was ready, more than ready, to do whatever it took to put Phillip Duncan behind bars. 
 
    Jack had held her hand underneath the table during the interview, for which she’d been grateful. His grip was both firm and comforting, and she’d felt safe with him beside her. She had been glad Jessica was there, too, especially when one of the cops taking her statement asked questions in such a way that made it clear he wasn’t entirely convinced Eva hadn’t asked for the treatment she’d received, at least on some level, by virtue of applying for the sub for hire position. Clearly, he was clueless about the lifestyle, with only the vaguest notion of what it entailed. He made no effort to hide his disapproval of what he thought he knew about BDSM. Jessica had swiftly put the guy in his place with a few well-aimed barbs that had the guy stammering his apology.  
 
    She could hear Jack moving about in the kitchen. He was making them a late lunch of spaghetti, and the delicious aroma of tomatoes and garlic wafted toward her, making her stomach growl, despite the hot dogs they’d bought from a street vendor on their way back from the police. 
 
    She looked down at herself and smiled faintly, thinking it wouldn’t be long before her clothes fit properly at this rate, though at the moment she resembled nothing so much as a scrawny fourteen-year-old boy. As a result of the enforced near-starvation diet Master Phillip had her on, the jeans Jessica had brought stayed up only because of the belt they came with, and two of her could have fit into the knit top. The stretchy underwear and sports bra were fine, though. She was glad to be covered up, at any rate, her welted, pale skin hidden from prying eyes and unwanted attention. 
 
    Before leaving them at the station, Jessica had given her a fat envelope filled with cash. Embarrassed, Eva had tried to hand it back. “Absolutely not,” Jessica had insisted. “It’s the very least we can do. As a result of what happened to you under our roof by someone we hired, you’ve lost your apartment and your job. I’ll follow up as we discussed to see if we can trace and recover your things, but meanwhile you’ll need money for the basics. This is not a loan, so don’t even think about trying to pay it back,” she’d added before Eva could suggest precisely that. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of wine with the meal?” Jack’s smooth baritone startled Eva from her reverie. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly as she turned to face him. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” He had two glasses of red wine, and he held one out toward her. “It’s a cabernet. Or I have white, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “I love cabernet,” Eva said, smiling as she took the glass. “Thanks.” 
 
    There was a dinging sound from the kitchen. “Oh,” Jack said. “That’s the garlic bread. Come to the table. Everything’s ready.” 
 
    Eva followed Jack, sipping the wine as they walked. The loft was just one huge space, but it had been sectioned off into rooms with tall folding partitions made from cherry wood and rice paper. 
 
    Eva had been delighted but not really surprised to discover Jack was an artist, the bulk of the loft dedicated to his studio. As soon as he’d told her he was a sculptor it had made perfect sense. His hands were long-fingered and beautifully shaped, and there was a quiet fire in his eyes she associated with creativity and passion.  
 
    The food was simple but delicious, and Eva had to pace herself to keep from falling on her plate of pasta like a ravenous beast. She took a bite of hot, crusty garlic bread and had to press her lips together to keep from moaning her appreciation. 
 
    “Good?” Jack said, and Eva realized he was watching her with an indulgent smile. “I’m glad you’re eating. We need to get some meat on those bones.” 
 
    “Delicious,” she enthused, picking up her wineglass to hide the sudden heat in her face as she thought about what he must see as he regarded her bald head and baggy, unflattering clothes.  
 
    To think, she’d finally met a man she was reasonably sure was a Dom, though they hadn’t had a specific conversation in that regard—but he was a keyholder at the Hawthorne Dungeon, which meant he was into the lifestyle in a serious way, and he didn’t strike her as at all submissive. To top it off, he was single, artistic, successful, handsome, kind, considerate and he could cook! Jack McQuade was her ideal—the very man she’d dreamed of when she came to Manhattan in search of herself, with all that implied. 
 
    And Jack—what did he see when he looked back at her? Instead of the confident, sassy young woman with the long, golden curls cascading down her back and a bounce to her step, did he see a broken weakling with the haggard look of a death camp victim? He had found her bound and gagged, sitting in her own filth, naked and shaking with fear. Would he ever be able to move past that stark and dreadful first impression to see the woman she was inside? 
 
    It’s up to you, Eva. You’ll have to show him—and yourself. 
 
    To do otherwise would be to admit Master Phillip had won. Yes, she knew she would have to deal with what had happened to her—to fully process it so she could then let go—but now was not that time. First, she needed to recover her physical health. She craved peace and rest and sunlight. 
 
    Jack, as if sensing her need for some semblance of normalcy, gently steered the conversation to safe topics like where she’d been born and raised, and what had brought her to the city. He was attentive and seemed genuinely interested, his focus on her complete without being overbearing.  
 
    As they discussed career dreams and aspirations, Eva admitted, “I went the practical route, focused on a ‘readily marketable degree,’ as my guidance counselor was fond of saying. But truth to tell, I always kind of regretted majoring in business. I’m twenty-seven and I’ve worked in commercial banks and for a stockbroker and I’ve hated every second of it. I came to Manhattan, not just to explore the BDSM scene, but also to figure out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. The thought of actually making a living doing something you love”—she shook her head—”that’s got to be the most amazing thing.” 
 
    “It is pretty fantastic,” Jack admitted. “I got really lucky, though. I won a full scholarship in Italy based on this competition thing my senior year of college, and that really got me on the right path. If I hadn’t been handed that amazing opportunity, I doubt I would have found the courage to strike out on my own.” He smiled at her, those green eyes crinkling into half-moons. “What you did—coming to New York from Buffalo to make it on your own—now, that takes real guts.” 
 
    Eva felt warmed by his words, and by the sincere look in his eyes, though she felt compelled to set the record straight. “Oh, come on,” she protested. “Millions of people do that every day. It’s called desperation.” She laughed ruefully. “It must be amazing to be able to do the thing you love most in the world, and earn a living in the process. I’m so envious of that.” 
 
    “It is amazing. I feel very lucky.” Jack regarded her with an earnest gaze. “What about you? What do you love to do? What’s your passion?” 
 
    Eva shrugged, about to say she didn’t have one. But that wasn’t really true. It was just that she’d never dared to imagine passion and work could be fused. Seeing Jack’s success and obvious happiness with his life, she was starting to understand there were possibilities of which she’d never dared dream.  
 
    Though she felt a little ridiculous admitting this to a world-renowned artist, she offered shyly, “I used to love to paint. I haven’t done it in years, though.” 
 
    “What medium?” Jack said eagerly. “I have some oils and canvas in my studio. I could set up an easel for you if you want to dabble a bit? Good therapy.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Eva said, shaking her head. “I was terrible with oil paint. I liked to do watercolors. I found it, I don’t know, very peaceful.” 
 
    “Watercolors,” Jack said, his tone almost reverent. “Now I am even more impressed. One reason I love working with clay, and with oils too, is I can redo it. I can smash it up and start over. I can scrape it off and start fresh. I can tinker endlessly until I get it just right. It takes a definite and specific sort of courage to paint with watercolors. I don’t have any watercolors here, but there’s a great art supply shop a few blocks over. How about we’ll go out later and pick some up?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I mean, it’s been years,” Eva protested. “I’m sure I’d be horrible. Especially compared to a real artist.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “Don’t be silly. I promise not to look if you don’t want me to. Think of it as a kind of meditation. If that means it’s for your eyes only, I totally respect that.” 
 
    When the meal was over, he stood and reached for her plate. “Let me help,” Eva said, also standing. “I really don’t require being waited on hand and foot.” Though she hadn’t had that much, the wine must have gone straight to her head. Suddenly dizzy, she reached for the back of the chair to balance herself. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jack said, sprinting around the table in a flash, his steadying hand on her shoulder. “I will let you help, I promise.” He put his arm around her and guiding her away from the table. “Just not today. You haven’t even been out of that place for twenty-four hours yet. The hospital stay was hardly what you’d call restful. Here’s what you’re going to do.” He led her toward a partition at the far end of the loft. “You’re going to lie down here in my amazingly comfortable futon guest bed and get some much needed rest. When you wake up, if you feel up to it, we can go out to the art supply shop. Nora wants to come by later to take you clothes shopping, too.” 
 
    They stepped behind the partition to a small but comfortable space that contained a futon bed covered in white sheets and a dark blue quilt, two plump pillows at its head. There was a long, low bureau across from the bed, several small bronze statues of horses arranged on top of it. 
 
    They were beautiful pieces, all sinew, muscle and flowing manes. Eva ran her finger along the back of a horse in mid-gallop. “These are beautiful. So alive.”  
 
    “Oh, those?” Jack shrugged. “Thanks. They’re from my early days, back before I worked up the nerve to sculpt the human form. I just have too much stuff, you know? These are overflow—I had to stick them somewhere. But I’m glad you like them.” 
 
    “This is the overflow?” Eva said incredulously. “Show me the studio, please. I have to see what you’re working on now.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, laughing. “You will, I promise. I’ll give you the full tour. But right now you’re going to take a nap. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eva replied, barely succeeding in biting off the word Sir at the last moment. Jack McQuade was a Dom, all right—there was no question about it. And the sub in her was responding—and how.  
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    “You’re kidding!” Charles exclaimed into his cell phone. “So what’s his real name?” He paused, listening, then said, “Blake Stanton,” as if the words were a curse. He scowled. “That little piece of shit sure had us fooled.” Charles looked at Nora. “Well, most of us, anyway.” He listened a while longer to Jessica, asked a few more questions and then ended the call with promises to keep her posted on Eva’s progress. 
 
    He turned to Nora with a bleak expression, fury and remorse in his eyes. “Tell me,” she said softly, placing her hand over his. They were sitting side by side on the bed, having been wakened from a fitful late morning nap by Jessica’s phone call. Nora had only been dozing, over-stimulated and over-tired from all that had gone on since the night before when they’d made their devastating discovery. 
 
    “The cops did a routine run of Phillip’s fingerprints to see if he had a record, and they got a hit on a totally different guy. Turns out this dude we’ve had working for us is an imposter with a prior criminal record! His name is actually Blake Stanton.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Nora cried, stunned. “He’s got a record? He’s done this before?” 
 
    Charles shook his head, though his expression was dark. “He hasn’t been arrested before for kidnap and assault, though that just means he was never caught.” As Nora absorbed this, Charles continued, “His record is for illegally hacking into some corporate accounts and stealing credit card numbers. He got off with time served and some hefty fines, but apparently that wasn’t enough to deter him. It seems he commandeered the real Phillip Duncan’s FetLife, email, and Facebook accounts and stole his identity, at least for purposes of getting the job with Hawthorne Dungeon.  
 
    “Jessica asked the detective they keep on retainer at her law office to do a little poking around into Phillip Duncan’s background,” Charles said, “and the guy turned up the interesting fact that the real Phillip Duncan apparently accepted a long-term transfer to Hong Kong for his firm just before we started our search. He hasn’t been in the States for several months.” 
 
    Charles reached for Nora and took her into his arms. “Baby, I’m so, so sorry,” he said into her hair, the pain palpable in his voice. Nora understood he wasn’t apologizing just for what happened to Eva, and his part, albeit indirect, in letting that happen. He was seeking forgiveness for not giving Nora’s concerns the weight they should have received. Any lingering anger and frustration at not being taken seriously evaporated in the face of his remorse. 
 
    He held her tight, his face buried in her shoulder. “I should have listened to you, Nora. Me, of all people. I should have paid more attention. We might have found her sooner. A young woman’s life has been destroyed, and maybe I could have prevented it.” His voice cracked in his effort to keep his emotions in check, and he choked back a sob.  
 
    “No, Charles, no,” Nora crooned, stroking her husband’s head. “None of us could have known the evil intent of a madman. I can sense feelings and energy, but I can’t read minds, and neither can you. But I can tell you one thing I’m sure of. Eva’s not destroyed. Wounded, certainly, but she’s strong. That girl was victimized, but she’s no victim, Charles. I feel it in my bones—she will recover and thrive, I’m certain of it.” 
 
    Charles didn’t respond, though the steel-cable tension in his muscles relaxed, if just a little. She recognized it was up to her to help her Dom restore the balance not only for him, but for them as a couple. “This whole experience has left me really shaky and out of sorts. I need you, Sir,” she said truthfully. “I need the focus and centering only you can give me. Please, Sir.” 
 
    Charles let her go then, moving back so he could regard her. The anguish and shame had slid away with her words, a fire igniting behind his dark, soulful eyes. The power flowed from her into her Dom and then back again, its energy like a vibrant, shimmering aura surrounding them both.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, his tone soft but dominant. “Offer yourself to me, sub girl.” 
 
    Nora slid off the bed. She stripped quickly out of the panties and T-shirt she had lain down in for their nap. She went to the closet and pulled out the toy bag, quickly selecting a small but sturdy flogger and her wrist cuffs. She lowered herself to her knees on the carpet beside the bed and slipped the well-worn black leather cuffs over her wrists, closing each with the clip on its metal O-ring. She balanced the flogger on her upturned palms and held out her offering to her Sir, head bowed. 
 
    “What do you need, sub girl?” Charles said. He had slid his legs over the side of the bed and now faced her, still seated on the mattress.  
 
    “I need to be flogged. I need to be centered, Sir.” 
 
    Charles stood. When he touched her shoulder, she rose, the flogger still balanced on her palms. He took the flogger and moved behind her. “Hands behind your head,” he commanded. “Remain in position until I release you.” 
 
    Nora laced her fingers at the back of her neck. She stood tall, letting a deep, cleansing breath move through her body. She lifted her chin and closed her eyes, her skin tingling with anticipation. 
 
    Charles moved close behind her and locked her cuffs together. His hands moved sensually over her back and shoulders. Nora sighed with pleasure at his touch. She wanted to lean into him, but remembered his command and stayed still.  
 
    She couldn’t stop the shudder that moved through her frame when he reached around her, his hands finding and cupping her breasts. She moaned softly as he lightly pinched and twisted her nipples, the small flare of pain igniting a sudden rush of heat between her legs. He kept one nipple caught in a tight, twisting grip as his other hand slid down her belly to cup her smooth mons. She knew better than to shift in an effort to accommodate his touch. He had told her to keep her position, and so she did, though her clit was throbbing. 
 
    He pressed against her, his palm grazing her outer labia, the pressure just enough to drive her wild. Nora bit her lip to keep from begging for more. She was both disappointed and relieved when he stepped back from her.  
 
    She would concentrate on the flogging. She would let go of her own desires and anticipation and allow her Dom to take her where he knew she needed to go. 
 
    The leather brushed her back with a delicious, stinging kiss of promise, painting sensation over her skin with each light but perfectly delivered stroke. Nora concentrated on her breathing, matching it to the rhythm of the strokes as they intensified. Charles focused first on her ass, then her thighs, then her shoulders and upper back. He was thorough and steady, and she could feel his power growing as he whipped her, the balance between them restoring, the strength and passion flowing. 
 
    Her skin was on fire, burning and stinging, and she began to dance on her toes, little mewling cries escaping from her lips. “Oh, oh, oh, it hurts,” she panted, though she didn’t want it to stop—far from it. She wanted it to go on forever. 
 
    “It’s supposed to,” Charles intoned from behind her. “Let go.” 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned. “Yes…” 
 
    The leather stroked, slapped and painted her skin, its heat entering her muscles and seeping into her bones. “Yes…oh, yes…” Pain lost its meaning, pleasure had no set definition. It was all sensation, pure and perfect. She drifted heavenward, no longer certain where she was or what was happening.  
 
    Dimly, she was aware when he released the wrists cuffs. Then strong arms were around her, guiding her, pushing her down. She felt the mattress beneath her stomach, and then a hard, crashing palm against her already flaming ass. “I need to touch you,” her Dom whispered hoarsely near her ear. “I need skin on skin.” 
 
    He spanked her hard, perhaps as hard as he’d ever spanked her, his hand crashing against her ass, its impact pushing her into the mattress. The pain cut through the sensual, floating lethargy brought about by the flogging, and her senses came alive, her cunt throbbing, its juices leaking along her inner thighs as the spanking warmed her from the outside in. 
 
    “Please,” she begged, though she hadn’t meant to speak. 
 
    “Please, what?” 
 
    “Please fuck me. Oh god! Please, please, Sir.” 
 
    He struck her several more times, the erotic, centering pain bursting through her like pure, perfect sunlight. And then he flipped her over on the bed, and Nora opened her eyes. Her Master loomed over her in naked perfection, his thick, hard cock fully erect. He fell upon her hungrily, growling as he pushed his knee between her legs and positioned himself at her entrance. 
 
    In one powerful thrust, he was inside her, and she cried out in wanton gratitude as he filled her. They moved together in a frenzy of unbridled passion, both on fire from their sadomasochistic foreplay. Charles was positioned over her in such a way that each powerful, relentless thrust of his cock caused perfect friction against her clit, which was hard and aching. Within minutes she was trembling on the edge of a powerful orgasm.  
 
    “Come for me,” Charles urged, his words sending Nora hurtling over the edge of a powerful climax. He stiffened and shuddered seconds later, clutching her tight as he orgasmed. He fell heavily against her. His skin was slick with sweat, his breath ragged, his heart pounding against hers. He stayed on top of her, his arms around her, his cock buried inside her, as they drifted together until their hearts and breathing eventually slowed. 
 
    Finally he lifted himself from her and fell heavily onto his back. Nora rolled toward him, and his strong arm came around her as she snuggled into his side, her head resting on his chest.  
 
    The balance returned to her world, Nora sighed happily and let the heavy, soft cloak of sleep claim her. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jack opened the door. There was a smear of wet clay on his cheek, his hair mussed and powdered with clay dust. “Hey, Nora. Hi, Charles. Come on in.” As they stepped inside, Jack nodded toward the duffel Charles had hoisted over his shoulder. “What you got there?” 
 
    “We brought some things for Eva,” Nora explained. “In case she doesn’t feel like shopping today. We decided we can always go tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nora and I are at your service for the rest of the weekend, at least. It’s so great you can take care of her during the week, Jack,” Charles added. 
 
    “Yes,” Nora agreed. “Eva feels safe with you.” 
 
    “It’s the very least I can do,” Jack said with heartfelt sincerity.  
 
    Charles glanced around the loft. “Where is she? Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s asleep,” Jack replied. “After she gave her statement, we came home and had some lunch, and then she lay down for a nap. That was nearly four hours ago. She was just exhausted. It’s probably the first good sleep she’s had in a long time. I placed her in the guest wing,” he added with a grin, pointing toward the partition at the far end of the large room.  
 
    That afternoon Nora had dreamed of Eva—the dreams dark and dangerous, the images frightening. The disturbing energy of the dreams still lingered on the edges of Nora’s consciousness, and now she felt a compelling urge to check on the girl, though she knew Eva was safe here with Jack. Hopefully Eva’s dreams were peaceful, or better yet, her sleep dreamless, but somehow Nora doubted that. 
 
    Willing herself not to disturb the sleeping Eva, Nora followed Charles and Jack into his small kitchen, where he offered them something to drink. “Can you guys stay for dinner?” he asked. “I was thinking of having some Thai food delivered. Eva says she loves Thai food. She’s got a good appetite.” Nora could sense his approval and pleasure at this, and she liked him even more than before. 
 
    They returned to the living room, bottles of beer and menus from a nearby Thai takeout place in hand. Charles filled Jack in on what Jessica’s detective had discovered about the man actually called Blake Stanton. “Nora tried to tell us, to tell me,” Charles said, reaching out to take her hand. 
 
    “I remember,” Jack said, not trying to give Charles an easy way out, though his tone was understanding, even forgiving. “The guy raised my hackles from the second I met him, but I tried to tell myself I was overreacting. I guess it’s a lesson to us all to listen to our guts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charles agreed. “Lesson definitely learned.” 
 
    “Eva’s putting up a brave front,” Jack continued, “but how does a person move past something like what happened to her?” 
 
    “She will,” Nora asserted. “Like all true submissives, she’s got a core of iron.” She lifted her head suddenly. “She’s awake. Can I go see her?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why don’t you go alone, in case she doesn’t want us all barging in there at once?” Jack suggested. This made sense to Nora, who nodded. 
 
    Charles agreed. “Yeah. We could order some dinner in the meanwhile.” He held out the duffel.  
 
    Nora stood and took the bag from him. She made her way eagerly to the guest area. She knocked lightly on the wood of the partition and called softly, “Eva?” 
 
    “Nora?” came a sleepy voice. “Is that you?” 
 
    Nora stuck her head around the partition. Eva was sitting up on the futon, rubbing her eyes with her fists, looking for all the world like a child, especially with the peach fuzz that graced her small, delicate head. The little teddy bear with the red bow Charles had given her lay beside her on the pillow. As Nora stepped fully into the space, Eva dropped her hands and met Nora’s gaze, a shy smile moving over her face.  
 
    Nora flashed back for the hundredth time to the attic room and the huddled, trembling girl on the mattress. Eva’s clear brown eyes still held a haunted, tortured look, but even so, the change in her since the night before was nothing short of miraculous. This was not a woman broken and bloodied with defeat. This was a fighter.  
 
    There was no chair in the room. “Okay to sit on the bed?” she asked Eva, who nodded and waved a welcoming hand. “How are you doing? Did you have a good rest?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. I slept like a log. What time is it?” Eva swung her legs over the side of the bed, watching as Nora unzipped the duffel beside her.  
 
    “It’s a little after five.” 
 
    “After five? Oh my god, I slept the whole day away.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re allowed.” 
 
    “Jack was going to take me to the art supplies store. Now it’s probably too late.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They’ll be open tomorrow.” Nora chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re an artist, too? Does that mean you’re like Jack, and need art supplies more than air or water?” Nora opened the duffel and removed the plastic bag from the drug store, which included some toiletries. She pulled out the new toothbrush, holding it out with a laugh. “Or a toothbrush?” 
 
    Eva grinned back. “I definitely need a toothbrush more than a paintbrush. Thanks for thinking of that. They gave me one at the hospital, but I forgot to pack it when we left.” 
 
    “I brought some clothes, too.” Nora said. “A few things you can borrow until we can get you your own stuff.” Though a little taller than Eva, Nora hoped what she’d picked would fit okay. She’d included some jeans, a pair of leggings and several comfortable T-shirts and sweaters, along with some old-fashioned flannel pajamas. She spread out the items along the bottom of the bed for Eva to see. 
 
    “Wow, thanks, this is so great,” Eva enthused. She reached for the flannel PJ top and rubbed it against her cheek. “These look so comfy.” 
 
    “They are. But not exactly the most feminine thing you could wear. And so…” Nora pulled out the small pink striped shopping bag and held it out with a flourish. “A little something to wear underneath.” They had passed a Victoria’s Secret store on their way from the parking spot they’d found several blocks over from Jack’s building and agreed it would be nice to pick up something pretty for Eva.  
 
    “Oh,” the young woman said happily, taking the bag. “I love their stuff.” She took out the two pairs of panties nestled in dark pink tissue paper. She touched the silky fabric and looked up suddenly, her eyes flooding with tears. “Thank you, Nora. It’s hard to remember I used to be someone men wanted to look at, before that bastard cut off all my hair and starved me into a scarecrow.” Her hand moved over her shaved scalp, which had about a half-inch of blond fuzz. 
 
    “Oh, Eva, don’t say that,” Nora said, moving closer to put her arms around the girl. “You’re still beautiful, you are! Give yourself a chance, okay? You’ve been through a harrowing ordeal. That creep tried to break your spirit, but he didn’t succeed. You know that, right? You were too strong for him. I can sense your strength, Eva. You’re a powerful, vibrant woman. That pathetic bully of a man could only hold you with chains and threats. He could never reach the core of who you are inside—you wouldn’t let him.” 
 
    Eva lifted her chin, her nod resolute. “You’re right, Nora.” She picked up a pair of the silky panties again. “I am strong. Thank you for the reminder.” 
 
    “I have one more surprise,” Nora said, grateful for Charles’ excellent suggestion when they were considering what to get for Eva. “For when you go out.” She reached into the duffel and pulled out the last gift, her heart skipping with anticipation. 
 
    Eva took the flat, shiny box, the words Angela’s Heavenly Hats embossed on the lid and looked up at Nora with a grateful smile. She opened the lid to reveal the two hats Nora and Charles had chosen together—one a deep purple velvet slip-on turban with gold piping, the other a vintage woven straw hat with an off-white lace band.  
 
    Eva slipped the turban over her head, her face breaking into an angelic smile that made Nora catch her breath with its simple beauty. “You like?” 
 
    “I love,” Nora said sincerely. She glanced around the partitioned area. There was no mirror, something Jack would need to rectify. “Want to go see for yourself?” She stood from the bed and held out her hand. 
 
    Eva took the offered hand and stood. She reached for Nora, who wrapped her arms around her once more. Eva’s shoulder blades protruded from her slender back like angel’s wings, and Nora’s heart ached to think what this young woman had been through.  
 
    “Thank you, Nora,” Eva whispered, and Nora could feel the pain beneath the gratitude in the girl’s words. “Thank you for finding me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, just one peek.” 
 
    Jack had promised himself not to push, but his curiosity was getting the better of him. He could have looked at her easel when she was asleep, but that wasn’t his style. An artist’s work was sacred, and viewing it without invitation was no different than spying on someone through their bedroom window. 
 
    He had set her up in a corner of the spacious studio, and she appeared quite at home behind her easel, several boxes of watercolors open on the supply table beside her, brushes soaking in water glasses, pads of watercolor paper piled beside them. For her latest effort, he’d provided the full-length mirror she requested, and he was wildly curious to see the self-portrait she’d been painting, discarding, and then re-painting for the past five days running.  
 
    There was no question Eva had some serious talent, though she continued to downplay her skill, claiming it had been years since she’d had the time to paint, and she had only done it as a form of relaxation. She’d already painted dozens of pieces, most of them flowers and landscapes from memory, and while the subject matter wasn’t particularly exciting, her use of color and light were quite engaging, sometimes even inspired.  
 
    In the three weeks since she’d come to stay with him, their relationship had remained entirely platonic, despite Jack’s undeniable growing attraction to Eva. She had told him how well she was doing in therapy, and it was true the nightmares from which she’d suffered almost nightly during the first ten days or so had eased dramatically, but there was no getting around what had happened. That bastard had perpetrated the worst possible crime, short of murder, in Jack’s estimation. Even beyond the physical torture and deprivation, he’d stolen Eva’s freedom and violated not only her body but her trust. The trial date had been set, and then pushed back due to some court scheduling issue. The sooner that monster was behind bars for good, the better. 
 
    Eva looked up from her canvas. “I’m not ready to show you yet. I should be done soon.” She smiled at him. Her hair was growing back, and when the sun shone through the window behind her, it lit the fuzzy blond down like a golden halo around her angelic face.  
 
    Her features had lost that starved, pinched look. Her large brown eyes were less haunted, though pain sometimes flashed darkly through them, especially when she was still caught in the tangled ropes of a nightmare, before full consciousness had returned. “If I can get this the way I want it, you’ll be the first one to see.” 
 
    Contenting himself with this response, Jack returned to his own work. It was a nearly life-size replica of the miniature he’d shown Nora and Charles, with one difference. In the smaller piece the nude knelt up, arms lightly grasped behind her back, her face lifted in peaceful serenity. This full-size sculpture was identical, save for one key aspect. Behind her back, her right hand was curled like a bird’s talon, the fingers arched and twisted to indicate both the passion and pain of erotic submission, and of life itself. It was the hand Jack had been focused on for the past week, determined to capture his vision in the clay. 
 
    “Jack. Jack? Did you hear me?” 
 
    Jack looked up, startled at the intrusion. “Oh! Sorry, about that. Did you need something?” He wiped his clay-smeared fingers on his smock and pushed the hair that had fallen over his eyes away from his face. Eva was staring at him, her hands on her hips. A glance at the wall clock told Jack nearly two hours had passed since they’d last spoken. As so often happened when he was caught up in the creative process, time had simply vanished into thin air. 
 
    Eva laughed. “You were off in the zone somewhere. I said, I think I’m done with the damn thing. Or anyway, I can’t stand working on it for one more second. You want to see?” 
 
    “You know the answer, you little tease,” he said, grinning. Even as the last words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. He’d been very, very careful not to behave in a flirtatious way with Eva, no matter the temptation. She was a wounded bird, he reminded himself over and over again. The last thing she needed was some guy coming on to her while she was trying to recover from sexual trauma. 
 
    She didn’t seem offended, thank goodness. She offered a small shrug. “Be honest,” she said, then added, “Well, not too honest. This is my first effort at a self-portrait. If it totally sucks, try to let me down gently, okay?” She laughed nervously. 
 
    “You got it.” Jack moved toward her corner of the studio. She stepped back as he approached the easel, the fingers of her right hand going to her mouth, reminding Jack with a pang of the terrible state of her fingernails when he’d first found her—bitten bloody from nerves and anguish during her imprisonment. He resisted the urge to yank her hand from her mouth or admonish her. He would focus instead on distracting her with his critique, which he promised himself would stress the positives, no matter what he found on the canvas.  
 
    “Holy shit,” he breathed, momentarily stunned by what he was seeing. The pretty flowers and imagined farm scenes she’d painted hadn’t prepared him for this. Where before she’d used vibrant colors in splashes on the canvas, this work was more muted, though by no means dull or pale.  
 
    The portrait was of her head, neck and shoulders, the palette in pale pinks, shades of cream and gold. Though it wasn’t photographic in its representation, the image was clearly Eva. The lines were strong and simple without being overworked. She’d done a lovely job hinting at the delicate bones of her face and shorn skull beneath the translucent skin.  
 
    But it was the eyes that grabbed Jack’s attention and wouldn’t let go. Somehow she’d captured both anguish and passion in that somber, intent gaze. The work radiated a kind of quiet luminosity that fairly vibrated with energy and light.  
 
    “What?” Eva hovered nervously behind him. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    “No. I don’t like it.” He blew out a breath. “I fucking love it, Eva. This is amazing work. Where did you learn to paint like this?” 
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You like it! I mean, for real? This isn’t be-nice-to-the-clueless-art-student praise?” Jack turned to regard her. Her cheeks had flushed a pleasing pink, and her eyes were bright with hope, though her expression was anxious.  
 
    “No, it isn’t anything of the kind,” he responded with a laugh. Sobering, he continued, “Jesus, Eva. I’m serious. Your use of color and light is just extraordinary. And the emotions you managed to capture...” He shook his head in wonderment, stepping back to view the painting from a different angle. “It’s really fantastic. I’m talking show-worthy. You’ve got real talent.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. She started to say something else, it seemed to him, but she bit back the words, only repeating, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Eva lay naked on the bed, her wrists tethered to the four-poster bed by thick chains. Jack straddled her perfect body, staring down at the gumdrops of her dark pink nipples, his mouth watering with desire, his cock hardening to steel.  
 
    “Do you want it?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, yes, please, Sir,” she begged.  
 
    Jack nodded and reached for her right nipple. He gripped it, rolling the malleable, sweet marble between thumb and forefinger, his cock throbbing as she gasped. He closed the first clover clamp over the nubbin, his balls aching as she moaned. 
 
    “The other?” he queried, holding the second clamp at the ready. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. She was trembling, her eyes fixed on the clamp. 
 
    He gripped the other nipple and let the clamp close over it. He could hear both the desire and the erotic pain in her swift intake of breath, and the combination thrilled him. Lifting the chain, he touched it to her mouth. The resulting tension in the links tugged against her compressed nipples, and she moaned. He pushed the chain into her mouth. “Take it,” he ordered. 
 
    She bit down obediently on the chain, her trembling more pronounced. His cock, if possible, got even harder. “Arch your hips. Spread your legs and offer yourself,” he commanded. 
 
    The chain still caught between her teeth, beautiful Eva did as she was told, and Jack stared, mesmerized by the petals of her small, perfect cunt. He drew a line along the curves of her labia and then thrust a finger inside her. She was sopping wet, as she should be.  
 
    Jack stared into her clear brown eyes, reading her desire, but he needed to hear her say it. He needed to hear her voice, which wove like a song through his dreams. He touched the chain, and she instantly understood. She parted her lips, letting the metal links fall away, coming to rest in a glint of silver between her breasts. 
 
    He held up the additional two pairs of clover clamps. Eva’s eyes widened with fear and desire. “Tell me,” he commanded. His cock throbbed, his head filled with sadistic fantasies that tonight, finally, he would make come true. 
 
    “Please, Sir,” Eva begged. “Please, Master Jack. Clamp my cunt, Sir. Let me suffer for you.” 
 
    “Offer yourself.” 
 
    Eva lifted her hips, thrusting her bare cunt forward, every particle of her being begging for what only he could give her.  
 
    His hands nearly shaking in his eagerness, Jack gripped one side of Eva’s pouty pussy, slick with her juices, and closed the first pair of clamps over the tender flesh, one above the other. Eva gave a long, anguished cry, but held her position, cunt offered for her Master. He clamped the other side with a second set. She cried out again, her breath quickening to a pant. 
 
    She whimpered in her erotic pain, the sound like music in Jack’s ears. “Please, Sir,” she gasped. “Oh, Jack, I want you. I’ve always wanted you. You are my true love, the man of my dreams, the Master of my soul.” 
 
    “Eva,” Jack whispered, tears springing to his eyes. “Oh, Eva, my darling, my beautiful girl. I will claim you for my own.” 
 
    “I am already yours, Sir,” Eva whispered, her gaze filled with love. “I’ve been yours since the moment I saw you.” 
 
    Shaking with suppressed need, his heart melting with tenderness, Jack touched the head of his cock to her opening. She arched upward once more, sucking him inside as he thrust forward, sinking into her tight, perfect heat.  
 
    His face was wet. It took a moment to realize he was crying, but he understood they were tears of joy. “Eva,” he whispered, her name filling the emptiness in his soul. “Eva, Eva, my darling. My true love.” 
 
    With a touch of his finger, the chains at her wrists fell away. The clamps on her breasts dissolved, revealing once more the erect buds of her nipples. Eva reached for him, sliding her hands around the back of his neck as she clung to him, his cock wrapped in the velvet grip with her cunt.  
 
    He thrust inside her, the pleasure nearly unbearable. As he neared orgasm, Eva began to scream.  
 
    At first it was exciting—a testament of her desire and her passion, but the screams became louder, more insistent, less about pleasure, more about pain, or was it fear, or was it just blind, naked terror— 
 
    Jack awoke with a jolt, his erect cock fisted in his hand, his heart pounding. A woman’s anguished, tortured cry yanked him to full consciousness. His erotic dream forgotten, Jack jumped up from the bed. He grabbed his pajama bottoms and pulled them hurriedly on. Sprinting from his room, he raced to comfort Eva.  
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
    She was tethered to the exam table in the dark, close room, her arms bound painfully behind her back, her head heavy and aching. Her knees were sharply bent, her legs forced wide apart by the chains and rope that held her. “Take it, you cunt,” Master Phillip snarled as he leaned over her. He forced the head of his cock against her closed lips. “Suck my dick or I’ll have to cut your pretty little pussy.” He pinched her labia, pulling them taut with his fingers. She felt the prick of the knife’s point on her delicate skin.  
 
    Fear suffocated her, and her mouth opened in a gasp. He slid his massive erection past her lips. She gagged against the invasive shaft. “You were too slow,” he announced, the point of the knife pricking the delicate tissue between her legs. “You must be punished.” 
 
    His cock filled her mouth, choking her as he rammed it toward the back of her throat. Stinging pain ripped through her sex and she gurgled a scream. Seized with blind terror, she bit down as hard as she could on his cock, her teeth breaking the skin.  
 
    Master Phillip yelled with rage and surprise. The bitter, metallic taste of his blood filled her mouth as he plunged the knife inside her and the world exploded in agony… 
 
    “Eva! Eva, wake up! Wake up, baby. It’s just a dream.” 
 
    Eva swam through the blood and darkness toward the lifeline of his voice. With a cry, she opened her eyes, her heart smashing wildly in her chest. “Oh! Oh, Jack,” she whimpered, trembling. “Oh, the knife, the knife! The blood.” Unable to help herself, her hand went down between her legs. Relief flooded through her to find she wasn’t cut and bloody. Still, the raw terror of the nightmare remained. “It was horrible. I—” 
 
    “Shh, shh, it’s okay, honey.” Gently Jack took her into his strong arms, and Eva felt herself instantly calming, the nightmare receding like a wave moving off the shore. “You’re awake now. You’re safe here with me.” 
 
    Eva luxuriated in his touch, afraid to move in case he pulled away. Those warm, strong arms around her were definitely the silver lining to the nightmares that still sometimes plagued her, despite the passage of time. She had come to crave his touch, his scent, his sweet, tender words whispered softly to her in the dark. She wanted more, oh so much more, but he continued to hold her at arm’s length, both literally and figuratively. 
 
    She sensed he was attracted to her as well, though you’d never know it by his always gentlemanly behavior, even when she was aching for something more. It was frustrating beyond belief, and she knew she either had to press the issue or move out. She couldn’t go on living in this man’s home and pining for his touch.  
 
    She had asked Nora, with whom she was becoming very good friends, if maybe Jack was gay, though she hadn’t gotten that vibe from him. Nora had assured her he was straight, and Dom to boot, but you couldn’t prove it by Eva. If only she still had her long blond hair and her easy, outgoing approach to the world in general and men in particular. She would have seduced the sexy artist in a New York minute. But Phillip, or rather Blake, had stolen that from her, along with her confidence. So she stayed quiet, waiting and hoping Jack would figure out what was so obvious to her. 
 
    This disconnect between the two of them had become the main focus of her therapy sessions with Dr. Anderson, who was encouraging her at this point in her recovery to be more direct with Jack, if that was what she wanted. Nora had offered to have Charles talk to Jack, but Eva made her promise she would not. The last thing she wanted was for Jack to feel manipulated because he felt sorry for her. No. It had to come from Jack without duress, or not at all.  
 
    Still, it felt so good when he held her, and she couldn’t resist snuggling against his bare chest. Without meaning to, she lifted her face toward his, her eyes fluttering shut for a kiss. 
 
    She was startled but not really surprised when he pulled away. “You think you’ll be okay?” he asked, his eyes moving solicitously over her face, studiously avoiding the perk of her nipples beneath the satin nightgown she wore. 
 
    Embarrassed, Eva bit back a cry of pure frustration. Give it a little more time, she told herself. Show him you’re ready, and maybe he’ll come around. Aloud she said, “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” She shook her head. “It’s been a while, huh? I thought I was done with these stupid nightmares.” She tried to smile. “Sorry I disturbed you.” 
 
    Jack stood. He looked so good, bare-chested in just his pajama bottoms, his hair tousled, sexy stubble on his jaw. “Please, don’t apologize. I’m just so sorry you have to go through this. Can I get you a glass of water or something?” 
 
    Eva resisted a sudden, powerful urge to slide from the bed and kneel up in the same position as the lovely sculpture he’d been working on all these weeks, her face lifted in submission, her body offered in service. Ironically, it was that same submissive impulse that kept her from moving at all. “No.” She shook her head. “No, I’m good, thanks. Sleep well.” 
 
    “You, too, Eva,” Jack replied, and he was gone. 
 
      
 
    Eva glanced at the wall clock in the kitchen. Jack would be home soon from the seminar he was teaching. He’d seemed surprised but pleased when she told him she would be cooking dinner that night. Neither of them spent much time in the kitchen, and since she’d been staying with him, they’d mostly subsisted on takeout and sandwiches, which was fine with Eva. Just having enough to eat and drink, after the imprisonment at Hawthorne Dungeon, made her more than happy.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” he had asked with a quizzical smile. 
 
    It’s the first stage in my seduction plan. “I feel like cooking. I’m going to check out that new market that just opened and see if I can’t get something fresh.” 
 
    She’d told Nora of her plan to serve a romantic meal, complete with wine and candles, and then move to phase two of her plan. “He has to realize I’m ready to move on from what happened,” she’d said to Nora over lunch the day before. “Yes, it was horrific, but I categorically refuse to let it define me, or to limit my options in the future. I’ve dropped more hints than I can count that I’m attracted to him, and that I would love to explore something more than friendship, but he doesn’t seem to get it. The time for subtlety is over. I’m ready to bash him over the head with my desires, and if he rejects me”—she’d shrugged and forced a laugh, though she knew Nora, who was exceptionally discerning, wasn’t fooled by her bravado—“then at least I’ll know for sure he’s got no interest. It’s time I started looking for my own place, anyway. Dr. Anderson says I’m ready to return to the workplace, once I figure out what the heck I want to do with my life.” 
 
    She still had enough money from the cash Jessica and the other keyholders had insisted she take to live for several months on her own without working, even in Manhattan. She felt ready to reclaim some semblance of normalcy, which included striking out on her own once more. It was possible, she recognized, that until she moved out of Jack’s place, he wasn’t going to be able to view her as more than some wounded animal he’d rescued, someone out of bounds when it came to relationship potential. 
 
    Eva wiped her hands nervously on her apron and poured a glass from the bottle of chilled white wine she’d opened for the meal. The smell of roasting chicken and potatoes wafted tantalizingly from the oven. Carrying her wineglass, Eva went into her small bedroom area and selected the very sexy new bra and panty set she’d bought for the occasion.  
 
    After a quick shower, she applied minimal makeup and put on the new underwear. She slipped on a sleeveless, royal blue silk top, which was cut low enough to show what cleavage she had, and stepped into the long, flowing skirt, leaving her feet bare. Eva gave a last glance in the mirror and smiled, though her heart was fluttering nervously. “It’s show time, folks,” she said with a grin and a toss of hair that was no longer there. 
 
    The chicken was ready, the rolls were warmed and waiting in their basket, the butter, salt and pepper on the table. Long, tapered candles sat in pretty ceramic holders she’d found at an outdoor market earlier in the week. Eva was just finishing the green beans when Jack buzzed from below, as he always did when he came home, just to let her know he was on his way up.  
 
    “Hmm, something smells fantastic,” he enthused as he entered the loft. He stopped abruptly and stared at Eva. “Wow,” he said, his eyes moving with obvious appreciation over her. “You look really nice, Eva.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, suddenly shy from this rare praise.  
 
    “Look what I have.” He brought the hand he’d held behind his back forward to reveal a bouquet of brightly colored flowers wrapped in green tissue paper.  
 
    They were not exactly the red roses of romance, but still Eva was delighted. “They’re beautiful!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “My contribution to the meal,” he said with a satisfied smile. “I even have a vase somewhere in the kitchen cabinets.” He hadn’t said, “These are for you,” but Eva told herself not to read too much into that. Men were clueless sometimes, and had to be led along the labyrinth of romance.  
 
    The vase retrieved, the flowers settled on the table and the candles lit, they sat down to the meal. Jack was excited about the seminar he was teaching to fine arts grad students at NYU, and as they ate, Eva tried to focus on what he was saying, instead of her own nerves.  
 
    The food had come out better than she could have hoped, and when they’d both eaten their fill, she began to clear the table, refusing to let Jack help. “I’m serving you tonight, Sir,” she said airily, though calling him Sir sent a ripple of excitement through her nerve endings. “If you’ll wait in the living area, I’ll be right out with dessert.” 
 
    Jack protested, but not too much. With a laugh, he settled himself on the sofa and began to leaf through the art magazine he’d brought home. Eva hurriedly finished clearing the table and dumped the dishes in the sink. She would clean up later. “Oh my god, am I really going to do this?” she whispered. She lifted her hand to her mouth and started to tug on a cuticle, but caught herself in time. She no longer did that, she reminded herself. She was cool, calm and collected.  
 
    She closed her eyes and focused for several moments on her breathing, letting her mind empty of its clutter. She willed the tension to ease out of her muscles. “Grace, courage, submission,” she murmured as she slipped out of the skirt and pulled her top over her head. She glanced down at her breasts, small but presented to their best advantage in the sexy black push-up bra. Her nipples were perking in anticipation against the sheer lace of the demi-cups.  
 
    “Grace, courage, submission,” she mouthed as she stepped silently into the dining area. The sofa where Jack sat was angled so his back was to her, which was perfect for her plans. Taking a deep breath, she knelt on the throw rug beside the table, knees spread, back straight, fingers laced at her neck, the very picture of submissive grace. 
 
    “Dessert is ready,” she called softly.  
 
    Jack stood and turned, his smile faltering as he took in her pose. “Eva,” he said hoarsely. Clearing his throat, he added, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Not the most encouraging response, but Eva soldiered on. “I am offering myself to you, Sir. I am offering the gift of my submission.” 
 
    Jack stood as if frozen, while Eva’s heart clutched in her chest.  
 
    “Oh, Eva,” he finally said, his face crumpling. “I can’t. It’s not right. What he did. You’re not… I can’t.” 
 
    Eva looked down sharply, the burn of embarrassment coloring her face. Shame flooded her senses, filling her throat with bile and her eyes with tears. He didn’t want her. Not as a lover, not as a sub. He still viewed her as broken, too fragile to claim, too damaged to desire. 
 
    Without realizing she had moved, Eva found herself stumbling past Jack toward her room. She grabbed blindly for the jeans and blouse she’d been wearing earlier in the day and pulled them on. Jamming her feet into some shoes, she grabbed her purse and her cell phone. Her breath was ragged and sharp, and tears spilled down her cheeks.  
 
    She had to get out of there! She had to get away from the look of pity and sorrow on Jack’s handsome face or she would scream. 
 
    As she ran from her space, she inadvertently knocked against the partition that separated her room from the rest of the loft. It nearly toppled, but she didn’t care. She raced to the front door, grabbed her jacket from the coat tree with one hand and fumbled for her house key with the other.  
 
    “Eva! Wait. What are you doing? Wait, I’m sorry. Please, let’s—” She didn’t hear the rest of Jack’s sentence as she slammed the door shut and sprinted toward the stairwell. She flew down the stairs, taking them two at a time. She could hear Jack above, still calling her, but that just made her go faster.  
 
    She burst out into the night. People were walking along the sidewalks, traffic moving in the street, no one paying her the slightest bit of attention, which suited her fine.  
 
    The air was crisp and cold and she drew in a deep, shuddering breath. She saw a yellow cab heading her way and stepped to the curb, her hand out. When the taxi slowed to stop, she opened the back door and scrambled inside. She glanced at the entrance of Jack’s building just in time to see him step outside, his expression anxious as he peered into the night.  
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Jack McQuade,” she muttered as her cab pulled into the traffic. “I can take care of myself, despite what you think.” She checked her contacts in her phone and gave the driver Nora and Charles’ address, aware they might not even be home. Leaning back, she sent Nora a quick text: I need to see you. Can I come by? Are you home? 
 
    Anyone else Eva knew would have asked her if she was okay, would have wanted details and information, but Nora only texted back a few seconds later: Yes. We’ll be waiting. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nora stood in the lobby of her apartment building, watching through the glass doors as she waited. When a cab pulled up, she saw the passenger lean forward to pay the man. A moment later, Eva stepped out onto the curb. Nora opened the lobby door and waved as Eva approached.  
 
    When she saw Eva’s tearstained face, her heart clutched in sympathy. Eva tried to look brave as they entered the foyer of the building together, but when she stepped into Nora’s arms, she started to cry. Nora held her close for several long moments, sending all the love and strength she had into her friend. Then she gently disengaged from Eva’s embrace and pulled a tissue from her pocket, which she handed to Eva.  
 
    “Let’s go upstairs,” Nora said, leading Eva toward the small bank of elevators. The car she had taken was still waiting, and the doors slid open the moment she pressed the button. As they rode up to Nora’s floor, Eva wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “The idea of the romantic dinner with me as the dessert misfired horribly. I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Nora replied. “The idiot is back at his loft, cursing himself.” 
 
    Eva managed a wan smile. “He rejected me. He doesn’t want damaged goods.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Nora said with a brisk shake of her head. “You aren’t an object in need of repair, and I know Jack well enough to know he doesn’t think of you that way. He’s just scared, Eva. He thinks he has to be gallant and protect you. He doesn’t understand how strong you are. He thinks by denying you and himself, he’s doing ‘the right thing.’” She used air quotes to emphasize the words. 
 
    “I just feel so humiliated. I put myself out there, you know? I took a big risk, and I failed.” Tears glistened in Eva’s eyes, a single one rolling down her cheek. She hung her head like a woman defeated. 
 
    “No,” Nora said gently but firmly. “You didn’t fail. You offered yourself with honesty and courage. You can’t control how Jack responded, but you can control how you handle yourself going forward. You know what they say, right? When you fall off the horse, you climb back up and keep going.” 
 
    The doors to the elevator slid open, and they stepped out on Nora’s floor and headed toward her apartment down the hall. “Your feelings are terribly hurt. You’re afraid the man you’re falling in love with isn’t going to return your feelings, and might even be incapable of doing so, given his misguided understanding of how he thinks he’s supposed to act.” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” Eva said bitterly. 
 
    “Here’s the good news,” Nora continued. “Feelings aren’t facts. What I mean is, you feel shitty, but that doesn’t have to dictate how you behave. Have you ever heard that saying, ‘Move a muscle, change a thought’?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. The door to the apartment was ajar, and Nora pushed it all the way open, gesturing Eva inside. “Hi, honey,” she called out to Charles. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Be right there,” Charles replied from the kitchen. 
 
    Nora led Eva to the couch and sat, patting the cushion beside her. “It means when you’re feeling stuck inside your own head, sometimes getting out and doing something can change the way you’re feeling. I have just the thing to help you move into a different headspace.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Eva said.  
 
    “You’re ready to return to what brought you to the city in the first place, which is an honest, open exploration of your submissive impulses, am I right?” 
 
    “Perfectly put,” Eva agreed, a ghost of a smile appearing on her tearstained face.  
 
    “Whatever damage you sustained, and I don’t mean to minimize it by any means, it’s something that happened to you. It’s not who you are. You’re like a bird that broke its wing, but now it’s mended. Just because Jack is too clueless, or too scared, to recognize you’re ready to fly, that doesn’t mean you curl back up in the nest and hide your head, does it?” 
 
    Eva sat up straighter. “Yeah, how he reacts or doesn’t react doesn’t have to define me,” she said, spirit returning to both her voice and her demeanor.  
 
    “That’s right,” Nora said encouragingly. “You give yourself the push and you go! You soar, not because a man gave you permission, but because this is what you want, what you need.” 
 
    Charles entered the room carrying a bottle of champagne and three crystal flutes. “Hey there, Eva,” he said with a warm smile. He handed each woman a glass and sat in the chair caddy-corner from the couch. “We were going to enjoy some of this champagne a client gave me before we head out to the club. I hope you’ll join us as our guest at Club Decadence tonight?” 
 
    “I love champagne,” Eva said, watching as Charles expertly popped the cork and filled the glasses. “But going out to a club?” She bit her lip, and Nora felt the fire of Eva’s spirit sputtering a little. “I’m not sure I’m in the mood.” 
 
    “You know,” Nora said thoughtfully, trying to hide her smile, “we could let Charles go to the club on his own. You and I could stay here and finish this bottle of champagne, break out the ice cream and potato chips, and commiserate about what idiots men are.” She took a sip of her champagne. “Or”—she paused purposefully and flashed a grin—“we could put on something super-sexy and head out to meet likeminded folk who share our passion for BDSM and sensual submission. Within the hour, if it’s what you want, you could be enjoying the hot, stinging kiss of leather across your ass. You could feel the snug embrace of rope wrapped securely around your wrists and ankles, or the delicious confines of cuffs and chains holding you against a cross while a handsome, sexy Dom who appreciates the gift of your submission gives you a full body flogging.” 
 
    “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Charles added with a mock frown, entering into the game. “You can either have a great time at one of the hottest BDSM clubs in Manhattan, or you can let me go alone while you two girls sit home and eat junk food and get drunk and wail about what assholes men are?” 
 
    Nora nodded emphatically. “Yep. That sums it up pretty well.” She turned to Eva. “So? Which is it? Pity party or reentry into the BDSM community? I know a super, single Dom who’s going to be there tonight. I’m sure an introduction is all it would take, if you find him to your liking. It’s up to you.” 
 
    “You guys are too much.” Eva laughed. “The thought of playing with a Dom, even if it’s a controlled scene with a stranger, is very appealing to me. I wish it were Jack, but…” She glanced down at her jeans and hastily buttoned blouse and sighed. “I’m not really dressed to go out to a fetish club.” 
 
    Nora popped up from the couch. “That’s what girlfriends are for. I have a whole wardrobe of sexy outfits. Let’s go try some stuff on.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Have you or Nora heard from Eva? We kind of had a fight and she left the loft nearly an hour ago. She isn’t responding to my texts. I’m worried. 
 
    Jack hit send on his phone and waited for Charles to respond. He could have called, but he wasn’t in the mood to speak directly to anyone. The jumble of emotions assailing him had left him disoriented. He felt like he’d been rear-ended in a car accident, his head slamming against the steering wheel and scrambling his brains. He didn’t know what he felt, or what he should be feeling. He just knew he wanted Eva back. He wanted another chance.  
 
    Eva is with us. We’re headed to Club Decadence. Join us there!  
 
    Did she tell you what happened? 
 
    In general terms, yes. Listen, Jack. She’s ready for more. She’s stronger than you think. If you want her, she’s yours. Don’t shut her out. 
 
    Jack stared at the text for several moments. If you want her, she’s yours. 
 
    Jack stared at the spot where Eva had been kneeling earlier that evening, her slender arms gracefully lifted behind her head, her small, proud breasts, barely covered in sheer black lace, beckoning to him, her knees spread in submissive invitation. 
 
    His phone dinged again. An address not too far from his loft flashed across the screen and then: Dude! You coming? Get your ass down here. Nora’s already got a guy lined up for Eva to scene with. If you hurry, you can take his place, but you gotta move that ass of yours. 
 
    “McQuade, you idiot!” Jack shouted into the empty room. “You’re going to lose that girl!” He leaped from the couch and raced to his bedroom, tearing off his T-shirt as he ran. He replaced it with a black silk button-down shirt. Stripping off his jeans, he pulled on black leather pants and his favorite boots. He grabbed his leather bomber jacket from the hook by the front door and headed out.  
 
    Once outside, he punched in the address of the club on his phone’s GPS, using the pedestrian mode and tapping into the subway routes. The estimated time was twenty minutes by subway, and fifteen if he walked. Only in New York, he thought as he headed down the block with long, determined strides. 
 
    Jack had never been to this particular club, though he knew it was a favorite of Charles and Nora. The place had been closed for renovations for a while, and had only recently reopened. It took him a minute or two to pin down the exact location, though his phone insisted he had arrived at his destination.  
 
    Finally he saw the small placard with the street number and the words Club Decadence painted in raised gold letters against a black background. He headed down a narrow flight of concrete steps to a solid-looking door painted a shiny lacquered red, a large peephole at its center. There was a buzzer beside the door, and he pressed it. A moment later, the door swung inward.  
 
    A tall man in his thirties with a shaved head and multiple piercings in his face looked Jack up and down. “You have a reservation?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Jack said, then added, “I’m with Charles and Nora Finch.” 
 
    The man smiled. “Ah,” he said, a metal ball glinting at the center of his tongue, “you must be Jack. Charles asked me to look out for you.” He stepped back, gesturing Jack inside. “Cover is forty bucks for non-members.” 
 
    Jack reached for his wallet and extracted two twenties, which he handed to the guy. “Want me to stamp your hand so you can come and go tonight?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, that’s okay.” He wondered then what he was even doing there. He’d been on autopilot since Charles’ text that Eva was going to scene with someone else. The thought propelled him forward once more. 
 
    He moved past the greeter into the club, which opened onto what looked like any bar, except for how the people were dressed. There were a couple of dozen people milling around the room. Most were in some combination of leather and bare skin, many of the women in stiletto heels, some people entirely naked, save for chains and collars. Through an arch toward the back of the room, Jack could see the play area, which contained the usual play stations set up with BDSM equipment and gear. Several scenes appeared to be in progress, though from where he stood, he didn’t see his friends. 
 
    A waitress in a tight black bustier, fishnet stockings, and not much else, approached him. “Can I get you a drink? We have a variety of fresh juices, soda and tonic water.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No thanks.” He moved through the bar toward the play area. Once inside, he scanned the room for Eva. He didn’t see her, but he did see Nora and Charles. They were taking part in a scene at a station with another couple. Both women were bare-breasted, their arms suspended overhead by cuffs. They were positioned face-to-face, each perched on a kind of bench, which as Jack got closer, he realized were horse vaults, like the kind used in gymnastics. Charles stood behind Nora and the other Dom behind his sub, each holding a short-handled single tail whip. 
 
    Jack joined the small crowd watching the scene. Nora’s eyes were closed. She was biting her lower lip and breathing hard through her nostrils. The other woman, who had dark, short hair, olive-toned skin and heavy breasts, had her eyes open, and she squealed each time the whip met its mark.  
 
    Charles noticed Jack and jerked his chin toward him in recognition. Jack nodded back. He understood Charles was focused on the scene, and he bit back his desire to blurt out the question foremost in his mind: Where the hell is Eva? 
 
    He became aware of an electric humming sound and realized it was coming from the horse vaults. Both women were wearing skirts, so he couldn’t see what precisely was causing the hum, but he could guess.  
 
    A man standing beside him murmured, “She’s about to come. Mandy is going to lose it in a second. Look at her face.”  
 
    Jack looked more closely at the other woman. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes squeezed shut, her hands clenched into fists above the cuffs. “Oh, oh, oh, oh!” she cried. “I can’t hold it. I can’t help it!” She began to jerk convulsively on the horse.  
 
    Her partner looked at Charles and shook his head, though he was grinning. “Damn. We lost again.” He lowered his whip and wrapped his arms around his partner from behind as she continued to shudder and moan. After a moment, he reached down and flicked a switch on the side of the horse Jack hadn’t noticed until then. Mandy slumped back, a limp rag doll in her Master’s embrace. 
 
    Charles, too, lowered his whip. He reached around Nora, finding and cupping her pert, lovely breasts. The hum from Nora’s perch continued. Leaning down, Charles murmured something in her ear as he rolled her erect nipples between his fingers. Nora sighed and leaned back against him. All eyes were on her now, though she seemed blissfully unaware of the attention.  
 
    It only took another thirty seconds or so, and then a tremor moved through her body, as if a small earthquake had shaken her from within. “Please, Sir,” she said breathily, “may I come?” 
 
    “Yes, my darling, you may,” Charles replied. Everyone, Jack included, watched enthralled as the lovely sub girl orgasmed in her Dom’s arms. 
 
    When the tremors had subsided, Nora opened her eyes and sighed happily. As the crowd melted away, Charles and the other Dom released the women’s cuffs and lifted their partners from the horse vaults. The phalluses sticking up in the center of each horse glistened with the women’s juices. Another young woman dressed in a bustier and fishnets appeared with a cloth and a spray bottle to clean the station for the next scene.  
 
    Charles draped a robe over his wife’s shoulders and put his arm around her. Nora, her expression still softened with submissive bliss, smiled dreamily at Jack. “You came. I’m so glad.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Jack blurted, unable to wait another second. 
 
    “She’s in the back dungeon with Sir Gordon,” Nora said, emerging more fully from her trance. “I’m not sure if they’ve started their scene yet.” 
 
    “Sir Gordon?” Jack said, trying to control the overspill of emotions that seeped nonetheless into his tone. “You’re letting her scene with some stranger? Does this guy know what she’s been through?” 
 
    “Letting her?” Nora began, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    “I got this,” Charles said with a smile to his wife. “I’ll join you in a minute back at the juice bar, okay, baby?” 
 
    Nora started to say something, apparently thought better of it, and just nodded. She walked away with Mandy and Mandy’s Dom. Jack turned to Charles. “Where is this back dungeon? I can’t believe you guys are just letting this happen.” 
 
    Charles faced Jack. “Eva is a grown woman, Jack. She doesn’t belong to me. I don’t tell her when or where or how to scene. That’s up to her.” 
 
    “But,” Jack sputtered, stunned his old friend could be so cavalier, “she’s too fragile for this! He can’t possibly know how damaged she is!” 
 
    Charles put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Jack, Eva is much stronger than you think she is. She’s done really good work with her therapist. Nora says she’s ready for this. And if anything was wrong, Nora would feel it, and she’d tell me right away.” 
 
    Jack controlled his temper and forced himself to speak calmly. “No offense to Nora or you, but I’m the one who’s been living with Eva 24/7 for the past month, not you guys. I’m the one who watches her stare out the window when she doesn’t know I’m there. The expression on her face is enough to break your heart, Charles. I’m the one who comforts her in the night when she wakes up screaming and terrified from a nightmare. She can put up all the brave fronts she wants, but I know the truth.” 
 
    Charles started to speak but Jack silenced him with a hand. “No, let me finish. Eva may think she’s ready for this, but she isn’t. Who the fuck is this guy, anyway, do you even know him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Charles said evenly. “We know him quite well, as a matter of fact. He’s experienced and completely trustworthy. They aren’t entering a Master/slave relationship, Jack. They’re just going to enjoy a scene—something easy to start with. I heard them discussing a full body flogging, which is something Eva apparently craves right now. She needs the physical contact. She needs the erotic pain. She refuses to be defined as a victim any longer. Don’t you get that? She’s a mature woman and a sexual being who’s hardwired for what Sir Gordon can offer her. She’d rather be with you, Jack, but you’re too blinded by your own fear to give her what she needs.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, no, you’re wrong. Jesus, Charles, don’t you think I want her? I want her more than I’ve ever wanted another woman. But she’s been brutalized and broken. She needs more time to heal. What that bastard did to her—” 
 
    “No!” Charles interrupted, anger flashing in his eyes. “She’s been hurt, yes. But she’s not broken, Jack. She’s strong, and she’s fighting back by attempting to reclaim her life. You’re not doing her any favors by continuing to treat her like some crushed flower.” 
 
    Stung by Charles’ words, Jack said hoarsely, “Where is she?” 
 
    Charles pointed toward a set of double doors on a side wall. The doors were ajar. “They’re back there. They might be in one of the private scene rooms, in which case, you’ll have to wait until they’re done. But if they’re out in the open, other guests are allowed to watch.”  
 
    Charles smiled, patting Jack’s arm. “I need to tend to Nora right now. But it’s okay, Jack. Really, it is. We wouldn’t have invited Eva to join us if we didn’t think she could handle it. Trust Eva. Trust yourself. Go see what can be yours, if you can find the courage to claim it.” 
 
    Jack blew out a breath and nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    He headed toward the back room, his heart pounding. He pushed through the doors, his eyes taking a moment to adjust to the light, which was dimmer than the main play area, provided only by wall sconces that mimicked flickering candlelight. There were considerably fewer people in this smaller space, and the room was quiet, save for the sound of leather striking skin, and the moans and soft cries of those on the receiving end.  
 
    There she was. 
 
    Eva. 
 
    Jack moved closer to a small station in a corner of the room. A couple of men stood nearby, watching with hungry expressions. Jack joined them, his heart aching, his cock leaping to immediate attention at the sight of her.  
 
    She was dressed in a white silk gown that clung to her curves and hugged her high, perfect breasts. Her only adornment was a black leather collar around her neck, an O ring at its center. She stood in profile, her wrists bound together with rope, her arms pulled taut overhead and attached to a single chain. The back of the gown was cut very low, giving the man behind her full access to her back and the upper half of her ass. Her eyes were covered with a silk blindfold. Her head was tilted back, her lips parted in the classic pose of a sub who had entered submissive headspace.  
 
    Jack moved closer, aware he might be invading the scene space, but unable to help himself. Did this Sir Gordon guy know what Eva had been through? What did he think of that newly healed scar across her right shoulder blade? Did he know it was from a particularly brutal caning perpetrated by that monster? 
 
    The Dom was using a suede flogger, and Jack had to grudgingly admit he appeared to know what he was doing. He used even, firm strokes, focusing primarily on her ass, though from her reddened skin, it was clear he was covering the area from shoulder to ass.  
 
    Eva was perfectly still, her breathing deep and even, the bliss fairly radiating from her like an aura. Jack’s hands itched with the need to wield that flogger. He should be the one giving this to Eva, not some stranger.  
 
    A brief fantasy of pushing the man aside and wresting the flogger from him played in Jack’s mind, but he wouldn’t give in to it. He had no right. Eva had offered herself first to him, and he’d been too afraid, too unwilling to trust either Eva or himself, to seize what he now understood his heart longed for. He wanted to turn away. To walk, no, to run, out of the room and away from this scene of another man giving such evident pleasure to Eva, but he remained rooted to the spot, unable to look away. 
 
    It seemed like an hour passed, but Jack knew in reality it was only a few minutes before the man lowered the flogger. Eva didn’t stir. The man put his arms around her from behind and cupped her breasts. Jack clenched his fists at his sides to keep from slamming them into the guy’s head, and bit his lip to keep from shouting. The man’s hands moved familiarly down the front of Eva’s body as he murmured something in her ear.  
 
    Eva shook her head. “No,” she said quietly but resolutely. “I’m not ready for that. I’m sorry.” 
 
    To his credit, the man dropped his arms and stepped back. “Next time,” he said. 
 
    There won’t be a next time, dickhead, Jack thought uncharitably. In truth, Sir Gordon was behaving admirably. Another guy in his position might easily have copped another feel of those delicious breasts, or placed his hand between her long, lovely legs, but Sir Gordon did not. Instead, he unwound the rope that held Eva’s wrists bound overhead. Then he untied the blindfold and lifted it from her face.  
 
    Jack held his breath as Eva blinked. As if she knew he was there, her head swiveled slowly toward him. As she focused on him, her mouth opened in a small O, her eyes widening. And then her lips lifted into the smile of an angel. 
 
    “Jack,” she said.  
 
    “Eva.” 
 
    Stepping forward, he took her into his arms. 
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    “By all means. Clearly she belongs to you,” Sir Gordon said to Jack. 
 
    Eva had to struggle to process the brief conversation that had just taken place between the two men while Jack held her close. Emerging from the haze of post-flogging bliss, combined with the pure joy of being wrapped in Jack’s arms, Eva turned to her scene partner and said with sincerity, “Thank you for the flogging, Sir Gordon. It was wonderful, Sir, truly.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he replied, his eyes moving appreciatively over her, “the pleasure was all mine.” His tone became brisker as he continued, “But your Master’s wish to provide the aftercare is my command.” He bowed with an exaggerated wave of his hand toward Jack, but his smile was genuine. 
 
    Your Master. Though Eva knew this wasn’t yet true, she definitely liked how it sounded, and tried out the words in her mind: Master Jack. She glanced at Jack, who appeared grave but pleased, as if Sir Gordon were according him his due. 
 
    Jack led Eva to a small side room off the dungeon Sir Gordon had indicated was a recovery room. While the flogging had been intense, Eva’s pain tolerance was quite high, and her emotional investment in Sir Gordon nearly nonexistent. As a result, she didn’t particularly feel the need for aftercare, but the thought of letting Jack soothe and comfort her was a delicious one, and she went willingly with him.  
 
    The small room contained a loveseat and a wingback chair, along with large pillows set on the ground against one of the walls. The floor was thickly carpeted, the lighting muted. Soft, ambient music played from a small speaker.  
 
    Jack led her to the loveseat and pulled her onto his lap. His legs were muscular beneath her, and he wrapped his arms comfortingly around her from behind. She leaned back against him with a contented sigh.  
 
    “Are you thirsty?” Jack’s voice startled Eva from a drifting peace.  
 
    She opened her eyes and sat upright. On an end table beside the sofa were several bottles of water, along with hand towels and various tubes and jars Eva guessed contained soothing salves.   
 
    “I am, actually. Thanks.” 
 
    Jack lifted her gently from his lap and placed her beside him on the sofa. He reached for a bottle and twisted off the cap before handing it to her. Eva drank deeply. When she was done, Jack set the bottle down on the table.  
 
    “Turn so I can see your back,” he instructed, and Eva obeyed. His touch was light as he moved his fingers over her skin. “He did a thorough job,” he remarked in what seemed to Eva a carefully neutral tone.  
 
    Suddenly she wondered with a sinking heart if he had only come here as a friend. Had she been fooled by her own longing? Yet he hadn’t objected when Sir Gordon had assumed she belonged to him.  
 
    As if reading her questioning thoughts, Jack, his hands still moving like silk over her shoulders and back, said, “Eva, I’m so sorry about what happened earlier. You are perfect and your offering was pure grace. I was such a jerk.” 
 
    Eva turned back to face him, opening her mouth to protest at his characterization of himself, but he stopped her by placing two fingers against her lips. “No,” he said. “It’s true. I behaved badly. I’m lucky Sir Gordon didn’t make you forget all about me, but if he had, I would only have myself to blame.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Jack,” Eva replied, a rush of joy moving through her bloodstream like champagne bubbles. “That would never have happened. Sir Gordon is a nice guy, and all, but it was just a scene. I made that very clear from the outset.” She reached for his hand, and to her delight, he lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed them. 
 
    “Want to know a secret?” she said shyly. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “While I was waiting for him to let me down, I was wishing with all my heart that he would magically morph into you. I was dreaming that when he removed the blindfold, it would be you standing there, waiting to take me into your arms.” Though she felt herself blushing at this blatant admission, she continued, “And then, there you were!” 
 
    Jack put his arm around Eva and pulled her close. She leaned against him, letting her head rest on his shoulder. The flogging had been rejuvenating. It was the first real BDSM experience she’d had since before the abduction, and every muscle and nerve ending in her body had reacted with pure, lusty joy. Though she hadn’t been lying to Jack when she said it was just a scene, nevertheless the physical touch of the leather and the caress of Sir Gordon’s dominant words as he flogged her had been like water to a woman dying of thirst. It wasn’t the full banquet of sensation and experience she dreamed of with Jack, but it had definitely reawakened her masochistic and submissive appetites, and left her starving for more. 
 
    “Take me to Hawthorne Dungeon,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Jack pulled away from her to regard her. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes. Now.” Realizing she must sound awfully bossy, Eva added, “Please, Sir.” 
 
    Before he could reply, there was a light tap on the doorframe. Nora and Charles stood in the doorway. “Hey there. You guys okay?” Charles asked. Nora smiled, and Eva understood she already sensed they were fine, just fine. 
 
    “Eva wants to go to Hawthorne Dungeon,” Jack said with a frown that made it clear he wasn’t entirely on board with the idea. 
 
    The couple stepped fully into the room, and Nora said, “That’s an excellent idea. That’s just exactly what you two should do.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “Agreed. It’s late enough. Maybe one of the rooms is free.” 
 
    Jack stared from them to Eva, his conflicting feelings showing on his face. Nora moved close and leaned over Jack. “Trust her. Trust yourself,” she said so softly Eva almost didn’t catch the words. 
 
    But Jack did. He nodded slowly. “Yes. That’s good advice. I won’t forget it again. Thank you.” 
 
    Nora moved to Eva and bent down to kiss the top of her head. “I’m so proud of you, honey,” she said. 
 
    Eva beamed. “I couldn’t have done any of this without you, Nora.” 
 
    “Yes, you could have. You would have,” Nora contradicted, but she was smiling.  
 
    “Hey,” Eva said, suddenly pondering the delightful possibilities of a joint scene with Charles and Nora. “You guys want to come with us?” 
 
    Charles shook his head. “Normally we’d love to, but we agreed to scene with Mistress Adrienne and Jeff later tonight. Soon, though, I promise.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Jack and Eva left the club, climbing the stairs and stepping up onto street level. Once they’d found a cab and were ensconced in the back seat, Eva said, “Jack, I don’t just want to visit the second floor. I want to see the attic where he kept me.” 
 
    Jack regarded her solemnly, and she stared back at him, letting her eyes linger over the curves and angles of his handsome face, which was alternately in shadow and light as the city lights flashed through the taxi cab’s windows. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Jack stroked her cheek. “I can’t bear the thought of you being hurt any more than you already have been.”  
 
    Eva reveled in his touch a moment, but then drew back, intent on making him understand. “Going back is another step in my recovery. Master Phillip”—she caught herself and amended—”Blake Stanton took a wonderful concept of a safe place for serious players in the scene to meet, and he turned it into a backdrop for my nightmares. If I stay away forever because of what he did, then he wins, don’t you see?” 
 
    Jack nodded thoughtfully. “I do see, and I understand. I understand that you’re a very brave woman, Eva.” 
 
    Eva smiled. “Thank you.” She reached for his hand. “I don’t think I would have the courage to go back if you weren’t going to be there beside me.”  
 
    The cab pulled up in front of the address Jack had given him, and Jack leaned forward to pay the man. He was out of the car in a flash, moving quickly around the back of the vehicle to open Eva’s door for her. He extended a hand and Eva accepted it, her skin tingling at his touch as he helped her climb out.  
 
    They walked together up the flagstones toward the entrance of Hawthorne Dungeon. Jack pulled out his keys and fitted one into the front door of the old brownstone. They entered the large front hall. Eva let Jack help her off with her coat. She was still wearing the borrowed satin gown, and her nipples perked in the cool air of the front hall. 
 
    Jack reached for a clipboard from the occasional table that stood to the side of the door. “We’ve devised a system for using the dungeon rooms until we find a replacement Master Keyholder,” he explained as he ran his eye over the clipboard. “Looks like all the rooms are occupied right now, except for the harem room. Were you ever in there?” 
 
    “I was forced to clean it a few times,” Eva said in a low voice, her stomach suddenly clutching unpleasantly at the memory of dragging a heavy bucket and mop, her ankles hobbled by chain, the fear of Master Phillip’s rebuke and punishment pushing her forward despite hunger and exhaustion. She turned away abruptly so Jack wouldn’t see the sudden tears in her eyes.  
 
    From behind her, he cupped her shoulder with his big, strong hand. “He can’t harm you anymore, Eva. And soon he’ll be in prison, hopefully for a long, long time.” He kneaded her shoulder muscles and Eva felt herself relaxing beneath his touch. After a moment, she turned back to face him, managing a smile. Leaning down, Jack kissed the tip of her nose, which made Eva giggle. 
 
    “That’s better,” he said, smiling back at her. He looked down once more at the clipboard and back at her. “How about I’ll sign us in for the next hour in the harem room? We don’t have to do anything,” he added quickly. “But it’s a nice place just to relax. The atmosphere in there is very peaceful.” 
 
    Eva nodded, grateful for his easy, pressure-free approach. Though she’d started out from the club certain she wanted to continue to scene with Jack, now that she actually stood in the building where she’d endured the most harrowing experience of her life, she no longer felt quite so amorous. 
 
    “First the attic,” she said, her voice coming out hoarsely. She cleared her throat and rallied her courage. 
 
    Jack regarded her intently. After a moment, he nodded. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    They climbed the stairs to the second floor, pausing on the landing as they glanced at the closed doors of the various dungeon rooms currently in use. As they started toward the third floor, Eva’s heart picked up its pace. Her eye was drawn to what had been Master Phillip’s bedroom, an uncontrollable shudder moving through her as she recalled the one time he’d kept her in his bed overnight, hogtied like an animal at the foot of the bed, with dildos filling both orifices, a piece of duct tape over her mouth, his sticky ejaculate drying on her back. 
 
    “Eva, you’re pale. We don’t have to do this.” Jack moved closer and pulled her into his arms. For a moment she hid her face against his chest, drawing strength from his embrace and his concern.  
 
    When he let her go, she drew herself tall, determined to move ahead. “I’m fine, Jack. Really. Let’s finish this thing.” She watched as Jack pulled the thick cord that released the trapdoor in the ceiling. As the stairs unfolded she was assailed with sudden dizziness and, for a moment, she thought she might pass out.  
 
    Then her vision cleared, and she lifted her chin. Jack took hold of the stair railing and put his foot on the first step. Turning back toward her, he extended his hand.  
 
    Once at the top, Eva wrapped her arms around her torso to stop herself from trembling. Jack opened the door and flicked on the light. Eva forgot to breathe as she stepped inside the space that had been her prison for the seven longest weeks of her life. 
 
    She looked around, confused. She had been envisioning the room exactly as she’d left it, and it took a moment for her brain to adjust to what she was seeing. The filthy mattress in the corner was gone. The exam table and cross had been removed, as had the thick chains that had hung from the ceiling beams. The floorboards were scrubbed and the room smelled of lemon oil and Lysol.  
 
    She looked at Jack, who was watching her intently, the concern evident in his expression. “What happened to all the stuff that was in here?” she asked. 
 
    “Some of it was removed by the police and is being held as evidence for the trial. The rest of it we destroyed. We all agreed we didn’t want anything that monster had used up here to remain in Hawthorne Dungeon. Once the police gave the all clear, the place was scoured and cleaned by a professional crew. It’s just an attic room now. A place for storage. Nothing more.” 
 
    Though she knew it was fanciful, Eva could almost feel another rip in the fabric of her wellbeing mending itself. There was no place left in the clean, empty space for any lingering ghosts of suffering and misery to hide. She turned to Jack and smiled.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Jack led Eva down the hall toward the harem room. Even though no words had been spoken, something had shifted between them since they’d left the attic. Eva had been correct in her desire to see the place where she’d been held captive. It was as if a darkness that had stained both their souls had suddenly lifted. Jack understood it was time for him to take the control she longed for him to exert.  
 
    They stepped together into the sumptuous space of the harem room with its marble floor, silk couches and richly woven rugs. Only the stocks in the center of the room hinted at the BDSM possibilities.  
 
    Jack closed the door and turned the lock. He led Eva to one of the couches, but instead of directing her to sit beside him, he said, “Take off your shoes and gown and present yourself to me. Stand at attention, feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind your head.” 
 
    Eva’s clear brown eyes widened and she swallowed visibly, but after a moment, she did as he commanded. Jack sat back on the couch, riveted to the erotic scene as she slipped the narrow straps of the gown off her shoulders and let the dress puddle to the ground. She was completely naked underneath. A pleasing rosy flush moved over her face and throat, but there was a quiet determination in her actions. She stepped out of the heels, drew in a deep breath, and assumed the required position.  
 
    Her body was exquisite—her breasts firm and high, her curves in all the right places. She was shaved smooth at her cleft, and Jack’s cock hardened to steel as he drank in her beauty.   
 
    “Turn around,” he ordered softly. 
 
    Eva turned slowly until her back was to him. Her ass was small but shapely, perfect for spanking, and his palms actually itched with anticipation. Then he focused on the scars, and his heart cracked. In addition to the long welt seared over her shoulder blade, there were smaller scars on her ass cheeks, and another long, ridged scar on the front of her right thigh.  
 
    She’s stronger than you think.  
 
    Nora’s and Charles’ words echoed in Jack’s mind, and he knew they were right. That bastard had marked her, both physically and emotionally, but he hadn’t broken her. It was up to Jack now, as her Dom, to reinforce her strength, and bring out the full submission she longed to give him. 
 
    He stood and unbuttoned his shirt, his gaze fixed on the naked girl before him. He removed the shirt and tossed it back onto the couch. Eva hadn’t moved. He stepped slowly around her until he was standing in front of her, close enough to kiss her if he lowered his head to hers.  
 
    “Drop your hands to your sides,” he instructed. She obeyed. He took her left hand in his and kissed her palm. A small shudder rippled through her frame. He touched the soft skin on the inside of her wrist with the tip of his tongue. He licked the warm, supple skin, and she shuddered again. 
 
    Dropping her arm, he stepped back and regarded her. “Eva, are you still willing to give me the gift of your submission? Are you offering complete obedience, no matter what I ask of you tonight? Is that what you want?” 
 
    A flicker of fear lit her face like a sudden flash of lightning. A part of Jack wanted to instantly retract his words and fold her into his arms. He forced himself to stand strong, determined to give her the respect she deserved and the space she needed to come to her own decision.  
 
    After a moment, the fear was replaced by a calm determination, and she replied in a low but clear voice, “Yes, Sir. That’s what I want.” 
 
    Jack reached for her, taking her face in his hands. He kissed her eyelids and then touched her lips with his. He kissed her gently at first, but when her lips parted, his passion rose. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, keeping his hands firmly on either side of her head. She moaned against his mouth.  
 
    His cock throbbing, Jack finally pulled away long enough to unbuckle his belt and jerk down his fly. He kicked off his boots and socks, and dragged his pants and underwear down his legs. Eva watched him with hungry eyes, her chest heaving, her nipples hard and rosy red. 
 
    He pointed to the carpet at his feet. “Kneel and place your hands behind your back. Then take my cock in your mouth.” His balls ached as he watched her lower herself into position. He groaned with pleasure as her hot mouth closed over his shaft. She leaned forward, taking the length of him until her nose touched his pubic bone. He placed one hand on the back of her head, holding her in place for several long, delicious moments.  
 
    When he released her, she remained where she was, impaled on his shaft. “Now show me what you can do when you have use of your hands, sub girl. Pleasure me fully,” Jack commanded, his voice husky with lust. 
 
    Eva lifted her gaze to Jack’s face, and he could see the passion smoldering in her eyes. She slid slowly back, almost but not quite releasing his shaft. Keeping her lips wrapped over the head, she gripped the base of his cock with one hand, gently cupping his balls with the other. The sensation was incredible. Jack wanted to lift her onto the couch and plunge into her, but he held himself back.  
 
    He let Eva suck, kiss, stroke and fondle his cock until he couldn’t take another second without losing control. “Stop,” he finally gasped. She obeyed at once, her hands and mouth falling away, leaving his wet, rock-hard cock bobbing between them. He stared down at Eva, who looked up at him with her lips parted, her eyes shining, her breath coming fast and shallow.  
 
    “Tell me what you want,” he said. 
 
    She looked confused. “What I want, Sir?” she echoed. 
 
    “Yes. Right now. From me. I am giving you permission—no, I’m commanding you to tell me what you want at this moment. There is no right or wrong answer. I genuinely want to know what’s in your heart and mind right now. Do you crave another whipping? Would you like to be cuffed into those stocks while I do it? Do you need a good, hard spanking? Are you aching to be fucked? Would you rather I just held you in my arms and kissed you from head to toe? There’s no shame in slowing things down, Eva. We have all the time in the world.”  
 
    He held his breath as he waited for her reply. Though she’d behaved with complete submissive grace since they’d entered the room, it was possible he was pushing her too far, too fast. He only hoped she trusted him enough to say so, if that was the case.   
 
    “Oh,” Eva breathed as she gazed up at him, a devilish understanding lighting her eyes, her lips lifting into an angelic smile. “All of the above, Sir. Please, Sir. All of it.” 
 
    Jack laughed, both relieved and delighted. Reaching down, he lifted Eva to her feet and pulled her into his arms. “Then you shall have it,” he said, covering her face in tiny kisses. “All of it.” 
 
    He led the beautiful, naked girl to the stocks that hung suspended from thick chains on either side of the apparatus. As she stood watching, he lifted the top half of the stocks. He pointed to the half-moon indentations where her neck and wrists should rest. “Place your head and wrists there. When you’re comfortable, I’ll close the stocks. If you need me to let you out at any time, for any reason, you will say red light. That’s your safeword, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Eva said. “Red light. Got it.” 
 
    She leaned forward and placed her head and wrists over the lower half of the wooden stocks. She shifted her feet until she was comfortable. “I’m ready, Sir,” she said. Jack carefully lowered the top half of the stocks over her neck and wrists and slid the deadbolt that would hold it securely closed into place.  
 
    He stepped back to admire the gorgeous sight. Bent at the waist, her torso was parallel to the floor, her legs spread wide for balance and comfort. He moved to enjoy the view of her smooth, bare cunt from behind. He fisted his cock, still slick from her kisses, as he admired her feminine perfection. How easy it would be to step closer, grip her hips, and plunge into her with one perfect thrust. The image was so powerful he nearly succumbed, until his head reasserted control of his body.  
 
    Letting his cock go, he moved to the wall where an array of whips, crops, paddles and floggers were hung. He stood a moment, pondering what to choose. He didn’t want to repeat Sir Gordon’s earlier efforts. He selected instead a thick leather strap. It wouldn’t be quite as intense as a paddle or single tail, but would pack more of a wallop than a flogger. He slapped it against his thigh, taking its measure as he returned to her. 
 
    Standing in front of her, he showed Eva the strap. All his sadistic impulses were operating at full throttle, and he couldn’t wait to begin. “I’m going to turn your cute little butt a nice cherry red. Would that suit you, sub girl?” he queried.  
 
    She eyed the thick, black leather strap, her tongue moving sensually over her lower lip. Jack thrilled to her obvious longing. “Yes, Master Jack,” she said throatily. He brought the strap close to her mouth and she understood what he wanted. She kissed the leather.  
 
    Jack moved behind her and assumed his position to the side so he could get a good angle as he swung. He started lightly, warming her skin and gauging her tolerance. The first real blow brought a small grunt from her, but she held her ground, her feet flat, her hands loose and unclenched in the stocks. 
 
    Each thwacking stroke echoed in the air, the sensual, heady sound of leather marking flesh. Her ass cheeks jiggled with each blow, and Jack’s cock tingled with longing. He kept the strokes steady and even, not too hard, but not too soft either, covering both globes. Her skin changed from cream to pink to red. He kept going until she began to pant, her breath punctuated with mewling sounds, like a woman on the edge of orgasm.  
 
    He leaned in to Eva. “I want to give you five more, sub girl. Hard ones. Can you take it for me?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Please, Sir,” she panted.  
 
    Thrilled, Jack stepped back. “One.”  
 
    Despite the second’s warning, Eva cried out when the first blow landed, harder than any that had come before. Though her ass was already red, the stroke left a darker red rectangle over her left cheek.  
 
    “Two.” This time she was ready, though she still gasped.  
 
    “Three.”  
 
    “Fuck,” she breathed, shifting in her restraints so that the stocks gently swayed.  
 
    Jack paused. He didn’t yet know her rhythms or her full tolerance, though it was clear she could take a lot. “Can you finish,” he asked. “Two more?” 
 
    “Yes,” she managed, though she was breathing hard. “Yes, Sir. Please.” 
 
    “Four.” He struck her at the base of her ass, where it met her left thigh. She danced on her toes. “Five.” He struck the other side in the same spot. She hissed her pain, but maintained her position. 
 
    Jack dropped the strap to the floor and moved quickly, releasing the bolt and lifting the stocks. He reached for Eva and pulled her upright, spinning her gently toward him so he could take her into his arms.  
 
    He lifted her and cradled her close to his chest. “You were wonderful,” he said sincerely. “I’m so proud of you. Are you okay? Was it too much for the first time?” 
 
    Eva gazed up at him. There were tears on her cheeks, but she was smiling, her face glowing with submissive happiness and masochistic pleasure. “No, not too much, Master Jack. It was just right. Just what I needed. Thank you, Sir. Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 
    Jack carried Eva to the couch and sat down with her still in his arms. Her ass was hot against his thighs. He told himself he wasn’t going to spank her because that would be too much right now—he didn’t want to leave bruises on already tender flesh. But the truth was he couldn’t wait another minute to fully claim her for his own. He couldn’t wait another second. 
 
    “I have to have you,” he growled, giving in at last to his lust. “I will make you mine.” 
 
    “I’m already yours, Sir. I’ve been yours since the moment I saw you.” The words echoed in Jack’s memory, as if from a dream. 
 
    “And I, yours,” he replied, his heart cracking with love. He laid her gently on the couch and rose over her. Grabbing his pants from where they lay, he yanked his wallet from the back pocket and retrieved a condom. Tearing open the wrapper, he slipped it quickly over his erection. 
 
    Kneeling between her thighs, he positioned the head of his cock at her cleft. She was wet and clearly ready for him, but he forced himself to go slowly, not wanting to tear the delicate skin at her entrance.  
 
    She reached up, her hands sliding behind his neck to pull him to her. He slid easily into the tight, wet heat of her cunt. Almost at once she began to arch and buck beneath him like a wild thing, her vaginal muscles spasming around his shaft like a thousand perfect fingers.  
 
    He’d had a vague fantasy of fucking her slowly, taking her sensually to the edge over and over again until she begged for mercy, but he already knew the cause was lost. “Oh god,” he groaned. “It’s too fucking good, Eva. I’m not going to be able to last. I’m going to come if you don’t slow down.” 
 
    “Come for me,” she cried without a trace of submission in her tone. She twisted her hips, causing a spiral of nearly unbearable pleasure to ripple through his core. “Show me that you’re mine.” 
 
    Unable to resist, desperately, eagerly, Jack obeyed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eva sat between Jack and Nora, back straight and head held high. Both Jack and Nora reached for one of Eva’s hands as they watched the jury file back into the courtroom. She squeezed them both gratefully.  
 
    From where they sat, Eva had a good view of Blake Stanton, aka Phillip Duncan. He was still model-handsome, with his fine, even features, wavy blond hair and broad shoulders. He was dressed in a sober, dark suit, his tie perfectly knotted, his hands resting casually one on top of the other on the defense table.  
 
    But on closer examination, his skin looked pasty, and there were dark circles beneath his eyes, a small muscle jumping in his jaw. The trial had taken two days, and by the end, his mask of cocky, self-assured arrogance finally seemed to be slipping.  
 
    Though the trial process had been harrowing for Eva to endure, it had also been vindicating. The DA had objected each time the defense attorney attempted to twist the facts to imply that Eva, because of her involvement in BDSM and the nature of the job for which she’d been applying, was somehow complicit, or had even overtly consented to what her abductor had done to her.  
 
    To his credit, the judge upheld each objection, and eventually instructed the defense attorney to stop that line of questioning or find himself in jail for contempt of court. Eva had studiously avoided looking at Blake Stanton during her testimony on the witness stand, instead keeping her gaze firmly on whoever was questioning her.  
 
    Even so, it had been painfully difficult to relate the events of what had happened to her and to answer the sometimes deeply personal and invasive questions asked of her. As she girded herself to respond, she would look out toward where Jack, Nora and the other keyholders were sitting. She could feel Jack’s strength and love radiating toward her like a force field, and it gave her the courage she needed to push through.  
 
    She was shocked to learn during the trial that Stanton had actually had the gall to self-publish a book that was basically a treatise on training “non-compliant” submissives. Though the defense attorney staunchly insisted the book was a work of fiction, it was permitted as evidence to show the defendant’s penchant for non-consensual BDSM. Ironically, though she’d remained stoically quiet during the proceedings, seeing the photo of the young woman on the cover, with her shaved head and hollow eyes, had caused Eva to utter a cry that had made all eyes in the court turn toward her. Jack had pulled her close, shielding her as she hid her face against his chest. The thought that Stanton might have done this to others, too, made it that much more horrific. 
 
    Now the jurors took their seats in the hushed courtroom. The forewoman stood, a piece of paper in her hands. The judge spoke. “Have you reached a verdict?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor, we have.” 
 
    “And what is your verdict?” 
 
    The forewoman stared down at her piece of paper. “We, the jury, find Blake Stanton, the accused, guilty of all charges.” She went on to list each charge specifically, adding, “guilty as charged” after each one. As she spoke, all eyes were fixed on her, but Eva was watching Blake Stanton.  
 
    As if he felt her gaze, he turned his head slowly and fixed her with a malevolent stare. Bitch, he mouthed, his face twisted into a rictus of fury.  
 
    Eva’s initial impulse was to hide her face against Jack’s shoulder to escape her tormentor’s wrath. But she forced herself to hold Stanton’s gaze. He no longer had any power to make her tremble or cry out with fear and pain. What he had done, despite the defense attorney’s attempt to paint it otherwise, had zero to do with loving, consensual BDSM. The man was a brutal, twisted, pathetic excuse for a human being, beneath Eva’s contempt.  
 
    As the forewoman read the verdict, Eva felt the last vestiges of any lingering fear fall away from her, like brittle chains breaking apart. Her eyes still on Stanton, she lifted her chin in defiance and mouthed silently back, Fuck you, asshole.  
 
    The look of outraged shock on his face nearly made her laugh out loud. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The first snow of the season had started to fall, and Nora pulled her coat tighter around herself as she and Charles walked up the path to Hawthorne Dungeon. It had been nearly a month since the trial that put Blake Stanton behind bars for many years to come. Eva was doing wonderfully well, and she and Jack were now a definite item. 
 
    Though Nora had stayed in touch with Eva via phone and text, as well as a few quick lunches when she could fit them in, work and other obligations had gotten in the way of fun. Happily, they were rectifying the situation tonight.  
 
    Charles used his key to open the front door and the two of them stepped into the welcoming warmth of the large front hall. “Jack and Eva are already up in the main dungeon,” Charles said as he helped Nora remove her coat. She could feel the change in his demeanor as he let the mantle of his dominance fall over them both. She loved the aura of power and control that emanated from him as he slipped into Master mode, his voice deepening, his eyes sparking with erotic energy.  
 
    Nora felt sexy in the black satin corset, lace thong panties and sheer black stockings, her feet shod in the sexy high-heeled boots Charles had brought home as a surprise gift. As they were dressing for the evening, she’d joked that she felt more like a Mistress than a sub in the outfit. 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Charles had replied. “That’s exactly how I want you to feel tonight.”  
 
    “Oh!” Nora exclaimed, excited at the prospect. Was tonight the night? Over the past year or so, as she’d watched and participated in scenes both here in the dungeon and at the clubs they frequented, Nora had sometimes fantasized about dominating another submissive. She was aroused by the idea of spanking or whipping another sub girl, under the direction and tutelage of her Master, of course. When she’d broached the idea with Charles, he’d agreed it would be fun to explore in that direction, but insisted she first learn how to use the tools of the trade.  
 
    “You have the advantage over many Doms,” he’d said, “in that you are well acquainted with precisely what it feels like to be subjected to erotic torture of all flavors. Once we get you up to speed on the actual mechanics of delivering safe but boundary-pushing erotic torture, you’ll be well on your way to becoming a first-class switch.” 
 
    Nora found she quite liked the idea, though her dominant feeling extended only to other female submissives. She had no desire to dominate her Master, which, he assured her with a laugh, was a good thing, as that would never happen. 
 
    When they entered the main dungeon, Eva was kneeling up on a yoga mat in the center of the room. She was naked, save for a pair of lacy white panties and a leather slave collar dyed a rich burgundy red. Her hair had grown in enough to reveal its thick, lustrous nature, glimmering gold in the muted dungeon light. Gone was all trace of the tortured, terrified girl they’d rescued from the attic. A serene, lovely young woman knelt in her place, her slender body proud and erect, her eyes submissively downcast. Jack stood just behind her, his large hand resting proprietarily on her bare shoulder. Though not as handsome as her husband, at least not to Nora, she had to admit Jack looked very fine indeed, decked out as he was in black leather pants, his smooth, muscular chest bare beneath a matching black leather vest. 
 
    “Kneel as you are in corset and boots beside your sister sub,” Charles instructed, and Nora moved quickly to obey. Though Eva remained perfectly still as Nora assumed her position next to her, she could easily read both Eva’s excitement and her nervousness.  
 
    The two men exchanged a few pleasantries, then Charles said in his deep, sexy Dom voice, “Sub Nora, for the duration of the evening, do you agree to submit to Master Jack as if you were his property, as well as mine?” 
 
    Thrilled to her core, Nora forced her voice to remain calm and steady as she replied, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “And you, Eva,” Jack added. “Do you agree to submit to Master Charles as if you belonged to him, as well as me?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Eva replied, stealing a nervous glance at Nora, who flashed her a quick, encouraging smile. 
 
    “Sub Eva,” Charles said, his eyes moving appreciatively over Eva’s bare torso, “Master Jack and I have agreed that tonight my sub girl is going to be your Mistress. I’ve been working with her to make sure she’s expert with the whip, flogger, paddle and cane. Tonight we put her dominant capabilities to the test.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jack said, picking up the narrative, his focus on Nora. “Eva’s safeword is red light.”  
 
    “Red light,” Nora repeated with a nod.  
 
    “You may go to the whip rack to select what you’d like Nora to use on your sweet little ass,” Jack continued, addressing Eva. “Once you’ve selected your whip of choice, you will kneel before Mistress Nora and offer yourself with grace. Is that understood, my sweet sub girl?” 
 
    Eva had flushed a pleasing pink, and Nora felt an answering heat rising inside her. At Charles’ signal, Nora stood while Eva went to the whip rack. The men moved to a couch set just off the main play area and sat down to watch the scene.  
 
    Eva returned to Nora, holding a cane. She knelt in front of Nora and balanced the thin rod on her upturned palms in perfect submissive form. Though Nora would have preferred to use a flogger her first time out, Charles had drilled her carefully on correct cane usage, and she felt up to the task. 
 
    In preparation for just such a scene, Nora had practiced first on pillows and pieces of paper hung from a clothesline until Charles felt she’d mastered the basics. Charles was of the school of thought that a Dominant should never do to their submissive anything they themselves had not experienced firsthand, and the cane was no exception. Thus, as her final test, Nora had painted several red welts on her Master’s sexy ass.  
 
    Now Nora took the offered cane from Eva’s hands. She closed her eyes a moment, letting the dominant power that normally lay dormant inside her rise to the fore. She opened her eyes, as ready as she was going to be. “Stand up. When I tell you, you will turn your back to me,” Nora instructed her sub girl. “You will stand in an at-ease position with your arms behind your head.”  
 
    Nora glanced at her Master, who gave her an encouraging nod. Turning back to Eva, she continued, “First I’ll warm up your skin. When I tell you it’s time, you will count for me, sub Eva. Ten strokes. You will not move out of position during the caning. You will kneel and thank me afterward. Are we clear?” 
 
    Eva took in a bushel of air and blew it out slowly. Tension moved like a live wire between them, though Nora also sensed the other woman’s desire. “Courage,” Nora whispered with a quick smile. “I know you can do this.”  She sent calming energy in Eva’s direction.  
 
    After a moment, Eva’s shoulders lowered their hunch, her expression smoothing. “Yes, Mistress Nora,” she replied in a low voice. 
 
    Nora nodded her approval. “Okay, then. Assume your position.” Her pulse quickened as she whipped the cane experimentally in the air. Eva turned slowly until her back was to Nora. Concentrating, Nora began to tap Eva’s round, pert bottom with the side of the cane. Her strokes were light and sure as she covered the surface area evenly, coloring the pale skin a soft pink. She could feel Eva’s tension slowly easing as the sub girl’s skin was warmed, her masochistic pleasure centers stoked by the cane. 
 
    Nora glanced again at the men. Both Jack and Charles were leaning forward, their expressions rapt. Charles, noticing Nora’s gaze, lifted his thumb to show his approval and smiled at her. Encouraged, Nora said, “I’m going to give you ten strokes, sub Eva. You will count for me.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Eva said throatily.  
 
    Nora stepped slightly to the side, angled her wrist just so, and struck the first blow. 
 
    “One,” Eva yelped, jumping slightly. A long white line rose horizontally over both ass cheeks, turning quickly to dark pink. The thrill of power zinged through Nora like a drug. Her heart was beating like a drum, her nipples hard as marbles, her pussy moist with desire. 
 
    The second stroke landed just above the first. “Two!” Eva cried, but this time she managed to remain still. “Three! Four! Five!” Eva was breathing fast, her shoulders rising and falling with the effort, the calm of a moment before clearly shaken.  
 
    Nora paused and placed her hand comfortingly on the back of Eva’s neck. “Slow your breathing,” she admonished gently as Master Charles had reminded her many times before. “Remember your grace. You’re doing really well, Eva. Only five to go. You can do it.” She kept her hand on Eva’s neck, aware firsthand of the calming effect of skin on skin. She waited several long beats until she felt Eva begin to relax. “Are you ready to continue?” Nora asked softly, her cane arm twitching to finish the task she’d begun. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Eva said, her voice steady. “Please, Mistress.” 
 
    Nora let the cane fall once more, her confidence rising. “Six!” Eva cried. “Seven… Eight… Nine… Oooooh…”   
 
    Eva’s ass was beautifully striped with red welts. Nora stepped to the side to see Eva’s face. She could feel the men’s eyes intent on them both. Eva’s breathing had slowed and deepened. Her muscles were relaxed, her head tilted back, eyes closed, lips parted. There was no question about it—Eva had entered the hallowed and sacred halls of submissive headspace. She was flying. 
 
    I did this, Nora thought, thrilled to her bones to have given someone a small taste of the passionate joy Charles gave her on a regular basis. Aloud, she warned, “This last one will test your fortitude. Stay where you are, and accept it with the grace I know you possess.”  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Eva breathed in a trancelike tone. The last stroke sliced furiously through the air and thwacked against Eva’s already tender ass. “Ten,” Eva murmured, barely seeming to register the angry red welt rising over the others.  
 
    Nora knew from experience Eva was now at the point where she had lost the will or desire to protest, even at the risk of real bodily harm. This was where the Dom had to step in and take full charge to keep his, or in this case, her, submissive safe. “Well done, sub Eva,” Nora said, lowering the cane and touching Eva’s shoulder with her free hand. “You may thank me.” 
 
    Eva turned slowly and sank gracefully to her knees. She lowered her head until her lips touched the toe of Nora’s right boot. “Thank you, Mistress,” the lovely young sub girl breathed. Lifting herself upright, Eva twisted to regard the two men still seated on the couch, both of them leaning forward as if attached by invisible strings to the women. “Thank you, Master Charles,” she said prettily, and then, her voice rich with unmistakable love, “Thank you, Master Jack, my darling Sir.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, beautiful girl,” Jack replied.  
 
    Both men were beaming, and Nora realized she was grinning so hard her cheeks hurt. Then Charles said, “Now, the Mistress will again become a sub. The second scene will take place in the punishment room. Tonight at last we will explore Nora’s grace in handling the steel head cage.” 
 
    Nora’s grin fell away, the cane she’d held clattering to the floor. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The walls of the punishment room were painted a deep red, the hardwood floor stained black. As they entered, Jack put his hand on Eva’s shoulder and she turned toward him. He pulled her close, whispering into her hair, “You were magnificent back there, Eva.”  
 
    She leaned into him, his words warming her from the inside out. Nora’s technical skill with the cane had impressed Eva considerably. But the real thrill of the experience, and one she hadn’t expected, came from the heightened element of erotic surrender that resulted from submitting to another sub. It had felt, in a way, as if she’d been submitting not only to the woman wielding the cane, but also to both their respective Masters, and the result had been all the more powerful. 
 
    Nora’s gaze was riveted to the metal globe that hung by a chain in the center of the room. It looked like a huge, silver bowling ball, or the headgear for some kind of deep-sea diver. Unlike an ancient mariner’s mask, however, this device had chains soldered on either side, wrist cuffs dangling from the chains. Further examination of the globe revealed there were holes cut into the lower portion, no doubt to permit the wearer to breathe, but the metal appeared otherwise entirely solid. 
 
    Eva could feel Nora’s trepidation as if it were an electric current crackling and swirling through the room. She was staring at the head cage, her right hand clenching Charles’ forearm in a white-knuckled grip. Charles placed his arm around Nora’s shoulders. “Remind me, sub girl. Who do you belong to?” 
 
    The words seemed to have an instant calming effect, because Nora loosened her talon-like hold on her Dom’s arm and said softly, “You, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s right. And what can I do to you, if it pleases me?” 
 
    “Anything you want, Sir.” 
 
    “Correct. But within that context of total control, what is my paramount concern when it comes to my sub girl?” 
 
    “To keep me safe, Sir.” 
 
    Charles hugged her closer. “That’s right, my darling. Knowing that, you also know I want to help you continue to grow as a submissive, and push boundaries that will lead you to where you long to go, right?” 
 
    Nora nodded. “Yes, Sir. Thank you for reminding me, Sir.” 
 
    “You pleased me greatly with your session with sub Eva.” Charles dropped his arm and turned to face Nora. He lifted her chin gently with his thumb and forefinger and gazed down into her eyes. “I want to reward you with a chance to show me, and to show our friends as witnesses, another step in your submissive journey. I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t think you were ready, more than ready, for this challenge.” He peered into Nora’s face, his dark eyes luminous in the soft light. “If I made a mistake in that, you just need to tell me. We’ll choose something else as your reward.” 
 
    Eva held her breath as she waited for Nora’s response, silently rooting for her friend to find the courage to face what was clearly a trigger for her. Nora was still for several long moments as she stared up into Charles’ face, as if finding the strength she needed in his visage. 
 
    Finally she lowered herself in a deep, graceful curtsey that ended with her on her knees. Though her voice trembled slightly as she spoke the words, she said, “Please, Master Charles, will you place me in the head cage?” 
 
    Charles held out his hand. “Yes, sub Nora. I will do that for you.” He pulled her to her feet. They stared intently at one another, as if they’d forgotten anyone else was in the room. Jack and Eva exchanged a quick glance, and Jack gestured with his head toward a velvet-covered bench set discreetly against one wall, directly across from the head cage. 
 
    They sat down on the bench as Charles led Nora to the steel globe. Eva’s ass felt hot against the velvet, the delicious sting of the welts still lingering. They watched silently as Charles released clasps on either side of the globe, allowing it to split along the hinges of its vertical seam. The front half of the headgear lifted open like the visor of a helmet.  
 
    Charles turned to his wife, who was also watching intently, her arms wrapped protectively around her torso. “Are you ready?” Charles asked. “You can still change your mind.” 
 
    Nora drew in a breath and let it out slowly. She dropped her arms and lifted her chin. “I’m ready, Sir. Please place me in the head cage.”  
 
    Charles nodded and guided her into position, the back of her head against the inside back of the open device. He adjusted the chain slightly so the cage sat at the proper height to cover Nora’s head and neck comfortably. “I’m going to close the cage now. Use your emergency hand signal if you’re in extreme distress. I’m going to use your body in a way that pleases me. Your only task is to submit.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Nora’s voice came out small, and her eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    Charles leaned closer, whispering something Eva couldn’t hear. Then he kissed her and stepped back. Nora’s eyes had closed, and a soft smile played on her lips. 
 
    Charles carefully closed the cage over Nora’s face and slipped the latches on either side into a locked position. An initial small, squeaking sound emanated from behind the metal globe, but Nora was otherwise still. She remained silent as Charles lifted her arms one at a time and secured her wrists into the cuffs that hung from the apparatus.  
 
    When he was done, Charles glanced over to where Jack and Eva were sitting. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”  
 
    “Stunning,” Jack agreed. “That head cage is really cool. We’ll have to try it soon, won’t we, Eva?” 
 
    “Um…” Eva responded noncommittally, though she had to admit the image Nora presented was extremely erotic.  She was still wearing her sexy black satin corset and high leather boots. Eva wondered what Charles had in mind for his girl, but knew she wouldn’t need to wait long to find out.  
 
    Charles moved to a small sideboard and returned with a pair of bandage scissors. He tugged at the right hip of Nora’s tiny panties and snipped the fabric. He snipped the other side and let the bit of satin and lace fall away. A tap to Nora’s thigh made her spread her legs wide. A second pat on her ass caused her to arch her pelvis forward.  
 
    She held that position, pussy exposed, while Charles reached for the top of her corset. Eva hoped he wasn’t going to cut the beautiful garment, and was relieved to see he’d already set down the scissors.  
 
    He reached into the bodice of the corset with both hands. Out popped Nora’s pretty breasts, pushed up and together by the confines of the corset just beneath them, like perfect, ripe peaches. The gold hoops at her nipples caught the light. The sight of the exposed, cuffed and metal-masked submissive was at once unsettling and deeply erotic. Eva was glad she was sitting down, and she leaned gratefully into Jack. He reached for her hand and placed it on his groin. She grinned as her fingers closed over his rock-hard erection.  
 
    Charles moved behind his sub girl and cupped her bare breasts, his fingers finding her nipples. He squeezed and twisted them until the pink nubbins darkened to red and stood like gumdrops on the soft mounds of flesh.  
 
    Letting go of her, Charles reached for something in his back pocket. He produced what Eva saw was a pair of clover nipple clamps. Still leaning over Nora from behind, he grabbed one nipple and pulled it taut. He pushed one of the clamps open and let it close over the nipple.  
 
    Another squeak emanated from behind the head cage.  
 
    He clamped the second nipple and gave the chain a gentle tug, which Eva knew from experience would cause the clover clamps to tighten against Nora’s already compressed nipples. 
 
    Remaining behind her, he reached over her body to cup her pubic mound. As his middle finger disappeared between her spread legs, another sound issued from the cage, this one a low, sensual moan. One hand tugged at the clamp chain while the other massaged Nora’s spread cunt. The rich scent of female arousal filled the small room, and Nora’s body began to tremble. After a while, a muffled but steady moaning was audible from behind the head cage, and it was clear Nora was holding on by a thread.  
 
    Say it! Eva telegraphed urgently to Charles. Let her come! She could feel the heat emanating from Jack’s erection, and her own pussy was moist and throbbing between her legs.  
 
    Finally Charles intoned, “Come for me, sub Nora. Now.” 
 
    As she danced, Charles released the nipple clamps, adding what Eva knew was the perfect spice of erotic pain to the sweetness of Nora’s orgasmic pleasure.  
 
    Eventually Nora’s passionate cries died away, and she sagged in her confines. Jack jumped up from the bench and moved to help Charles as he released Nora’s wrist cuffs and opened the head cage. Jack pulled the cage back and held it away as Nora fell into her husband’s arms. 
 
    Eva joined them, wanting to see firsthand that her best girlfriend was all right. Charles lifted Nora into his arms. She opened her eyes, which were fever-bright. Her cheeks were flushed, a radiant smile on her face. 
 
    Charles carried Nora through a doorway Eva hadn’t noticed before. Jack and Eva followed. Charles sat on the daybed that nearly filled the room, Nora still in his arms. There was a small refrigerator in the corner of the room, and Charles gestured with his head. “A bottle of water,” he said. 
 
    Eva moved quickly to retrieve the water. She twisted off the cap and handed the bottle to Charles. He helped Nora to sit more upright and tipped the rim of the bottle to her lips.  
 
    She drank deeply, sighed happily, and said, “Wow. Wow, wow, wow, wow, wow. That was one of the most amazing, intense experiences of my life.” She lifted her face to Charles. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you for knowing I truly was ready, at last.” 
 
    Charles smiled and leaned down to kiss Nora’s lips. “You’re welcome.” He lifted his head and flashed a grin toward Jack before looking back down at Nora. “Now the question is, how do you repay me? In fact”—he fixed his gaze on Eva—“it seems to me both subs in this equation have had satisfaction. What about us Doms?” 
 
    Eva glanced at Jack’s crotch, which still sported a huge, telltale lump beneath the soft black leather of his pants, and said, “I have an idea. If Nora’s up to it, we could thank our Masters properly, on our knees.” She licked her lips suggestively. Jack laughed and winked at her, and she was certain he knew precisely what she was offering.  
 
    Nora, too, seemed to get it. She rolled from Charles’ lap and knelt up, apparently fully recovered from the erotic ordeal with the head cage. “That’s an excellent idea,” she enthused, rubbing her hands together in her eagerness. 
 
    Charles stood and reached for his fly, pulling the zipper down past his own sizable bulge. He looked at Jack with a conspiratorial grin. “What do you say, Master Jack? Care for a little friendly competition? The girls will service us without the benefit of their hands. Whoever comes first, wins.” 
 
    Jack moved to stand beside Charles, grinning broadly. “Sounds like a plan. Though somehow I think we’re both going to end up winners. This whole night has me so hot I’ll be lucky if I last thirty seconds.” 
 
    Charles replied with a grin, “I give myself twenty, max.” 
 
    Eva knelt beside Nora and placed her hands dutifully behind her back, her mouth watering in anticipation of worshipping her Master’s cock. 
 
    The men opened their pants and pulled out their erect shafts. At a signal from Jack, Eva fell hungrily to her task of satisfying her Master, Nora working busily beside her.  
 
    Life, she thought happily, was good. So, so good. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was fun. Maybe I’ll even win a set one of these days.” Jack grinned as he toweled his hair dry in the locker room. He enjoyed coming with Charles to his gym and was considering getting a membership of his own.  
 
    “Hey, you kidding?” Charles said, pulling on his jeans. “I can’t believe you’re new to the game. You got in some excellent slams today. I predict my days as the reigning racquet ball champion of the Hawthorne Dungeon Keyholders are numbered.” Charles looked at his watch. “I have a few minutes before I have to be at the office. You have time to grab something to eat before we head out?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Eva’s taking a jewelry making class all week through adult education at NYU, and I don’t have to teach until this afternoon.” 
 
    “Jewelry, huh? I thought she was into painting.” They walked together out of the locker room and into the club’s snack bar. They both ordered orange juice and an English muffin and carried their food to one of the small tables. 
 
    “She’s into everything—watercolor, oils, ceramics and now jewelry,” Jack said enthusiastically, unable to hide his pride. “She’s even interested in sculpting, and she’s really good. I’ve been working with her informally in our studio with clay. She’s got incredible talent. It’s gratifying to watch her develop as an artist.” 
 
    Charles smiled at him. “You do realize you’re beaming like a proud papa, right?” he teased. “Seriously though, in the fifteen years I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you like this, Jack. Eva is it, isn’t she? It’s not just the D/s thing—she’s the one for you on every level, am I right?” 
 
    Jack nodded, a flush of warmth and happiness moving through him to say it out loud. “Yeah. I really, really love Eva.” He leaned forward, adding earnestly,  “You know, I’ve spent my life devoted to my art. I told myself I had plenty of time, and someday, somewhere I’d find the right person. But I always secretly worried that she wasn’t out there. I mean, maybe she was, but I was never giving myself a chance to find out.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “It’s weird how things can work out. You never know what life’s going to throw at you. I guess what you do with it is what matters in the end. I met Nora on a subway platform on one of the hottest days of a very muggy New York summer. It was rush hour, and the train had broken down, and we’d been waiting like thirty minutes. She was standing there holding all these bags, and she looked really miserable, and exhausted, and gorgeous, of course. I’d just had a really rotten day at work, and my plan was to spend the evening alone drinking beer, watching the game and feeling sorry for myself.  
 
    “My girlfriend at the time and I had just broken up, and I’d sworn to myself upside down and sideways that no way was I going to get involved with anyone any time soon. I wasn’t interested in rebound sex, and I certainly had no plans to pick up a stranger on a subway platform. But there was just something about Nora. I kept stealing glances at her, and thinking, should I say anything? I remember looking at her ring finger and doing a mental fist pump when I saw no ring there. 
 
    “Then, when the train finally came, Nora hoisted her sacks and started to move through the throng to get closer to the door. I knew right then I just couldn’t let her disappear. I struck up a conversation with her and somehow convinced her we should go out for a coffee. The rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
    Jack nodded, smiling indulgently at his old friend, who had told him this story more than once. “Pretty amazing that you share the same kink, huh, meeting the way you did?” 
 
    “You got that right,” Charles said emphatically. “Nora actually had more direct experience with BDSM than I did at the time, but we’re both hardwired that way, no question about it. If one or the other of us hadn’t been, it wouldn’t have lasted. It’s too essential a part of who we are.” 
 
    “I get that,” Jack said. “Same with Eva and me. D/s is at the core of our relationship, but it’s not the only thing. To have someone I love share my passion for art is just amazing. I keep encouraging her to apply to the fine arts program at NYU, but so far she’s just not ready, I guess.” He shrugged. “I mean, not that I can blame her. Choosing art for a career is kind of insane. But really, you don’t choose it, it kind of chooses you, if you follow me.”  
 
    “I do,” Charles replied. “When something is right, it’s right.” He patted Jack’s arm. “I think I’ve been with Nora long enough that her sixth sense about people sometimes rubs off on me. And I sense you’re talking about more than just art school. Here’s my advice, not that you’re asking.” He grinned. “But seriously, when the time is right, you’ll know. Trust Eva, and trust yourself.” 
 
      
 
    That night over dinner, Jack asked, “How’s the jewelry class going?”  
 
    It was the only opening needed. Excitement bubbled through her words as Eva eagerly related the latest techniques she’d been learning for working with gold.  
 
    When she finally paused for a breath, Jack said in a deliberately casual tone, “You know, the new semester starts soon. I just happen to have an application to the Tisch School handy. It’s not too late to apply. With the portfolio you’ve been amassing, I’m telling you, you’d be a shoo-in.” 
 
    Eva glanced up sharply, though Jack could swear her eyes were twinkling. She giggled suddenly, and then covered her mouth with her hand.  
 
    “What?” Jack demanded with a smile. “You’ve been looking like the cat who ate the canary all night. What’s going on, young lady? Do I have to spank you to get a straight answer?” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Eva replied with a saucy grin. “That might be just the thing.” 
 
    Jack hit his forehead in mock exasperation. “I should know better than to think you’d see that as a punishment. Maybe I should have said I won’t spank you if you don’t tell me what’s up.” 
 
    “Well, since I don’t want to not be spanked”—Eva reached underneath her seat cushion and held up an envelope—”I guess I’ll ‘fess up. I got this today. Want to see it?” 
 
    Confused but intrigued, Jack accepted the envelope. He saw the return address and his heart skipped a beat. He slipped out the single sheet of paper and read, his eyes widening with each word. Leaping from his seat, he gave a whoop of delight.  
 
    Eva jumped up too, clapping her hands, and Jack caught her in his arms. Lifting her, he twirled her around and then danced his way to the sofa. Collapsing back into the cushions, he pulled Eva onto his lap.  
 
    “When the heck did you even apply?” he queried. “A full scholarship? Oh my god, you amazing, wonderful woman!” 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything until I heard back from them. I just got the letter this afternoon. I’ve been bursting to tell you. I wanted to wait for the right moment.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Eva. I’m so very proud of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jack,” Eva said, her voice cracking with sudden emotion. “I really, truly could not have done it without you.” 
 
    “Sure you could have,” Jack replied. “But I’m glad you didn’t.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Eva nestled against Jack’s chest and smiled. She had been so excited to tell him about her scholarship and was gratified at his encouraging and supportive response. So, this is what love is, she thought happily.  
 
    She was drifting in a contented peace in Jack’s embrace when he shifted behind her, his arms falling away. He placed his hand on the back of her neck and applied a gentle but firm pressure. Though he hadn’t said a word, the sudden shift in the mood was palpable. It was as if the air had thickened with crackling electricity, like the atmosphere just before a summer storm. Eva’s entire body pinged with anticipation, though she didn’t yet know what her Master intended. 
 
    “About that spanking,” Jack murmured in a low growl. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, recalling their earlier playful banter on the topic.  
 
    Jack tightened his grip on her neck and pushed her gently but firmly from the couch to the floor. She started to kneel up as a matter of course, but he stopped her with a shake of his head. “Strip and then lie on your back right there on the floor. Keep your hands at your sides and arch your hips up so your ass is off the ground. Spread your knees as wide as you can and hold that position. I’m going to spank that sweet, hot little cunt of yours. You will do your best to maintain your position throughout the session.” 
 
    Eva, who had already stood and was stripping off her shirt and jeans, asked in a breathless voice, “What happens if I move out of position?” 
 
    “You’ll be punished, of course,” Master Jack replied, though his eyes were twinkling.  
 
    Naked, Eva lay back on the hardwood floor, which was cool against her bare skin. Jack stood, a throw pillow from the sofa in his hands. “Use that under your head,” he instructed as he slipped it into place. He watched as Eva positioned her feet flat on the floor and lifted the lower half of her body. A current of air ghosted over her bared cunt and, though she trusted Jack more than anyone she had ever known in her life, she couldn’t stop the faint heat of embarrassment that moved over her face and chest at the splayed exposure of her position.  
 
    Jack, meanwhile, had removed his clothing as well. The sight of his strong, lean body distracted her. There was a drop of pre-come on the tip of his hard cock, and her pussy throbbed in anticipation. 
 
    Naked, Jack crouched in front of her. “Beautiful,” he murmured, his eyes hooding with lust as he stared at her arched, exposed body. He shifted his hot gaze from between her legs to her face. “Are you ready, sub Eva? Are you willing to suffer for me?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she breathed, a gush of desire melting her from the inside out. 
 
    He started lightly, a gentle, steady slap against her pussy. It stung a little, but wasn’t anything she couldn’t easily tolerate. After a minute, though, the slaps intensified to smacks. Eva began to breathe rapidly as she struggled to handle the pain.  
 
    Oh, stop, stop, stop, stop!  
 
    She knew if she could just get through the initial pain, she might ascend into the pure heaven that awaited her, a heaven only Master Jack could give her. 
 
    “Yes,” her lover said, his voice deep and soothing as he continued to smack her wet, swollen cunt. “That’s it. You’re nearly there, I can feel it. Let go. Hold nothing back from me. Give me it all. Everything you have.”  
 
    His stroke changed just slightly, the smack still hard as ever, but now his fingers were doing a kind of sensual glide over her hard clit at the start of each slap, the result an explosion of pleasure followed instantly by searing pain. Her silent protests evaporated, leaving behind only sizzling lust and aching need.  
 
    Don’t stop, don’t stop, oh, don’t ever stop!  
 
    Her cunt was on fire, every nerve ending screaming in a confusion of pleasure and pain. She was panting, her body sheened with sweat, her muscles burning with exertion. She teetered on the brink of collapse or orgasm. Her lips parted as she tried to form the words to beg him to stop, or to never stop.  
 
    At that moment his blistering palm fell away. He leaned over her and pushed her gently onto the floor with his body until he lay fully over her. She groaned as the head of his cock slid between her legs. Her labia stung from the spanking and her clit, though hard as a marble, burned. 
 
    Jack pushed himself slowly but steadily into her wet, willing heat. He pulled her against him until he was buried to the hilt. She began to tremble as he moved inside her. The pleasure was immediate and intense, obliterating the tender, stinging pain of a moment before.  
 
    She climaxed again and again and again as he thrust inside her, his mouth locked on hers, his hands cupping her ass. Finally, with a single cry, he exploded and then collapsed, his masculine weight heavy on top of her. She could feel his heart pounding like a captured bird between their breastbones.  
 
    They lay still, the sweat cooling on their bodies, their limbs entwined, their breathing slowing and easing as they drifted together in a shared post-orgasmic fog. 
 
    Finally Jack lifted himself onto his arms. Eva opened her eyes. He was smiling down at her, a devilish glint in his eyes. “That was just a warm-up for tonight when we go to the dungeon,” he informed her. 
 
    “A warm-up?” she squeaked, the fog quickly burning away. 
 
    “Haven’t you always said you want to be paddled?” 
 
    “I guess it’s true what they say, right?” Eva said, trying for a light, playful tone, though her heart was thumping.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Watch out what you wish for,” she replied with a nervous laugh. “You just might get it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the first gathering of the keyholders since Ben and I took over. Though not everyone could make it, we’re truly delighted to see those of you who could. Tonight should be great fun, and the term keyholder will take on a whole new meaning.” Jessica smiled fondly at her sub. He stood a good foot taller than she, and weighed easily a hundred pounds more, but there was no question who was in control in the relationship, which suited them both fine.   
 
    Nora had been surprised but delighted when Jessica Dade announced she and Ben were interested in accepting the position as Master Keyholders and becoming full-time, live-in caretakers of Hawthorne Dungeon. “I’ve been scaling back my law practice for a while now,” she’d explained. “With all the kids grown and gone, our place in Larchmont is just too big. Since Ben retired, we already spend most of our evenings here anyway. I have a lot of ideas for how to expand the business side of things, while still maintaining the intimate atmosphere for us core keyholders. Ben’s a fantastic handyman and his favorite hobby is building inventive BDSM play equipment. Really, it was a no-brainer. I’m simply glad everyone else agreed.” 
 
    The dominant keyholders there that evening, in addition to Jessica, included Charles, Harry, Jack, Sarah and William. They were seated in folding chairs facing the stage, really just a raised platform set against a wall of the main dungeon. Their subs were kneeling on cushions beside their feet. Charles was idly stroking Nora’s hair. Eva was resting her head on Jack’s knee. 
 
    Jessica picked up a small ceramic bowl from the side counter. “Everyone’s key is labeled and in the bowl, correct?” There were nods of assent. “I believe we all know the rules, but just to review, I will hand each dominant a key, selected at random. The sub whose key you receive will service you in the way you choose, within prescribed limits, of course. Oral homage by the sub for his or her partner of the evening is permissible, and all the subs understand and agree to this possible choice by their temporary Master or Mistress.  
 
    “As always,” Jessica continued, “the dominants will have a chance to confer before play begins, in case there are any issues specific to your sub you need their temporary partner to be aware of. Chastity belts will remain in place during the scene, just to eliminate temptation for any dominant who might, uh, forget him or herself in the heat of the moment.” She looked pointedly at Harry, a notorious horndog.  
 
    Harry gave an elaborate shrug of his shoulders and protested, “Who? Me?” Everyone laughed, including Harry. 
 
    Jessica began to hand out the keys. When she gave Charles his key, he glanced down at it and then showed it to Nora. Brooke. Brooke had remained in service as a sub for hire at Hawthorne Dungeon, and was there that evening as Harry’s guest. Nora stole a sidelong glance at her. 
 
    Brooke was by all accounts a beautiful woman. Nora firmly banished the worm of jealousy that tried to wiggle its way into her heart. Charles loved her with all his heart, and made that love abundantly clear every day of their lives. These BDSM play scenes in which they engaged with others, while sometimes challenging on an emotional level, always served to spice things up between them, and Nora wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “Wait.” Jack, who sat on Charles’ other side, held out the key Jessica had just handed him. “I got our key back. Should I pick another one?” 
 
    Jessica turned back and examined the key. “Nothing in the rules says you can’t pick your own key.” Jessica glanced at Eva. Nora observed the subtle but undeniable exchange of excited secrecy between the two of them. Jack, however, didn’t seem to notice. “As long as it’s all right with the two of you. Just the luck of the draw, you understand.” 
 
    Jack looked down at Eva, who offered an innocent, angelic smile in return. “It suits me, Sir,” she said sweetly. Nora had to suppress her own grin. Something was definitely afoot, and clearly, Jessica was in on it.  
 
    Once everyone had their keys, Jessica said, “Ben and I will be available to assist with any spotting or whatever is necessary. We will also be the judges in this fun but decidedly informal contest. Whichever sub we decide has done the best job of submission will be invited up to the stage with his or her partner of the evening, and may make a request of that partner, which they will have to grant.” 
 
    She turned her attention to the kneeling submissives. “I’ll ask the subs to please take their places on the stage while their Masters and Mistress take a moment to discuss any issues that might need highlighting or negotiating for tonight’s scene.” 
 
    Nora and the other subs rose and walked over to the low-rise stage. It took a few moments for them to arrange themselves on the platform. Eva was beside Nora, and Nora could feel the other woman’s barely contained nervous excitement, but now wasn’t the time for questions.  
 
    She focused instead on Charles. He was in conversation with both Harry and William, and she felt the glow of being cared for move warmly through her. Whenever they played with others, Charles always made sure their play partners were very clear on Nora’s comfort level and hard limits.  
 
    Mike, who belonged to Sarah, was on Nora’s other side, Brooke beside him. Claudia, who belonged to William, stood to Eva’s right. Like Ben, all the subs on the stage were naked, save for the chastity belts locked in place on the women, and the leather cock cage covering Mike’s cock and balls. 
 
    Jessica approached the stage. “Everyone ready? Stand tall, at ease, arms behind your backs while you wait,” she instructed. She turned back to nod at the dominants, who approached the stage to stand in front of their designated partner for the evening.  
 
    Harry stopped in front of Mike, and Nora had to suppress a smile at the irony of that pairing. Happily, while Harry was firmly heterosexual when choosing lovers, he was known to indulge in an occasional bit of male submissive worship when playing in the scene. Mike and Sarah were avowed bisexuals.  
 
    William gazed up at Nora with a smile. In his late forties, William was African American, with strong, handsome features, a muscular physique, and a serious penchant for extreme bondage. Though Nora and Charles had never scened directly with Claudia and William, she liked them both. Her skin tingled at the prospect of rope and chain.  
 
    William held out a hand to her, and Nora accepted it, climbing down from the low stage with his help. As she suspected he might, William led her to the bondage area, which contained a large yoga mat set on the floor beside a tall, doorless cupboard, in which dozens of neatly coiled hanks of rope and chain were on display, along with baskets of clips and ties. 
 
    Nora glanced over to see Charles leading Brooke to the suspension rack, while Jack walked Eva to one of the spanking benches. “Focus on me, slave Nora,” William said in his deep, sonorous voice. He said it in a calm tone, but the rebuke was clear.  
 
    Nora quickly turned her attention to her Master of the evening. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Charles tells me you’re very comfortable with extreme restraint. He did mention some circulation issues?” 
 
    “I can handle most positions without a problem,” Nora replied. “I’m very limber. I do have an old shoulder injury that didn’t quite heal correctly when I was a kid. If my upper body is bound tightly for too long, my right arm tends to go numb.” 
 
    William nodded. “Understood.” He reached for several hanks of cream-colored cotton rope from the cupboard. “Lie down on the mat. We’ll do your legs first.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Nora replied, a pleasant thrum of desire moving through her, her pussy moistening beneath the soft pink leather of her chastity belt as she lay on her side on the thick yoga mat.  
 
    “I’ll use a frog tie on your legs. You’re familiar with the position?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Nora said.  
 
    William crouched beside her and positioned her right leg so it was bent fully at the knee. He tied the rope just below the knee and around the lower thigh, adding a second rope just above the ankle and around the upper thigh. As he worked, he asked her how she was doing, and if it was too tight or too loose. Despite the rather clinical way in which he worked, she found, as she always did when rope was involved, the experience to be supremely erotic. 
 
    When he was done with the first leg, he helped her roll over onto her other side. He tied the second leg as he had the first, and then lifted her into an upright kneeling position. He took a step back to inspect his handiwork.  
 
    “Spread your legs wider,” he instructed, and Nora lifted her ass so she could comply, and then settled back down again against her heels. Nice,” he said, staring down at her, his erection now evident in his loose black cotton drawstring pants. “Now the arms. We’ll do a box tie so we don’t restrict blood flow or compress any nerves the way an elbows-together position might.” The way he phrased this reminded Nora he was an orthopedic surgeon by profession. 
 
    “Place your arms behind your back and grip each elbow with the opposite hand,” William instructed. He brought rope around her upper arms and chest, just above her breasts, knotting it at the center of her back. He tied a second piece beneath her breasts, bringing it around her arms just above the elbows. As the ropes tightened Nora was forced to arch her back and thrust her breasts forward, which made her feel at once graceful and vulnerable. Finally he bound her wrists, both to each other and to the ropes that bound her arms.  
 
    She was completely immobilized by the binds snugged tightly around her arms, legs and upper body. William stood and stepped back, staring at her with eyes that glittered with dominant lust. “Hmm, hmm,” he said appreciatively. He brought a hand to his chin and stroked it, as if in thought. “Something’s missing.” He raised his eyebrows and said, “Aha, I know!” in such a way that led Nora to believe he’d already fully planned whatever he was going to do next. 
 
    Reaching into the back pocket of his pants, he pulled something out and showed it to Nora. It was a pair of tweezer clamps held together with a thin red chain. Crouching again in front of Nora, he gripped her right nipple and positioned it between the tips of one pair of tweezers. He pushed the sliding adjuster ring to tighten the grip until Nora winced. “Perfect,” he announced, and then did the same thing to her left nipple. The pain in her nipples was instantly matched by a throb of masochistic pleasure in her cunt. 
 
    William rose and faced the cupboard. He leaned into it, reaching for something at the back. He pulled out what appeared to be a black ball made of hard rubber. It was about the size of a cantaloupe with plum-sized raised bumps all over it. “Meet the vibrating sex ball,” William said with an evil grin. He set the strange ball down between Nora’s spread knees. “This is one of Claudia’s favorite toys.” 
 
    He rolled the ball forward until it was tucked firmly between Nora’s thighs, the top of one of the plum bumps pressing hard against the thin leather of her chastity belt and making her clit throb. “Now,” William said, leaning closer, “for the fun part.” He flicked a switch on the side of the ball and it hummed and vibrated to life, the little plum whirring against Nora’s already-tingling clit. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped involuntarily.  
 
    “Indeed,” William replied. “But don’t come, young lady. Not without permission.” He tugged at the chain between the nipple clamps as a reminder. While the compression remained intense, her nipples had numbed enough for her to tolerate the clamps a while longer. 
 
    William returned to the cupboard one more time. When he turned to face her he held up a long, thick satin sash. “The rest of the scene will take place with you blindfolded. You will not speak, except to say your safeword, should that be necessary. You will listen to my commands, and obey them. You will not climax unless or until you are given permission. Are you clear on all this?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Nora managed. The vibrating ball thrummed between her legs.  
 
    William nodded. “Good.” He moved behind her and placed the satin sash over her eyes. He knotted it securely behind her head, and Nora couldn’t stop the sigh of rapture. She was in heaven, the rope keeping her tightly bound, the vibrating sex ball sending tremors of pleasure through her body, deliciously juxtaposed with the tight grip at her nipples.  
 
    William didn’t speak for a long time, and, blindfolded and bound as she was, it was easy to imagine it was Master Charles standing in front of her, rather than William. The sex ball vibrated insistently at her crotch, and if she hadn’t been wearing the leather chastity belt, there was no question an orgasm or two or three would have already been pulled from her, her desire to control herself notwithstanding.  
 
    She heard some rustling movement, and then felt the nudge of a man’s cock head pressing against her lips. She felt a sudden, swooping nervous drop in her gut at the thought of sucking another man’s cock. She reminded herself this public play was an extension of Charles’ and her lovemaking, and so, in an abstract way, she would be pleasuring Master Charles by providing pleasure to William.  
 
    She parted her lips, prepared for the stranger’s different taste and scent. As the thick, silky shaft slid into her mouth, she smiled. Even if she hadn’t been a sensitive, she would have known her husband’s cock anywhere.  
 
    She suckled, licked, teased and worshipped Master Charles’ shaft and balls with enthusiasm. Despite her best intentions, her focus began to falter as the sex ball vibrated insistently against her swollen, throbbing clit. She began to pant and tremble as she struggled to hold back her orgasm.  
 
    Just when she was about to lose control, Charles shuddered and spurted in several long, hot ribbons down her throat. “Come for me, baby. Now,” he gasped. 
 
    Nora didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Eva was relieved Jack hadn’t insisted on drawing another key from the bowl when he’d received her key, though she knew Jessica would have been able to handle the situation. Fortunately, he’d gone along with grace, and she only hoped he wasn’t secretly disappointed. 
 
    As if reading her mind, Jack asked the question from the other direction. “Are you sorry I got your key? Do you want me to see if I can get another couple to switch out?” His tone was playful but Eva sensed the seriousness of the question. 
 
    She shook her head and said emphatically, “No, Sir. This suits me just fine. Better than fine. I want to scene with you, please.” She meant it.  
 
    “All right then,” he said, an evil grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “Like you said before, better watch what you wish for.”  
 
    The paddle Jack had chosen was made of wood that had been covered in soft, black leather. Eva’s knees rested comfortably on the padded leg rests on either side of the spanking bench, her forearms flat on the armrests, her body draped vertically over the bench.  
 
    “Paddling can get kind of intense,” Jack said from above her. “So I’m going to restrain you to help you keep your position.” He slipped the Velcro cuffs over her wrists and ankles, and then brought the broad leather strap over her back, securing it beneath the bench. The restraints had a calming effect. She felt secure and she relaxed, at least a little. 
 
    Jack held the paddle to her lips. “Kiss it,” he instructed, and Eva obeyed, a thrill of erotic fear moving through her loins at what was about to happen. Though Eva wanted to experience the thuddy, stinging impact of a full-on paddling, she was scared she might not be able to handle the intensity. 
 
    Master Jack moved out of her line of vision. She jumped a little when something touched her bare bottom. She blew out a breath as she realized it was just Jack’s hands, moving in a soothing, preparatory way over her skin. Too soon, he said, “Once we get started, I’m not going to stop until I’m ready, no matter how much you whimper and beg. Only your safeword will stop the action prematurely. I’m confident, however, that you can work your way through the experience without resorting to that.” 
 
    He continued to massage her flesh as he spoke, his touch at once gentle and arousing. She could feel the heat and moisture pooling beneath the leather of her chastity belt, and she ached for her Master’s cock. 
 
    “Are you ready for your paddling, Eva?” Master Jack asked, recalling her sharply to the task at hand.  
 
    Every nerve ending in her body was pinging in anticipation. While she feared the paddle, she longed for it. She was as ready as she would ever be. She made a silent promise to both Master Jack and herself to take her paddling like the strong, brave submissive she knew herself to be. “Yes, Sir,” she begged. “Please, Sir.” 
 
    The paddle whooshed through the air and struck her hard, the impact of the blow pushing her forward. She was tensed and ready for the second blow, which came crashing down just as hard as the first. The paddle smashed against her ass again and again in a flood of searing pain. Eva began to whimper, despite her intention to remain stoically silent. 
 
    Her flesh was on fire, flames burning over her skin, a different kind of heat kindling deep in her core. After a while she forgot any unspoken promise of decorum and grace. She was glad for the restraints, because she doubted she would have been able to keep her position otherwise. The tears flowed down her cheeks and her hands were balled into fists.  
 
    “Please, please, please, please,” she panted, though she wasn’t sure just what she was pleading for.  
 
    “You’re doing so good,” Jack whispered, his voice close to her ear. “You’re almost there, baby. Let the magic happen.” 
 
    At his words, whatever coiled tension that remained in Eva’s gut loosened and slipped away. A heavy, velvety blanket fell over her senses, wrapping her in its safe, warm cocoon. Her body became weightless as she soared into inky, perfect darkness and utter peace. 
 
      
 
    “Eva? Darling?” 
 
    Jack’s voice, warm and concerned, penetrated Eva’s consciousness. She forced her eyes to open. Jack was smiling at her. It took her a moment to orient herself as she came back to earth. The restraints had been removed, and she rested comfortably on the bench. She sighed contentedly as Jack smoothed soothing, emollient salve over her skin. “I love you,” she murmured dreamily, turning her face toward his as he crouched beside the bench. 
 
    “I love you more,” Jack replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Once the couples were all arranged in and around the folding chairs facing the stage, Jessica stood in front of the keyholders once more. “Ben and I were able to watch at least some portion of every scene that took place tonight, and we’ve selected a winning couple,” she announced. She caught Eva’s eye and actually winked, but fortunately Eva was reasonably sure Jack hadn’t witnessed the tell. “Jack and Eva, you are the winners of tonight’s contest. If you’re ready, please take the stage.”   
 
    Eva’s heart began to hammer in her chest. She had gone over the details of her plan a hundred times in her head, and so far everything had gone without a hitch. Suddenly she wondered if she were absolutely nuts to have orchestrated such a personal event in front of all these people, even if they were their best and most trusted friends. 
 
    “All right!” Jack said enthusiastically, innocently unaware the contest had been rigged. He stood and turned to Eva, holding out his hand. She took it and let him pull her upright.  
 
    “Remember the rules, Jack,” Jessica said as Jack and Eva climbed up onto the platform. “Eva has won the right to make a request of you, and you have to grant it. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Jack said with a mock bow in Jessica’s direction. He faced Eva with a broad smile. “Your wish is my command. Ask what you will.” 
 
    Eva flashed a nervous glance at Jessica, and another at Nora, who, Eva realized, had figured out that there was more to this story than met the eye. Both women were smiling encouragingly at her, and Nora lifted her thumb in a gesture of approval.  
 
    Eva turned back to Jack. This was it. Show time.  
 
    “Will you unlock my chastity belt, please, Sir?”  
 
    Jack lifted his eyebrows and chuckled. “You’re ready to get that thing off, eh? Is there an ulterior motive here, my sweet little slut?” 
 
    Eva felt herself coloring at his assumption, as the other people in the room laughed good-naturedly. She said nothing, however, but stood waiting, her heart kicking up a notch. Still grinning, Jack reached into his back pocket and pulled out the key to the belt.  
 
    He pushed aside the satin strap that discreetly covered the little padlock over her left hip. He started to insert the key and then saw what was there. He looked up at Eva’s face, a question on his. He looked back down at the lock. “What is that?” 
 
    “Open the lock, and you’ll see, Sir,” she said softly. 
 
    He inserted the key and the tiny lock snicked open. The item she’d slid onto the lock before closing it fell into his hand.  
 
    Eva held her breath, waiting for his reaction.  
 
    Jack held the ring up to the light. “Eva, did you make this? It’s beautiful.” The awe was evident in his voice, though he didn’t yet seem to get its significance. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Eva said breathlessly. “Please unlock the other side of my chastity belt, Sir.”  
 
    Jack gave her a quizzical look, but did as she asked. A matching ring dangled from the lock, a man’s size ten. He inserted the key and let the second ring fall onto his palm. The chastity belt fell to the stage, but Eva barely noticed.  
 
    Jack stared down at the matching bands, realization dawning on his face. He looked up at Eva, his eyes creasing into half-moons as his face split in a wide smile. “Oh, Eva—” 
 
    “Will you marry me, Master Jack?” Eva blurted. 
 
    Jack said nothing at first, but only looked at her. The room had gone utterly silent. His gaze, at once tender and fierce, remained fixed on Eva as he placed the larger of the two rings on his finger. He reached for Eva’s left hand, and slipped the other ring onto her ring finger. Eva’s heart swelled with joy. 
 
    The room erupted into raucous applause and a champagne cork popped. Jack pulled Eva into his arms, cradling her tight against his chest. She could hear both the tears and the laughter in his voice as he said, “Yes, sub Eva. Yes, my darling, my angel, love of my life. Yes!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 No Turning Back 
 
    You signed the contract. There’s no turning back… 
 
      
 
    If two weeks of intensive training will save Morgan’s job at the BDSM club, she’s all for it. Though nervous about full-immersion into erotic discipline, excitement takes over when she meets her drop-dead gorgeous trainer. Too bad she leaped before looking, because now she’s in over her head… Way over.  
 
      
 
    Trainer Aaron Sterling’s hackles rise at the sexy, sassy would-be sub girl’s manipulations. Determined to discover her submissive grace, he uses every technique and tool he has at his disposal to systematically break down her defenses. Glimpses of what’s beneath her surface make it increasingly tough to keep his heart under wraps. 
 
      
 
    But when Morgan’s submission is put to the test by another trainer, the fallout threatens both her and Aaron in ways neither of them would have imagined… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s Note: When I began my writing career, I penned a novel called Slave Castle. Those of you who have read that book might notice this story takes place in the same setting with some of the same characters, but that is where the similarity ends. No Turning Back is a completely re-envisioned story with new characters and a dramatically different plot. Happy reading! Claire 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan bit down hard on the ball gag as she clenched and unclenched her fists over the cuffs. Let me down, you son of a bitch. 
 
    To her relief, the guy, who liked to be called Lord Jim, dropped the electric shock wand and stepped toward the St. Andrew’s cross. His face twisted with annoyance as he ripped open the Velcro closure behind her head and yanked the gooey rubber ball from her mouth. 
 
    “I thought you were a sub, but you’re just a brat,” he snarled. 
 
    “I told you no ball gag and no shock wand,” she cried, outraged, “and then that’s exactly what you did.”  
 
    “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    Morgan turned gratefully toward Tom Reed, the owner of the exclusive Manhattan BDSM club where she got occasional gigs as a paid play partner for members who didn’t have subs of their own, or liked the occasional spice of someone new.  
 
    “Yeah, there’s a problem,” Jim snapped. “I pay a very hefty fee to scene here, and the girls are supposed to be compliant and submissive. This one keeps giving me a hard time.” He snorted with obvious disgust. “Just because she’s hot, she thinks can get her way. She has so many fucking limits she might as well be a fucking nun. She doesn’t seem to understand that ‘no’ shouldn’t be a part of her vocabulary.” 
 
    Morgan started to protest that the guy had specifically ignored her stated limits, but Tom stopped her with a raised hand and a shake of his head. She could almost hear the words he was silently beaming at her: the member is always right. 
 
    Tom turned to Jim. “Sub Morgan is still learning the ropes.” He smiled at his small pun but nobody else did. He put his hand on Jim’s shoulder in a conciliatory gesture. “Let me find Carrie for you. You always enjoy playing with Carrie, am I right? I do believe one of the private suites is open, if you’d like to enjoy a complimentary upgrade for the evening?” 
 
    “Carrie’s here?” Jim’s small, piggy eyes lit up. “I didn’t realize she was back from Europe. Absolutely I want to play with her.” He shot a venomous look at Morgan, adding, “Carrie knows how to submit.”   
 
    Tom turned to Morgan. “Wait for me in my office,” he said quietly. 
 
    Morgan sighed. She should have known this gig wouldn’t last. It had seemed too good to be true when her friend Jada had told her about the opening a few months before. At twenty-five, though she’d dated plenty of guys, true love had yet to find her. Meanwhile, the part-time job had been the perfect opportunity to scene at a really great BDSM club with guys pre-screened by management, and get paid to boot. Now she was probably going to be fired, and she earned more from the three or four nights at the club than she did the entire rest of the month at her day job. 
 
    As the two men walked away, Morgan grabbed her silk robe and wrapped it around herself. She walked slowly to Tom’s office, located just off the main dungeon, and settled herself glumly into a chair.  
 
    He arrived a few moments later and sat down behind the desk across from her. Folding his hands on the smooth wood, he regarded her for at least ten seconds without saying a word.  
 
    She waited him out. She wasn’t going to defend herself or beg for another chance. She briefly considered trying to flirt her way back into his good graces, but it wouldn’t work. Though he was discreet about it at the club, Tom was gay, married, and impervious to her feminine charms. 
 
    Finally he spoke. “What am I going to do with you, Morgan?” 
 
    “Hire me full-time?” she quipped, forcing a playful smile as she blinked back sudden, unwelcome tears.  
 
    He smiled back, though he shook his head. Now came the part where he said how sorry he was, but things just weren’t working out… 
 
    Instead, he said, “Have you ever heard of Le Chateau L’Esclave up in Westchester County?” 
 
    “Le Chateau what?” Morgan replied, confused by the sudden non sequitur.  
 
    “Le Chateau L’Esclave,” he repeated. “It’s French for the Slave Castle. It’s a training facility—very exclusive. They only train a few women at a time, but they’re very highly regarded. I’ve never personally availed myself of their services, but several of our members have sent their subs there for specialized training, and with great success.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “I’ve been thinking I might like to send one of my more experienced subs there for a stint, a kind of tune-up, if you will. But after this most recent, ah, incident, I’m thinking maybe I’ve got it backward. Maybe someone like you, someone”—he paused, no doubt trying to come up with a diplomatic term—“someone with submissive potential, would be the right person to send. What would you think of a two-week, all-expenses-paid stay at a posh slave training facility?” 
 
    “Is there really such a thing—a slave training facility?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I know of one in Paris, another in London, several in Munich and one in Japan. The concept is not unique, but the Chateau is definitely one of the better ones. They accept trainees for anywhere from a week to a year. From what I understand, the program is specifically tailored to the needs of the individual. You’re a sexual masochist, obviously, but you could definitely use some work in the submissive grace department.” He smiled to offset the sting of his words. “I think two weeks would be a good start, do you agree?” 
 
    Morgan couldn’t deny she could use help in that department. While she loved BDSM play, it had never really been more than that. But slave training? That sounded pretty extreme. “Is that even legal?”  
 
    “Sure it is,” he replied. “No one is forcing anyone into something they don’t agree to. The arrangements are fully consensual and completely voluntary. While you wouldn’t be free to just pick up and leave once the training begins, you would have participation in the negotiated contract beforehand. And if it isn’t working out, I’m sure there’s a clause in the contract that allows you to terminate. It’s really that simple.” 
 
    It didn’t sound simple to Morgan, but at the same time, she couldn’t deny being deeply intrigued. She adored the erotic allure of BDSM, she had to admit she’d never understood or been able to embrace the concept of D/s—of true submission to another person, without regard to her own desires or needs. Truth to tell, she wasn’t even sure she wanted that. 
 
    On the other hand, the idea of actual training was kind of exciting—thrilling, even. Rather than just engaging in play scenes with rich, horny guys at Tom’s club, she would learn how to submit with grace and serenity—something she’d observed in Jada, Carrie and the other full-time staff subs at the club, but which she’d never fully grasped.  
 
    There were logistics to consider, however. “What about my day job? It’s not the kind of place where you put in for vacation. If I don’t show up for two weeks, I’ll be fired, no matter what excuse I come up with.” 
 
    “You work at the Museum of Modern Art, is that correct? As a guard?” 
 
    Morgan was startled that Tom knew what her day job was, but she didn’t deny it. 
 
    Apparently reading her confusion, he volunteered, “Remember, when I hired you, you gave me permission to do a background check. Forgive me if I’m being rude, but isn’t that basically a minimum wage job?” 
 
    Morgan bristled. “It’s better than that,” she asserted, though in fact, not by much. The only reason she’d taken it was because she loved the artwork and could easily get lost in a single painting for an hour or more. One of the perks of the job was free membership at the museum with access to all the exhibits, even the private showings. Her favorite thing to do during breaks and before or after her shift was to explore the storerooms, where she found wonderful pieces that weren’t currently on display. Some of the work hadn’t been upstairs for years, and she loved knowing she was one of only a handful of lucky art lovers who got to enjoy it.  
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” Tom said. “You’re a beautiful girl with a passionate nature. I’d like to hire you full-time, if you can prove yourself worthy at Le Chateau L’Esclave. What you’re earning nightly right now at the club—you’ll earn at least triple that as a salaried employee, and the work will be steady—four nights a week instead of a few nights a month.” When Morgan didn’t immediately respond, he added, “And because you might lose your day job, I’ll give you an incentive bonus of ten thousand dollars. Even if things don’t work out between us, that bonus money is yours to keep.” 
 
    Ten thousand dollars! Holy shit. She could pay off her credit cards and put down the deposit for a studio apartment with no roommates. Triple her present earnings times four days a week would be more than enough to pay rent and have plenty left over.  And she’d have her days free. She might even be able to go to college someday. Instead of being a guard at the museum, she might one day be its curator. 
 
    But was she up to the challenge of 24/7 immersion at a slave training facility? What if she totally sucked at it? What if she hated it?  
 
    It’s just two weeks, she told herself firmly. You can do anything for two short weeks. 
 
    Tom glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly closing time. Why don’t you head on home for the night? Think it over for a day or two. Do some research, talk to friends—whatever makes you comfortable. Meanwhile, I’ll call my connection there and see if there’s an opening.”  
 
      
 
    Three days later on a Friday afternoon Morgan sat in the backseat of the black sedan headed toward Westchester County, butterflies of nervous, excited anticipation flitting in her belly. Tom was up front beside the driver. Both Jada and Carrie had encouraged her to seize the opportunity, Jada focused mainly on the bonus money and opportunity for full-time work at the club, Carrie on the rapturous joy of true submission. 
 
    “Those kind of programs are very expensive,” Carrie had said. “Tom must really see something in you to spend that kind of money on your training.” Hopefully, whatever he saw was actually there. 
 
    Miraculously, they hadn’t fired her outright at the museum when she’d explained she had to take a sudden, two-week leave of absence due to a “family emergency.”  
 
    “I can’t promise you the job will still be waiting,” her boss had advised, “but I’ll do my best to keep it open for you.” 
 
    She cracked her window, enjoying the soft breeze of the late spring afternoon and the twitter of birdsong. Hard to believe they were only an hour from the honking, gasoline-fumed hustle and bustle of the city. 
 
    The car took a sharp turn and began to ascend a narrow ribbon of pavement that snaked back and forth as it angled upward into the foothills. Massive, leafy tree branches hung out over the road, no other houses in sight.  
 
    “I should only be an hour or so,” Tom told the driver as he killed the engine. “You can wait for me.”  
 
    A tremor of excited fear coursed through Morgan at his use of the singular pronoun. She would not be returning with him.  
 
    As they climbed out of the car, Morgan stared up at the huge three-story Tudor house with its steeply pitched slate roof. Its walls were dove-gray granite and, unlike their pushy, aggressive city cousins, the pigeons strutting across the pavement looked as if they’d been placed there purely for their decorative effect. Even the sound they made was refined, a low cooing murmur.  
 
    The driver popped the trunk and removed Morgan’s wheeled suitcase. Tom took the handle and nodded toward Morgan to follow him. “Ready?” 
 
    Reminding herself of the money that had hit her bank account that morning, and what a great opportunity this was to explore her “submissive potential,” Morgan managed a brave smile as she nodded.  
 
    Delicate birch trees in big copper urns flanked the front door. Tom rang the doorbell to the left of the doublewide mahogany doors. As if she’d been waiting just on the other side, a tall, imposing woman dressed in white, flowing silk her hair swept back from her face, opened the door with a gracious smile. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, taking a step back to indicate they should enter. “You must be Monsieur Reed. I am Claudette Rodin.” She held out a long, slender hand, which Tom shook. “Welcome to the Chateau.”  
 
    “A pleasure,” he replied. 
 
    Smiling at Morgan, Claudette added, “And you must be Morgan. We’re delighted to have you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Morgan managed, pleased that at least her voice hadn’t wavered. Claudette’s accent was thick, with the pure vowels and rolling Rs in the back of her throat that marked her as thoroughly French. Her hair, which Morgan had first taken for blond, was in fact silver. She appeared to be in her mid to late sixties. Clearly once a great beauty, she still had high, beautiful cheekbones and smooth skin. Her face was lined with good humor around the mouth and eyes. Morgan noticed then that, in spite of the elegant gown, the woman’s feet were bare. She wore a thin red collar around her neck with what looked like a real diamond at its center. A slave collar?  
 
    Claudette’s gaze fell on Morgan’s suitcase. “You can leave that here in the hall. We will deal with it later.” She led them into a front room that was built on a grand scale, flooded with light from two translucent glass skylights that created a gracious sense of space. “Michael is presently engaged, but should be free shortly.” 
 
    A young woman appeared from another room. She was dressed in a sheer white dress that hung to just above the knee, the neckline low enough to reveal cleavage. It was clear that beneath the short dress the woman was naked. Her feet, like Claudette’s, were also bare, though she wore no collar. She had a pretty face, with large, hazel eyes and a small but sensual mouth, a dimple in her chin. Her hair fell in thick waves of honey blond to her shoulders.  
 
    “Ah, Laura,” Claudette said, turning to her with a smile. “There you are. Can you please bring our guests some refreshments? We’ll be out on the veranda.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Laura said in a low, pleasing voice. She flashed a quick, shy smile in Morgan’s direction and then vanished the way she had come.  
 
    “Let us get acquainted and then I’ll give you a brief tour of the facilities, bon?”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Tom agreed. He gave Morgan an encouraging smile. 
 
    They walked through the spacious living room and out a beautiful set of French doors that opened onto a wraparound veranda. A row of chaise longues lent it the look of a ship’s deck. Just beyond the veranda, under a canopy of oaks, the ground sloped down gradually toward the road. On the left, in an area cleared of trees, Morgan spied a small lake shimmering in the sunlight. A tennis court was also visible through the trees.  
 
    Laura reappeared as the three of them settled into the comfortable chairs. She set a tray of drinks and small cakes on the table between them.  
 
    “Thank you, Laura,” Claudette said with a slightly imperious air. “You may go.” 
 
    With a nod, Laura glided gracefully back into the house. 
 
    Claudette poured iced tea into Tom’s and Morgan’s glasses, and then poured one for herself. “Would either of you care for a pastry?” She gestured toward the tray with an elegant hand.  
 
    “No, thank you,” Tom said. He turned to Morgan. “You?” 
 
    Morgan doubted she could get anything past the nervous lump in her throat. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Bon,” Claudette replied, her tone suddenly more businesslike. “Before I give you a tour of the facilities, let me tell you some things about us. Each trainee’s program is specially tailored to the specific needs of the individual and to the desires of their Master.” 
 
    Had Tom told them he was her Master? Did you have to be owned in order to be trained here? Morgan glanced at Tom, but he remained focused on Claudette. 
 
    “We have two permanent trainers at present, plus a visiting trainer from London. We also have four house slaves, one of whom you just met. Along with serving the Masters, they sometimes assist in training, where appropriate, and serve as our cleaning and cooking staff as well. In return for their service and devotion, we give our slaves a beautiful place to live, and much more importantly, the lifestyle they crave. If it doesn’t work out—if either side is discontent with the arrangement, we wish them farewell and that is that. Beyond that, we set up a fund for each house slave, which we deliver to them when they are ready to retire from service.”  
 
    “It sounds like an impressive setup,” Tom said. “How many trainees do you have right now?” 
 
    “We’re training two women right now, and holding the third spot for Morgan. We only train a maximum of three at a time, since we are a small staff and we like to give our charges our full attention. We are expecting a new trainer sometime in the next month or so, and then we’ll be able to take on more trainees.”  
 
    She turned to Morgan. “If you join us as a trainee, you will be used physically and sexually, and you will be disciplined as necessary, but you will also find fulfillment most people can only dream of. You will be taught not only to accept erotic suffering with grace, but with passion and serenity. You’ll learn to please your Master sexually as well, not only through service to him, but by giving of yourself without reserve. What we really offer, Morgan, is the chance to explore your inner self, not only your submissive nature, but your whole concept of yourself as a sensual being.” 
 
    A chance to explore her inner self… Was she ready for that level of introspection? The idea of bringing grace and serenity to her BDSM play was a novel one to Morgan. She’d witnessed it—the peaceful, joyous glow that suffused some of the subs’ faces during particularly intense scenes at the club, but she had never even come close to experiencing it herself. Could she really achieve that level of submission in two weeks? 
 
    Claudette glanced at a slim gold watch on her narrow wrist and rose gracefully to her feet. “If you are sufficiently refreshed, I would like to take you on a quick tour.” 
 
    Tom got to his feet, and Morgan followed suit. As they walked back into the house, Claudette said, “First I’ll show you Morgan’s accommodations during her stay here.” She led them up a grand, curving stairway and down a long hall to a second set of stairs, this one straight and narrow. There were several rooms on the third floor, with a single bathroom at the end of the hall. She brought them to the room closest to the bathroom. About twelve feet square with one small window, it contained nothing but a queen-size bed in a brass bedstead, a small nightstand to one side. There was no other furniture in the room, and the walls were bare.  
 
    “Quite a contrast to the rest of the house, hmm?” Tom observed. 
 
    Claudette arched an eyebrow. “They are trainees, not pampered guests. It is serious training.”  
 
    Morgan swallowed hard. Was she really up for this? 
 
    “Come along, please. There is more to see,” Claudette said. She led them back down to the second floor. “This is the positions studio.” Claudette waved her hand around a room that looked like an exercise studio, with a rounded wooden bar running midway along the length of one mirrored wall, and yoga mats placed here and there on the hardwood floor. “As the name implies, you will study slave positions here, and this is also where the girls work on their posture, stamina and strength training.” 
 
    She led them to the room next door, which looked like a small, well-equipped BDSM dungeon. “This is the training room, sometimes called the punishment room.” It was outfitted with a St. Andrew’s cross, a spanking bench and a few other pieces of equipment Morgan didn’t recognize, but which looked deliciously diabolical. There was a large concrete brick in one corner of the room, above which hung a chain with cuffs attached, a small shower stall in another corner.  
 
    Finally, Claudette led them to the main dungeon on the first floor, which was much like Tom’s club, with plenty of suspension racks, bondage tables and spanking benches, with whips, paddles, floggers and other toys readily available in racks around the room, and hung from hooks along the walls. Morgan experienced the usual rush of masochistic lust seeing such toys always activated inside her, but the desire was mingled with trepidation. Playing at a BDSM club was a far cry from slave training. Was she in over her head?  
 
    Claudette glanced once more at her watch. “Maître Michael should be free now. Please come this way.” She led them from the dungeon to a door that was partially ajar and tapped lightly on the frame.  
 
    “Come in,” a deep voice called from within.   
 
    As they entered a wood-paneled room filled with leather furniture, a burly man stood and came around his desk, his hand extended. “Michael Coddington. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Reed.” He pumped Tom’s hand vigorously and then turned to Morgan with a smile. “And you must be the new trainee. Welcome to the Chateau.”  
 
    “Hi,” Morgan replied, suddenly shy in Michael’s imposing presence. Somewhere in his fifties, he wasn’t an especially tall man, but he was powerfully built. His brown hair was longish and combed straight back, the temples brushed with a hint of silver. He had dark eyes over a rather bulbous nose and a large, generous mouth. He wore a pale gray suit from which peeked snow-white shirt cuffs held together with actual cufflinks. 
 
    “Please.” Michael gestured toward two adjacent loveseats in a corner of the room. “Have a seat and we will talk.”  
 
    As they took their places on the loveseats, Morgan next to Tom on one, Michael on the other, Morgan noticed Claudette had remained by the door, her head bowed. 
 
    “Come, my love,” Michael said softly to her, the tenderness in his tone and the expression on his face making it clear to Morgan they were a couple.  
 
    The older woman approached. To Morgan’s surprise, instead of taking a seat beside him, she knelt at his feet and rested her head gracefully against his knee. Michael stroked her hair as he smiled down at her.  
 
    After a moment, he looked up at them. “So, what are your impressions so far? What do you think of this fine establishment of ours?” 
 
    “I’m quite impressed,” Tom replied. “Depending how things go, I might send all of my girls for training. Maybe I’ll even send my husband.” He grinned. 
 
    Michael smiled. “We’d be delighted to work with him in whatever way suited you. But tell me more about Morgan. From what I understand, she’s not owned, per se, but works at your BDSM club as a house submissive available for scene play?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Tom concurred. 
 
    “This is actually a novel situation for us—a sub with no Master.” 
 
    “My club caters to serious folk in the lifestyle, and I’d like you to help Morgan expand her boundaries and limits. She’s a relative newcomer to the scene, but what she lacks in experience, she makes up for in enthusiasm, right, Morgan?” He flashed a grin at Morgan. 
 
    “I hope so,” she replied, trying to keep her nervousness at bay.  
 
    “We will help you reach your full potential,” Michael said with a kind smile that made Morgan relax, at least a little. Turning to Tom, he added, “Because Morgan is not owned, I think our standard boilerplate contract will be appropriate for her brief time here. We already have her clean bill of health—thank you for that.”  
 
    As a requirement for working at his club, Tom required all his subs to be regularly tested for any STDs, given the nature of his business. Morgan had gone along with this requirement, happy for the free exam and lab work.  
 
    “And to give you similar comfort,” Michael continued, “all of us here at the Chateau are healthy, receive routine medical exams, and are meticulous in our hygiene.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Tom replied. 
 
    It was odd to Morgan that this conversation was taking place entirely between the two men, as if she were just a pet or an object. But maybe, for their purposes, that was all she was. The thought was both unnerving and, on some level, deeply exciting—the stuff of erotic novels. 
 
    Michael touched Claudette’s shoulder. “Can you go get Gerard and Aaron, if they’re not busy?” 
 
    “Oui, Maître.” Claudette rose fluidly to her feet.  
 
    As she left the room, Michael stood and went to his desk, returning a moment later with two clipboards. He handed one to Tom and the other to Morgan. A pen was attached to the clipboard, which contained a single piece of paper filled with small typed print.  
 
    “Take your time reading the contract. You both have an identical copy. Basically, that document gives us carte blanche to train Morgan as we see fit. The most successful training occurs when no limits or restrictions are placed on the trainer. While we would never harm one of our charges, our methods can be quite, er, intense.”  
 
    He turned his focus exclusively to Morgan. “Once you sign that document, you give up all rights, except, of course, the right to terminate the contract and leave the program. If you stay, you will be regarded as our property, to use and to train as we see fit. You will not be in contact with the outside world. That means no cell phone, no internet, no communication, period. You will abdicate all control. That means you don’t decide when you get up or go to sleep. We do. You don’t decide when you eat or even if you eat. We do. If we decide you should be punished, we choose the punishment and execute it, and we decide when you’ve had enough. You don’t decide who will use you sexually, who will whip you, how they’ll whip you, when they’ll stop or if they’ll stop. We do.” 
 
    Morgan’s mouth had fallen open as he was speaking, and she forced her jaw to close. Her heart was beating fast, a pulse ticcing in her throat. And yet, at the same time, her nipples were hard, the small triangle of silk between her legs soaked. It sounded like a fantasy. Imagine returning to the club, no longer a lightweight player in the scene, but a full-fledged trained submissive. She was both thrilled and terrified—desire and fear balanced like equal weights on a scale in her mind and heart. 
 
    There was a light knock at the door and Claudette appeared, two men behind her. The first one was a slim man of medium height with dark hair and a prominent nose, his eyes dark, round and as penetrating as a hawk’s. “I am Gerard Renaud,” he announced in the same rich French accent as Claudette. His birdlike eyes flickered briefly over Morgan and then moved to Tom, who had risen from his seat. Gerard’s mouth lifted into a smile as he stepped forward and extended his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    Morgan turned her gaze to the second man, and her heart skipped several beats while she tried to remember how to breathe.  
 
    “And this is Aaron Sterling,” Michael said to the room at large. “He is a visiting trainer from our sister facility in London.” Turning his gaze to Morgan, he added, “Aaron will be your primary trainer, Morgan.” 
 
    O. M. G. 
 
    Aaron appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He was easily six foot or taller, well-muscled but lean, with thick blond hair falling over his forehead and curling down the back of his neck. A down of golden hair covered his tanned arms, a sexy contrast to the white linen shirt rolled to just below the elbow and worn loose over jeans that molded perfectly to his long, muscular legs, his feet in black leather boots. 
 
    He came to stand in front of them. His face was angular, his jaw square, his nose large and slightly crooked above full lips. His eyes were a luminous gray-blue, thickly fringed with blond lashes. He fixed Morgan with a gaze that stripped away every defense. Her body melted into a puddle of pure lust as she stared back, her nipples aching with the need to feel his touch, her pussy throbbing.  
 
    As Aaron extended his hand to her, Morgan forgot where she was, or that anyone else was in the room. His grip was light but firm as he gazed into her eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, Morgan.” His voice was deep and rich, his British accent incredibly sexy. “I understand you’re signing on for the two-week full-immersion program. I look forward to working with you.”  
 
    Morgan had to stifle a moan. Could it get any better? She’d always been a sucker for an English accent, which only added to his total hotness. She licked her lips, batting her eyelashes at him as they held hands a little too long. She didn’t get a gay vibe from him—quite the contrary.  
 
    Aaron took a seat in an armchair adjacent to the loveseat on which Tom and Morgan sat, his leg so close she could have reached out and squeezed. Stop it, she ordered herself. This wasn’t a dating game. It was a serious proposition, and she needed to focus. 
 
    “The basics are in the contract,” Aaron said, “which I see you both have already.” To Morgan, he added, “Once it’s signed, we’ll work out a detailed training program, specifically tailored to your particular goals and needs.”  
 
    Tom looked at Morgan. “Are you ready to sign on the dotted line?” 
 
    Morgan looked down at the contract, again scanning the terms. There was a lot of legalese defining the parties involved and issuing disclaimers, but as far as she could see, it basically said what they’d been saying all along—once she signed, she gave up her rights as an autonomous individual for the next two weeks and agreed to submit in every delicious way to the sexy British trainer with the mesmerizing eyes. If it didn’t work out, she could bail, but then Tom would forfeit whatever money he’d paid, and his full-time job offer would definitely be off the table. 
 
    Two weeks, she reminded herself. Piece of cake, and this sexy trainer is the icing.  
 
    She looked up from the contract to see that Aaron was staring at her, as if memorizing the lines of her face, and color washed into her cheeks. Her nipples hardened as his eyes moved slowly down her body. Was he flirting with her? 
 
    “Morgan?” Tom prodded. “The contract?” 
 
    “Did you have questions about any of the terms?” Michael interjected. 
 
    “What?” Morgan said, pulling her gaze from Aaron, her blush deepening as she realized everyone was staring at her. “No, no, I’m good. I’m ready to sign.” She gripped the pen and, her heart beating furiously, signed her name on the line above the word Trainee. 
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    As if they’d rehearsed it, Michael, Tom and Aaron all stood. Michael reached for Morgan’s clipboard, sweeping it from her hand. “It’s done,” he said with a smile. He shook Tom’s hand. “We’ll take good care of her for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” Tom gave Morgan a hug. “My driver is waiting, so I’ll say goodbye and good luck. See you in two weeks.” And, just like that, he was gone. 
 
    It was really happening. Morgan was dizzy with nervous excitement. She turned to Aaron with expectation, but, to her surprise, he was no longer in the room. Instead, Michael bent down and retrieved her purse, which she’d set on the floor by the loveseat when she’d sat down. “You won’t be needing this for the duration.” 
 
    “But my cell’s in there. My private things are in there,” Morgan blurted, alarmed. 
 
    “We will keep your phone charged and check for any emergency messages, and, if necessary, you’ll be permitted access. But you need to understand something right away. You have no private things as of this moment, Morgan. I am aware you are completely untrained, but you belong to us now and the rules are clear. First off, when you speak to me, or anyone in a position of authority in this establishment, you will address us with the proper respect. You will use the terms Master or Sir with Gerard and me, and you will address Aaron as Trainer or Sir. You will address Claudette as Ma’am or Mistress. Is that clear, young lady?” 
 
    Morgan swallowed, the full impact of what she’d done just starting to become clear to her. “Yes…Sir,” she managed. She glanced at her purse, which he still held in his big hand. “My, uh, my birth control is in there.” 
 
    “Claudette will handle your medications and personal effects. You’ll have whatever you need, but you’re no longer in charge. The sooner you figure that out, the better things will go for you.” 
 
    As if on cue, Claudette reappeared at the door. Michael looked over at her. “Ah, here she is.” Moving toward her, he handed her the purse and then turned back to Morgan. “Clearly, you have a lot to learn, and your training will commence immediately. Claudette will take you to your room and prepare you for inspection.” 
 
    Inspection. That sounded ominous.   
 
    With no choice in the matter, Morgan followed the older woman out of the room and up to the third floor. When they entered the room that was to be hers for the next two weeks, Morgan glanced around, but her suitcase was nowhere in sight. There was, however, a large duffel bag on the end of her bed. 
 
    Claudette followed her gaze. “After you strip, we will review the contents.” 
 
    “After I strip?” Morgan repeated stupidly. 
 
    “Pardon, did Michael forget to tell you how to address me now that you are in training?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, uh, Ma’am.” Morgan couldn’t help but ask, “But I thought you were a sub? That you belonged to Michael?” 
 
    “I do belong to him and I am submissive in my orientation, but I also assist in training. As far as you are concerned, I am your Mistress, tu me comprends?” 
 
    Drawing from the dim memory of her high school French, Morgan replied, “Yes, Ma’am, I understand.”   
 
    “Bon. Now get those clothes off at once.” She tapped her bare foot impatiently. “We have a lot to do before you’re ready for your first meeting with your trainer.” 
 
    Galvanized by the reminder she would soon be with Aaron, Morgan reached back to unzip her sleeveless summer dress. She stepped out of it and placed it in Claudette’s outstretched hand. Another inpatient tap of Claudette’s foot propelled her to remove her bra and panties, which Claudette also took from her.  
 
    While she wasn’t shy about her body and was used to nudity in the club scene, it was incredibly strange to be naked in front of this older woman. She would, she supposed, get used to it. 
 
    “Whenever a Master calls you to inspection, you will stand at attention, back straight, hands behind your head, legs shoulder-width apart, chin up, eyes straight ahead.” She paused a beat. “Go on. Do it now. And be sure not to move while you are examined, except as ordered.” 
 
    Hoping she remembered all the instructions, Morgan assumed the position, refusing to allow herself to blush.  
 
    Claudette took a step back, tilting her head and stroking her chin. “Your hair is your best feature,” she pronounced. “Such a rich, burnished chestnut brown, and so thick and shiny. The face, it is lovely too.” 
 
    As Morgan basked in the unexpected praise, Claudette reached out suddenly and tweaked one of Morgan’s nipples, which caused her to draw in a startled breath.  
 
    Ignoring Morgan’s reaction, Claudette said, “Your breasts are beautifully shaped. The nipples are too pale of a pink, but no worries, we will address that. You have a lovely figure—long and slender, but with the hips of a woman.”  
 
    Claudette ran her fingertips lightly over Morgan’s underarms. She jerked reflexively away. 
 
    “Stay still,” Claudette said. “Did I not tell you to stay still?” 
 
    “It tickled,” Morgan explained. 
 
    “You will experience a lot more than just tickling over the next two weeks, Morgan,” Claudette said sternly. “I sincerely hope you manage to show more self-control with your trainer.” 
 
    Speaking of self-control, Morgan wondered how long she’d last before she kissed him. Would he kiss her back? Aloud, she only said, “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    She managed to keep still as Claudette ran her fingers over her legs, though that tickled too. But when she cupped Morgan’s sex, Morgan flinched and nearly took a step back.  
 
    Claudette clucked disapprovingly and dropped her hand. “This pubic hair will have to go. All slaves must be smooth and accessible at all times.” 
 
    Morgan frowned. She had never liked the growing trend of shaving off pubic hair—legs and underarms were plenty, thank you, and no guy had ever complained to date. But a glance at Claudette’s face stilled any thoughts of objection. 
 
    “Turn around. Show me the derrière, the behind.” 
 
    Morgan started to drop her arms to comply, causing Claudette to snap, “Keep your hands behind your head. Did I tell you to drop them? When you are told to assume a position, you maintain that position until otherwise instructed.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Morgan replied, chastened and embarrassed, and suddenly aware of just how much she had to learn. 
 
    “Ah,” Claudette said warmly from behind her. “This ass is made for whipping, ma chérie.” She swatted Morgan’s butt and then laughed, the sound rich and musical. “The Masters will enjoy use of this lovely body, I can assure you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what? Does that mean sexually?” Morgan’s voice came out as a squeak.  
 
    “Of course it means sexually, silly girl.” Claudette appeared in front of her. “Don’t look so scandalized, chérie. You read the contract. You are the property of this establishment while in training. Naturally that includes the use of your body as it pleases the Masters. That means in every way. Surely you understood that?” 
 
    Embarrassed to admit how distracted she’d been by Aaron’s presence while reviewing the contract, Morgan could only nod. “Yes, Ma’am. I guess so.”  
 
      Claudette tilted her head as she regarded Morgan, and then shrugged. “Let us hope so. You may drop your arms.” She walked toward the bed and unzipped the duffel bag. “You will bring this bag with you to your training sessions.”  
 
    She pulled out a pair of black leather wrist cuffs, a large flogger, a riding crop, a single-tail whip, a ball gag, a black sleep mask, and several dildos and butt plugs of varying sizes, still in their original shrink wrap. “These items are yours and yours alone, and you may take them with you when you leave the program.” 
 
    Morgan stared at the toys, and reached out to touch the long, smooth tresses of the flogger. It was a beautiful implement, the leather supple and smooth. Her skin tingled with anticipation as she imagined Aaron standing just behind her, the flogger in his hand, and a shiver moved involuntarily through her body. 
 
    She was distracted by a light knock at the door, and both she and Claudette looked in that direction. Laura stood there. “Excuse me, Mistress,” she said to Claudette. “Morgan’s bath is ready.” 
 
    “Ah, Laura. There you are. As you can see”—she flashed a disapproving glance at Morgan—“this girl is clearly in need of grooming. And the nipples, the pink, it is too pale, oui? Make sure to rouge them when you apply her makeup.”  
 
    She turned back to Morgan. “Go with Laura. She will make you presentable and, if there is time before dinner, introduce you to the other house slaves and show you their quarters. You will meet with your trainer for your first session this evening.” She moved toward the door. “I must go see to dinner.”  
 
    As Claudette floated gracefully past Laura, the young woman took a step into the room and smiled shyly at Morgan. “The bathroom’s just down the hall. If you’ll come with me?” 
 
    Hugging her naked body as they walked down the empty hall, Morgan followed Laura to a large bathroom. The air was fragrant with scented bath oil, and steam wafted gently above a large sunken tub filled with water. “We don’t have time to wash your hair,” Laura said, looking her over, “so I’ll pin it up for you before you get in the tub.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do that,” Morgan said automatically.  
 
    Laura shook her head. “No, I’ll do it. I’m here to serve you.” 
 
    Morgan shrugged. Whatever. She sat on the edge of the tub, the tile cold against her bare bottom, so the petite woman could reach the top of her head.  
 
    Laura retrieved an elastic ponytail holder and some bobby pins from a drawer and pinned Morgan’s hair up into a high, loose pile on top of her head. She took a step back. “There you go. Climb in and I’ll wash your body.” 
 
    “No, really,” Morgan said emphatically. “I can wash myself.” 
 
    “I know you can,” Laura said gently. “But I have very clear instructions, and they are to bathe and groom you.” 
 
    “Well, how about we tell them you did that, and meanwhile you just take a break or whatever, and I’ll take care of myself? Claudette told me I have to shave off the pubes, and I get it. So just tell me where the razor and shaving cream are and—” 
 
    “No, please,” Laura interjected, this time more forcefully. “I would never lie or go against something they wish for me to do.” Her voice became gentler as she moved closer and placed a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “Look, I know you’re brand new here, and don’t yet understand our ways. But I’m a house slave. I serve here because that is my greatest wish and because it fulfills me. You’re here for training, and I’m sure, if you just take a minute to think about it, you don’t want to start out your training by figuring out ways to get around what’s been asked of us. I was given a very specific duty, and while my touching you might make you uncomfortable, it’s what they desire of us. That should be enough, Morgan. That is, if you’re really here to learn.” 
 
    Morgan was quiet as she took in Laura’s words. She was right. Either Morgan gave herself one hundred percent to the process, or why bother? 
 
    She smiled apologetically at Laura. “You’re right. Sorry I was being a jerk about it.”  
 
    “Not at all,” Laura said quickly. “You’re still just feeling your way.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Morgan replied sincerely. She climbed into the tub. The water was deliciously hot and soothing, and she sighed happily as she leaned back against the porcelain.  
 
    Laura picked up a washcloth from a pile of towels on a small cabinet nearby and knelt beside the tub. As she soaped Morgan’s body, Morgan closed her eyes and focused on enjoying the sensation of being washed, without thinking too hard about who was doing it. She opened her eyes only reluctantly when Laura said, “You’ll need to climb out now so I can groom you.” 
 
    Morgan stepped out of the tub onto the thick bathmat and started to reach for a towel.  
 
    But again, Laura stopped her. “No, please. I’ll do that. Then you need to lie down on the mat so I can groom your cunt.” 
 
    Your cunt. 
 
    The petite, docile Laura said the word as if it were the most natural, inoffensive term in the world. Maybe, to her, it was. 
 
    To hide her own embarrassment, Morgan quipped, “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
    “Oh.” Laura’s cheeks turned pink. “You don’t need to call me that. Laura is fine.” 
 
    “Relax, I’m just teasing,” Morgan said with a small laugh to hide her embarrassment at having apparently upset the girl.  
 
    She allowed Laura to dry her, lifting her arms and spreading her legs wider when asked, while all the time her fingers itched to grab the towel away and do it herself. Then Laura had her lie down on the mat while she went to a cabinet. She returned a moment later with a pair of scissors, a fresh razor and two large jars.  
 
    “Please stay very still while I’m using the scissors,” Laura said. “I won’t hurt you. I’ve done this many times.” 
 
    Morgan stared up at the ceiling, trying not to flinch as the cold metal blades grazed her skin.  
 
    “Spread your legs, please, and arch your hips,” Laura instructed. 
 
    To distract herself, as much as anything, from what was going on between her legs, Morgan asked, “So what’s your story, Laura? How did you come to be a house slave at a BDSM training facility?” 
 
    Laura opened one of the jars and smeared a very emollient shaving cream over Morgan’s sex. As she began to gently stroke the cream away, she replied in a soft, sad voice, “My Master gave me away. He didn’t want me anymore.” 
 
    Morgan lifted her head, startled by this response. “I’m sorry, what?”  
 
    Laura blinked back sudden tears, a spasm of pain moving rapidly over her face. But as quickly as it had been there, it was gone, her serene placid mask once more in place.  
 
    She resumed the grooming. “We were never right for each other. I knew it in my heart. He sent me here for training because he was displeased with me. He was a very, uh, exacting Master, and he said I was always holding back. I didn’t mean to hold back, but I could never seem to please him. He sent me here in what he called a last-ditch effort to break through my reserves, but when the training was over, he told them to keep me. He said he’d found another slave.” Her voice cracked but then grew strong again and she lifted her dimpled chin, a flash of anger appearing for a millisecond. “He said she understood the passion of true suffering, while I was just a doormat.” 
 
    “What a fucking asshole,” Morgan blurted, outraged on Laura’s behalf. “Good riddance to bad rubbish, I’d say.” 
 
    Laura flashed her a grateful smile. “Thank you. Mistress Claudette says the same thing. They allowed me to stay, and”—she shrugged and offered a small smile—“it’s possible one day my contract will be purchased by a Master who will love and cherish me. Meanwhile, I’m very happy here.” 
 
    “Your contract?” 
 
    Laura dipped a washcloth in the still-warm bath water and stroked Morgan’s now denuded mons. “Yes. Master Gerard brokers contracts for people looking for a life partner in the scene. It’s a matchmaking service for people seriously into the lifestyle, and they charge a big fee to members, but he’s doing this for me for free.” 
 
    “For free, or in exchange for you being a 24/7 house slave?” Morgan couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Oh, I would do that anyway, Morgan. It makes me happy. One day I want to be with just one man, but for now, this suits me. And in point of fact, they pay me.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    Laura nodded. “Master Gerard and Mistress Claudette own the Chateau. They’re cousins, and they came over from France together to open a place in New York based on one they still own in Paris, and another they helped to start in London—the one Aaron’s from. 
 
    “Master Michael is the general manager, as well as Claudette’s husband.” That was an interesting tidbit, which Morgan filed away as Laura continued, “We house slaves receive salaries, and the money is held for us in individual bank accounts until we need it. As a slave, I have no need of funds. The Chateau provides everything I need.”  
 
    She applied a lightly scented lotion to Morgan’s skin, rubbing it in with soft, gentle fingers. Finally, she rose to her feet. “Come to the counter and we’ll do makeup. Your skin is perfect—you don’t need much. I’ll just do a little touch-up.” 
 
    “And the nipples,” Morgan said with a self-conscious laugh. “Don’t forget the nipples.” 
 
    Laura nodded soberly. “No. Of course not.” 
 
    She pulled out a tray that contained a huge assortment of makeup and had Morgan sit on a stool, her back to the mirror. She worked quickly, dabbing makeup and stroking on mascara, the tip of her tongue emerging between her lips as she concentrated on her task.  
 
    Before allowing Morgan to turn around, she added some creamy rouge to Morgan’s nipples, which stiffened in response to being touched. Finally, she unpinned Morgan’s hair and fluffed it with her fingertips around Morgan’s face.  
 
    The whole process only took a few minutes, and when Morgan turned around to the mirror, what she saw startled her. “Wow,” she said, admiring the dewy glow of her skin, and the way the subtly but artfully applied eye makeup made her eyes look like clear blue-green crystal.  
 
    She looked to her nipples. She’d been worried they would have been painted a ridiculous clown red, but instead they were just slightly darker than before—a lovely, dusky rose. Smiling she met Laura’s eyes in the mirror. “You should do this for a living, Laura. You’re really good.”  
 
    Laura offered another shy smile. “Thanks. I love doing it.” She put away the makeup and said, “We better get moving. We only have about a half hour before dinner, and I want to introduce you to some of the other house slaves, if you’d like that.” 
 
    “I would, thanks,” Morgan said, wondering if she and this girl might actually become friends. 
 
    As Laura walked to the bathroom door, Morgan said, “Uh, what about my clothes?” 
 
    “Your clothes?” Laura looked confused.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m, like, naked?” 
 
    Laura smiled then. “Of course you are. You’re a new trainee. You won’t be permitted clothing for at least a few days. It’s part of the process.” Morgan’s shock must have shown on her face, because Laura added, “Relax, it’s no big deal. Nudity is commonplace here at the Chateau. No one will bat an eye. You’ll see.” 
 
    Aware she didn’t have much choice in the matter, Morgan shrugged and told herself to go with it. “Okay,” she said dubiously.  
 
    Laura led her back downstairs and into a large kitchen, which was filled with gleaming stainless steel appliances and wide butcher-block counters. Claudette was nowhere in sight, but a stocky guy of around thirty, dressed in a white T-shirt and white cotton drawstring pants, was chopping vegetables at the counter. A tall woman in a white dress like Laura’s, her dark hair pulled back into a long braid, stood at the range stirring a pot of something that smelled wonderfully of butter, garlic and red wine.  
 
    The guy looked up as they entered, his eyes moving brazenly over Morgan’s naked form. So much for no one noticing. “What have we here?” Of medium height, he had a mop of dark hair falling into brown eyes over a snub nose, a twinkling, roguish expression that reminded Morgan of a leprechaun.  
 
    “This is our new trainee, Morgan.” Turning to Morgan, she said, “This is Scott, also a house slave.”  
 
    “Hi,” Morgan said. 
 
    The woman turned from the stove. Broad-shouldered and long-limbed, her large breasts pressed against her dress, the nipples round and fat. She was in her late twenties, Morgan guessed, and while not exactly pretty—her nose and eyes too small and too close together for her face—she had a wide, generous mouth that curved into a lovely smile as she said, “Nice to meet you, Morgan. I’m Kristen.”  
 
    Scott started to say something else, but Claudette entered the kitchen, and both Scott and Kristen turned back at once to their duties. Claudette had changed from her white gown into pale green silk and had swept her lovely silver hair into a flattering chignon. Emerald earrings dangled from her lobes, but her feet were still bare. 
 
    “The bread,” Claudette said breathlessly. “It should be ready. I forgot the timer.” She nudged Kristen aside and pulled open the oven door. The delicious, yeasty scent of freshly baked bread filled the room, and Morgan’s stomach rumbled. Breakfast was ages ago. She’d been too nervous and excited to eat since then, but now her salivary glands went to work overtime. 
 
    After removing two long, crusty baguettes, Claudette finally noticed Laura and Morgan. “Ah,” she said, regarding Morgan with a critical stare and then a nod. “Much better.” She smiled at Laura. “Well done, ma chérie.” Laura beamed at her praise, while Claudette continued, “You still have a few minutes before the evening meal. You have time to show Morgan the slave quarters, if you like.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Laura replied. “Thank you, Mistress.”  
 
    Just past the kitchen, they took a narrow stairway down into a finished basement that consisted of one large room, with smaller rooms off to the sides. There were four sets of bunk beds, with two on each side of the living space, for a total of eight beds. Each bunk was neatly made, its coverlet tucked smoothly over a single mattress. A woven cotton throw rug lay over the concrete floor. Quite a contrast to the opulence upstairs. 
 
    “You all sleep down here in one big room?” Morgan asked, surprised.  
 
    Laura nodded. “That’s right. Unless one of the Masters wants us in his bed for the night.” 
 
    As Morgan took in this information, she looked around the large room and was startled to see three sets of iron manacles screwed into the back wall, with cuffs for both wrists and ankles. “Whoa. That looks like something out of a medieval torture chamber,” she said, stepping closer.  
 
    Laura followed her gaze. “That’s the punishment wall. Trust me, you don’t want to end up there.” 
 
    While Morgan did love to be bound in chains, she agreed that, in this environment, which was decidedly different from the BDSM play clubs, it was probably not a good place to be. 
 
    To change the subject, she asked, “So what’s the story on Scott?” 
 
    “He’s got an interesting history,” Laura said. “Not a typical sub at all. He actually started out as a Dom. He initially brought his girlfriend here for training and took several lessons himself in the art of erotic dominance. In the process, he connected with his submissive nature. Ironically, his girlfriend left the training within a few days, but Scott ended up staying on. He’s been with us several months.” 
 
    “Wow, talk about a switch,” Morgan said. “And Kristen?” 
 
    Laura smiled. “Kristen’s a total slut.”  
 
    Morgan raised her eyebrows, mildly shocked at Laura’s proclamation.  
 
    Laura laughed. “She’ll tell you that herself. It’s not a slur, not here at the Chateau. She’s a sex slut and a pain slut, and she can take as much as anyone can give. She loves being here because both the Masters use her often and harshly, and this suits her. She’s got a contract out for sale, too, and there’s one guy I know she’s got her eye on. Hopefully it will work out for them. Kristen’s a lot to handle.” She smiled fondly as she said this, and Morgan could tell there was genuine friendship between them.  
 
    “I never even knew a setup like this existed. It sounds like you’ve found real satisfaction with the lifestyle.” She bit her lip, wondering again if she had what it took to succeed here. She wasn’t anywhere near as submissive as Laura, nor did she consider herself a sex or pain slut, though she enjoyed both. What if she couldn’t handle this training thing? What if she failed right out of the gate? 
 
    As if reading her mind, Laura said gently, “Don’t worry, Morgan. This is all new for you, and your trainer will know that. There are many ways to submit, and as long as you’re genuine and sincere, you’ll find success. I guess it’s like anything that matters. You get out of it what you put into it. You probably feel like you’re in a little over your head, but give yourself a chance.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Morgan replied as she hugged herself. Though she didn’t want to admit it to her new submissive friend, she wasn’t in just a little over her head. She was in way, way over it.  
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    As they approached the dining room, Morgan caught a glimpse of white linen, crystal and fine china through the arched doorway. Her pulse quickened at the thought of seeing Aaron again. Being naked while everyone else was clothed was both strange and exciting. Hopefully her new trainer would like what he saw. 
 
    Instead of entering the dining room, however, Laura led her past it into the kitchen. “I thought we were supposed to go in to dinner,” Morgan said, confused.  
 
    “Oh, slaves don’t eat with the Masters unless specifically invited. We eat back here.” Laura took her to a smaller dining room just off the kitchen, where a man and two women were already seated on padded benches on either side of a wooden table, the guy and one of the girls in white, the third naked. They all looked her over appraisingly, the girls with smiles, the guy with a bored, disinterested air. 
 
    “Hey, guys, this is Morgan, our newest trainee.” Nodding toward the man, Laura said, “Morgan, this is Rick—he’s a house slave.” 
 
    “And the personal property of Master Gerard,” Rick added with evident pride as he touched the black leather collar with silver studs he wore around his neck. The only person at the table wearing a slave collar, he was very good-looking, tall and broad-shouldered with brown wavy hair burnished with gold highlights that fell to his shoulders and large, liquid brown eyes. Only his square, masculine jaw saved him from being pretty. 
 
    “Hi, Rick,” Morgan said, offering a smile. 
 
    He smiled back, but with what seemed to Morgan a hint of a sneer. 
 
    “And this is Tara,” Laura said, indicating the thirtysomething woman in a white dress. “She’s a trainee, like you.”  
 
    Tara had straight black hair and pretty dark eyes, though her olive-tone skin was marred by faint but still-visible acne scars. She smiled, revealing small, even white teeth. “Hi, Morgan. Welcome to the adventure of your life.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Morgan said uncertainly.  
 
    “This is Diana,” Laura continued, gesturing toward the other naked girl, who was in her mid-twenties, Morgan guessed. She was heavyset, with large breasts capped by long, dark nipples, and a round, pretty face framed by short strawberry blond hair.  
 
    “Hey there,” Diana said, glancing down at her own bare breasts, and then back at Morgan with a grimace. “You get used to it—eventually.” 
 
    Hoping this was true, Morgan started to slide onto the end of the bench, but Laura stopped her with a gentle but firm hand. “I’m sorry, Morgan, but new trainees don’t sit on the furniture.” At Morgan’s confused look, she added quickly, “Don’t worry, you’re not being punished. This is just how it starts out. We all took our turn on the floor.” She pointed to a small, square rubber pad. There was a plastic placemat beside it set with a napkin and silverware. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Morgan glanced at the others to see if they were in on the joke, but she was met with amused smiles, rather than conspiratorial grins.  
 
    “It teaches humility,” Rick said, looking down his nose at her from across the table. “Clearly, you could use some.” 
 
    Startled by his vehemence, Morgan lowered herself to her knees. 
 
    Kristen entered the room, carrying a large bowl of something that smelled delicious, Scott just behind her with a basket of bread. They placed the food on the table and took their seats. “The Masters have been served,” Scott said. “Tara, you’re on service duty if the bell rings.”  
 
    “There’s a button under the table in the dining room,” Laura explained. “If they need anything, Claudette pushes it, and it rings here.” She pointed toward a large, old-fashioned round bell mounted on the wall. “We take turns doing dinner service duty.” 
 
    The food was served and passed, and Laura reached back to hand Morgan a bowl of stew and a piece of warm bread, a glob of butter melting on it. Hunger overcame the strangeness of the situation, and Morgan took a bite of bread, which tasted as good as it smelled. She was also given a glass of ice water. Setting the bread and glass on the placemat, she picked up her fork and speared a tender piece of meat that was floating in a thick broth, along with carrots, mushrooms and onions.  
 
    “Mmm,” she said involuntarily as she chewed, her eyes fluttering shut in appreciation.  
 
    Kristen smiled across the table at her. “Like it? That’s beef bourguignon. Claudette taught me how to make it. She’s a fabulous cook.”  
 
    As Morgan ate her meal on her knees, the others also focused on their food, little conversation taking place beyond requests for the salt or the water pitcher, and comments about how delicious the food was. No one paid Morgan much attention, though Laura did glance back at her from time to time with a kind smile.  
 
    The service bell clanged at one point, startling Morgan, and causing Tara to leap to her feet and streak out of the room. Morgan wiped her bowl clean with the last of her bread, and was about to ask for seconds, when Kristen, who had left the table several minutes before, returned with a tray of small ramekins containing individual portions of crème brûlée, Morgan’s favorite, topped with fresh raspberries. Whatever else went on at this place, the food was fantastic. 
 
    As they were finishing their dessert, the bell sounded again—this time three quick rings in succession, and everyone at the table put down their spoons and stood. “Dinner’s over,” Laura said, looking back at Morgan. “Bring your dishes to the kitchen sink. Then you’re to report to the positions studio. You have ten minutes to wash up and get ready. Be sure to take your gear bag with you. Wait on a mat on your knees, eyes down, arms behind your back. Don’t look up when the trainer enters the room. Wait for him to tap your shoulder.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart kicked instantly into overdrive at these instructions, the last few bites of her dessert forgotten as she scrambled to her feet. “Oh, man,” she said. “I’m so nervous, my palms are actually sweating.” 
 
    The others had already filed out of the room. Laura placed a hand on Morgan’s back. “It’ll be okay, really. Aaron’s strict, but he knows what he’s doing. Remember your goals, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “Thanks.” But as she carried her dishes to the kitchen and then climbed the stairs to her bedroom, she wondered what her goals were, exactly. Yes, she would like to learn the grace and ease Laura seemed to wear like a second skin, and she wanted to succeed with the training to secure a fulltime job at Tom’s club, but did she really have the drive and fervor necessary to get through whatever was in store for her? 
 
    “Two weeks,” she murmured over and over to herself as she used the toilet and washed her hands. “You can do anything for two weeks.” As she was drying her hands, she noticed that the cabinet Laura had taken the supplies from earlier had a column of three drawers down one side, each with a label pasted onto it with a name written in a round, feminine hand: Tara, Diana, Morgan. 
 
    Curious, she pulled open the drawer with her name on it, and inside found her toothbrush, birth control pills, hairbrush and toiletries. She pulled open the other girls’ drawers, which had the same basic assortment. 
 
    Mindful of the time, she hurried to her bedroom and swept up the toys still laid out on the bed, stuffing them back into the gear bag. She seemed to be the only one on the third floor at the moment, and she was tempted to explore the other rooms, but didn’t want to be late for her first session with the gorgeous Aaron. She raced down the stairs and found the room with the mirrored wall and yoga mats.  
 
    She glanced at herself in the mirror. She ran her fingers through her hair and then tossed it back, imagining Aaron was watching her. Whatever Laura had used on her lips had left color there, despite the meal, though Morgan would have liked to add a little gloss to make them appear more kissable to her sexy trainer. Her nipples were still tinted that pretty dusky rose, and she rolled them between her thumbs and forefingers to make them stand at attention. 
 
    The sound of heavy boots on the stairs made her jerk her head toward the door, which was ajar. Hurriedly, she moved to a nearby yoga mat and lowered herself once more to her knees. She straightened her spine and thrust out her breasts as she brought her hands behind her back and loosely clasped her left wrist with her right hand. 
 
    Her heart was pounding furiously as the footsteps grew louder. The tall, sexy guy entered the room, and she remembered at the very last second to lower her eyes.   
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Aaron came into the room, nearly tripping over the gear bag the new trainee had dropped carelessly just by the entrance. Nudging it aside with his toe, Aaron looked over to her. He could see she was nervous, her breath shallow and fast, tension radiating from her body. He waited a few moments for her to calm down.  
 
    From what Michael had told him, she was un-owned and untrained, with limited experience in the scene, not at all their typical client. It had been a while since Aaron had dealt with a complete novice, and with only two weeks to whip her into shape, both in fact and metaphorically, he was facing a definite challenge. The first step would be to see what she could handle, and then they could move on from there. 
 
    She was gorgeous, which actually annoyed him. He would have to be sure not to let her beauty interfere with the training.  
 
    Good, her breathing had slowed, though he could still sense her tension. She was strung tight as a violin bow.  
 
    Bending down, he lightly touched her shoulder. “Stand up.”  
 
    Without permission, she took her hands from behind her back and flopped forward, pressing her palms against the floor as she hoisted herself upright with all the grace of a football player. On her feet, she shook back her hair in a coquettish way and thrust out her pretty breasts like she was on the set of Baywatch. She fixed him with what she no doubt imagined was a smoldering stare, her lips curving into an undeniably sexy half smile. 
 
    In spite of his professional disapproval of her obvious attempts at seduction, his body responded, his cock stiffening in appreciation. He would need to nip this kind of nonsense in the bud. Frowning, he pointed to the mat. “Back on your knees. That was disgraceful.” 
 
    Her expression faltered, the teasing smile falling away. “What?” 
 
    “You will address me as Trainer or Sir. I said get back on your knees. I’ve seen more grace from an old, arthritic dog. Obviously, we have a long way to go. We’ll try it again, and I’ll give you some instruction this time.” 
 
    Her cheeks tinged with pink, her mouth working as if she were about to protest. Lucky for her, she thought better of it, instead pressing her lips into a tight line as she sank back to the mat with as much, or rather as little, grace as when she’d stood.  
 
    “This time put your hands behind your neck,” he instructed, waiting until she had obeyed before continuing. “When you stand up, keep your hands behind your head. Remember, you are an object to be enjoyed by others. Consider yourself on display at all times, and behave accordingly. Focus on rising gracefully, your motions fluid and smooth.” 
 
    Her face twisted in concentration, she managed to get herself to her feet, though she nearly lost her balance in the process.  
 
    Aaron kept the smile that was trying to move over his mouth in check. “Better—marginally,” he pronounced dryly. “Back on your knees. Try it again. Be aware of how you lower yourself, as well. You are striving for grace of movement. Watch yourself in the mirror and imagine you’re a ballet dancer. And try not to make such a horrible face in the process.” 
 
    She frowned, a flash of actual fury moving over her features, though it passed so quickly he might have imagined it. This one was a hellcat. Was there even a submissive bone in that gorgeous body? Had he just been handed a bloody impossible case? 
 
    Up and down, over and over, he kept her at it until her body was trembling, a sheen of sweat on her forehead, her eyes flashing with barely controlled rage. “I’m doing the best I can,” she finally blurted, adding a belated, “Sir. I don’t know what you want from me.” She bit her full lower lip and then formed her pretty mouth into an actual pout. 
 
    “What I want,” Aaron said, regarding her with calm amusement, “is for you to show a modicum of grace. But I believe you, Morgan. I believe you’re doing the best you can. Happily, I’ll leave the considerable work you’ll require in this department with Claudette, who is much better at teaching this sort of thing.” 
 
    He retrieved a bottle of water from the small refrigerator they kept beneath the supply counter and returned to Morgan. “You may lower your arms.”  
 
    She dropped her arms onto her knees with an exaggerated sigh. Clearly, he had his work cut out for him. With only two weeks, there was no time to lose.  
 
     “Thank you, Sir,” she breathed as she accepted the bottle. She drained most of its contents and blew out a breath. “My knees are killing me.” 
 
    Aaron frowned, about to rebuke her sharply for both speaking out of turn and forgetting his honorific, but then he remembered what a total novice she was. She was untrained, with no Master, and she’d only been there a couple of hours. She was like a puppy and until he taught her the rules, he could hardly expect her to obey them. 
 
    “Stand up one last time,” he said, “as gracefully as you can. Assume an at-ease stance, arms by your sides. Don’t fidget or shuffle your feet. Just stand there, back straight, chin slightly raised. Don’t move until I tell you to do so.” 
 
    She set down the empty water bottle and, to her credit, rose with more grace than he’d seen previously, though her legs trembled ever so slightly. 
 
    He took a slow walk around her, pleased when she didn’t try to follow him with her eyes. She had an ass that was ideal for whipping, and his palm actually itched with the need to smack those round, perfect globes. Keeping himself firmly in check, he returned to stand in front of her. 
 
    “A few basic rules before we go any further,” he said, staring down at her. “Pay close attention, because the next time you break the rules, I will punish you.” 
 
    She tilted her head up and fixed her luminous eyes on his. Her small, pink tongue appeared on her lower lip, and he could almost smell the pheromones zinging between them. This had to stop, or he wouldn’t be able to do his job. 
 
    He took a step back and snapped, “Eyes straight ahead.” 
 
    Once she had obeyed, he said, “First, let’s review the very first rule, which you seem to have trouble retaining. You will always address me as Trainer or Sir. There will never be an occasion during our two weeks together when you’re not in training, and you’d do well to remember that. For all intents and purposes, I own you during this brief tenure, and my intention is to mold you into something resembling a proper submissive, if that’s even possible in the timeframe we’ve been allotted.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed, but she managed to keep her expression otherwise neutral.  
 
    “While in a formal setting, such as this training room or a dungeon,” he continued, “you will not speak unless directly addressed. If you have something you feel you absolutely must convey, you will first ask for permission to speak, and then wait for that permission to be granted. Do you understand the rules so far?” 
 
    She met his eyes briefly, recalled herself, and looked straight ahead again. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Good. Rule number three—never fall out of position until given permission. If I tell you to get on your knees, you will stay there until I tell you otherwise. Mistress Claudette will work with you on a series of formalized positions first thing tomorrow. You’d do well to pay close attention, because I’ll expect you to know and execute them by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Her expression was dubious, but she said, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “One more rule, and then that’s enough for now. During your stay here, you will always promptly obey whatever anyone in authority over you tells you to do. You don’t take liberties or make assumptions. You wait for direction, and then obey it to the letter. Got all that so far?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Good. Summarize the first four rules for me.” 
 
    She started to look up at him, but caught herself in time, managing to keep her eyes straight ahead. “Um, rule one is always address you as Trainer or Sir, Sir.”  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Rule two is don’t speak without permission, Sir.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And rule three is, um…” she paused, but finally managed, “don’t fall out of position without permission.” 
 
    “Sir,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Sir, she parroted.  
 
    “And rule four?” 
 
    “Um…” Again the pause, then, “Always obey anyone in authority and obey them to the letter.” 
 
    All at once, he reached for her throat, causing her to gasp. Gripping her lightly beneath her jawline, he forced her head up slightly so she had no choice but to look into his eyes. “What just happened there?” 
 
    Her pupils dilated, her larynx moving under his fingers as she tried to swallow. Her lips had parted, the tempo of her breath suddenly elevated. Her nipples were fully erect, and he bet if he checked between her legs, he’d find she was sopping.  
 
    Her reaction wasn’t unexpected. Something about the primal response to a hand on the throat cut right to the heart of a true submissive. While a vanilla girl might pull back and express her outrage or confusion, a sub melted at this show of dominance, and he was both relieved and glad to see her reaction. At least he wasn’t dealing with an imposter. Though untrained, she had definite potential. 
 
    Still, he had asked her a direct question, and he expected an answer. He applied the slightest bit more pressure to her throat. “Tell me what happened. What did you do wrong?” he prompted. “What did you forget to say?” 
 
    “I-I forgot to say Sir or Trainer at the end of my reply, Sir.” 
 
    He nodded and let her go. “And what did I say would happen when you broke a rule?” 
 
    Morgan bit her lip. “I would be punished, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s correct. And you will be, but not yet. I need to learn more about you. From what I understand and have observed, you have no training and minimal understanding of what’s expected of you, so we need to remedy that. Now, where do you fall on the submissive spectrum?” 
 
    She looked confused. 
 
    “That was probably too broad a question. Let me clarify. Most trainees I get are sent by their Masters for refinement in a particular area, like learning to take all forms of erotic pain without resistance, or getting comfortable with intensive bondage. As an example, I had one trainee recently who longed to please her Master, but had a terrible fear of confinement in small spaces. His favorite fantasy was to keep her in a coffin-like box under his bed for hours at a time and pull her out when he was ready to use her. The box was perfectly safe, with air holes for breathing, and padded for comfort. But, while the fantasy deeply excited her, she’d always been claustrophobic, and had a very hard time enacting the scenario. We were able to work with her to desensitize her enough to obey him without it endangering her mental stability. Another trainee needed to learn to handle caning, severe caning, without letting her fear get in the way of her acceptance. 
 
    “Those are very specific sorts of training. In your case, all we have is the boilerplate contract stating basically that you belong to us while you’re here, and we can do whatever we need to do to train you. That’s pretty broad, I’m sure you’d agree, so let’s narrow it down. When I ask where you fall on the spectrum, I mean, what are you? Are you a pain slut? A masochist who regards submission as just another tool to get you off, along with the whips and the chains? Or are you submissive—someone who longs to serve for its sake, who takes real joy in giving yourself—heart, body and soul—to another and trusting him to safeguard and nurture that submission?”  
 
    When she didn’t answer right away, he added, “You can speak freely, Morgan. This isn’t a test. I’m not trying to trip you up, and there is no right or wrong answer. I genuinely want to know what makes you tick.” 
 
    She seemed to be thinking it over. “I don’t really know the answer, to tell you the truth, Sir. I mean, yes, I’m definitely sexually masochistic—I do know that. Whips and chains totally do it for me and vanilla bores the crap out of me.” She gave a small laugh, and he allowed himself a small smile in return. “As to submission—true submission—I don’t know what it is. I mean, watching Laura today”—she sighed, shaking her head—“she’s amazing, Sir. And Claud—er, Mistress Claudette, too. Both of them have something—I don’t even know what you’d call it—serenity, maybe? I know a few other women like that in the scene, and I’ve always envied them. They seem so”—she paused, as if trying to come up with the word—“so content in their own skin, Sir.” 
 
    Aaron nodded, pleased by her apparent honesty and insight. She’d stopped trying to be seductive, and she hadn’t tried to say what she thought he might want to hear. Impulsively, he reached out and stroked a tendril of her long, lovely hair from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear.  
 
    A slight tremor moved through her form as he touched her. He jerked his hand away and took a step back, shocked at the electric connection between them. Keeping his focus rigidly on the matter at hand, he said, “I appreciate your candor. I’ll explore your masochistic limits during our training, and in the process, I can help you figure out where you lie on the submissive spectrum, and where you want to be.” 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you, Sir. Um…permission to speak?”  
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How do we figure that out, Sir?” 
 
    “For me as a trainer, the basic game plan is the same as that of a coach. Before I can build you up, I have to take you apart to see what you’re made of, and what your potential is. I’ll test your pain limits, your endurance, your sexual responsiveness and skill, as well as your willingness and ability to submit with grace and honesty.” 
 
    “Sexual responsiveness, Sir?” she repeated in a throaty voice as she again shook back her lovely mane of hair. 
 
    Christ. She was flirting again, and she’d spoken without permission. Aaron bit back a sigh of frustration and reminded himself to be patient. Choosing to ignore her behavior for the moment, not to mention the erection trying to make itself known in his jeans, he said brusquely, “Of course. While not all submissives provide sexual service, it’s certainly a part of basic training. 
 
    “When we’re through, if I’ve done my job, you won’t need chains or outside controls. Your commitment will come from within. But in order to get there, you’re going to have to yield control in every aspect of your life. That’s why we start with so much restriction—no clothes, no sitting on the furniture, no speaking out of turn, no rights regarding your person or your station. You do as you’re told, period. After a time, you come to freely accept the abdication of basic freedoms, and recognize the gift of each one when it is returned to you. If you can get to that place where restriction, training, obedience and punishment aren’t only what you want, but what you need, that’s when you begin to internalize true submission. That’s when you’ll get a sense of the scope of your commitment. Are you with me so far?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Sir. I’m with you.”  
 
    Her voice was low and seductive. His balls ached. He needed to get a grip. He took a step back. 
 
    She took a step forward as she looked from his face to his crotch, her expression shifting into something calculating and almost sly. Then she reached up and circled her slender arms around his neck, pulling down his head as she tried to kiss his mouth. As her soft lips brushed his, they parted, a small, sexy sound coming from her throat. For a split second, Aaron tumbled into the fantasy of kissing her back, and more. 
 
    It took only that long to regain his control, however. Grabbing her wrists, he yanked them from his neck and pushed her roughly away so that she stumbled backward, her face blank with shock. He was angry not only with her for the affront, but with himself for nearly giving in to his own weakness. Reaching for her he spun her around and grabbed both her wrists, pinning then behind her back. Keeping his voice level, he said, “You just made a serious miscalculation, little girl,” as he frog-marched her out the door and into the punishment room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron hauled Morgan directly to the cleanup corner, a tiled area in the back of the training room where a small but functional shower had been installed. Nylon cuffs hung from chains in the ceiling above the stall. He positioned Morgan beneath the cuffs and snapped, “Lift your arms over your head so I can secure your wrists.”  
 
    Morgan looked from the chains to Aaron with frightened eyes. “Please, I—” 
 
    He cut her off. “Not a word. Not one word, Morgan.” He kept one hand firmly on her shoulder. “You stepped way over the boundary back there. I know you’re probably used to getting what you want with your pretty face and your hot little cunt, but that won’t work here. I’m shocked you’d even try it.” 
 
    He waited, staring her down until finally, her eyes wide with fear, she lifted her arms. He wrapped the cuffs around her wrists and stepped to the side. Reaching for the cold-water tap, he turned it on, and a jet of icy water blasted over the bound girl.  
 
    Predictably, she yelped and tried to twist away, but the chains held her in position. “Stay still,” he barked. Two weeks would not be enough. Should he bag this charade right now? He didn’t want to waste his time on some poser. 
 
    Once she was sufficiently drenched, he turned off the water and pulled open the Velcro cuffs on her wrists. He led the now shivering, dripping girl to the center of the room. Briefly, he considered his options and decided he would use a paddle—her paddle. If she balked, he was done. They could find someone else to train her—if she was even trainable. 
 
    “Get on your hands and knees,” he commanded, letting go of her. “Crawl back to the other room and get the paddle out of your bag. Carry it by the handle in your mouth and crawl back to me.” 
 
    Her skin was stippled with goose bumps, her long, lovely hair pressed flat against her head and dripping down her body. Her face was a study in mixed emotions, and he wouldn’t have been surprised if she told him to go fuck himself and flounced out the door. After all, the contract was only binding if all parties agreed it was so. If she didn’t like the terms, she was free to walk out.  
 
    She opened her mouth, and he held his breath, waiting to see if she blew her last chance, startled to realize just how much it mattered to him.  
 
    She closed her mouth. There were tears in her eyes but she dropped slowly, almost gracefully, to her knees. Aaron began to breathe again. 
 
    Placing her hands on the floor, she crawled out of the room, her luscious ass swaying. She returned a few moments later, the handle of the paddle held awkwardly in her mouth. She dropped the paddle at his feet and remained on her hands and knees. 
 
    He resisted the absurd impulse to pull her up into his arms and whisper into her hair that all was forgiven. Instead, he bent down and picked up the paddle. “Crawl over to the spanking bench. Then stand and bend over it so your palms are resting flat on the bench, your ass out, feet shoulder-width apart on the floor.” 
 
    Instead of obeying immediately, Morgan looked up at him. “Permission to speak, Sir?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She furrowed her brows, her consternation evident, but she managed to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “Now, do as you’re told.” 
 
    She crawled to the bench, stood and assumed the position, ass out.  
 
    “Why are you being punished, Morgan?” 
 
    A beat, then she replied, “Because I forgot to say sir, Sir.” 
 
    “Yes, and what else.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    He waited. She started to turn her head toward him. “Don’t come out of position,” he snapped. “Do you want to make things even worse than they are?” 
 
    She whipped her head forward. “No, Sir,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    Was she? For what, exactly? 
 
    “Why else are you being punished?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. When she spoke, her voice was small but resolute. “I tried to kiss you, Sir. I, uh, I took liberties. I—got confused. I thought—” 
 
    “Stop,” he interrupted. “I didn’t ask about your state of mind or your thoughts. I asked what you did. You flagrantly violated rule four, right after you’d parroted it back to me.” 
 
    Leaning over her, he wound her wet hair around his hand and yanked her head back. “Let’s be very clear going forward, Morgan. I am not your lover, nor do I want to be. I’m your trainer, that is, unless you keep up this kind of behavior, in which case I’m going to recommend you be expelled from the program. Are we very, very clear?” 
 
    This was it—this was when she’d stand up and walk out, if she was going to. He waited, his heart beating too fast in his chest.  
 
    She remained in position. “Yes, Sir.” Her voice cracked, and then again, “I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” he replied, relenting, if just a little, though of course she would still have to be punished. 
 
    He let her hair go. “Before we begin, I will assign you a safeword. You know what that is, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “I don’t expect you’ll need to use it, but just in case, your word is lemon. You do understand a safeword is a last resort, and not something to be used lightly. If you do use your safeword, all activity ceases, and we’ll need to reevaluate your training. Repeat the safeword for me now, please.” 
 
    “Lemon,” she said softly. 
 
    He stepped behind her. “Have you ever been hit with a paddle?”  
 
    “No, Sir.” Her voice was tremulous. 
 
    “It’s not sexy—not the way I do it. It hurts like hell. I’m going to give you ten swats. You will count each one out loud. You move and we start over. You miss a number and we start over. Are we crystal clear so far?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Speak up. I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she shouted, like a soldier being badgered by a sergeant.  
 
    Aaron allowed himself a smile. Then he pulled back his arm and let the paddle fly.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Morgan had always thought of herself as sexually masochistic. She adored being restrained with rope and leather, held down while a dominant lover had his way with her. She loved a good, hard spanking or a sensual flogging, or even the delicious sting of a single tail whip. That was why the gig at Tom’s club had been so perfect—she actually got paid to express and enjoy her kink. Even without sexual attraction thrown into the mix, there was no greater high than slipping into the arms of erotic pain, and she’d been proud of how much she could tolerate—getting to be a real pro at the club, soon to be offered a full-time job.  
 
    But apparently she’d only been playing in the minor leagues. The first savage blow of the paddle against her wet skin took her breath away, smashing her forward and wrenching an ugly grunting sound from deep in her throat. She felt like she’d been hit with a two by four, and there was nothing even remotely sexy about it.   
 
    “Count,” he ordered. 
 
    “One!” she shouted. 
 
    The second blow hurt even worse than the first, and the “two” came out as a wail. Tears blinded her eyes. No fucking way she was going to make it to ten. God, why had she been so stupid? How had she gotten her wires so crossed? 
 
    “Three,” she cried as the unrelenting wood made hard contact with her flesh.  
 
    He’d had an erection, damn it. He was as hot for her as she was for him. He’d sent her mixed signals. It was his fault! 
 
    “Fuck,” she screamed as the paddle caught her just at the sensitive spot where her ass met her thighs.  
 
    “No, that was four,” the sadistic bastard behind her said, his voice maddeningly calm. “We will do that one again, and make sure to count.”  
 
    The paddle crashed into her. She yelled the number, her mind going blank, save for her determination to get through. Five. Then six. Seven…eight…  
 
    Nearly over. You can do it. You can make it…  
 
    Though she had been freezing a few moments before, now she was sweating and thought she might pass out. Snot ran from her nose and tears streamed down her face. Her entire body was trembling and her ass and thighs were on fire. 
 
    “Ten,” she finally whispered, and then her limbs gave way. She sank to the floor, her head falling into her arms on the bench. She began to sob, an ugly, rasping sound that hurt her throat.  
 
    Strong arms encircled her from behind and lifted her into the air, and then she was pressed against Aaron’s strong chest. In spite of his being the one who had caused her anguish, she buried her tearstained face against him.  
 
    Without saying anything, he carried her up the stairs to the third floor as if she weighed little more than a child. She kept her face hidden as they moved down the hall.  
 
    He set her down on her stomach on a mattress and pulled away. She lifted her head and opened her eyes to see they were in her bedroom. For the briefest, hopeful second she thought he was going to lie down beside her.  
 
    But he took a step back and said, “Punishment is over, and we’ll start with a fresh slate in the morning. I’ll send in one of the girls to tend to you.” And with that, he was gone. 
 
    Morgan lay motionless for several long moments. She was as exhausted as if she’d run a marathon. It took a supreme effort just to raise her arm, but she managed to reach back to gingerly touch her ass. Her skin was hot and felt bruised. If she’d had the energy, she would have gotten off the bed to look at herself in the mirror. But wait—there was no damn mirror in this damn room. There was nothing but the bed and nightstand. 
 
    She let her hand fall to her side and lay there, drifting in her thoughts. What the hell was she doing here? She loved the idea of submission, but did she have what it took to get there?  
 
    And how embarrassing to have had him reject her like that. And how incredibly stupid of her to have tried such an amateur move with a professional trainer. 
 
    It was his fault. Why did he have to be so fucking hot? 
 
    But was that all it was? Was she sticking around because Aaron Sterling floated her boat? Was that enough? 
 
    When she was able to quiet the noise in her head, her heart whispered something different. She was here for more than a flirtation with a hot guy. A part of her yearned for what Laura and Claudette seemed to possess. She was being offered the chance to achieve that, and she’d be a fool to walk away. How thrilling to be trained in the art of erotic submission. Just saying it sounded sexy. 
 
    She pushed the tangle of damp hair from her face and slipped a hand beneath her body. As she stroked the smooth skin of her newly shaven mons, she reviewed the astonishing events since her arrival at the Chateau that afternoon. In a way, it was like being in a fairytale—an erotic fairytale—and she was the captured princess. But in fairytales there was always a prince, too, right? 
 
    Annoyed at her circuitous thought process, Morgan was glad when someone knocked lightly on the doorframe. She looked up, hoping to see Aaron, or at least Laura, but it was Kristen who appeared, a first-aid kit in her hand.  
 
    The tall woman was no longer dressed in the white cotton house slave uniform she’d been wearing earlier. Her large breasts were showcased in a black satin bustier, and she wore some kind of leather and metal contraption in lieu of underwear.  
 
    She entered the room, her eyes widening as she gazed at Morgan. “You look like something the cat dragged in.” Her gaze moved to Morgan’s ass. “Shit, your butt is red as a tomato. Did he use the paddle?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, a blush rising in her cheeks. 
 
    “Man, what did you do to deserve that? And your first day here, too.” She clucked her disapproval. 
 
    Morgan didn’t answer, instead asking, “What’s that thing you’re wearing?” 
 
    “This?” Kristen glanced down at herself. “Oh, that’s my chastity belt.” She looked up with a grin. “I’m a total sex slut. No matter what they do to me, I can’t keep my hands off my own twat, so Michael keeps me locked up when I’m not being used. I can’t even pee without permission.” She didn’t seem at all distressed as she shared this information. In a way, she seemed almost proud.  
 
    But then she frowned. “The play parties are the best, because sometimes they take off my belt and let me come. Master Michael was just about to remove the belt so he could fuck me, when Trainer Aaron interrupted the fun. He asked for a house slave volunteer to come tend to you, and since Laura was all tied up and suspended upside down from a hook in the ceiling and Rick was busy sucking off Scott while Gerard beat his pretty little ass, nurse duty fell to me.” She came closer to the bed and set down the first-aid kit next to Morgan. 
 
    “Gosh, I’m sorry,” Morgan said. “I didn’t ask for anyone to come.” 
 
    “That’s a pun, right?” Kristen said with a grin as she sat down on the mattress. “Maybe I’ll make you eat me out as thanks. It’s the least you could do.” 
 
    Morgan’s horror at the prospect must have shown on her face, because Kristen laughed and said, “Just kidding, kiddo.” She touched the belt at her waist. “Not like you could get to it even if you wanted to.” Sobering, she added, “Though I’d get over that squeamishness about girl parts if I were you. If the Masters decide you need to lick some cunt, then you’ll be licking some cunt.” 
 
    Morgan said nothing as she absorbed this information. She would leap off that bridge if and when she came to it. “Ouch,” she said as Kristen touched her ass.  
 
    “I’ll be as gentle as I can,” Kristen said. “There’s no broken skin. It’s not so bad, really. You’ll have some bruising, but that’s no big deal.”  
 
    She smeared something creamy and cool over Morgan’s heated skin. It felt good, and Morgan sighed her appreciation.  
 
    “Seriously, though, what did you do to get punished right out of the gate like that?” 
 
    Morgan hesitated, but then said, “I, uh, I forgot to say Sir.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me. No way you’d get a beating like this for such a small thing. Especially not on your first day. What’s the real reason?” 
 
    Morgan’s face heated, and she was glad Kristen couldn’t see it. Speaking into her arms, she admitted, “I tried to kiss him.” 
 
    “What? You’re mumbling.” 
 
    “I tried to kiss him.” 
 
    Kristen’s soothing touch fell away. “You what? Are you fucking kidding me? You tried to kiss the trainer? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    Tears of embarrassment and chagrin pricked Morgan’s eyelids. “I guess I am,” she admitted miserably. “He had an erection. He was talking about sexual training. I thought he was coming on to me.” 
 
    Kristen snorted. “He had a hard-on, so what? I wouldn’t make too much of that if I were you. After all, he’s around naked girls all the time, and he’s only human. But as to coming on to you?” She barked a small, derisive laugh. “You’re a novice slave, for chrissakes. If he wanted to fuck you, he’d fuck you—it’s his right. Not that Aaron Sterling has ever chosen to use any of the slaves.” She sighed dramatically, adding, “Which totally sucks. I would love to be used by him. Since he’s been here, he pretty much keeps to himself when he’s not working. He rarely comes to the play parties, and as far as I know, he’s never touched any of the girls for his own pleasure, or the boys either for that matter.”  
 
    She resumed her ministrations. “Seriously, though. He could have thrown you out of the program for that kind of infraction. He must see something in you, to let you off with just a paddling. But I’d watch myself if I were you, kiddo. Being pretty and young doesn’t get you too far here, not like out in the real world.” 
 
    “The real world? So this isn’t real?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. The Chateau is a place unto itself—a safe, sexy, wonderful haven for masochists like me who need to be chained and cuffed and used. I’m never happier than when I’m on my knees, servicing one of the Masters, or even when I’m scrubbing out toilets, my poor cunt throbbing in my chastity belt, the welts on my back itching as they heal. For me it’s heaven on earth.” She sighed happily to emphasize the point.  
 
    “I was an accountant out in the real world,” she continued. “I hated my job and I hated my life. I had a boring vanilla husband who was horrified by my perverted masochistic tendencies, as he called them, and who tried to get me to go to a psychiatrist for a cure. The cure was to divorce the bastard. When a friend at a play party recommended this place, I showed up with nothing but the clothes on my back and the promise to serve and obey. They accepted me with open arms, and I’ve never been happier or more complete. And now that I’ve met Master Richard, my deepest held dreams might just be coming true.” 
 
    Recalling Laura’s mention of Kristen’s slave contract being for sale, Morgan asked, “What does that mean exactly? Is he going to, uh, buy you?” 
 
    “I sure as heck hope so,” Kristen said. Before Morgan could ask her to elaborate, however, she patted Morgan’s butt and rose to her feet. “I want to get back to the party. We can talk later. You have permission to wash up and then you’re to go to bed.” She grabbed the kit. “See ya!” She hurried from the room without a backward glance.  
 
    Morgan lay there a while longer, thinking over Kristen’s story. She seemed so happy with what to Morgan seemed like so little. She was basically a maid, cook and occasional sexual toy. Some guy maybe wanted to buy her contract, whatever that really meant. She slept in a bunk in the basement with three other people and was forced to wear a chastity belt at all times, needing permission just to use the toilet. Yet, while she didn’t exude the grace and serenity that seemed to hang around both Laura and Claudette like an aura, she seemed genuinely content.  
 
    Morgan rolled off the mattress and walked slowly down the silent hall to the bathroom. She looked into the two other bedrooms, both of which had more furniture than hers did—one with a bureau and a chair, the other with those things plus a small table, a mirror and a throw rug.  
 
    In the bathroom, she stood in front of the sink and twisted back to see herself in the mirror. She drew in a breath as she examined her ass, which was indeed bright red, small bruises already forming on the fleshiest parts of her cheeks. “Jesus,” she whispered, both horrified and thrilled. 
 
    Turning away, she used the toilet and then opened the drawer with her name on it. She washed her face and brushed her teeth. As she brushed and wound her still-damp hair into a braid, she thought about her trainer, about the man himself. It wasn’t just that he was gorgeous, or that he was dominant—there was something else about him, something compelling she couldn’t quite define that drew her to him. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so attracted to a guy. 
 
    She returned to her bedroom and lay down once more on her stomach. Slipping her hand beneath her, she cupped her bare mons. Despite everything that had happened, or no, because of it, she was wet, her clit as hard as a dried pea. Closing her eyes, she began to rub herself, visions of her trainer slipping into her mind’s eye.  
 
    He unbuttoned his white linen shirt and pulled it from his broad shoulders. He took off his boots and yanked open the fly of his jeans. Kicking away the pants, he revealed a large, thick cock, which he fisted in his hand as he raked her naked body with a sexy, claiming gaze.  
 
    “You belong to me, Morgan,” he said in his low, sexy voice. “I wanted you the second I saw you. I came to America in search of the perfect sub girl, and now I’ve found her. Spread your legs and offer yourself to me. I’m going to fuck you now.” 
 
    He draped himself over her, his hard cock nudging inside her as he gripped her throat with his big, strong hand. Her insides melted at his dominant touch, and she groaned against his mouth as his lips crushed hers. 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned into the pillow as she rubbed herself furiously. “Yes, Master Aaron. Take me. I’m yours.” 
 
    She came hard and fast, and then drifted in the pleasure of the small but satisfying orgasm until sleep came to claim her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Something was shaking her, irritating her, pulling her out of an especially good dream. She shrugged away the offending touch and rolled over. 
 
    “Morgan, wake up. You want another punishment before the sun’s even up?” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes flew open and she rolled onto her back, the dream vanishing in an instant. “Geez,” she said with chagrin as she focused on Laura. “Does the whole place know I fucked up?” 
 
    Laura, dressed again in spotless white, her pink nipples visible beneath the sheer fabric, shook her head with a smile. “No. Don’t worry. I only know because Kristen can’t keep her mouth shut to save her life. I doubt Aaron shared it with the other Masters. From what I understand, he tends to keep his methods to himself.”  
 
    She yanked back the warm, comfy coverlet from Morgan’s bare body. “Now get up. Your hair’s a mess, and we only have a half hour before breakfast. Diana and Tara are already up and doing their workout.” 
 
    “Their workout?” Morgan echoed, confused. 
 
    “Yes. It’s important as a sex slave to be in the best physical shape you can. Diana is working off the bit of excess weight she carries, while Tara is building up her core strength and stamina.”  
 
    As Morgan climbed out of the bed, Laura looked her up and down appraisingly. “You’re in excellent condition, and you’re only here for two weeks, so you probably won’t be given a workout regime.” She walked around Morgan as she spoke, and when she saw her ass, she said in a matter-of-fact tone, “You’ve got paddle bruises. Those fade quickly.” She moved toward the door, turning back to admonish, “Now hurry up. If we’re late to breakfast, we’ll both be punished.” 
 
    Breakfast, which consisted of a choice of fresh fruit, yogurt, scrambled eggs, bacon and blueberry waffles, was as delicious as the dinner had been, though, as before, Morgan had to eat hers while kneeling on the floor by the slave table. There was little small talk and no lingering as they ate their meal. Rick, Morgan noticed, was absent from the table. 
 
    “Where’s Rick?” she asked, curious. 
 
    “Master Gerard often keeps Rick with him at night. He likes to take his breakfast in his rooms,” Scott offered.  
 
    “Sometimes he takes me to his bed, though,” Kristen interjected. “When Rick becomes too insufferable.” She laughed. 
 
    Morgan wrinkled her brow in confusion. “But isn’t Master Gerard…” she trailed off, not wanting to sound politically incorrect by pointing out the obvious. 
 
    Kristen, intuiting Morgan's unspoken question, giggled. “Oh, you’re thinking Master Gerard is totally gay. He’s bi, actually. Likes to play on both sides of the fence. His preferred flavor is definitely male, but he enjoys the occasional female sub girl, as well. It makes Rick no end of jealous when Master Gerard chooses me over him.”  
 
    “You really shouldn’t goad Rick the way you do,” Scott said. “You know that dude has a temper.” 
 
    “So, what?” Kristen shot back. “What’s he going to do? He’s a house slave, same as us. Just because he thinks he’s god’s gift to Doms, doesn’t mean the rest of us are fooled.” 
 
    “Okay, guys. Enough gossip. I have your assignments.” Laura drained her coffee mug and rose to her feet. “Tara, you’re with Master Michael this morning for cane work. Diana, you’re with Master Gerard for cock worship.” Turning to Morgan, she said, “You’re to report to the positions studio for training with Mistress Claudette. Wait for her on your knees near the mirror.”  
 
    As Morgan got to her feet, Laura added, “Make sure to bring your gear bag. If you haven’t found it already, there’s a rolled floor mat in the bottom of the bag. When you’re sent to a training room, and if you have time, you should always set out your gear neatly on the mat, so your trainer has easy access.” 
 
    For a moment, Morgan couldn’t think where her gear bag was. Then she remembered she’d left it in the positions studio, and the paddle was probably still in the training room. Reflexively, she ran her fingers over the tender, bruised skin on her ass. If any of the other slaves had noticed the bruising, they hadn’t mentioned it.  
 
    Hurrying up the stairs, Morgan tried to decide if she was glad or disappointed she wouldn’t be facing Aaron first thing. He’d said they would start with a clean slate in the morning, so hopefully he’d forgiven her for her blatant breach of protocol, but there was no way he’d forgotten. Just the memory of how badly her gambit had misfired brought a fresh wash of heat to her face.  
 
    “I’ll do better today,” she promised herself as she entered the training room and looked around for her paddle. There it was. Someone had set it on the spanking bench. Hard to believe that small circle of wood, no bigger than a ping-pong paddle, had hurt so fucking much. She picked it up and ran her palm over the smooth, polished surface. It was certainly thicker than a ping-pong paddle, which explained the bruises.  
 
    Morgan returned to the positions studio and retrieved her gear bag from near the door. She rummaged inside and found the rolled mat, which she spread out on the floor against a bare wall. She pulled out all the items and laid them neatly side by side on the mat. As she arranged the cuffs, impact toys and dildos, her body reacted automatically, nipples tightening, pussy moistening. In spite of her promise to herself to behave, a fantasy involving Aaron, the flogger and the wrist cuffs tried to worm itself into her mind. With an actual toss of her head, she shook it away.  
 
    She walked to a yoga mat near the mirror. Before lowering herself to her knees, she twisted back for another look at her bottom. The bruising was worst where her ass met her thighs, but none of it was really too bad. It was kind of sexy, in a way, and empowering to think she’d endured such a paddling. Hopefully the bruises wouldn’t look too hideous when they faded into ugly yellows and greens as they healed. 
 
    She heard the sound of light footsteps in the hallway and sank down onto the mat, her stomach fluttering with anticipation. When Claudette swept into the room a moment later, Morgan did her best to appear poised, though her heels were digging into the tender bruises on her butt. She lifted herself slightly in an effort to get more comfortable, while being sure to keep her back straight and her expression in something she hoped at least approximated a calm demeanor. 
 
    “Good morning, ma chérie.” Claudette was dressed again in a white, full-length gown, though this one appeared to be comprised entirely of lace, rendering it effectively see-through. Her body, Morgan couldn’t help but notice, was a perfect hourglass, her full breasts still firm. “I hope you passed your first night comfortably?” 
 
    Morgan, who had slept like a log until Laura had wrenched her from sleep, replied, “Yes, Ma’am. Thank you.” 
 
    “C’est bon. The trainer will conduct a full assessment, but first, I’m going to teach you a few basic positions. During your spare time, you should practice these positions until they become second nature to you. When a slave is ordered to assume a position, it should be done quickly, smoothly, gracefully and without question.” She lifted her chin to Morgan. “Stand up.” 
 
    Morgan started to lean forward and use her hands to push herself up, but stopped herself in time as she remembered the lessons from the night before. Instead, she tightened her core and rose as gracefully as she could. She must have done okay, because Claudette didn’t make her do it again, thank goodness. 
 
    “When you stand in front of someone in authority, unless otherwise directed, you will let your hands rest loosely at your sides. Be mindful of your posture and look down at the ground until you are given instruction.” 
 
    Morgan, who had reflexively brought her arms around her torso, quickly dropped them to her sides. She resisted the urge to bounce nervously on the balls of her feet, instead trying to channel some of Claudette’s stillness and serenity into herself.  
 
    “The first position we’ll tackle is called kneeling down—it’s the standard position you should assume when waiting for your Master to arrive. You kneel like so, with your knees far apart, resting back on the heels.” To demonstrate, the older woman sank with extraordinary grace to her knees. “The back is straight and the hands rest on the thighs, palms up. Keep your eyes lowered out of respect.” She looked up at Morgan. “Go on. You try it.” 
 
    Morgan tried to imitate Claudette’s graceful movements as she lowered herself into position. Claudette, meanwhile, rose to her feet and stared down at Morgan. “Farther apart. Spread your legs farther apart and push your hips forward so we can see your sex. The object here is not only to demonstrate respect through kneeling, but to display yourself and indicate with your body that you are available for use.”  
 
    Though Morgan had almost grown used to being naked in the short time she’d been at the Chateau, she flushed at this instruction to expose her pussy. 
 
    Claudette pressed her lips together, her eyebrows furrowing. “Why do you hesitate?” She clapped her hands together. “Obey at once.” 
 
    Her face on fire, Morgan spread her knees and thrust her hips forward, completely exposing her shaved pussy to Claudette’s critical eye. 
 
    Claudette pursed her lips as she walked slowly around Morgan. “Not too bad,” she finally pronounced. “Let’s do it again.”  
 
    For the next several minutes, Morgan rose and lowered herself repeatedly into position until Claudette was finally satisfied. Claudette then ran through several more positions, while Morgan silently wondered how she’d ever remember them all. The offering pose consisted of kneeling, facing away from your Master and leaning over with outstretched arms and crossed wrists, forehead on the floor, ass raised in the air. The dog was aptly named, and consisted of dropping to all fours, and keeping the hands and knees wide, head up and back arched so the ass was thrust upward. When told to stand at attention, she was expected to place her hands behind her head, her fingers laced together, back arched so her breasts were thrust forward, feet shoulder-width apart, chin up, eyes lowered.  
 
    The examination pose required Morgan lie on her back, knees bent, feet flat and then lift her hips off the floor. The flipside examination pose required her to lie facedown, head turned to the side, knees bent, ass raised in the air. 
 
    Morgan was exhausted by the end of the hour or so it took to practice all the positions to Claudette’s satisfaction. Claudette got her a bottle of water, and then looked at her watch. “Oh, dear,” she said. “We’ve used up our time without finishing the basics. I will let Trainer Aaron know he needs to show you the punishment positions. He should be along shortly. You will wait in kneel-down pose for your trainer.” 
 
    Without another word, Claudette left the room, leaving Morgan alone on her knees. Her thigh and calf muscles were screaming from the constant rising and sinking to her knees, which also ached. She kept her ear cocked for the sound of Aaron’s footsteps, and then slowly unfolded herself so she was sitting with her legs in front of her. She did a few stretches as she thought about the handsome trainer.  
 
    She really needed to stop doing that, she told herself firmly. He probably had a girlfriend back in England and maybe one here as well. She made a mental note to find out more about his private life. Laura would know. 
 
    The sound of boots clomping up the stairs jolted her into action, and she hurriedly reassumed the kneel-down pose, her heart kicking into high gear. When he entered the room, she managed to restrain herself from looking up into his face, instead keeping her gaze down. From her vantage point, she could see he was wearing black jeans today, with a black button-down shirt, again rolled up on his gorgeous forearms. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said in that posh British accent. “Are you ready for your first full day of training?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied, hoping it was true. 
 
    He came to stand directly in front of her, so close his boots were between her spread knees. Reaching down, he cupped her chin in his fingers, forcing her to raise her face to his. 
 
    She was unable to prevent the sharp intake of breath as she tumbled into his clear, gray-green eyes. Jesus, what was her problem? Men fell for her, not the other way around.  
 
    His expression was stern, but she thought she detected the ghost of a smile as he said, “We’ll have a better day today, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she replied, heat rising in her face at this subtle reminder of her appalling miscalculation.  
 
    He let go of her chin and took a step back. “Good. Today I will assess your strengths and weaknesses, and go over a few positions Claudette said you didn’t get a chance to review yet.” He glanced around the room, his eyes settling on the items she’d placed on the small mat against a side wall. “Good, I see you’ve set up your gear. We’ll make use of some of that today.” 
 
    The flogger. Use that yummy flogger on me, pretty please.  
 
    He gave no sign of having received the telepathic message. Instead, he said, “First off, please assume the examination pose.” 
 
    Morgan glanced up at him, not having expected him to begin the session quite so abruptly. But a lift of his dark blond eyebrows spurred her into action.  
 
    Not wanting to just flop back, she rose to her feet with as much grace as she possessed, then lowered herself slowly to a sitting position. Lying back, she placed her feet flat on the mat and lifted her hips into the air. As she assumed this vulnerable position, she wondered how it was possible for one human being to blush as much as she had since she’d arrived at the Chateau, and if she’d ever get comfortable enough to stop doing it.  
 
    From her position on her back, she could just see Aaron in her peripheral vision. He crouched between her legs and stared down at her spread pussy, while flames continued to lick her face. “With some trainees, I use gloves for this exam, based on the restrictions imposed by their Masters. But since you have no Master, and the contract you signed expressly permits direct sexual contact, we won’t worry about all that.”   
 
    She focused on the ceiling, trying not to moan as he touched her labia and ran his finger around her clit. He used the perfect combination of gentle touch and friction, and his fingers slid easily over her sex, her own natural lubricant smoothing the way. Christ, if he didn’t cut it out, she was going to come. Maybe that was okay? Maybe he wanted her to come. Maybe this training wasn’t so bad. 
 
    She grunted as he pressed his digit inside her, her vaginal muscles clamping down on his finger as a shudder moved through her body. Unable to help herself, she moaned. He chose that precise moment to stroke her clit with his thumb, and as he crooked his finger just so inside her, she moaned again, teetering on the brink of climax. 
 
    Behind her closed eyelids, she envisioned Aaron lowering himself onto her in his naked perfection. She could almost feel his hard cock as it penetrated her wetness. “Yes,” she whispered breathlessly, barely aware she was speaking. “Please, yes.” 
 
    All at once, the hand was withdrawn. “Keep those eyes open and control yourself,” Aaron snapped. “Sexual responsiveness is a good thing. Greedy, sluttish behavior is quite another.” He rose above her, and she stared up at him, shocked and alarmed at his sudden anger. What had she done wrong?  
 
    As he apparently read the consternation on her face, the anger drained from his expression. “Morgan. I can see you’re confused, and I have to remind myself how completely untrained you are.” He took a step back. “Stand up and assume the at-attention position.” 
 
    Her cunt still thrumming, Morgan got to her feet as she tried to swallow her sexual frustration. She put her hands behind her head and interlocked her fingers as Claudette had instructed. Pulling back her shoulders, she thrust out her breasts, her erect nipples pointing directly at the man who’d nearly made her come, and then yelled at her for it. 
 
    Aaron moved his eyes up and down her body without the slightest flicker of interest before settling on her face. “Pay close attention, because next time I have to remind you of a rule, you will be punished.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, chastened. 
 
    “First of all, you violated the rule of not speaking out of turn, which we discussed last night, and which I expected you to retain. Secondly, you were about to come without permission.” 
 
    But wasn’t that the point of what he’d been doing? Morgan almost asked for permission to speak, but Aaron kept going before she had the chance. “I can’t hold you accountable for that breach, since we didn’t specifically review that rule, so let me make it very clear right now. Slaves do not own their bodies. While you are here, you are the property of the Chateau. You will never, ever come without express command or permission. And, since you apparently need things spelled out for you, that also means you will never touch yourself sexually without express command or permission, even in the privacy of your own bedroom.” 
 
    As he paused, Morgan thought guiltily about her masturbation the night before, but then forgave herself, as he hadn’t said anything about it until now. 
 
    “Repeat the new rule, please,” he said in his clipped British accent. 
 
    Morgan swallowed as she collected her thoughts, her pussy still throbbing softly due to her denied orgasm. “I will never come without express command or permission. I will never touch myself without express command or permission either, Sir.” 
 
    Aaron nodded and then pointed to the ground. “We’ll continue with the examination. Assume the dog position.” 
 
    Grateful he’d chosen a position she could easily remember, Morgan lowered herself to her hands and knees and stuck out her butt like a bitch in heat. If she’d had a tail, she would have wagged it, she thought with an inward grin, glad for the comic relief, even if it was only in her own head.  
 
    Her amusement fell away as he said, “I’m going to check how receptive you are to anal play. Don’t resist, and remain still. No more sluttish displays, if you please.” She could see him in the mirror as he went to the long counter in the back of the room and opened a cabinet above it. He took out some things she couldn’t see, and then made his way to her supply mat, where he picked up the three butt plugs. Morgan was no stranger to anal play, but nor was it her favorite, at least not the limited experience she’d had with it.  
 
    She could no longer see him as he moved behind her, unless she turned her face directly to the mirror, which she didn’t dare do. She flinched slightly when he touched her ass, but it was only his hand, which he moved over her flesh with surprising gentleness. “These bruises are superficial,” he informed her. “They should be completely healed in a day or two.” 
 
    His hand fell away, and she heard him moving behind her. There was a small, snapping sound she couldn’t quite identify, and she very nearly turned her head, but managed to restrain herself.  
 
    “I will use gloves for this examination,” the trainer announced, and she realized what she’d heard was the sound of latex snapping against skin. “And lubricant.” 
 
    Thank goodness for small favors.  
 
    Morgan tried to stay still as Aaron’s lubricated finger circled the perimeter of her asshole and then pressed inside. He placed a hand underneath her belly to hold her steady as he penetrated her fully. It didn’t hurt at all—actually it felt pretty good, and her clit perked up with interest.  
 
    “Good,” he said. “That’s very good. Stay relaxed. I’m going to try a series of anal plugs to assess your tolerance. All your orifices should always be fully accessible to even the largest cock.” 
 
    Like yours? He was over six feet, with large hands and feet, but who knew if the old wives’ tale was true. Hopefully, she would find out during the sexual training part of the program. The thought sent another gush of moisture into her pussy, and she very nearly moaned again. Jesus, she had to get better control of herself.  
 
    The first plug went in fairly easily, though the last bit did hurt. Morgan, startled by the sudden pain, gave a yelp as she jerked reflexively away. 
 
    “Back into position,” Aaron commanded in a stern voice. “Control your reactions. You’re doing a good job overall, but you need to remain absolutely still and receptive to me. If you move again, I will punish you.” 
 
    Remembering the paddle and with no desire to feel its harsh sting again, Morgan replied, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    The second plug was fatter, and penetration was more difficult. “Relax,” Aaron admonished. “You’re tensing up. That kind of resistance is unacceptable. You’re denying me access instead of surrendering yourself to me. Take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Continue to breathe that same way as I insert the plug.” 
 
    It was all very well to be ordered to relax, but quite another thing to manage it. Still, Morgan tried. She closed her eyes and breathed as directed. But when he pressed the damn thing home, she squealed and jerked away, in spite of her best intentions. Her abrupt action caused the plug to pop out. 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Aaron announced from behind her. “That’s only a medium plug. It should be easily tolerated, if you were relaxed enough to receive it. You continue to resist, and for that, you will be punished.” 
 
    Morgan nearly wailed with dismay. She almost begged for another chance, but stopped herself. Laura wouldn’t beg. Laura would take her due with submissive grace. Morgan would try like hell to do the same.  
 
    But instead of yanking her up or ordering her to crawl to the training room, to her surprise, Aaron said in a mild voice, “You may get to your feet. For now, we’ll review a few more basic positions Claudette didn’t yet cover.” 
 
    Morgan stood up, resisting the urge to wipe the residual goo from between her butt cheeks. Recalling Claudette’s direction, she stood at-ease, arms at her sides, as she waited for her trainer’s next instructions. 
 
    “There are a number of punishment positions we use here at the Chateau, including the ankle grab and the ass display, as well as the wall punishment position.” 
 
    They all sounded fairly ominous to Morgan. She sucked in an anxious breath and forgot to release it until Aaron actually said, “Breathe, Morgan. I don’t need you passing out on me.” 
 
    She blew out the breath with a small, embarrassed laugh. The situation was surreal.  
 
    “The ankle grab is as follows,” Aaron said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Bend over, grab your ankles, and bring your head as close to your knees as possible, while keeping your legs straight. It takes some practice to keep your balance, but you appear to be quite limber, so give it a go.” 
 
    Morgan did as he said, reaching for her ankles as she bent forward, keenly aware of Aaron standing just behind her. “Legs farther apart,” he said, punctuating his words with a light kick with the toe of his boot to her left inner ankle.  
 
    Morgan nearly stumbled out of the awkward position as he did this, but managed to right herself. How could anyone be expected to maintain such a position while being walloped with a paddle or whipped with a strap? Hopefully, she would never find out. 
 
    “Good. You may rise.” 
 
    As Morgan obeyed, Aaron continued, “For the kneeling ass display, you will drop to your knees and lower yourself so your forehead is touching the ground, ass in the air.” 
 
    That sounded easy enough, certainly easier than the ankle grab, though how it differed from the offering pose, she couldn’t have said. She lowered herself as directed and lifted her ass.  
 
    “Now, reach back and spread your ass cheeks as wide as you can, so your asshole is fully exposed.” 
 
    Holy fuck. Yes, that was definitely different. Blushing for the umpteenth time, she did as she was told.  
 
    “Keep them spread,” he added, “for the first phase of your punishment.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart began to pound as she remained in the incredibly vulnerable position. What was he going to do to her? She very nearly begged for mercy, but managed to keep her mouth closed. She would show the trainer she could take it. She would get through this, and then she would do better. 
 
    She could hear him moving around behind her, and then a cold dollop of lubricant was smeared across her nether entrance. There was a nudge of hard rubber—the head of an anal plug. Instinctively she tensed, though with her hands holding herself open, the head slipped in easily enough. 
 
    “Breathe,” Aaron reminded her as he pushed the fat phallus deeper inside her. “You’ve taken almost the whole thing. You’re not going to jerk or fall out of position while I seat the plug, and you’re going to keep this plug in your ass for the duration of your punishment. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she managed through a jaw she hadn’t realized she’d been clenching.  
 
    You can do this. You can do this. You can— She squealed as the flared base slipped past her resisting sphincter. 
 
    “It’s in,” Aaron said with a pat on her bottom. “You may drop your hands. You did well enough. You didn’t move, and I didn’t tell you that you had to be silent. That’s something we can work on as we move forward. For now, get to your feet. Be sure to keep the plug in place.” 
 
    It didn’t hurt anymore, though she was certainly aware of its presence. As Morgan managed to get to her feet, Aaron said, “You took the biggest one. Good job.” 
 
    A rush of pride welled in her at his praise. It felt good, better than she would have imagined, doing a good job for her trainer. But her happiness was short lived, as he then said, “Now I’ll show you the last position for this morning. It’s called nose to the wall, and is self-explanatory. You’ll spend the rest of your punishment in this position.” 
 
    He directed her to a corner of the room. She walked carefully to keep the plug in place, very conscious of the circle of black rubber protruding between her ass cheeks.  
 
    “You will stand here with your nose in the corner. Make sure it’s touching the wall at all times.” He took her shoulders and maneuvered her into the humiliating position. He left her and returned a moment later. “I’ll cuff your wrists behind your back to remind you of your place. Put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    Her nose touching the vertical line where the walls met, Morgan brought her hands behind her back as directed. In spite of her predicament, a small shiver of pleasure moved through her as the cuffs closed around her wrists. She did love the snug grip of leather. He secured each cuff with a clip, and then clipped them together.  
 
    “Stand on your toes,” he ordered. “You will stay on your toes until I give you permission to stand flat. At that time, you will remain in the corner until I come back.”  
 
    Morgan lifted onto her toes as his words sank in. Until he came back? Where was he going? 
 
    “Permission to speak, Sir?” she queried. She started to turn her head to face him, but his large hand closed firmly on the top of her head. 
 
    “Keep your nose touching the wall until you have permission to move.” He pushed her head lightly for emphasis, mashing her nose against the wall. Letting her go, he added, “Now, what did you want to ask?” 
 
    “Are you leaving me alone, Sir?” she said into the wall. The idea of standing in the corner all alone with a butt plug up her ass was not one she liked in the least. The real issue was that she hated to be ignored. Maybe it was better than a paddling, but it was also worse in a way, and definitely not something she was used to. Not to mention, her calves were beginning to ache from standing on her toes. How long was she expected to remain in this position? 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I said,” he replied without the least bit of concern in his tone. “You’ll wait with your arms cuffed behind your back, a plug in your ass and your nose to the wall until I return. It could be in five minutes. It could be in an hour. Your job is not to question me, Morgan. Your job is to obey.” 
 
    Morgan bit back a sigh. “Yes, Sir,” she managed. Her left calf was cramping. 
 
    “You may lower your feet and stand flat,” he said as he moved across the room and away from her. “When I return, we’ll assess your cock worship skills.” 
 
    In spite of herself, Morgan grinned into the wall. Now that was more like it. 
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    Aaron reentered the training room thirty minutes later, Scott behind him. He was pleased to see Morgan had remained in position, the anal plug still seated. Though she had only had to stand there, it wasn’t as easy as it looked to remain with your arms bound behind your back, nose touching the wall, for that length of time. He’d half expected to find her slumped down on the floor, or leaning with one shoulder against the wall.  
 
    He could tell from the way she straightened and stiffened as he entered that she’d heard him come in, but she managed to resist the impulse to turn around or look back. There was hope yet for this newbie.  
 
    Aaron approached her and reached for the clip that held her wrists together. He released it, and removed the cuffs. Then he tapped her shoulder. “Punishment is over. You may turn around.” 
 
    Morgan turned slowly, her eyes widening in confusion as they fell on Scott, who had remained just inside the door in an at-ease stance. Aaron followed her gaze and explained, “Our next task is to assess your oral sex skills. Scott will be your subject.” 
 
    She looked gobsmacked. Her mouth falling open, she stared from Aaron to Scott and back to Aaron.  
 
    The penny dropped as Aaron took in her expression. The girl had actually assumed he would offer his own cock for the oral assessment, and from the look on her face, she had been looking forward to it. 
 
    “Surely you didn’t think you’d be working directly with me on this, er, task,” he said, amused. “I need to be properly focused so I can assess your technique and grace.” That was true as far as it went, but there was more to it. No way would he allow himself to be so vulnerable, so out of control, even if only for the few seconds of climax. No—that was reserved for a lover, not a slave-in-training.  
 
    Returning his focus to the task at hand, Aaron instructed, “Drop into dog position so I can remove the plug.” 
 
    Morgan dropped at once to her hands and knees, a wash of pink moving over her cheeks as she glanced again at Scott and then away again. She certainly was a blusher, this one. Though Aaron would never tell her, he actually found it rather adorable. 
 
    Crouching behind her with a clean cloth, he pulled gently on the end of the plug, dragging the flared base past the tight ring of muscle that held it in place. Morgan drew in a sharp breath as her body released the object, and the rest of it slid out easily.  
 
    Aaron wrapped the plug in the cloth and carried it to the counter sink, where he dropped it for later sterilization. Returning to her with a fresh cloth, he gently wiped away any residual lubricant from her asshole, which was already closing back to its asterisk-tightness. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” she ventured, twisting back her head. “Permission to speak?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “I, uh”—she tossed her wild hair with a flick of her head—“I need to pee, Sir.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Aaron replied. “After the session, you will be permitted to do so.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He cut her off. “No buts. You can hold your urine, young lady. It’s a good test of obedience, and a reminder that your body, including all its functions, belongs entirely to me right now. You will use the loo when I say so, and not a moment before. Are we quite clear on this?” 
 
    He could feel the sudden tension in her body—the stiffening of her muscles and the way she held her head—and he half expected her to protest. But then she relaxed, her head dropping forward. “Yes, Sir,” she said softly. 
 
    Aaron turned toward Scott, who was watching the proceedings with an amused expression. “You may come in, Scott. Remove your clothing and stand on a yoga mat, arms behind your back.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Scott said eagerly as he stripped off his T-shirt and drawstring trousers. He was naked beneath, his cock already rising in anticipation. For a not especially tall man, the guy had a huge cock, long and thick, and it looked even bigger because he was shaved smooth. His girth would be useful for assessing Morgan’s skill at deep throating. If she could handle this guy, she could handle anyone. 
 
    Aaron retrieved a folding stool from against the wall and returned to Morgan, who had remained in dog position. “Kneel up in front of Scott. To start with, keep your hands behind your back.” As she rose and moved toward Scott’s mat, he continued, “Your job is to get him fully erect with only your mouth. Then take the shaft in its entirety down your throat, without the use of your hands.” Addressing Scott, he added, “Your job is to not ejaculate unless or until given permission.” 
 
    “Understood, Sir,” Scott replied, barely hiding his grin of glee as he stared down at the lovely young woman kneeling before him. She was fixated on his cock, staring at it as if it were a one-eyed monster. 
 
    Aaron set up the stool perpendicular to the pair so he would have a good view of Morgan’s technique. She glanced at him, and he gave her a nod to begin.  
 
    He got it that she was a bit taken aback by Scott’s endowment, but as she leaned closer to him, she actually wrinkled her nose with apparent distaste or trepidation or both. That would not do. 
 
    Aaron reached forward and grabbed a handful of her glossy hair. Yanking back her head, he said sternly, “A properly trained slave does not make a face when she executes tasks given to her by her Master. To be blunt, nobody gives a shit whether you find this particular exercise or this particular cock to your liking or not. A true submissive derives her satisfaction from serving her Master in whatever capacity pleases him. Since you’re obviously a long way from true submission, I’d strongly advise you to fake it until you get there.”  
 
    If you ever get there, he didn’t add, though he had to wonder. He’d been pleased by the glimmers of submissive desire and intent Morgan had begun to exhibit, but did she really have what it took to become a true sub? The jury was still out. A lot of it depended on him. He needed to bring her along in her training, keeping her on the path and demanding her very best. 
 
    At the same time, he didn’t want to extinguish her spark or the fiery passion he sensed in her. A true sub wasn’t a passive, weak and compliant thing without a thought in her head. A true sub was vibrant and confident. She submitted from a position of strength, not weakness, and that made the submission all the sweeter. The question was—could he get her there in just two short weeks?  
 
    At least she looked contrite as she replied, “Yes, Sir. I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    Aaron let her hair go and sat back on the stool. If Scott was offended by her lack of respect, he didn’t show it as he continued to grin down at her, his large cock bobbing inches from her face. 
 
    “Go on,” Aaron urged. “Begin with his balls.”  
 
    Morgan leaned toward Scott again, her face an unreadable mask. Tentatively, she licked at Scott’s heavy balls, her pretty pink tongue gliding over the loose skin until it tightened. Her hands were lightly clenching and unclenching behind her back, and Aaron could tell she was itching to use them, but she managed to restrain herself. 
 
    “Now the shaft.” 
 
    Morgan glided her tongue upward along the length of Scott’s shaft and then circled the fat crown of his cock before finally closing her mouth over it.  
 
    Scott moaned, and Morgan, her mouth just over the bulbous head, flitted her eyes toward Aaron. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Aaron said. “Focus on your task. Take him down your throat. Do it slowly and sensually. Make love to his cock as if he were not only your Master, but your lover.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and lifted herself on her haunches as she tried to take the huge member into her mouth. She got about half of it into her mouth, and then she pulled back with a small gagging cough, letting Scott’s shaft fall from her lips. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped with dismay. She lurched forward, her mouth open. 
 
    Aaron stopped her with a light touch to her shoulder. She looked at him, her eyes wide with alarm. 
 
    “Relax,” he said gently. “It’s okay. You need to slow down. You gagged because you’re resisting. You’re letting his size intimidate you, but I know you can do this. Open your throat. Open yourself to the process. You’re not trying to swallow him whole. You’re making love to his cock—to him. Begin again. I like the way you started with his balls and moved up. Do that again, and take your time.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly and sniffed. Finally she nodded. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Leaning forward once more, she licked his balls, this time taking them into her mouth one at a time, while Scott again moaned his appreciation above her. As she ran her tongue up his shaft, Aaron tried to ignore the erection making itself known in his jeans. She closed her mouth around the head and lowered herself over Scott’s cock, managing to get nearly two thirds of it into her mouth before she again gagged and reared back.  
 
    Aaron placed his hand quickly on the back of her head to stop her from letting the shaft fall again from her mouth. “Open yourself, Morgan. Do this for me. Show me your submissive desire to please your trainer. Show me your courage and your strength.” 
 
    He must have hit a chord with his words, because the tension she’d been holding in her body suddenly drained away. She leaned forward again, once more moving downward over the shaft, this time not stopping until she’d taken nearly the full length of it down her throat. 
 
    Aaron kept his hand on the back of her head, his pressure light but continuous. “Good. Very good,” he encouraged. “Now milk it with your tongue and throat muscles. You may use your hands as well.” 
 
    She brought her hands forward, one cupping Scott’s ball sac while the other curled around the base of his shaft. Aaron dropped his hand as she began to bob up and down.  
 
    A shudder moved through Scott’s body, and he groaned, his eyes fluttering shut. 
 
    “Control yourself, Scott,” Aaron reminded the slave boy. “You know the rules.” 
 
    Scott’s eyes opened. “Yes, Sir,” he gasped.  
 
    Aaron watched the pair as he discreetly slid his hand into the waist of his jeans to adjust the painful kink in his erection. Christ, she was gorgeous.  
 
    He watched awhile as Morgan suckled and stroked Scott, looking for some bit of advice to offer, but it was clear she knew what she was doing. Scott was sweating, his breath rasping in his throat, his entire body trembling with the effort to hold himself back. 
 
    “Okay,” Aaron finally said. “You may come, Scott. And Morgan, make sure to swallow every drop.” 
 
    Scott wasted no time obeying. With a cry, he thrust forward, nearly causing Morgan to lose her balance. But she managed to hold on as the slave boy ejaculated down her throat.  
 
    When he was done, Morgan pulled back, letting Scott’s cock fall from her lips. Lifting her hand, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her eyes flashing with triumph.  
 
    “Not so fast,” Aaron admonished. “You’re not quite done yet. You need to lick his shaft and balls clean. Even if you haven’t left a trace of his come, the gesture is not only practical, but symbolic. When you’re done with that, you are to thank him for the opportunity of worshipping his cock. Then you will kiss the top of his foot as a further gesture of your appreciation for being allowed to serve him.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said.  
 
    Scott grinned like a hyena as Morgan executed her orders. Aaron refused to allow the green-eyed monster of jealousy to rear its head in his mind as he ordered his cock to settle down. He could have had Morgan suck him off. He chose not to.  
 
    As soon as Morgan lifted her pretty face from Scott’s foot, Aaron dismissed the house slave with a wave of his hand. “You’re done here.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Tara, Diana and Morgan stood in a line in front of the mirror as Laura executed the finishing touches on their hair and makeup. Morgan’s hair hung loose over her shoulders. Laura had added some kind of sparkly product that emphasized its reddish tones when Morgan turned her head and shook back her hair, and she was quite pleased with the effect.  
 
    “You’re so lucky you’re here for a guest play party,” Tara said. “This will only be my second one and I’ve been here two months.” 
 
    “Two months!” Morgan blurted, trying to imagine being there for that long. “I’ve only been here two days and it already feels like a lifetime.” 
 
    Diana laughed. “I’ve been here six weeks and it feels like five minutes. I never want to leave.” 
 
    Tara’s face in the mirror had gone from an excited grin to a frown, two deep vertical lines appearing between her eyebrows. 
 
    “What?” Morgan said, impulsively touching the woman’s hand. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Tara replied. “It’s just that I wasn’t supposed to be here this long. Henry—that’s my Master—he brought me here for what he called a tune-up before he left for Europe. It was only supposed to be for a week so I could work on my caning skills while he did his business trip. But he’s been…delayed.” Her face darkened a moment, but then she actually grinned and shrugged. “He keeps sending money to cover the fee, so I’m getting trained in all kinds of cool things like Shibari and knife play. Between you and me, he can take all the time he wants—I’m having fun.” 
 
    Morgan sensed there was more to the story, but didn’t feel comfortable enough yet to probe. Instead, she turned to Diana. “What about you? Six weeks seems like a long time to me. I’m not sure I’ll last the two.” 
 
    Diana shrugged. “I’m a slow learner, that’s what Daddy says. But he doesn’t mind. Anyway, I’m about to go home.”  
 
     “Daddy?” Morgan asked, confused. 
 
    Diana laughed. “That’s what I call my Master. He likes me to call him Daddy, and he calls me his little girl. He’ll be here soon to take me home.” She hugged herself happily as she said this.   
 
    “If you pass the test,” Tara interjected. 
 
    “Yes.” Diana’s face fell for a moment, but then brightened. “I know I can do it. Claudette’s really helped me with learning to love and accept my body. She’s says that’s the key. And I actually came four times this week without even faking it.” 
 
    Seeing Morgan’s expression, Laura offered helpfully, “Diana is a pain slut—she lives for erotic pain, but she has trouble with sexual expression. Her Master sent her here to help her become more sexualized—more sexually responsive. That’s one reason she’s still naked all the time. Diana’s been exposed to constant sexual training and stimulation, with a focus on teaching her to be comfortable with her body and to experience genuine and repeated orgasms.” 
 
    “And not a single beating,” Diana wailed histrionically. “I can’t wait for Daddy to take me home and tie me up and whip me good and proper.” 
 
    “If you pass the test,” Tara reiterated ominously. 
 
    “What’s the test?” Morgan asked, intrigued.  
 
    Diana bit her lip. “I have to come ten times in one day—really come, no faking.” 
 
    “You’ll do it,” Laura said encouragingly. “I know you will.” 
 
    Diana flashed her a grateful smile. “Thanks. From your mouth to the orgasm god’s ears.” 
 
    Laura clapped her hands together. “Okay, girls. We better get moving. You need to put on your outfits.” Laura was still in the house slave uniform of a short white shift, but apparently the trainees got to dress up for the night. Morgan was excited to see what she was to wear. After two days of being stark naked, anything would be appealing. 
 
    Laura went to a large linen closet near the door of the bathroom and took out three large, flat white boxes, which she clutched in her arms. “Here you go,” she said. “I’ll help you get into them.”  
 
    Each box had a name on it, and Morgan took hers, both nervous and excited as she lifted the lid and pulled back the white tissue paper. “Oooh,” she exclaimed happily as she pulled out a beautiful black corset with long, shiny ribbons trailing down the back and garters sewn into the hem. She plucked at the tissue paper, looking for the panties that would go with it, but found none, though she did find a pair of sheer black stockings. She held the corset up to her body as she regarded herself in the mirror. “I’m not sure I can fit into this thing. What is it, a size two?” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Laura said. “You’ll never manage by yourself. Put on the stockings first, and be careful you don’t run them with your fingernails.” 
 
    Morgan rolled the stockings one at a time over her calves and thighs. The silky nylon was rich and smooth against her skin. 
 
    Tara pulled out a series of gold chains from her box and held them up with a grin. “I see the jewelry, but where’s the outfit?” 
 
    “It’s a harem costume,” Laura explained. “You step into it. There are shoulder straps. If you can’t figure it out, I’ll help you after I get Morgan laced up.”  
 
    Tara pursed her lips as she carefully stepped into the complicated-looking getup and pulled it up her small, slender form.  
 
    Meanwhile, Laura had Morgan lean against the counter. Moving behind her, she helped her fit the boned satin over her torso. “Pull your hair out of the way while I do this, so I don’t accidentally lace it into the corset,” she said with a grin. After tightening the ribbons so that the whole thing didn’t just fall right off, Laura placed her bare foot strategically on Morgan’s bottom. “Suck in,” she commanded, and then she began to yank methodically at the ribbons from top to bottom and back up again.  
 
    As she was working, Morgan glanced at the other girls. Tara seemed to be handling her costume on her own, though the way she was angled, Morgan couldn’t see the total effect. Diana was pulling on a bodysuit made of black, shiny latex. The cups of the bra had been cut out, leaving only underwire to hold up Diana’s large, exposed breasts. The latex had also been cut away at her crotch and, as she turned slowly in front of the mirror to admire herself, her bare ass was also revealed.  
 
    “Oooh, I love it,” Diana cooed as she regarded herself. “I can’t wait for the party to begin.”  
 
    “And just think,” Laura said, glancing up from her work. “Two months ago you would have been mortified to wear that costume.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re right,” Diana agreed, a surprised look on her round face. “I guess I have come a long way.” She giggled. “Pun intended.” 
 
    “Arrgh,” Tara groaned, and they all laughed.  
 
    Diana looked down at her bare feet. “What about my shoes? Do I get to wear shoes tonight?” 
 
    Laura nodded. “I’ll get them after.” She gave another tug. 
 
    “Hey, ease up,” Morgan complained. “I feel like Scarlett O’Hara. I can barely breathe.” But then she caught sight of herself in the mirror, and her mouth hung open as she stared at the transformation.  
 
    Her normally size B breasts looked like Cs or Ds, pushed up and together over the demi-cups of the corset’s bra. Her nipples, recently rouged, were like red cherries at their centers. Her waist, always trim, was cinched in wasp-tight, giving her an hourglass figure. 
 
    “I’ll loosen the ribbons a little so you don’t pass out during play,” Laura said with a grin.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” Morgan said sarcastically, though her stomach was fluttering with excited, nervous butterflies. 
 
    Laura loosened the ribbons a miniscule amount and then crouched behind Morgan, reaching for a garter to secure an already-slipping stocking. “You do the front garters,” Laura commanded. “I’ll do the back.” 
 
    As Morgan reached for a garter, Diana appeared beside her and stared at Morgan’s image in the mirror. “Holy crap,” she enthused. “You’re fucking hot in that thing.” 
 
    “You look pretty great yourself,” Morgan said sincerely. The latex smoothed and sculpted Diana’s figure, while highlighting her bare breasts, pussy and ass.  
 
    Tara whistled as she came up on Morgan’s other side. “Look at you. That outfit is killer. Gerard really knows his stuff. I guess they want to show off the newbie for their guests.”  
 
    Morgan swallowed hard at this sudden reminder she was going to be the object of attention at a play party. Relax, she ordered herself. It won’t be that much different than Tom’s club.  
 
    Would Aaron be there? 
 
    To distract herself from this line of thought, she focused on Tara. “You look terrific, too. I love the way the gold chains work with your piercings.” 
 
    Tara flashed her a rare smile. “Thanks. Took me a minute to figure out how to get the darn thing on.”  
 
    The effect really was enchanting—dozens of thin gold chains clipped together in such a way that they created a kind of gown that draped over Tara’s body while still showing most of her skin. Her bare breasts were highlighted by a bodice of gold chain that matched the gold hoops at her nipples. 
 
    “Now for the shoes,” Laura announced. She went again to the linen closet, this time returning with three shoeboxes. Diana was issued thigh-high stiletto boots of shiny black leather, while Tara was given flat gold slippers. Morgan got black leather heels that were higher than what she was used to, but nothing she couldn’t handle. 
 
    “Okay, girls,” Laura said, standing back as she regarded them all with a satisfied smile. “I have to go get ready myself. You’re to report to Gerard’s study for inspection. He likes to make sure his creations are properly realized.” She said the last sentence with an exaggerated French accent, and they all laughed.  
 
    Gerard’s study was located on the second floor. The door was ajar, and Tara tapped on the doorframe. “Come,” Gerard said from within. They entered the room and Morgan looked around. Where Michael’s study was warm and cluttered, Gerard’s was spare, the lines elegant and clean. He sat behind a cherry wood desk that held nothing but a closed laptop and fancy gold pen set. He wore a black leather vest, no shirt beneath. Rick stood just behind him, massaging his Master’s shoulders. Rick was also bare-chested, his nipples pierced with silver barbells. A silver chain hung between the piercings, a nice contrast to his smooth, tan chest. Something had been applied to his skin so that it actually glittered in the light. 
 
    “Girls,” Gerard said, getting to his feet as Rick took a step back, “you all look ravishing. Stand in a line so I can inspect the handiwork. We have some very important guests this evening. I know you will make us proud.” 
 
    Rick stepped to the side as Gerard made his way around the desk, and Morgan saw the rest of Rick’s outfit, which consisted only of a black codpiece that cupped his cock and balls, heavy black army boots on his feet, along with the slave collar he always wore. Gerard had on black leather pants that looked as soft as butter and molded perfectly to his slender but well-muscled legs and ass.  
 
    As he approached them, Morgan stood between the other girls, arms at her sides, her head high, her eyes fixed on the middle distance. Gerard moved slowly in front of them, his face twisted in concentration as he adjusted a chain here, a garter there. Morgan stifled a yelp when he unexpectedly gave her nipple a vicious twist. She managed to remain still, however, and was proud of herself for that. 
 
    He took a step back. “Tonight’s party will be an excellent opportunity for you slaves-in-training to submit with grace to whatever awaits you. You will be used by some very important players in the BDSM scene, and I expect you all to behave with perfect courtesy and obedience.” His expression was stern, but then, all at once, he smiled a wide, crooked crocodile smile that erupted into a hearty laugh. “Don’t forget the most important thing of all. Let’s have fun, mes enfants!” 
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    Gerard turned to Rick. “I need to return a phone call, pet. Why don’t you take the trainees into the dungeon? Guests should be arriving soon.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Rick’s body snapped so quickly to attention Morgan almost expected him to salute.  
 
    As Gerard pulled a cell phone from his pocket, it occurred to Morgan she hadn’t had possession of her phone since her arrival. What if someone was trying to reach her? What if someone had posted something essential on social media that she needed to like or comment on? 
 
    At the same time these thoughts whooshed into her head, she dismissed them, surprised she didn’t really care what was happening on social media, and certain if there were a real emergency, Claudette would let her know. As far as her parents knew, she was taking a two-week vacation on the Jersey shore with a friend, who had agreed to cover for her. Her roommates didn’t particularly care where she was and were no doubt just glad she was gone—more kitchen and bathroom time for them.  
 
    No, what she was experiencing now was far more exciting and important. For the first time, she was doing something that truly mattered, even if it was the scariest thing she’d ever done in her life. The fact that she was half in love with her trainer didn’t hurt either, though she didn’t allow herself to dwell on that overmuch, aware in her heart of hearts it would probably go nowhere.  
 
    Rick led them into the dungeon. While she’d been focused on the play equipment during her first visit, she now took note of a raised dais in the corner of the room, as well as a long table at the back piled with appetizers and buckets of ice with bottles of champagne resting in them. 
 
    Scott and Kristen were at the back table arranging food on trays, and Laura entered the dungeon a moment later. Both she and Kristen were wearing long white lace gowns with slits up both sides to the tops of their thighs, cut so their breasts were fully exposed. Scott was dressed like Rick in a codpiece and boots, though he didn’t pull it off nearly as well. 
 
    Kristen looked up as they entered and hurried over to Rick. “Dude, tell us who’s coming tonight. What’s the guest list? Did Master Gerard tell you?” As she approached, Morgan saw she wasn’t wearing her chastity belt beneath the lace. 
 
    “He did,” Rick said self-importantly. “There’s a French guy, an old friend of Gerard’s. His name is Louis and he wants to play with me. I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Kristen said, tapping her foot impatiently. “Who else? He’s not the only guy coming, is he?”  
 
    Rick looked up at the ceiling, squinting in mock concentration. “Mistress Mary Ann will be here with her boy, plus Jack Marcus and his sub. Oh, and Stuart Reiner, the whip maker.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Kristen persisted, her lips drawing downward into a frown as she put her hands on her hips.  
 
    Rick lifted an eyebrow as he regarded her. Then he flashed a grin. “Oh, yeah,” he said with exaggerated slowness. “I almost forgot. Richard Campiello will be here too.” 
 
    Kristen clapped her hands like a little girl, but then demanded, “Alone?”  
 
    Morgan could feel Kristen’s excited tension as she waited for Rick’s response.  
 
    “Yep. All by his lonesome.” 
 
    Kristen blew out an obviously relieved breath and then punched Rick in the shoulder. “You did that on purpose, you prick. You love to drive me insane.” 
 
    Rick laughed. “Guilty as charged. You’re so easy, Kristen.” He touched her mons through the lace, adding with a wink, “In more ways than one.” 
 
    She slapped his hand away with a laugh. “Yeah, so? Like that’s a bad thing?” She met Morgan’s questioning look, still smiling. “In case you’re wondering, Master Richard is my ideal Master. My dream Dom. He’s the one interested in my contract. I’m so excited I could burst!”  
 
    They quieted as Master Michael and Claudette entered the room. Master Michael wore a red velvet smoking jacket over black leather pants, while Claudette was dressed in a low cut silver gown that hugged her voluptuous curves, with sparkling high-heeled sandals on her feet, and long diamond earrings dangling from her lobes. She swept into the room with the regal air of a queen.  
 
    “Inspection position,” Kristen whispered to Morgan as she placed her own hands behind her head. All the others in the room also assumed the position, lifting chins, lacing fingers behind their heads and standing with backs straight and eyes ahead. Morgan hurried to follow suit. 
 
    Master Michael, Claudette just behind him, moved from slave to slave, touching, adjusting, making comments about their outfits and appearance. When he came to Morgan, he cupped one of her breasts and, startled, she very nearly took a step back, but recalled herself in time.  
 
    “How are you faring so far, Morgan? Does slave training suit you?” 
 
    Yes. No. I have no fucking idea. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she managed, her nipple poking perversely against his palm. 
 
    He smiled and dropped his hand. “Good. I think you’ll have fun tonight. The auction is always exciting.” 
 
    “Auction, Sir?” she blurted, and then bit her lip. Had she spoken out of turn? 
 
    But Master Michael didn’t seem upset. “That’s right. Gerard just got off the phone with one of the guests, who reminded him we haven’t had a slave auction in at least a year. They’re not real auctions, of course—the slave is purchased with play money and claimed only for the duration of the party. Louis won’t be included in the auctions, as he will be playing with Gerard and his slave boy.”  
 
    Morgan stole a sidelong glance at Rick, who looked more like a preening peacock than a humble slave.  
 
    “That leaves four dominant guests in attendance,” Master Michael continued. “So we’ll need four slaves on the dais.” He turned to Claudette. “We’ll use the three trainees, of course. Do you agree, darling?” 
 
    Claudette smiled. “Absolutely, Maître.  An excellent idea.” 
 
    “And who should we use for the fourth?” 
 
    Claudette furrowed her brow as she glanced around the rooms at the house slaves, all of whom stood still as statues in inspection position. Claudette tapped her cheek. “Let me think. The other four guests all prefer women, so it wouldn’t do to put Scott on the dais. That leaves Laura and Kristen.”   
 
    Morgan could feel the sudden tension in Kristen’s body beside her, and almost hear the woman’s silent urging: Pick me, pick me! 
 
    Perhaps aware of Kristen’s interest in the man called Richard, Claudette’s gaze came to rest on Kristen, her smile knowing as she said, “Slave Kristen will go on the block with the other girls. Scott and Laura will take care of the guests, making sure everyone has whatever they need, and of course, participating in the fun as requested.”  
 
     “Good, that’s decided then,” Master Michael said. He looked at the heavy gold watch on his wrist. “The guests should be arriving at any moment.” As if on cue, the doorbell rang. Michael looked up. “Positions, everyone. We’ll see you shortly.” 
 
     As the two left, everyone around Morgan sprang into action. “Come on,” Kristen said, grabbing Morgan’s arm. “We wait up on the dais until the auction begins. It’s a great chance to check everyone out before the fun begins.” 
 
    “And a good opportunity to practice stillness and poise,” Laura added. “You are to stand at-ease and make sure you don’t fidget. Remember, you’ll be on display.” 
 
    Morgan swallowed, at once nervous and excited at the idea of being auctioned off to the highest bidder, even if it was just a game. As the four women slated for auction climbed the set of portable stairs and took their positions on the small stage, Morgan asked Kristen the question that had been burning in the back—no, to be honest, the front—of her mind all evening. “Will Trainer Aaron be coming, too?”  
 
    Maybe Aaron would want to enjoy a good scene—maybe with her! Her brain instantly provided the ideal scenario—one of the St. Andrew’s crosses, a good flogging, and then she could thank him properly with some cock worship. Yum… 
 
    Kristen shrugged. “I don’t know. He doesn’t usually come to the regular house parties, but he has come a time or two to the guest parties, so it’s possible.”  
 
    The doorbell rang a second time, and there was a sudden hubbub just outside the dungeon door as guests were greeted and welcomed. A crowd of people entered the dungeon at once, all of them strangers except for Master Michael, Claudette and Master Gerard. Morgan held her breath, Kristen’s words buzzing like excited bees in her mind. But Aaron was not among them. 
 
    Master Gerard introduced the guests to the room at large. “Please welcome Mistress Mary Ann and her slave boy, Billy.” Mistress Mary Ann, in her mid-forties, had fiery red hair. She wore a tight-fitting red leather pantsuit with a matching leather halter-top over breasts so small they were almost nonexistent.  
 
    Billy was a tall, thin man, about the same age, with a long face and thinning sandy-blond hair. He had dropped to his knees once they’d entered the dungeon, and knelt up beside his Mistress. His outfit consisted of crisscrossing strips of black leather over his body, his cock and balls exposed. He wore a thick dog collar with a leash, the other end of which was held loosely in his Mistress’s hand. In her other hand, she held a single tail whip, and Morgan noticed the telltale marks of a recent whipping on her slave boy’s back and shoulders. 
 
    “This is my dear friend, Master Louis Garnier, visiting from Paris.” Gerard used the French pronunciation—Lou-ee Gar-ni-ay. Master Louis was in his late forties or early fifties, but his body was that of a man in his prime—broad and muscular, without a trace of fat. He wore a black T-shirt over black leather pants, a captain’s hat on his head.  
 
    “Master Jack Marcus and his lovely sub girl, Julia,” Gerard continued. The pair were in their thirties, Master Jack slightly shorter than his partner, who was easily five foot ten in her flat sandals. She was dressed in a body-hugging red silk dress with a long zipper up the front, while he wore the uniform of black leather pants and a matching vest, no shirt beneath it. 
 
    “Most of you know Richard Campiello.” Kristen drew in a small, sharp breath. Richard was a big man of African American descent, easily six foot four or taller, with a broad barrel chest and massive legs. He reminded Morgan of a big bear. Somewhere in his forties, he had dark curly hair that was silvering at the temples, and a kind face. He looked over at the dais, his eyes coming to rest on Kristen, who actually uttered a tiny squeak of excitement.  
 
    “And last but not least, a new friend to the Chateau, Stuart Reiner,” Gerard continued. “He’s a world renowned whip maker.” Stuart looked rather young to Morgan to be “world renowned,” not much older than her own twenty-five years. Maybe it was because of his round, chubby face and large blue eyes. He had dark hair that hung over his forehead, partially obscuring one eye, and wore a cream-colored pirate’s shirt loose over a brown leather pants.  
 
    Turning to his guests, Gerard said, “You all know our house slaves—Scott, Laura, Rick and Kristen.” He waved a hand toward each as he said their names. None of them moved or nodded a greeting, Morgan noted, but stood still, their expressions placid, as if they were serene mannequins. 
 
    “Taking Jack’s excellent suggestion, we will have an auction tonight, all in good fun, of course. After we’ve had a chance to mingle a bit, you will be given some play money with which to bid.” There was an excited murmur as he continued, “On the dais with Kristen are our trainees.” All eyes swiveled toward them. “Slave Diana, step forward.”  
 
    As Diana did so, Gerard said, “Diana is studying sexualization. She is at the end of her training, and I’m sure she’d welcome a chance to demonstrate her ability to give and receive pleasure this evening.” At a wave of his hand, Diana took a step back, and Morgan could see the flush in her cheeks. 
 
    “Slave Tara, step forward,” Gerard said. “Tara has learned to handle the cane and the paddle with extraordinary grace. She’s experienced with intense bondage and knife play, and I’m sure she’d welcome this chance to show off her skills.” He waved a hand toward Tara, and she stepped back into place beside Morgan.  
 
    “Slave Morgan, step forward.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart began to thump so loudly she was sure the other slaves could hear it. She managed to come to the front of the small stage without stumbling in her heels. 
 
    “Trainee Morgan is new to us. Her focus at present is on basic skills. She would certainly benefit from being put through her paces in whatever fashion appeals.” 
 
    Not exactly a ringing endorsement, Morgan thought with some annoyance. The other girls got much better introductions. At the same time, she was grateful he’d warned the would-be bidders of her inexperience. Hopefully, whoever chose her for the evening would go easier on her as a result. She searched the room as she returned to stand with the girls, but Aaron was nowhere in sight, damn him.   
 
     Master Michael stepped forward. “Before we begin the bidding, Laura and Scott will be serving hors d’oeuvre and champagne. Of course, you all know to go sparingly with the alcohol, especially if you plan to play. As usual, Claudette’s made enough for an army, so enjoy.” He grinned with affection at his wife as he said this. The guests laughed while Claudette smiled and blushed. 
 
    They began to talk among themselves, a few of them settling on the sofa and chairs, others walking through the dungeon to check out the equipment. Morgan’s feet began to tire in the high heels, and her mouth watered as she watched Laura moving gracefully among the guests with trays of stuffed mushrooms, slices of fresh baguette with Brie, shrimp cocktail, bruschetta and chocolate-dipped strawberries. As Scott poured and distributed champagne flutes, she could almost taste the tart-sweetness of the sparkling wine. 
 
    The other girls remained still and quiet on either side of her while Morgan struggled not to fidget or nudge them with her elbows and whisper observations about the guests. Then the door to the dungeon, which had been left ajar, pushed suddenly open.  
 
    Morgan forgot her impatience and fatigue as Aaron entered the room. He glanced toward the dais, his eyes locking with Morgan’s for an instant as she drew in a small, excited breath. He, too, had dressed for the party, in black leather pants and a black knit shirt that clung attractively to his broad shoulders and bulging biceps. His blond hair looked damp, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower, and the golden hairs on his sexy forearms glinted in the muted glow of the chandeliers overhead.  
 
    Gerard caught sight of him and excused himself from a conversation with his friend, Louis. “Ah, there you are,” he said, approaching Aaron. “Do you have the play money?” 
 
    Aaron handed Gerard a stack of what looked like Monopoly money. “Excellent,” Gerard said, fanning the bills. “Five hundred for each bidder.” He looked toward Rick, who came over to him at once. “Hand out the money, pet, and tell them the rules. Our auctioneer has arrived.” Turning back to Aaron, Gerard said, “I appreciate you taking the time to do this, Aaron. The guests have already had a brief introduction to the girls, so you can just dive right in with the bidding. Afterward, I hope you will stay and enjoy the fun. Jack’s brought his Shibari rope, and I think he’s hoping for a few tips.” 
 
    They moved away from the dais as they spoke, and Morgan couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation. If Aaron was the auctioneer, he couldn’t be a bidder, and she forced herself to let that particular fantasy slip away. Probably better this way, she tried to tell herself. As he reminded me in no uncertain terms, he’s my trainer, not my lover.  
 
    With a small sigh, she looked around the room, wondering which of these strangers was going to “buy” her for the evening. Richard struck her as the most sympathetic, but she knew how much Kristen wanted him. Hopefully he wanted her, too. Maybe he’d even buy her contract and they’d ride off together into a D/s sunset.  
 
    It would be weird to be purchased by a Mistress, and Morgan wasn’t interested in girl-on-girl play, but Mistress Mary Ann had a male slave, so she probably wasn’t either.  
 
    Master Jack and Julia seemed like a nice couple, and the comment about Shibari rope was intriguing. Not to mention that Aaron might be involved in giving a few tips.  
 
    There was something about Stuart Reiner she didn’t like, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. Maybe it was the way his lips curled into a slight sneer, and the hardness in his eyes. Whatever it was, she hoped she didn’t end up with him. 
 
    Aaron approached the dais and spoke softly to the girls. “I expect each of you to behave with the submission and grace I know you possess.” He fixed his gaze on Morgan. “Whatever is asked of you, you do it. Obey without hesitation. Everyone here is experienced in the scene, and it’s all in good fun.”  
 
    The room quieted as Rick handed out the money, and the guests moved closer to the dais, standing in small clusters. Aaron turned to them and said, “Our first lovely slave girl is Diana. Is there an offer?” 
 
    “Fifty,” Stuart called out, and Morgan relaxed a little. Phew.  
 
    “One hundred,” Mistress Mary Ann countered.  
 
    “Two,” Stuart said at once. 
 
    “Five hundred,” Mistress Mary Ann said, placing her hands on her hips and daring the whip maker with her expression to defy her. “Billy needs to work on his cunnilingus skills while being, uh, distracted.” She snapped the single tail in the air, the whistling sound making several people in the room, including Morgan, flinch. “This newly orgasmic slave girl is just the ticket, and I want her.” 
 
    With a laugh, Stuart threw up his hands. “I know when I’m beaten. You can have her.” 
 
    Aaron held out his hand and helped a visibly nervous Diana down the stairs.   
 
    Next up was Kristen, and before anyone could say a word, Richard called out in a loud voice, “Five hundred.” Morgan stole a glance at Kristen, who had a broad grin on her face.  
 
    “Not much of an auction,” Aaron muttered as he helped the second girl down, but he was smiling.  
 
    Jack and Julia won Tara, though Stuart again threw out a bid. 
 
    Morgan remained alone on the stage, and she understood with a sinking heart that she would go by default to the whip maker. Sure enough, before Aaron even had a chance to open the sham bidding, Stuart approached the dais, waving his play money. “I get the leavings,” he said with an unpleasant laugh.  
 
    Fuck you, too. The decidedly unsubmissive thought leaped into Morgan’s mind before she could stop it. Fortunately, it didn’t make it to her mouth.   
 
    Stuart raked her body with his gaze. “At least she’s easy on the eyes,” he said to Aaron. 
 
    “That she is,” Aaron said so softly Morgan wouldn’t have heard him if she hadn’t been looking directly at him. Her heart executed a tiny happy dance at his words. In a louder voice, he said to Stuart, “While Morgan’s not new to the scene, she’s fairly inexperienced in terms of depth of play, so be mindful of that, please.” 
 
    “Of course,” Stuart said. “I’ve got a new flogger I want to try out on her. It’s made from a synthetic that mimics leather, but it’s less than half the cost. It could be the next big thing in BDSM toy sales.” 
 
    Aaron looked as though he wanted to say something to that, but he only nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart began to thump as she was handed over to the whip maker for a scene. She reminded herself this was no different than her job at the club. She was used to scening with strangers, and it was no big deal. Besides, she loved a good flogging, and it had been a while since she’d received one. 
 
    Thus resolved, she let Stuart lead her away, resisting the strong urge to turn back and watch Aaron as he was accosted by Master Jack. “I’ve been working on the Ryo-Ashi Zuri upside down suspension with Julia, and I thought it would be fun to bind both girls together,” Jack was saying. “What do you think?” 
 
    Morgan couldn’t hear Aaron’s reply as they walked in the other direction. Stuart hoisted a large gear bag she hadn’t noticed before onto his shoulder as he looked her up and down. “You’ve got some body on you, babe,” he said, the sneer morphing into a leer. A sleer, she thought, coining a new word. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she forced herself to say, though she would rather have told him to get lost.  
 
    He led her through the large dungeon to a pair of wooden stocks in a far corner. Dropping his gear bag nearby, he lifted the top half of the stocks and gestured for her to come forward. “This thing adjusts for kneeling or bending at the waist. I’ll want you standing so I have good access to that ass. Get your butt over here and place your head and wrists in the stocks so I can adjust the height.”  
 
    Morgan approached the apparatus with some reluctance. She had never been restrained in stocks, and wasn’t sure she wanted to experience it, but nor did she want to disobey. She bent forward and rested her neck and wrists in the half circles, which were lined with soft red leather. As he adjusted the height and then lowered the top half over her head and arms, Morgan experienced a slight frisson of panic.  
 
    “I’m kind of nervous about this, Sir,” she blurted.  
 
    “What’re you nervous about?” he asked as he slid the bolts into place to hold her fast. “I’m a trained professional.” 
 
    “It’s these stocks, Sir.” She shifted her legs, her feet wobbling slightly in the heels.  
 
    “I like them. You look incredibly hot, and it makes for an easy target. Spread those legs farther.” He kicked lightly at her ankle, forcing her legs wider. “You got a safeword?”  
 
    Morgan relaxed a little at this question. He was behaving responsibly, and it was unlikely she would need a safeword for a flogging. “Lemon,” she replied, adding a belated, “Sir.” 
 
    “Lemon,” he repeated. “Got it.” 
 
    She jumped a little as his hands moved over her ass and the backs of her thighs, but told herself to calm down.  
 
    “You’re barely even marked yet. We’ll have to remedy that.” She heard him moving behind her, and then he appeared, waving a large, multi-tressed flogger in front of her face. “Isn’t it gorgeous?” he asked. Without giving her a chance to agree, he added, “You’ll need to tell me if it feels like the real thing or not, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    The flogging began lightly, and steadily increased in intensity and tempo. Morgan had to admit, she couldn’t tell it wasn’t real leather, and her pussy moistened as her skin began to heat from the stinging strokes he landed across her ass and thighs. She would have preferred it to be Aaron behind her, but at least she was getting a good flogging for the first time since arriving at the Chateau.  
 
    “It’s good, right?” Stuart said from behind her, his voice slightly breathless with exertion. “It feels like the real thing, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she gasped as the flogger continued to rain down on her flesh. She settled into the whipping, almost forgetting the discomfort of the stocks as she focused on the sensual pain blooming over her skin. She was just nearing that lovely, elusive place where pain transmuted into pure, sublime pleasure when, all at once, the whipping stopped. 
 
    Though she wanted to twist back to see what had happened, she couldn’t move in her position. She could hear Stuart moving behind her again and then, without warning, there was a whistling sound and then the cutting bite of what had to be a cane.  
 
    She might have been able to tolerate it if she’d been prepared, but as it was, she screamed.  
 
    “Hey, keep it down,” Stuart said from behind. “I hardly hit you. Aren’t you supposed to be into pain? I just got this new cane and your ass definitely needs a few marks.” He hit her again, a searing stroke across both cheeks. 
 
    “Ow! Please, Sir, stop,” she cried. “I’m not used to a cane.”  
 
    “Stop being a baby.” He hit her again, several small, rapid strokes of fire. “You know you love it. You look so fucking hot like that. I just love the look of welts on a cherry red ass.” 
 
    Again the cane landed, this time across her thighs, and Morgan cried out again. She didn’t want to fuck up her very first play party, but this was too much, and she was on the edge of freaking out as she gasped for air. Because of the stays in the corset, she was having a hard time catching her breath.  
 
    Another stroke landed, the tip of the cane wrapping around her hip with a vicious bite.  
 
    Morgan was dizzy, her hands clutched into fists, her legs trembling. The cane whistled and struck with continued ferocity despite her pleas. The guy was a fucking asshole.  
 
    “Lemon!” she finally shouted in desperation, but the cane continued to strike. “Lemon, lemon, lemon!” 
 
    There was a commotion behind her, and then Aaron’s deep, rich baritone cut across her panic. “What’s going on here? Get out of the way.” In a moment, he was beside her, sliding back the bolt and lifting the top half of the stocks.  
 
    “She was just being a pussy,” she heard Stuart say from a distance, his voice a whine. “You had no right to intervene in our fun.” 
 
    Aaron pulled Morgan upright, and she fell against him, losing her balance on the high heels as the blood rushed away from her head. His strong arms came around her as Master Michael appeared, a frown on his face. “What’s going on here?” he, too, demanded as he looked from Aaron to Stuart and back to Aaron. 
 
    “The trainee was using her safeword,” Aaron said in a hard voice. “Master Stuart here apparently didn’t understand.” His tone was scathing, and Morgan would have applauded and cheered if she’d dared. As it was, she just leaned weakly against him, trying to catch her breath. Her forehead was clammy and she was a little sick to her stomach. Her ass and thighs were on fire, but it was all almost worth it to be held so gently in Aaron’s warm embrace. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t think she was serious,” Stuart said. “She said she was experienced with a cane, sheesh.” 
 
    Morgan’s mouth fell open at this blatant lie, but Master Michael spoke first. “A safeword is always serious.” He turned to Aaron. “You can take her for aftercare, if you think it’s necessary. Stuart and I need to talk.” 
 
    “Come on, Morgan,” Aaron said. “You need a little time to regroup.” 
 
    He led her through the dungeon, past several scenes already in progress, the party clearly in full swing. Only Laura, who was wiping down a spanking bench near the door, looked up as they walked by. “You okay?” she mouthed, her brow furrowing with concern. 
 
    Morgan nodded as they passed, though she wasn’t entirely sure.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron took Morgan into the recovery room just off the main dungeon. She was disheveled, her lipstick smeared, mascara smudged beneath her eyes.  
 
    He led her first to the sink. “Wash your face and then I’ll examine the welts on your ass,” he instructed. He stood behind her, forcing himself to resist the impulse to pull back the silky waves of her hair as she splashed water on her face.  
 
    When she was done, she turned to him. “Permission to speak, Sir?” 
 
    “Yes. What is it?” 
 
    Her blue-green eyes softened, her full lips lifting into a pretty smile. “Thank you, Sir, for saving me.” She batted her eyes, the lashes still thick and full, despite the removal of the mascara. Christ, was she flirting with him again at a time like this? Had she used her safeword without just cause? 
 
    Instead of acknowledging her remark, he said brusquely, “Take off the heels and stockings and go lie down on the divan.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” She kicked off the shoes. Perching gingerly on the edge of the divan, she bent forward. He could see it was difficult for her in the tight cinch of the corset, but he did nothing to assist her.  
 
    When she’d managed to remove the tattered stockings, she lay down on her stomach, and Aaron crouched beside her to examine the welts. There were marks, but nothing too severe. He ran his fingers lightly over her skin and she shuddered at his touch. “There’s no broken skin, and these welts will fade quickly. I’ll put some Arnica on the worst of them.” 
 
    She lay with her face resting on her arm, her eyes following his movements as he took a tube of salve from a drawer in the end table beside the divan. Crouching again beside her, he daubed the gel over her skin.  
 
    She sighed and wriggled her sexy ass in a provocative way that made his cock begin to stiffen, while irritating the shit out of the rest of him. Apparently she was going to keep pushing that particular envelope, and he needed to put a stop to her seductive, inappropriate behavior once and for all.  
 
    He rose abruptly to his feet. “Get up. You’re fine. Kneel up on the rug.” He pointed to the floor. “We need to talk about safewords.”  
 
    Morgan rolled from the divan with thinly disguised reluctance. As he stared her down, she assumed the position, her hands resting lightly on her thighs.  
 
    “Palms up, knees wider,” he ordered, taking a seat on the divan. “Lower your eyes.” He waited as she obeyed, ignoring how hot she looked in that corset, her pretty little cunt on display. 
 
    “Tell me, Morgan. What does a safeword mean to you?” 
 
    She hesitated a moment before responding. “Uh, it’s a way to stop scene action when it’s getting too intense and the guy, uh, the Master, isn’t getting the hint.” 
 
    “Sir,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Sir,” she promptly added.  
 
    “Let me define it a little more clearly for you. A safeword is an absolute last resort. You are to use it only when nothing else is getting through, and you feel endangered or believe you’re going to experience serious harm. For example, someone is gripping your throat too tightly, and he isn’t getting it that he’s about to choke you out—possibly kill you. That’s the time for a safeword or hand signal. Or, let’s say you’re involved in knife play, and the guy is about to cut a major artery. That’s another instance where a safeword is entirely appropriate. A casual caning scene with a guest at a play party, where he hasn’t broken the skin and you’re not in any danger whatsoever, is not the time to use a safeword.” 
 
    “But, Sir, he was—” 
 
    “I did not give you permission to speak. Close your mouth and listen.” 
 
    He waited as she struggled to control her obvious frustration, her cheeks flushing. Who was this girl, and why had anyone ever thought she was submissive? 
 
    Leaving that question in the back of his mind, he continued, “Whether you like the guy or what he’s doing is irrelevant. While you’re in this house, you belong to this house, and that means you serve as a house slave when not in training. Yeah, I get it that you were scared. I get it that Stuart Reiner isn’t exactly the most refined or skilled Dom in the world, but that doesn’t matter. You were at the party to serve the guests. This wasn’t supposed to be about you, or for you. You were there for him, and you choked. You let your own fear get in the way of your submission. You failed to exhibit courage or grace. You embarrassed Michael and Gerard as the hosts, and you embarrassed me as your trainer. Frankly, Morgan, though we’ve only been working together for a short time, I expected more of you.” 
 
    Her lower lip protruded, tears welling in her pretty eyes. One of them rolled down her cheek, and it took all of Aaron’s willpower not to reach out and wipe it away. “I’m sorry, Sir. You’re right. I was afraid. I didn’t like the stocks and I didn’t trust him. I’ve never been caned before, and he scared me.” 
 
    “I understand,” Aaron said, his tone gentler. “We haven’t done a proper pain assessment yet, but from how you handled the paddling, I’m confident you could have taken quite a bit more from the cane. It’s not easy to submit with true grace and courage. I know that. If it were easy, you wouldn’t need the training.” 
 
    He got to his feet. “Let’s go back in there, and you can apologize to our guest. You will ask him what you can do to make amends, and then, assuming he wants anything to do with you, you will do whatever he asks. Understood?” 
 
    Morgan drew in a deep breath, her emotions again playing over her face. She had yet to achieve the placid mask of serenity worn by both Claudette and Laura. In his heart of hearts, Aaron preferred the honesty of Morgan’s emotional displays, though he understood it wouldn’t do at the Chateau. “Yes, Sir,” she said in a defeated voice. 
 
    In spite of himself, Aaron grinned at her hangdog expression. “You’re getting a chance at redemption, not going to the guillotine. You should be thanking me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” she said quickly, and this time he almost believed she meant it. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Aaron had her put her heels back on, sans stockings. The garters flapped uselessly against her thighs as they walked back to the main dungeon. Any fantasies of her trainer pulling her into his arms and kissing away the ordeal of the caning had vanished when he’d ordered her to kneel and then began lecturing on how she’d fucked up. 
 
    She ran her fingers through the mess of her hair as they reentered the dungeon, not looking forward to facing that asshole, Stuart, again. Claudette approached as they entered, her expression serious. “Is all well?” she asked Aaron. “Is your trainee all right?” 
 
    “She’s just fine,” Aaron said. “A case of Chicken Little, but it turns out the sky wasn’t falling after all. She just got scared. She’s back to apologize, and service our guest in whatever way pleases him.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Claudette said gravely, though her eyes twinkled. “Master Stuart is enjoying a glass of champagne. I believe he was about to use Laura in Morgan’s absence.”  
 
    “Claudette, please join us,” Michael called from across the room. “I need you to hold down this lovely girl while I crop her pretty little pussy.” 
 
    Claudette’s head whipped in the direction of her Master. “Right away, Maître,” she replied. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said quickly, and then glided away.   
 
    Morgan followed Aaron reluctantly to the food table at the back of the dungeon. Stuart stood there, a plate piled with goodies in one hand, a glass of champagne in the other, his mouth full and working. He swallowed and grinned at them. “Look what the cat dragged in.” Then he frowned, his tone becoming almost sympathetic. “Hey, sorry if I moved too fast for you. I’m used to the properly trained subs here at the Chateau. Even the newbies usually have some idea what they’re doing. I didn’t realize I was dealing with a total amateur.” 
 
    Morgan flushed at his words. Her fingers tingled with the desire to punch his smug face, and she had to consciously resist the urge to clutch them into fists. 
 
    “Morgan is actually here to apologize to you, Stuart,” Aaron said. “She’s still learning about the proper usage of safewords. She wants to make it up to you by serving you now in whatever way would please you.” 
 
    Stuart turned his gaze on Morgan, his tongue moving over his upper lip as his eyes narrowed. “Does she now?” He lifted his eyebrows. “Go on. I’m listening.” 
 
    It took Morgan several seconds to understand what he wanted. Her face grew even hotter, but she forced herself to say, “I’m sorry, Sir. I’m sorry I messed up the scene. I’ll do better.” 
 
    Stuart grinned. “I’m sure you will.” He turned to Aaron. “Thanks, buddy. I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Morgan glanced beseechingly at Aaron, silently begging him to change his mind—to tell Stuart he was a dick, and no way would Aaron allow him to touch her, much less scene with her. Her heart soared for a moment as he stood there, his face a curious study of indecision. He didn’t want her with this jerk any more than she did! 
 
    But then his expression smoothed, his eyes going flat. “Have a good time,” he said as Morgan’s heart plummeted back to earth. Turning to her, he brought his mouth close to her ear and murmured, “Make me proud, sub girl. Do this for me.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she breathed, her heart fluttering. She turned to watch as he strode away, biting back a sigh.  
 
    Her attention was drawn back sharply by Stuart’s fingers gripping hard into her shoulder. “I know exactly how you can make it up to me. Let’s go behind that privacy screen over there.”  
 
    As she followed Stuart to a large wooden screen set up in the corner of the dungeon, she searched the room, hoping to catch sight of Aaron, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    As they stepped together behind the screen, Stuart put his hand on his fly and jerked it open. “I bet Laura wouldn’t use her safeword, even if I whipped her to shreds. Maybe next time I come out for a party, you’ll be just as good. Meanwhile, get down on your knees and suck my dick.” 
 
    Make me proud, sub girl. Do this for me. 
 
    This was going to be rough—an ordeal as hard to take as the caning had been, but she would do it with grace. She would do it for Aaron. Closing her eyes, she took Stuart’s short, stubby cock into her mouth.  
 
    Fortunately, it was over in less than two minutes. 
 
      
 
    It was late the next morning by the time Morgan was done with grooming, breakfast and positions training, which had gone, if she said so herself, rather well. Claudette left her in the positions studio with instructions to lay out her gear and wait, kneeling up, for her trainer. “You are to put on the wrist cuffs, though you don’t need to clip them together. Just rest your hands on your thighs and practice serenity and stillness while you wait.” 
 
    On her knees as instructed, Morgan placed her hands on her thighs. Closing her eyes, she focused on emptying her mind, inviting serenity to take the place of her chattering thoughts. 
 
    At the sound of footsteps in the hallway, her eyes sprang open, her heart skipping a little in her chest. Though she kept her eyes straight ahead, she could see Aaron in her peripheral vision standing in the doorway. He looked incredible in a dark blue T-shirt that appealingly hugged his muscular arms and broad shoulders, and set off the golden, honey blond of his hair. “Good morning, Morgan,” he said in that glorious British accent of his. “I trust you slept well?” 
 
     Because she was asked a direct question, she turned her gaze fully on him. “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” You look good enough to eat, Sir.  
 
    “Good, because you’ll need your energy and stamina today. We’re going to do a full pain assessment.” 
 
    “A…pain assessment, Sir?” Morgan stomach lurched unpleasantly, while at the same time, a perverse thrill of desire shot through her. 
 
    “After the incident last night with the cane, I want to thoroughly assess your tolerance and capacity for erotic pain. I need to get a better handle on where your strengths and weaknesses lie, so we can work on that in the short time we have together. If you’re going to be a successful house sub at that club where you plan to work, you’re going to need to be able to take more than you handled last night—that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    What he said was perfectly true, and it was why Tom had sent her for training in the first place. She tended to balk when the scenes got too intense, but was that really what was at play? She could handle a significant amount of erotic pain in the right circumstance—but what was that exactly?  
 
    She’d thought she wanted to work full time at the club in order to have free access to the great equipment and enjoy plenty of BDSM play, and get paid in the process, but now she was no longer sure. What she’d thought she aspired to at the club bore little resemblance to the deep submissive satisfaction Laura and the other house slaves seemed to embody, or the obvious bliss that came from serving a Master you loved and adored, and who loved you in return, as Claudette and Master Michael clearly shared. 
 
    Aaron drew her back to the present. “Get up. We’ll work next door because I want to restrain you so you’re not distracted with having to hold your position. Bring your flogger, your crop and your single tail. Oh, and bring the blindfold, too.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “You can place the whips on the spanking bench,” Aaron said as he pulled the portable bondage rig from its spot against the wall and opened it. The rig consisted of three ten-foot rubber-tipped aluminum rods that formed a teepee-like triangle when opened, with an adjustable chain and rings at the apex for securing wrist cuffs.  
 
    He had her stand beneath the apex and lift her arms so he could adjust the chain and secure her cuffs. He left enough give so the position wouldn’t strain her shoulders or affect circulation. She didn’t say a word as he restrained her, except to reply in the affirmative when he asked if she was comfortable with the wrist height. She followed his movements with her eyes, which reminded him he needed to cover them. 
 
    “You’ll wear this blindfold,” he said as he slipped the sleep mask over her eyes, “to help you focus more fully on the experience without visual distraction.” As he adjusted the mask, he leaned closer, breathing in the pleasant citrusy smell of her hair.  
 
    “We’ll need to get your hair out of the way.” He went to the supply cabinet and returned with a large hairclip. Her thick tresses were soft and silky between his fingers. He twisted them into a ponytail and wound it on top of her head, using the clip to hold it in place. 
 
    Stepping back, he tried not to dwell on the sensual curve of her breasts, pulled high by her position, or the rosy nipples at their centers. His eyes moved down her slender body to her smooth mons and shapely thighs, and he actually shook his head in an effort to clear away the fantasies that threatened to overtake him.  
 
    It was strange—he couldn’t remember when he’d last been so distracted by a woman’s beauty. In fact, in the two plus years he’d been doing this, he’d become rather inured to having naked women around him, or so he’d thought.  
 
    When he stepped behind her, his cock twitched in appreciation at her small but well-rounded ass. Extremely annoyed now at his lack of self-control, he grabbed the flogger from the spanking bench and returned to her. 
 
    “I’m going to start with the flogger,” he informed her. “After you’re sufficiently warmed up, I’ll move on to the crop and then the single tail. What I want you to do is flow with the sensations. It’s as much a mental process as a physical one. You need to open yourself to the pain—to welcome it and take it inside you.” 
 
    He lifted the flogger and began to brush her ass with broad, smooth strokes. She shuddered and sighed as if he were doing something sexual to her, and he understood that it was sexual on some level for a masochist—at least to a point. He planned to take her beyond that point—well beyond.  
 
    “I’m going to increase the intensity slowly. I don’t want you to censor your reactions in any way. I want to get a real sense of how you process the pain—how you work through it, and what you can take. At the same time, I do want you to focus on acceptance. I plan to take you as far as you think you can go, and then just a little beyond that. Remember to breathe—slow, deep breaths, especially when it’s getting tough for you to handle. You good with all this so far, Morgan?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said throatily.  
 
    He slapped the tresses a little harder against the backs of her thighs and over her bottom. He loved the rippling sound of the leather as it rained against her flesh. He loved the way her ass jiggled with the impact, and the small, breathy sounds she made. His cock was hard as a rock, goddamn it, and bulging against his jeans. Good thing she was blindfolded. 
 
    He moved the flogger upward, letting the leather strike her back and shoulders. She tensed a little, hunching at the unexpected sting. “Relax,” he reminded her. “Embrace the pain. Breathe.”  
 
    He waited a moment as she obeyed, and then he struck her harder, square across both shoulders. She jerked in her restraints. They would need to work on stillness and acceptance. 
 
    He returned his focus to her ass, flogging her with steady, hard strokes that turned her bottom a lovely dark pink. She had begun to breathe rapidly, her breath shallow. “Slow your breathing,” he reminded her. “You’re doing well. I’m going to use the crop now. I want you to focus on remaining still. Let all the tension flow out of your body. You don’t need that anymore—it’s not serving you. It’s holding you back.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she murmured breathlessly.  
 
    He waited a moment, pleased when she took several slow, deep breaths, her posture relaxing in the process as much as possible in her restraints. “Good,” he encouraged. “Stay where you are.” 
 
    He retrieved the crop and began a steady rhythmic smacking against her ass. At first he alternated between cheeks in a random pattern, but once she’d adjusted to the sting, he began to focus on a single spot on the right cheek, watching as the leather created a red rectangular imprint against her flesh. 
 
    “Ow, ow, ow,” she began to chant. She rose on her toes, her feet shifting in an avoidance dance. “It hurts. Oh, it hurts, Sir, all on one spot like that.” 
 
    “Keep your feet flat on the floor,” he commanded. “Stay still and take the pain. It pleases me to mark you like this. It pleases me to make you suffer. Take that pleasure and make it your own.” 
 
    He paused a moment, watching as she stopped her hopping dance and came off her toes. “That’s better. You can do this. You are doing this. Now breathe,” he reminded her. “Accept what I give you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she murmured, and she actually sounded calm. 
 
    Encouraged, he switched to the other cheek, creating an identical red mark. As he worked, she began to breathe rapidly again, but managed to stay reasonably still. He glanced up at her hands, which were clenched into fists over the cuffs. 
 
    “Relax your hands. You’re holding tension there. Submit to me, Morgan. Show me with your body that you accept what I’m offering you.”  
 
    Slowly, she uncurled her fingers, at the same time taking a deep, shuddery breath.  
 
    Aaron set down the crop and ran his fingers lightly over the two rectangles he’d painted on her ass cheeks. They were hot to the touch, yet a shiver went through her body as he stroked her skin.  
 
    He placed his hand on the back of her neck. The muscles were tight, and he squeezed gently, pressing his fingers into the muscles until she relaxed. “You’re doing really well so far. I’m pleased.” He moved his hand from her neck down her back. Her skin was so soft, and she sighed, leaning into his touch.  
 
    The sudden urge to bend down and kiss the nape of her neck nearly overwhelmed him. Abruptly, he yanked his hand away and took a step back. “We continue,” he said brusquely.  
 
    Retrieving the single tail, he snapped it experimentally in the air. Predictably, Morgan flinched. “Don’t anticipate,” he admonished. “Stay completely still, as still as you can.” He snapped the whip again, and again she flinched, though not as violently as the first time. The third time he snapped it, she remained still. 
 
    He began lightly, barely kissing her flesh with the flat of the whip. Save for a sudden intake of breath, she managed to stay still, feet flat. When he gauged she was ready, he popped the skin lightly with the tip of the whip against the fleshiest part of her ass.  
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    He snapped her ass again with a flick of his wrist. She moaned. 
 
    The third stroke left a long white line that quickly darkened to red. This time Morgan managed to remain quiet, though she stiffened, her ass cheeks clenching. 
 
    “Better, but you’re still holding some tension in your body. Practice acceptance. Surrender your will.”  
 
    He snapped the whip, drawing a parallel line over the first. Again she tensed, and again he reminded her to let go. They continued like this for six more strokes. She was breathing too fast, her hands again curled into fists, but she wasn’t dancing on her toes or crying out. She was working through it as best as she could at this early point in her training, and he decided not to interrupt the flow. 
 
    He settled into an easy rhythm, snapping the thin, braided strands of leather against her ass and the backs of her thighs in a random pattern, creating a pleasing crosshatch of marks.  
 
    Morgan’s rapid breathing began to deepen, accompanied by a moaning that could have been pleasure or pain, but was probably both. He struck slightly harder, raising a welt that caused her to cry out. 
 
    She began to pant, her breath again high in her throat, accompanied by small yelps. Still he continued to snap the whip across her flesh, observing carefully, certain she could take more. After one especially cruel stroke, he half expected her to shout, “Lemon,” or at the very least to beg him to stop, but she only gasped.  
 
    “Breathe through it,” he reminded her, thinking he would stop soon—she was nearing her limit. 
 
    But just as he was about the lower the whip, her breathing suddenly slowed, all the tension draining out of her body, as if she were a robot who’d suddenly been switched off. He moved quickly in front of her in case she’d hyperventilated and momentarily passed out, but as he moved, he saw she was still standing on her feet, not slumped against her wrists cuffs as she would have been if she’d fainted.  
 
    He pulled off the sleep mask, and her eyes opened slowly, her lips parting. She whispered something he didn’t hear. He leaned closer. “What did you say?” 
 
    “More,” she said in a slow, dreamy voice. “More please, Sir.” 
 
    “More?” he echoed. “You want the whipping to continue?” 
 
    “Yes, please, Sir.” 
 
    Surprised and excited, Aaron scooted back behind her and lifted the whip, eager to accommodate her request. He began lightly, letting her skin again acclimate to the sting.  
 
    She’d come slightly out of the trance, hovering again between resistance and acceptance, but he was sure he could get her back. Slowly but steadily he increased the intensity of the strokes, gently reminding her to accept, to embrace, to breathe, to surrender… 
 
    He held his breath as her tension was once again sloughed off like a skin no longer needed. He continued the whipping as her head fell back. On an impulse, he reached for the hair clip and released it, letting her hair cascade down her back. Her breathing was deep and even, as if she were in a deep sleep, though she remained firmly on her feet. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered, entranced. “Yes. Fly for me, my—” He snapped his mouth shut, startled and disconcerted at the endearment he’d very nearly uttered aloud. Shunting away his emotion, he focused again on Morgan’s experience.  
 
    Her pain had transmuted to a dark pleasure, and she no longer distinguished between the two. He kept her there as long as he dared, mindful she would not ask him to stop, soaring as she was in a submissive headspace he could only observe and guide. It was up to him to assess when she’d had enough, while not stopping so suddenly she was jerked prematurely from her nirvana.  
 
    What had started as a simple erotic pain assessment had turned into more than he’d expected, especially from such a novice. If she could fly at this stage in her training, her potential was far greater than he’d initially believed. And though he tried to hide behind this clinical, removed analysis, Aaron couldn’t deny the feelings roiling just beneath the surface of his thoughts.  
 
    He was enchanted. More than that. He was… 
 
    No. Focus. You’re her trainer. Nothing more.  
 
    He eased his stroke, bringing her as slowly and gently back to earth as he could. When he dropped the whip, she remained still, head back, eyes closed, lips parted, breathing slow and steady. He reached for her wrist cuffs, his other arm ready to catch her in case she fell. 
 
    As he brought her arms down, she swayed slightly, but remained on her feet. One arm supporting her shoulders, he gently turned her so he could see her face. Her eyes opened slowly, unfocused at first. Then she looked directly at him, her eyes skipping past his trainer’s mask and boring directly into his soul. “Oh, Sir, that was amazing,” she breathed. 
 
    Then her lips lifted into a slow, sensual smile, her eyes curving into half-moons of impish delight. “I never had a whipgasm before, Sir. I didn’t even know they existed.” 
 
    In spite of himself, Aaron guffawed at her newly coined term. “I never heard it quite described like that before.” Impulsively, he took her into his arms and held her close. It was so good—so right—to hold her like that. 
 
    “Oh, Aaron, thank you, thank you!” she murmured, lifting her face to his, her eyes fluttering shut as her lips softly parted.  
 
    Aaron?  
 
    The part of his brain that could still function began to shout inside his head. You’re her trainer. What the fuck do you think you’re doing? 
 
    He dropped his arms abruptly and took a step back. Deeply shaken, he tried to get his bearings. “Aftercare,” he finally managed, ignoring the hurt confusion in her eyes. “Lie down on one of the yoga mats. I’ll send someone in to tend to those welts, and then you have free time until this afternoon’s session on sexual responsiveness and control.”  
 
    Turning on his heels, he fled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan lay on the yoga mat in a state of confused bliss. Whatever had just happened at the end of the whipping had been like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Just as she was reaching the point where she couldn’t take another second of the raw, stinging pain, everything changed.  
 
    It was as if she’d been hanging over the edge of the cliff, her fingernails dragging against the rough stone as she lost her grip, bit by bit. Just when her hold was giving out and she tried to prepare herself for the inevitable fall, her mouth already forming the word that would stop all the action and ruin everything—all at once, it was if some huge, indefinable but welcoming force had wrapped its warm, comforting arms around her and spirited her away. Flying on huge, silent wings, it took her up, up into the heavens, suffusing her being with a peace and serenity she’d never known before. And though the whipping continued for some time after that, the leather no longer licked with fire, but instead kissed her skin with the softest, most welcome touch in the world. 
 
    As if that weren’t wonderful enough in itself, then Aaron had put his arms around her, pulling her into an embrace that was even more welcome than the soaring experience of a moment before. She knew in that instant as surely as she’d ever known anything that she was in love. How could she not fall in love with someone who had given her something so unique and so powerful? And the way he’d tenderly held her to him—she’d been sure they were on the same page when she’d lifted her head for his kiss… 
 
    But he’d abruptly let her go, no kiss, no caress. He’d run away from her, when what she longed for was the touch of his hands to smooth away the sting and fill her with warmth. 
 
    Still, there was this afternoon’s session to look forward to—sexual responsiveness and control…yum… Her mind instantly filled with visions of Aaron kissing her lips, and then her nipples, sucking each one until they were hard nubbins, and then moving down her body, his tongue licking a trail toward her sex… 
 
    “Ah, ma chérie. Trainer Aaron sent me to see to your aftercare.”  
 
    Startled, Morgan lifted her head just enough to see Claudette’s bare feet in the doorway, her toenails painted a rosy pink, a gold chain strung with tiny pearls around her slender ankle.  
 
    As Morgan started to lift herself from the mat, Claudette waved her hand. “No, no. Stay as you are. I brought my kit with me. Just lie there and relax.” 
 
    Claudette’s ministrations felt good as she stroked a soothing salve over Morgan’s ass, back and thighs. As she worked, Claudette commented, “You have some lovely marks, Morgan. Badges of submissive courage, I call them. I understand you handled the pain with real grace. Well done.”  
 
    Morgan warmed at the unexpected praise—both indirectly from Aaron, who must have shared it, and directly from Claudette. “Thank you, Ma’am,” she whispered.  
 
    It was as if Claudette’s words had opened a new door inside of Morgan, into a space that contained more than mere sexual attraction and lust. Maybe for the first time in her life, her focus had shifted from her own pleasure, be it masochistic or otherwise. She wanted to please another—she wanted to serve him.  
 
    When she saw the trainer that afternoon, she would apologize for using his first name. And no matter how exciting and sexy it might get during the sexual responsiveness session, she’d behave, doing only and exactly what was asked of her, and nothing more. She would make her trainer proud. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    The cold shower worked, and Aaron was back in trainer mode. He really needed to exert better self-control. He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror as he rubbed his hair with a towel. “Are you losing it, Sterling?”  
 
    Surely it had just been a moment of weakness, brought on by the unexpected event of her flying. He’d never had a trainee fly before. A lover, yes, but only after a deep bond of trust had been established between them, and even then it was a rare event.  
 
    His ringing phone startled him from his thoughts, the ringtone indicating a family member was calling from overseas. Rushing into his bedroom, he grabbed the phone from the night table. He glanced at the screen. Odd. His father rarely called, preferring to leave that particular task to his mother.  
 
    He accepted the call. “Hello? Dad?” 
 
    “Aaron, glad I got you.” 
 
    Something in his father’s tone made Aaron’s gut constrict with concern. “What is it? Is everything okay? Is it Jordan?” His younger brother, a freelance reporter, was famous for disappearing for months at a time as he traveled the globe in search of a good story. 
 
    “Your brother’s fine. He’s off jaunting around Italy or somewhere.”  
 
    Aaron snorted softly as he pulled on his jeans. Typical Jordan.  
 
    “I left him a message,” his father continued, “but I haven’t heard back.  It’s your mum. She’s been in a car accident.” 
 
    “Oh, my god! Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s in hospital, in intensive care.” His father’s usually controlled voice cracked. “There was some trauma to the brain and they’ve put her in a medical coma, but they think she’ll recover fully. This is just precautionary, they said.”  
 
    “I’ll get a plane out this evening. I can be there by the morning,” Aaron said, already moving toward his closet to pack. 
 
    “Oh, son, that’s okay. I’m sure she’s going to be fine.” His father’s voice cracked a little. “I just wanted to let you know.” 
 
    Aaron reached for his overnight bag and carried it to the bed. “Don’t be daft, Dad. I want to be there when she wakes up.” 
 
    “Well, all right. If you insist.” His father sounded clearly relieved. He never handled crises well, and Aaron could tell he was barely holding it together.  
 
    “Stay calm and positive, Dad. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” They finished their goodbyes and Aaron slipped the phone into his pocket.  
 
    As he placed clothing into his bag, Morgan popped into his mind as he’d left her—naked and beautiful, her hair wild about her face, her lips softly parted for a kiss… 
 
    Someone else would have to continue her training for a few days. That was probably for the best, as he clearly wasn’t doing a very professional job of it. He ignored the stab of yearning that pierced his heart for just a split second. He was being ridiculous. Michael could take over, or Gerard. Claudette would assist, as usual.  
 
    He finished dressing and moved back into the bathroom to pack some toiletries. Hoisting the bag over his shoulder, he found his passport, grabbed his wallet and keys from the bureau and headed out of his room to find Michael. As he hurried down the stairs, he tried not to worry about leaving his new trainee just as she was starting to show potential. She would fine…just fine. 
 
    But would he? 
 
      
 
    Aaron tapped on Michael’s office door, glad he’d caught him before lunch. After he explained the situation, Michael replied, “You absolutely must go. No question.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate your understanding.”  
 
    “Don’t give it a second thought. Have you already made a reservation? Claudette and I use a great travel agent who always finds us great deals at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t had a chance. To tell you the truth, I was just going to get in the car and drive to the airport and see what I could find.” 
 
    “Better to have a reservation. Let me just shoot her a quick email. She’s hard to reach by phone but she practically lives on her computer. It never takes more than a few minutes for her to reply. You want to leave as soon as possible, right?” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “Yeah. Listen, I really appreciate this. You know I’d normally never leave in the middle of training.” 
 
    Michael waved his hand dismissively. “I told you—it’s not a big deal at all.” He began to type rapidly on his laptop. After a moment, he looked up. “There. All done. I’ll bring my phone in to lunch so we don’t miss her reply. We can easily handle the new girl while you’re gone. We’ll just pick up where you left off. You can shoot me a quick email once you’re on the plane, giving me an update on her progress, and we’ll take it from there. What did you have scheduled for the rest of the day?” 
 
    “This afternoon we were going to work on sexual responsiveness and control.” 
 
    Michael’s eyes narrowed, his mouth lifting into a wolfish smile that Aaron didn’t entirely like. “Ah, no problem. I would be more than happy to handle that for you. I do have a full calendar the rest of the week, but I’m sure Gerard can step in after that.”  
 
    He stood, patting his belly. “But first things first. I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”  
 
    Aaron rose from his chair. “I don’t have much of an appetite. I think I’m just going to drive out toward the airport, and you can call me if you get a response from that agent. I’ll head toward JFK.” 
 
    “Your call.” Michael glanced at his Rolex. “The slaves are probably already seated. You can just pull Morgan aside to let her know you’re leaving.” 
 
    Aaron’s stomach did an unpleasant flip-flop. He’d been planning to just sneak away, but of course Michael was right. Leaving others to break the news to her would be the coward’s way out. Anyway, he was definitely back in control now, his mother’s condition taking precedence over whatever the hell was or wasn’t going on between his trainee and him.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Morgan perched gingerly on the padded bench. Though it had only been a few days, it was strange to actually sit on the furniture.  
 
    “You must be doing really well, to have already received furniture privileges,” Tara said from beside her. 
 
    Morgan smiled with pride. “I’m trying.” 
 
    “It shows,” Laura, seated across from her, said with a smile.  
 
    “Don’t get up too high on that horse, missy. You’re still naked, aren’t you?” Rick tossed his handsome head. “We all heard how you fucked up at the party.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” Kristen said with a laugh. “He just can’t stand it if there’s anyone around who’s prettier than he is.” 
 
    They all turned at the sound of a masculine throat clearing at the door. Morgan’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Aaron standing there. He was looking directly at her. “Excuse me,” he said, looking distinctly uncomfortable, “Morgan, may I see you a moment?” 
 
    Morgan put down her fork and rose quickly from the bench, glancing at Laura as she did so. Laura had a concerned expression, while Rick’s smirk said I told you so. Shit, was she in trouble? 
 
    She walked quickly toward Aaron, her face hot. “Yes, Sir?”  
 
    He took a step back, gesturing her forward. “I need to talk to you.” They walked in silence through the kitchen, past the main dining room where the Masters were seated around the table, already eating their lunch, and into the living room.  
 
    Morgan looked up expectantly at him, still unsure whether she was in trouble or not.  
 
    “Listen, something’s come up back home in London. It’s my mother. She’s been in a car accident and I need to fly back and make sure she and my dad are all right.” 
 
    “Oh, Aa—” Morgan stopped herself in the nick of time, amending it to, “Sir, that’s terrible. I’m so sorry.” Then the import of what he’d just said really sank in.  
 
    He was leaving. He was leaving her.  
 
    “I only just got the news. I’m heading over to the airport now. Michael will take over this afternoon’s session, and he’ll coordinate with Gerard to continue your training until I get back.” 
 
    Heat washed over Morgan’s face, while at the same, ice trickled through her veins, the combined effect making her feel sick and woozy. “But—but you’re my trainer. You can’t just—” She clamped her jaw shut. How could she be so selfish? For all she knew, Aaron’s mother was dying across the world. Of course he had to go to her.   
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir,” she amended quickly. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. Will she—will your mom be all right?” 
 
    He nodded tersely, though a muscle was jumping at his jawline. “They believe she will make a full recovery. But my dad doesn’t do well during these kinds of things.” He ran a hand over his face, looking as miserable as she felt. “Look, I’m really sorry. Normally I’d never leave in the middle of a training, but—” 
 
    “No, no,” Morgan interrupted, her heart aching for him. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.” She was almost afraid to ask, but had to know. “Do you know when you’ll be back, Sir?” Will I see you again? Ever? Oh god, I can’t stand this. 
 
    “I can’t really say until I get there. If she’s doing well, I’ll probably only stay a few days, assuming my dad is up to the task of caring for her once she’s out of hospital.” 
 
    Morgan bit her lip, blinking back tears. She was being ridiculous. She’d known the guy such a short time. “Good luck, Sir. Safe travels,” she managed. 
 
    He reached for her chin, cupping it gently as he tilted her face upward. “You’ll be fine, Morgan, truly. You made a breakthrough today, and I see real potential in you, no matter who completes your training. I look forward to seeing your continued progress when I return.” 
 
    Morgan got lost in his eyes, and might have remained there forever, staring up into them, but he dropped his hand and took a step back.  
 
    “Right, then. I’d better be going. Make me proud while I’m gone, and I’ll see you as soon as I can.” He bent down and brushed her cheek with his lips, moving so quickly he was already upright by the time her brain fully registered his touch.  
 
    Her hand flew to her cheek as she gasped softly in shocked delight.  
 
    He flashed a brief smile and lifted his hand in a gesture of farewell. Then, turning on his heel, he walked toward the front hall.  
 
    Morgan remained where she was, her hand still on her cheek as she watched him walk out the door. “Hurry back,” she whispered.  
 
    Aaron had kissed her. He believed in her. He would come back to her.  
 
    And when he did, he’d find a fully trained, graceful submissive—someone worthy of his dominant love… 
 
    The sound of silverware clinking and the rumble of voices from the Masters’ dining room snapped Morgan out of her dreamy reverie, and reminded her she’d better get back to her lunch. She’d only taken a single bite of the ham and cheese on a fresh baguette, and, in spite of everything that had just gone down, she was hungry. 
 
      
 
    Morgan was surprised when after lunch she was told to report to Michael and Claudette’s bedroom on the second floor for training, instead of one of the training rooms. As Claudette led her up the stairs, she explained, “My Master likes to do sexual training in a more natural environment. He’ll assess your orgasmic capability, as well as test your self-control and ability to climax on command. Master Michael is highly skilled in sexual training, and you should consider yourself extremely lucky that he’s willing to work with you.” 
 
    Morgan stole a sidelong glance at the older woman. Was she jealous that her husband was going to basically be having sex with a much younger woman? Morgan was sure she would be horribly jealous in that situation.  
 
    But Claudette’s expression was one of utter serenity and acceptance. She smiled gently at Morgan. “I know what you’re thinking, ma chérie, but it’s only because you are not truly owned. Perhaps one day you will know the joy of belonging, heart, body and soul, to another.” 
 
    They entered a large bedroom, the major focal point of which was a huge, four-poster bed covered in a blue and white striped satin quilt, piles of decorative pillows at its head. The bed was at least a foot higher than a normal bed. Several whips and floggers were hung where a headboard might have been, and cuffs had been attached to all four posts. 
 
    “My Master has the right to use and enjoy other women when and how he wishes,” Claudette continued as she led Morgan into the room, “but this is only because it pleases both of us that he does so. I have never been possessive, but even if I were, I would find a way to accept his wishes, precisely because he wished it. For me, this is the height of pure submission—to put my Master’s needs and desires ahead of my own. The lovely irony is that this gives me a deep sense of submissive satisfaction and serenity.” 
 
    She walked toward the bed. It occurred to Morgan that Claudette planned to stay for the training, and she was glad. Though Michael seemed nice enough from what little interaction she’d had with him, there was something slightly predatory about the older man, and she’d feel safer having another woman there, especially his wife. 
 
    Pointing at her feet, Claudette instructed, “You will wait here for your trainer in the offering pose. Do you remember that position?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Morgan replied as she lowered herself to the ground. How could she forget—Claudette had had her do it like six hundred times. Positioning herself on her knees with her back toward the door, she leaned forward with outstretched arms until her forehead touched the thick carpet, and crossed her wrists as a further symbol of her subservience.  
 
    “Raise your bottom higher and spread your legs wider, ma chérie. Make it clear that you offer yourself without reservation.” 
 
    Morgan obeyed, hyper-conscious that her spread pussy and asshole were now fully on display.  
 
    “Bon,” Claudette said. “Much better.” Her feet moved in Morgan’s peripheral vision as she pulled back the covers.  
 
    Morgan’s pulse quickened at the heavy sound of masculine footsteps clomping up the stairs.  
 
    “I will leave you now. The Master is arriving.” 
 
    Huh? Shit. 
 
    She heard their soft murmurs and the sound of a kiss, and then Master Michael entered the room with his heavy tread. He said nothing, and Morgan startled a little when his hand was suddenly on her ass. He ran a finger along the worst of her welts from the morning session, reawakening the sting, as well as the memories.  
 
    “I understand you did very well this morning with your pain assessment,” he said in his deep voice. He drew his finger lightly along her labia, pulling an involuntary shudder from her.  
 
    He chuckled and let his hand fall away. “Let’s hope you do as well this afternoon.” He gave her ass a sudden, sharp smack.  
 
    Since he hadn’t told her to move, she stayed where she was. She couldn’t see what he was doing behind her, but she could hear a door opening and the sound of something heavy being pulled across the carpet. Then there was a tap on her shoulder. “Stand. Remember your grace as you move.” 
 
    Morgan drew in her arms and lifted her body slowly as Claudette had taught her, until she was kneeling up, back straight. Then she rose as fluidly as she could. But when she got to her feet, Master Michael wasn’t even looking at her, instead busy placing a small set of plastic, portable stairs next to a full-size gynecological exam table, though this one had been modified to include leather restraints. 
 
    When he stood upright, she saw he was dressed in dark slacks and a soft gray cashmere sweater, his feet shod in expensive-looking leather loafers. Though he was easily twice her age and not especially handsome, there was no denying his powerful charisma. “You know the drill, I’m sure. On your back, feet in the stirrups. You will stay perfectly still while I examine you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Morgan managed, though her heart had begun to thump in her ears. She climbed the plastic stairs and sat on the padded table, which was covered in that white, crinkly paper they used in doctors’ offices. Lying back, she scooted forward until her bottom was on the edge of the table, and then placed her feet into the stirrups, which someone had thoughtfully covered with cloth booties. 
 
    Morgan lifted her head as Master Michael moved between her legs. He had taken off his shirt, revealing a broad barrel chest covered in dark fur. “Lie down flat. Did I tell you to raise your head?” he snapped. 
 
    “No, Sir. Excuse me, Sir,” she said quickly as she let her head fall back.  
 
    She flinched slightly when his fingers moved over her labia. As he pinched and gently tugged them, he said softly, “Very pretty,” more to himself than to her. “Beautifully formed.” He pulled open a drawer on the side of the table and she heard the squishing sound of lubricant forced from a tube.  
 
    She drew in a breath as a thick finger gooey with lube pressed its way inside her. He placed his other hand on her pelvis as he added a second finger and pushed in deeper. “Very tight. Good muscular elasticity. Excellent,” he pronounced as the fingers were withdrawn. 
 
    He reached again into the drawer and this time she heard the distinctive sound of latex gloves snapping into place. “Just relax,” he said as he touched her asshole with his gloved, lubricated fingertip. “A properly trained slave welcomes her Master in all ways.” He pushed the finger into her ass and moved it slowly. After a moment, he added a second. Again putting his hand on her pelvis, he forced in a third, pulling a grunt from Morgan, though she managed to bite back the cry of pain his abrupt invasion had caused. 
 
    “Too tight,” he pronounced. “You’ll need further anal training. Gerard is excellent in that department.” Mercifully, the fingers were withdrawn, and Morgan blew out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.  
 
    “You may get off the table and wait for me on the bed,” Master Michael instructed.  
 
    As Morgan sat up and swung her feet over the side of the table, she saw him disappear into what she presumed was the bathroom. She heard the sound of water running as she stepped down from the table and made her way to the bed. 
 
    Morgan had to hoist herself slightly to get up onto the mattress and wondered how Claudette managed. Maybe those plastic steps did double duty. She lay down on silky-soft dark blue sheets, feeling like an interloper, though she reminded herself she had the older woman’s blessing. 
 
    I’d rather it were Aaron’s bed, she couldn’t help but think, though somehow she doubted he would have conducted the sexual assessment in his private bedroom. 
 
    Master Michael appeared a moment later, completely naked, his cock at half-mast. He had the strong, broad physique of a football player, perhaps edging slightly toward fat. Would Aaron have gotten naked for the training? Again, she doubted it. 
 
    How blithely she’d signed that slave contract, in spite of being clearly told she would be used sexually and physically by all those in a position of authority. She’d signed up for this, but that was when she’d thought Aaron would be the only one training her.  
 
    Do it for him, she thought suddenly. A true sub isn’t just submissive when her Master is watching. She takes it into her heart and soul, like Claudette, like Laura.  Like…me? 
 
    Her resolve fortified, she tried to focus on Master Michael as if he were the only person in the world at that moment. She would make him proud, and by extension, make Aaron proud as well.  
 
    “First I’m going to assess how easily aroused you are,” Master Michael said as he sat on the bed, recalling her to the moment. He stretched out beside her and slipped his arm under her shoulders, pulling her close so their bodies were touching. He actually smelled nice, his cologne a subtle combination of sandalwood and orange, and his touch, while not Aaron’s, was comforting.  
 
    “Scoot up a little, and put your right leg over my thigh,” he instructed. “I’m going to stroke you. Your sole task right now is to relax and accept what I give you. I don’t mind if you move or make noise. A caveat, however—you will not come until given express permission. Got that?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    She scooted up and placed her leg over his thick, muscular thigh. Reaching across with his right hand, he cupped her pussy, positioning his palm in such a way that her clit instantly hardened against it. He ran a finger lightly around her labia and entrance until she was soaking wet, the scent of her arousal mingling with his fine cologne.  
 
    He slid his finger inside and began to move it in and out with rapid, almost painful thrusts that quickly turned to dark, delicious pleasure as he continued to massage her throbbing clit with his palm, his fingers flying.  
 
    Her hips arched up to meet his hand, and she couldn’t stop the low, feral moan that his touch pulled from her lips. Jesus, if he didn’t stop in a second she was going to come. There was no way she could help it. No one, including herself, had ever touched her the way he was touching her.  
 
    She tried to twist away from his perfect fingers to stave off the powerful orgasm that was building inside her. She began to pant, her entire body trembling with the effort to control herself. Please, please, oh god, please give me permission to come, please! 
 
    Then, all at once, his hand fell away, leaving her throbbing, aching and desperate for his touch. She actually whimpered with frustration and turned to him with a pleading expression she couldn’t control.  
 
    His smile was cruel. “Very good, Morgan. You’re highly responsive. We can definitely work with that.” 
 
    Was there such a thing as blue balls for women? Blue ovaries? She bit her lip hard to keep from begging him to continue, having learned enough in her few days of training to know that would not be well received. 
 
    He pulled his arm from her shoulders and rolled from the bed to his feet. “Reposition yourself on your back with your head hanging just off the edge of the bed. Keep your hands at your sides.”  
 
    He fisted his erection as he watched her shift into position, taking a step back as she let her head hang just over the edge of the mattress as instructed. Then he moved closer, and she suddenly understood why the bed was so high. Her head was at the exact height of his groin. 
 
    Using his hand, he tapped the head of his cock against her closed lips. “I want you to take my cock into your mouth. Caress it with your tongue. Get familiar with it.” 
 
    Morgan opened her mouth, allowing him to slide his long, thick cock partway inside. She felt both helpless and aroused in this clearly submissive position, and her poor cunt continued to throb from her interrupted orgasm.  
 
    As if this were a perfectly ordinary thing—and she supposed for him it probably was—Master Michael continued to talk with his cock resting heavily in her mouth. “I’m pleased you were able to control yourself during the previous exercise, though I’m aware you were teetering on the edge there. A slave must never orgasm without permission. I’m not alone in taking sadistic pleasure by arousing a slave and then reminding her through my express control that I own her body, her orgasm, her desires.” 
 
    He moved forward, sliding his cock deeper into her mouth until the head was touching the back of her throat. Morgan would normally have gagged with a cock so far back in her throat, though she was usually able to adjust fairly quickly. But the position of her head prevented her throat from constricting, and the cock moved easily past her soft palate without resistance.  
 
    “It’s important for the slave to remain fully focused on her Master, on his pleasures instead of her own. Any decent prostitute can suck a guy off, but a slave’s job is more nuanced. She needs to show not only her skill, but her passion, while always remembering her position as the servant to her Master’s needs above her own. I’ve found an effective technique for training of this kind is for the slave to touch herself while her Master’s cock is down her throat. In this way, you balance your own passion with your Master’s pleasure, always keeping his needs paramount.”  
 
    He gave a small laugh. “Forgive me, Claudette says I tend to lecture, and I’m afraid it’s true. Let’s just try the exercise and see how it goes. You will pleasure yourself while you strive to please me with your mouth and throat muscles. Show me your skill and acceptance, and at the same time bring yourself to the edge of orgasm so you’re ready when I give you permission.” Again he chuckled. “If I give you permission, that is. You’ll have to earn it.” 
 
    He moved forward, pushing his cock slowly down her throat until she couldn’t even breathe. “Touch yourself,” he reminded her. “Give me your full passion. Hold nothing back, but keep your focus on my pleasure.” 
 
    She reached between her legs. She was still wet and swollen from his skilled touch, but her fingers were no match for his. She was glad for this, because if he’d been touching her as he had, she’d come in ten seconds flat.  
 
    She focused on suckling at his cock with her throat muscles until he pulled slowly back, though not all the way out of her mouth. She drew in a deep breath through her nose as she licked and sucked at his sizable erection. The submissive vulnerability of her position added excitement to the situation, and in spite of her inferior ability compared to his in bringing herself to climax, she arrived quickly to the brink of an orgasm.  
 
    She had to pull back, however, because Master Michael showed no sign of nearing his own release. Hoping he wouldn’t notice, she stopped rubbing herself with quite as much conviction, and focused more on worshipping the cock down her throat.  
 
    Finally, he began to grunt, his breath quickening. Then, with a sudden thrust and cry, he released his seed so far back in her throat she didn’t even need to swallow. As he continued to thrust and groan, he panted, “Come now, slave girl. Come for Master Michael.” 
 
    Her fingers began to dance rapidly over her swollen sex, and suddenly it was Aaron standing over her, thrusting his shaft into her throat, his hand rubbing her cunt and sliding a finger inside. “Come for me, Morgan, my slave, my love,” he commanded in his delicious British accent.  
 
    She slipped over the edge of a climax with a sharp gasp of pleasure around Master Michael’s still-hard shaft. As he pulled it slowly from her mouth, she continued to move her fingers until the last trembling wave of pleasure subsided. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Master Michael was crouching beside her, a smile on his face. “You’ll make a Master very happy one day, Morgan. Well done.” 
 
    Beaming with pride, Morgan replied sincerely, “Thank you, Sir.”  
 
    The only question was—who would that Master be? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Morgan reported to the positions studio. After neatly arranging the items from her gear bag, she knelt up while she waited for Claudette, wondering where Aaron was at that exact moment, and if his mother was okay. She wished she had her cell phone so she could text him, which was silly, since she didn’t even know his number. 
 
    Claudette came into the room in a swirl of blue silk. “Bon jour, ma chérie,” she sang. She clapped her hands. “Up, up. No time to waste. We will review all the positions you have learned since your arrival. But first I will show you a new position favored by Master Gerard, who will be your primary trainer during Aaron’s absence. It’s called the pony. Of course, the look is more complete when we add an anal plug horsetail, but we’ll forgo that for now.” 
 
    Morgan silently thanked the BDSM gods for that small favor as she rose to her feet. 
 
    “Allow me to demonstrate.” Claudette, without a trace of self-consciousness, stripped off her gown. “You stand like this, feet wide apart. Then you bend at the waist like so and place your hands far in front of you on the floor.” She easily touched the floor while keeping her legs perfectly straight. “The slave should be able to move in this position, walking on all fours and keeping the legs spread apart.”  
 
    She stood again and reached for her gown, which she slipped back over her head. “Go on. Now you try it.”  
 
    Morgan tried to imitate the older woman’s graceful movements, and then glanced up at Claudette for approval. 
 
    Claudette nodded. “Good. Now, walk across the floor with your hands still on the ground, like an animal. You may bend your knees as necessary.” 
 
    Morgan began to move, feeling a little ridiculous as she scuttled like a crab across the floor.  
 
    “Not bad,” Claudette said once she’d crossed the room. Morgan started to rise, but Claudette stopped her with a raised hand. “I didn’t tell you to stand,” she said sharply. “Did you forget? You remain in position until given permission to rise.” 
 
    Morgan hastily resumed the awkward position, as Claudette continued, “Next, we move from the pony position to a graze position. When you are a pony, and it’s time to eat, your Master might allow you to graze. For this, you drop to your knees, while still keeping your legs open wide.” She lifted her chin toward Morgan. “Go on. Try it.” 
 
    Morgan lowered herself to the ground, her palms still pressed to the floor. 
 
    “Good. Bend your elbows so your forearms are resting on the ground. Now you can lower your head to eat from your food bowl.” As she spoke, Claudette moved closer and gathered Morgan's long hair, which had fallen into her face, and pulled it back, twisting it into a quick braid. 
 
    They reviewed the ten basic slave positions Morgan had already learned, plus a few new ones, and then Claudette had Morgan work with the dildos on her deep-throat technique. At first, Morgan gagged every time Claudette pushed the thick, hard phallus past her soft palate, but eventually she was able to relax her throat muscles enough to handle even the largest of them. 
 
    After two exhausting hours, Claudette finally said, “Bon, enough for this morning. Lunch is in an hour. You may shower and whatever else you need to do in preparation for your session with Master Gerard.  
 
      
 
    That afternoon found Morgan again on her knees, this time in the training room, as she waited for Master Gerard. She had been hoping to see Rick at lunch, to get an idea of what to expect, but he’d been absent from the slave table. 
 
    Master Gerard entered the dungeon, dressed casually in jeans and a black button-down shirt. He wore leather sandals, which he removed as he entered the room. To Morgan’s dismay, Rick was just behind him in the house slave drawstring white pants, his smooth chest bare, his spiked slave collar prominent around his neck.  
 
    “Hello there, little one,” Master Gerard said, his French accent not as pronounced as Claudette’s. “I’m going to take over your training in Aaron’s absence. I should warn you, I’m not nearly as nice.” He flashed a grin, white teeth against tan skin. “As my darling boy can tell you, I’m a hardcore sadist, right, Rick?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Rick said, his big brown eyes fairly blazing with devotion as he looked at his Master.  
 
    “Show the trainee your marks from my new stinger.” 
 
    Rick turned and Morgan drew in her breath at the sight of the myriad small welts over his back and shoulders.  When he turned back, his face was aglow with pride. 
 
    “Tell me, little one,” Master Gerard said, moving closer until he stood directly in front of her. “Did Trainer Aaron get a chance to show you the punishment horse?” 
 
    Morgan swallowed. “No, Sir.” 
 
    Master Gerard nodded toward Rick. “Set it up, boy.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Rick moved away, returning a moment later with what looked like a construction sawhorse—a one-by-two wooden beam secured parallel to the ground on two sturdy tripods. He set it up beside Morgan.  
 
    “Stand up so we can get the height right,” Master Gerard instructed. “Get her wrist cuffs,” he said to Rick.  
 
    Pulse racing, Morgan rose to her feet. Master Gerard had her straddle the horse, one foot on either side. “Hands behind your back,” he instructed. He slipped her cuffs over her wrists and clipped them together.  
 
    “Good. Now, we raise the bar like so.”  
 
    They adjusted the tripods until the beam was pressed hard between her legs, digging into the delicate folds of her pussy. She hissed her pain and then bit her lip, trying to keep quiet. 
 
    “Hurts, doesn’t it?” Master Gerard said. “And if you think it hurts now, imagine the pain after five minutes, ten…an hour.” 
 
    Morgan didn’t want to imagine it, but was sure it would hurt like hell.  
 
    “Lift up on your tiptoes.” 
 
    Morgan at once did so, blowing out a breath of relief as the pressure eased, though she wobbled a little, her balance affected by her cuffed wrists. As she got her equilibrium, Master Gerard continued, “This is what is called predicament bondage. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” 
 
    Morgan nodded nervously. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Predicament bondage gives you a choice. You can stand on tiptoe and get relief for your sweet little cunt, but after a while, those calf muscles will fatigue, and you’ll be forced to lower the weight back onto your sex. As you tire, you will spend more time with your weight on that most sensitive region. The higher the horse is set, the shorter the time required to bring you to exquisite agony.”  
 
    Morgan’s calves were already tiring, but she managed to remain on her toes. Surely he’d finish the demonstration soon and let her down. After all, she wasn’t being punished. She’d done nothing wrong. 
 
    “For the boys, we use a different device. Bring over the ball crusher, Rick.” 
 
    Again Rick trotted away, returning a moment later lugging an odd-looking contraption. Two clear acrylic squares, one square situated about two inches directly in front the other, were held in position using six inch screws and wing nuts. A hole had been cut through the center of the two pieces of stacked acrylic, and the squares were attached to a pole with a flat base to keep it upright and steady.  
 
    “Demonstrate for her, darling,” Master Gerard instructed.  
 
    Rick at once dropped his drawstring pants, his cock rapidly rising as if someone were using a bicycle pump on it. Stepping in front of the ball crusher, he slid his shaft through the hole and pushed his balls between the two sheets of acrylic. Master Gerard moved to him and, while kissing Rick on the mouth, screwed down the wing nuts, causing the distance between the two sheets to close until Rick’s smooth balls were mashed flat between them. 
 
    Master Gerard stepped back, admiring his handiwork, while Rick winced in obvious pain.  
 
    “Do you like to suffer for me, slave boy?” he asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir,” Rick said between clenched teeth. 
 
    Master Gerard turned to Morgan, whose left calf suddenly convulsed with a charley horse that caused her to land heavily on her feet. She gasped at the sudden, painful pressure of the wood wedged hard between her legs. “And you, slave girl,” he said in the same quiet, dangerous voice. “Do you like to suffer for your Master?” 
 
    Blinking back the sudden tears of pain, Morgan managed, “Yes, Sir.” But she wasn’t thinking of Master Gerard. 
 
    He leaned close, his mouth pursing. “My Rick tells me you’re vain, little one.” 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “He says you’re always tossing that pretty hair around, and that you think you’re better than the house slaves.” 
 
    “That’s not—” Morgan began, outraged at this blatant lie, but Master Gerard cut her off with a sudden, sharp slap to her face. 
 
    “I did not ask you a question nor tell you to speak,” he said as she blinked back startled tears, her cheek smarting. Bending down toward her gear mat, he grabbed the ball gag. “I’ve found this device to be a most effective reminder not to speak unless spoken to.” 
 
    Holding it to her mouth, he snapped, “Open wide. Now.” 
 
    She didn’t dare protest as Master Gerard pressed the nasty rubber ball between her teeth and tightened the contraption behind her head. When he was done, he returned to stand in front of her, his smile cruel. “You look especially vulnerable and beautiful like that, Morgan. At least your vanity has a basis in reality. You really are a very lovely girl.” 
 
    Morgan wanted to scream at the injustice of what had just happened. Instead, she bit down hard on the gag, the saliva already pooling in her mouth. The wooden horse was pressing hard against her labia. She lifted back onto her toes, her legs trembling.  
 
    Why was Rick being such an asshole? While Master Gerard released him from the ball crusher, she tried to think what the best approach would be to handle the jealous house slave. She needed to let him know in no uncertain terms that she was not interested in his Master, and as such presented zero threat. But would that be enough? 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief when Master Gerard, with Rick’s help, lowered the tripods until the wooden beam no longer touched her body. Her pussy felt bruised and fragile. Master Gerard was right—he wasn’t as nice as Aaron.  
 
    Oh, Aaron, I miss you. 
 
    “Get off the horse,” Master Gerard said as he took a step back. “Try not to fall on your ass in the process.”  
 
    Morgan stood still a moment, trying to figure out how to raise her leg back over the bar without falling over, her balance off because of her cuffed wrists. An idea occurred to her, and she scooted backward along the bar until she was free of it. She couldn’t help flashing a triumphant look at Rick, who’d been watching her with a gleeful expression, as if he’d just been waiting for her to mess up. He scowled back at her.  
 
    Unaware of the silent war between them, Master Gerard, thankfully, unbuckled the ball gag and pulled it from between her jaws. Holding it by its leather strap, he handed it to Rick, who took it toward the sink, presumably for later cleaning.  
 
    Morgan was already exhausted, though the session had only lasted about a half hour so far. As she tried to wipe the drool from her chin on her shoulder, she thought about asking for permission to speak so she could deny Rick’s earlier lie, but before she could decide, Master Gerard said, “Another enjoyable type of predicament bondage is the kneeling stress torture, reserved for very naughty slaves. It’s extremely effective, albeit a bit tricky to set up. The idea is to bind the slave in such a way that kneeling up on the knees is impossible and at the same time kneeling down on the haunches is equally impossible. Rick is very strong, and can hold the position for an hour before he falls over, isn’t that right, sweet boy?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Rick replied, a superior look on his face.  
 
    Master Gerard glanced at his watch and sighed. “Unfortunately, we don’t have time for a demonstration today, as you have more preliminary work to complete,” he said, to Morgan’s immense relief. “Instead, this afternoon we will focus on anal training.” He reached for the fly of his jeans and drew down the zipper. “I take a rather different approach to anal training than some. No dildos or anal plugs are necessary.” He pushed his jeans down his legs, revealing a long, uncircumcised penis, already semi-erect. 
 
    “Remove my jeans, boy,” he instructed to Rick, who immediately crouched in front of him and pulled the pants away. “And my shirt,” he added. Rick, who was easily eight inches taller than Master Gerard, remained on his knees, kneeling up to reach the buttons. Once the shirt was open, Master Gerard shrugged it off and then grabbed Rick by the back of his head, mashing Rick’s face to his groin. 
 
    “Make me hard so I can fuck our new toy,” he murmured, staring hard at Morgan, his fingers twisting in Rick’s hair.  
 
    Morgan stood naked and cuffed, watching Rick avidly sucking his Master’s cock. She wasn’t their new toy—she was a trainee. She was Aaron’s trainee. At the same time, deep in her being, she experienced a dark, vibrant thrill at her situation. While her rational mind told her to be outraged, her submissive, masochistic soul responded with lust and longing. She wanted to be used—controlled, subjugated, owned. 
 
    After a few moments, Master Gerard released Rick and took a step back. His cock was shiny and hard, and he gripped the shaft in a light hold with his right hand as he pointed with his left toward a spanking bench.  
 
    “Get her ready for fucking,” he instructed Rick.  
 
    Rick, who had risen to his feet, took Morgan’s arm none too gently and tugged her toward the bench. With Master Gerard watching them, he managed to keep his face neutral, even pleasant. He released the clips that held her cuffs behind her back but left them in place as he said in a flat voice, “Straddle the bench so I can secure you.” 
 
    Morgan climbed onto the contraption, which was shaped like a long gymnastic vault with leg rests on either side. She draped her torso over the vault, resting her shins and forearms on the legs on either side. Rick attached her wrists cuffs to eyehooks embedded on the front of each leg rest, and then buckled her ankles into place. The position held her in a crouch, her ass up and splayed, her head hanging off the front of the bench. 
 
    Master Gerard, meanwhile, had moved to the wall with the supply cabinet and counter. Morgan could see him in her peripheral vision as he opened a condom packet and pulled the sheath over his cock. Taking a tube of lubricant, he returned to stand in front of her, standing back so she could see his face. “With new trainees, the main issue I encounter is resistance. It’s not because you are virginal, or too tight, or any of that nonsense. It’s a failure to submit—to open oneself to one’s Master in every possible way. If you experience pain, this is because you are resisting. Once you’re properly trained, you will be able to accommodate a cock of any size with complete ease. It’s all about acceptance.” 
 
    Morgan had had anal sex before, and while she’d always enjoyed the submissive aspect of it, it had never been her favorite kind of play. And yes, sometimes it was painful at first, especially if the guy didn’t know what he was doing and tried to penetrate too quickly. She’d usually touched herself to counterbalance the pain, bringing herself to orgasm in the process. Clearly, that wouldn’t be an option this time. Still, she couldn’t deny the thrill of being bound to the bench, offered up to this dominant man, even if he wasn’t the one she would choose. If only Rick weren’t along for the ride, glowering at her from the sidelines… 
 
    Master Gerard moved to stand behind her. She drew in a breath when a blob of cold goo landed between her splayed cheeks. Then Master Gerard’s finger circled the rim and penetrated her entrance. In spite of her resolve to submit, Morgan tensed a little as the digit probed inside her.  
 
    “Open yourself to me,” Master Gerard commanded. He continued to move his finger, and, to her relief, her sphincter muscles did relax. A second finger pressed its way alongside the first and Morgan bit back a yelp as he spread the fingers inside her. 
 
    “I like to give my subs a bit of a challenge,” he said as he added a third finger. “And today, we will, how do you say in English, kill two birds with one stone by adding some oral training. While I fuck you, you will suck my slave’s cock, worshipping it as if it were mine. He is properly trained to ejaculate on my command. Your job is to keep him hard as a rock until I give him permission to come. At the same time, you are to give yourself fully to me, holding back nothing. No resistance, full acceptance. Are you clear on the assignment, little one?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Morgan replied, determined to handle herself well, glad he couldn’t see her wince as he continued to move his fingers inside her.  
 
    Rick appeared in front of her, naked, his cock fisted in his hand. Grinning down at her now, he moved close so the head of his cock touched her lips. His musky odor assailed her nostrils and she wrinkled her nose. She didn’t like his scent, which figured, since she didn’t like the rest of him either.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she reminded herself she was doing this for Master Gerard, and indirectly for Aaron. Rick was just a tool—an extension of Master Gerard, an opportunity for her to practice focus, oral skills and submissive grace.  
 
    Rick bent down to her and whispered in her ear, “Open your mouth, bitch.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open and she only just bit back a retort. Why was he so hateful?  
 
    She was distracted by Master Gerard behind her as his fingers were withdrawn from her ass. He climbed up behind her on the bench, positioning himself as he gripped her hips. At the same time, Rick grabbed a handful of her hair and twisted it painfully in his fingers as he rammed his shaft into her mouth.  
 
    She grunted as Master Gerard entered her ass slowly but inexorably. In spite of the preparation of his fingers, the penetration hurt, and she yelped, the sound muffled against Rick’s large cock now pushing its way down her throat. 
 
    Master Gerard groaned and thrust hard into her, his fingers digging into her flesh as he yanked her against him. Her anus spasmed painfully around his shaft. Icy fear squirted through her veins as panic licked like flames in her gut. Shit, she was going to fuck this up. She was going to humiliate herself in front of these two men, one of whom regarded her with amusement, the other with undisguised disdain and resentment.  
 
    Calm yourself. You can totally do this. It’s nothing you haven’t done before. Remember, this is a gift. A choice. You’re doing it for him. For Aaron. Breathe like he taught you. Give of yourself not because you have to, but because you choose to. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Morgan focused on her trainer—her real trainer—conjuring his handsome face in her mind as she pretended it was his cock she was worshipping, while he magically also stood behind her, groaning with lust as he took what already belonged to him. 
 
    “Yes,” Master Gerard cried. “Yes, little one. That’s what I want from you. Hold back nothing. You are doing very—” 
 
    “Ow, she bit me,” Rick shouted, interrupting his Master. “This slave girl just bit my cock!” 
 
    Morgan’s eyes flew open at this outrageous lie. Rick kept his fingers tight in her hair as he rammed his shaft down her throat, rendering her unable to make a sound. She shook her head vehemently, or tried to, still caught in his clutches.  
 
    Master Gerard actually chuckled behind her. “Relax, Rick darling. She’s still learning, remember. Don’t be quite so rough with her. I want her to learn focus, not to be choked to death by an overeager slave boy.” He continued to thrust inside Morgan, adding a little breathlessly, “Remember, you have a task, too, boy. I’m very close, and you’d better be ready to come when I say, or suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Rick replied docilely. “Forgive me, Sir. I forgot we’re dealing with a total novice.” Letting go of her hair, he placed his hands on either side of Morgan’s face and moved his shaft in and out of her mouth, the head of his cock pushing into her throat. 
 
    Morgan struggled to remain open to the onslaught, fighting her gag reflex as Master Gerard continued to pummel her from behind. She willed her body to relax and flow with the twin thrusts at her head and ass, and managed to settle into a kind of rhythm.  
 
    “Now,” Master Gerard cried suddenly. “Come for me, slave boy. And you, girl, swallow every drop.” 
 
    Rick’s warm jism squirted in her throat as Master Gerard jerked spasmodically in several short, hard thrusts behind her. As she worked her throat muscles in an effort to swallow, Rick suddenly pulled back and out of her mouth, leaving a gooey trail of ejaculate on her chin. 
 
    Master Gerard pulled away, his hands falling from her hips. “I love my job,” he said with a satisfied sigh. “Rick, bring what you need to clean me and this girl up.”  
 
    As Rick scurried toward the counter, Master Gerard patted Morgan’s ass, adding, “You did reasonably well, Morgan, though clearly you’ll need to work on your oral skills. Claudette is especially adept in this department. I’ll let her know you still need work. There are exercises to teach you to keep your teeth away from your Master’s cock.”  
 
    It was too much. Twisting back her head in an effort to see Master Gerard, she blurted, “Sir, I didn’t bite him! I know how to suck cock. He made that up to get me in trouble.”  
 
    Master Gerard frowned, his expression thunderous. “Excuse me,” he said in a low, dangerous voice. “Did you just speak yet again without permission?” 
 
    “What?” Morgan was flustered, and then, realizing what she’d done, she flushed hotly. “I’m sorry, Sir. I did, but it’s because—” 
 
    “Silence,” Master Gerard said sternly. “You answered the question. I didn’t ask for   more than that.”  
 
    His face averted, Rick passed by her with a wet washcloth and a small plastic bag. She could hear them behind her as Rick presumably removed his Master’s condom and wiped him clean. A moment later a warm, wet cloth moved over her ass and between her cheeks, followed by a dry towel patting against her.  
 
    Master Gerard appeared in front of her and crouched down. As he lifted his hand, she flinched involuntarily, expecting him to slap her again. 
 
    To her relieved surprise, he only tucked her hair behind her ears. “I know it’s just your first week of training,” he said in a gentler tone. “But you need to be careful about who you accuse. Rick would never lie about something like that. I’m sure it wasn’t on purpose, but you need to take responsibility for your actions, instead of blaming others for your failures.” 
 
    Morgan opened her mouth to beg for permission to speak, but he stopped her with a finger over her lips, and then frowned. “Oh dear,” he said. “It’s worse than I thought,” he said as he rubbed Rick’s drying come from her chin. “I told you to swallow every drop.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, little one, but this is one infraction too many.” 
 
    Standing, he addressed Rick. “Help her off the bench and bring her to a punishment pad. This girl needs to be taught a lesson.” 
 
    As Rick released the cuffs, tears of rage pricked Morgan’s eyelids, one rolling down her cheek unchecked. She’d done nothing wrong, but it was clear no matter what she said now, Master Gerard wouldn’t believe her. Rick had sabotaged her at every turn, and the unfairness of it took her breath away. But it was clear that Master Gerard was blind as far as Rick was concerned, and any protest she offered now would only be seen as her trying to get out of something by putting the blame on his beloved slave boy. 
 
    Rick pointed to a mat near the shower stall. “Stand over there,” he said, adding in an undertone too soft for his Master to hear, “I’m going to enjoy watching you get what you deserve.”    
 
    Master Gerard came over to them, an ominous wooden-handled leather strap in his hand. He glanced at Rick. “You may go, Rick.” 
 
    Rick’s eyebrows lifted in obvious surprise, while Morgan grabbed what small comfort she could from his abrupt dismissal. His face settled into an impassive expression as he lowered his eyes and replied, “Yes, Master,” in a respectful tone. “Thank you, Sir, for allowing me to serve you.” Grabbing his pants from the floor, he flashed a sudden, venomous look in Morgan’s direction, gone as quickly as it had appeared. Turning away, he made a quick exit, closing the door softly behind him. 
 
    Master Gerard slapped the leather strap against his bare thigh. His cock had retreated back into its skin sheath. “Now then, to the task at hand. You will take your punishment with stoic grace. Grab your ankles.” 
 
    Morgan’s gut clenched with anxiety as she assumed the position, bending down to grab hold of her ankles while striving to keep her legs as straight as possible. She grunted and stumbled forward as the thick strap made sharp and sudden contact with her ass.  
 
    “Back in position at once,” Master Gerard said sternly. “Anchor yourself and don’t move.”  
 
    Her ass stinging, Morgan took firmer hold of her ankles and tightened her core. The second blow was harder than the first, but she was ready this time, and managed to maintain her position, though she couldn’t help the gasp of pain.  
 
    Again and again the hard leather crashed against her, until tears were running down her face, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. The pain mounted with each unyielding, relentless stroke. Finally, her legs trembling, her mind a blank of raw pain, Morgan collapsed into a crouch, her hands flying back to protect her blistered, stinging bottom.  
 
    “Please,” she begged. “I can’t. I’m sorry, it’s too much. I can’t…” 
 
    To her enormous relief, the strapping stopped. “Mon Dieu” Master Gerard breathed softly behind her. Strong hands gripped her shoulders, pulling her to her feet and spinning her so they were face-to-face. Her bowels churned with fear at what would happen now that she’d failed to handle the punishment.  
 
    Instead, to her shock, Master Gerard put his arms around her and wrapped her in a tender embrace, pressing her head gently against his chest. “Forgive me, little one,” he said as he stroked her hair. “Sometimes I go too far. You took a good beating, and I should have stopped sooner. I will make it up to you.” 
 
    Letting her go, he lifted her chin and wiped away a tear. “I will send Laura to tend to you. She has a gentle touch.” 
 
    And with that, he was gone, leaving Morgan to stare, open-mouthed, after him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan woke very early the next morning from a tumultuous dream. The predawn sky was dark purple fading to gray. She lay in bed as her heart calmed and her breathing slowed. She probably had another hour until she had to get up, but she’d never get back to sleep.  
 
    Though the details of the nightmare were already fading, a lingering sense of dread and injustice hung over her as she slipped out of bed and moved silently toward the bathroom. As she showered and groomed, she argued with herself about what to do. 
 
    Laura had cautioned her as she’d gently stroked Arnica over Morgan’s bruised flesh after the brutal session the day before. “I know Rick can be a jerk sometimes, but as you’ve probably noticed, Master Gerard has kind of a blind spot when it comes to his slave boy.”  
 
    “But he lied,” Morgan had insisted. “I absolutely did not bite him. He totally made that up. And he’s been telling Master Gerard I’m vain and god knows what else he’s been slandering me with. It isn’t fair.”  
 
    “I know,” Laura had said gently as she lightly massaged Morgan’s shoulders and neck. “But it’s not worth the fight. The Masters will know your worth based on your behavior. It’s better to remain silent and show them through your continued grace and courage that you’re able to rise above Rick’s petty attempts to discredit you. My advice is to pretend Rick is a little bug—an ant scurrying along the ground, not even worth your notice. Forget about him. Focus on yourself—on your training and on being the best you can be, whatever comes your way.” 
 
    This hadn’t sat well with Morgan, who was used to calling things as she saw them, and couldn’t abide anything she perceived as injustice. But she managed to hold her tongue at dinner, seating herself as far from Rick as possible and completely ignoring him. Master Gerard and Rick didn’t come to the play party that evening—a bondage session with a visiting rope Master who specialized in Shibari—which had made it easier to hold her tongue. 
 
    Maybe Laura was right, and it was best not to say anything. But as Morgan dried her hair and applied her makeup, not forgetting to lightly rouge her nipples, the nightmare kept its hold on her mood. She probably wasn’t the only one Rick had bullied. Why should he get away with it? 
 
    Aware Claudette was an early riser, Morgan tiptoed down the stairs to the first floor, hoping she might find her alone. There was a light on in the kitchen and the smell of coffee brewing, but when Morgan stepped into the room, it was Kristen who stood at the counter, where she was rolling out some dough.  
 
    “Good morning,” Morgan said. 
 
    Kristen turned around and flashed a smile. “Hey, early bird. Want some coffee? I’m making cinnamon rolls but they won’t be ready for about an hour.” 
 
    “Coffee is good,” Morgan said, moving toward the cabinet to get a mug. “Do you know if Claudette’s up?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s out on the veranda. She likes to watch the sunrise.”  
 
    Armed with coffee, Morgan walked through the house toward the veranda. Claudette was reading an actual paper newspaper, a mug of coffee in her hand, glasses perched on her nose. She looked up as Morgan stepped out. 
 
    “Bon jour, ma chérie,” she said with a smile. “I was just thinking about you.” 
 
    “About me?” Morgan replied, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, I just spoke to Aaron.” She nodded toward a cell phone on the small glass table to her left.  
 
    Aaron. Morgan’s heart skipped a beat. “Oh,” she said softly. 
 
    “His mother is doing well. She woke up yesterday morning, and she’ll probably be discharged by the end of the day, London time. Aaron will stay another day, but should be back soon. He asked after you. Other than your transgression yesterday afternoon, I was able to report you’re doing very well.” 
 
    Morgan’s happiness that Aaron had asked after her was doused by the unfair assessment about what had happened. “About that,” Morgan said, forcing down the sudden fury the older woman’s words had reignited. She would speak calmly, with submissive grace, but she would have her say. “May I speak to you candidly, Mistress Claudette?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Claudette waved toward a chair adjacent to hers. The sun was just rising over the trees, pink and gold rays illuminating the leaves so they looked like golden-green glass.  
 
    Morgan perched on the edge on the padded chair, her bottom still sore from the strapping. She tried to think how to best approach the issue, mindful of Laura’s advice on rising above it all. But what she ended up blurting was, “Rick lied about me.” 
 
    Claudette lifted her finely arched eyebrows. “Pardon?” 
 
    “He made up lies yesterday during my session with Master Gerard, and I was punished as a result.”  
 
    Claudette pursed her lips. “Master Gerard discussed your behavior yesterday at the dinner table. Based on your infractions, you deserved to be punished, no matter what Rick did or didn’t do.” 
 
    “But he said I’m vain and look down on the house slaves, which just isn’t true, and he accused me of biting him when—” 
 
    “Morgan,” Claudette interrupted, “you weren’t punished because of what he said, but because of how you behaved.” 
 
    Morgan blinked. “What?” 
 
    “From what I understand, you spoke out of turn—not once, but twice. You failed to swallow every drop of Rick’s seed, despite being told to do so. And while I’m sure you didn’t mean to bite Rick, it’s quite easy to graze with the teeth without realizing it, especially in the throes of passion.” 
 
    The throes of passion? Hardly.  
 
    “But I didn’t—” 
 
    “Based on the way you’re repeatedly interrupting me now, I’d venture to say you still haven’t learned your lesson,” Claudette snapped, her tone sharpening.  
 
    Chastened, Morgan was silent for a moment while she tried to collect her thoughts. She hadn’t really thought about her part in the whole thing. Laura, she knew with sudden certainty, wouldn’t have protested any of the lies. She would have remained gracefully silent and serene, letting her actions speak louder than his words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” she replied softly. “I’ll do better.” 
 
    Claudette patted her knee. “I know you will. And your trainer will be back soon, to make sure.” 
 
    The thought of seeing Aaron again soon cheered Morgan up, and she couldn’t help but grin. Claudette made her even happier by adding, “Master Gerard and Rick will be away today, visiting a friend of Gerard’s in the city. You’ll be working with Master Michael.” 
 
    After breakfast, Morgan practiced positions with Mistress Claudette and reported to the training room in the afternoon for work with Master Michael. 
 
    He secured her in what he called the orgasm chair, which was a recliner with spreadable legs that adjusted in various positions, restraining straps strategically placed to fully secure its occupant. Morgan was strapped in, her legs spread wide, her arms bound to the armrests. 
 
    Master Michael used various implements, including a vibrating dildo, a remote-controlled butterfly, and finally a Hitachi wand, stimulating Morgan over and over to the point of climax, but forbidding her each time from coming as he turned off the device. After at least a half hour of this erotic torture, she was sweating, over-stimulated, sexually frustrated and flat out exhausted. 
 
    “When you’re fully trained,” he said, “I’ll expect complete orgasm control, including the ability to come on command.”  
 
    He released her arms from their restraints, but left her legs spread and bound in the chair as he went to the small refrigerator, returning a moment later with a cold bottle of water. As Morgan gratefully drank it, he took his cell phone from his pocket and tapped at it with his thumbs. Looking back at her, he said, “You deserve a reward for your hard work.”  
 
    A moment later came a tap at the ajar door, and Morgan saw Claudette standing there. Following Morgan’s gaze, Master Michael turned, his face breaking into a smile. “Ah, my darling, there you are. Come in, come in.” 
 
    As Claudette floated into the room, Master Michael said, “Morgan has done well this afternoon, and I was just telling her she’s earned the reward of an orgasm. Will you please do the honors, sweet slave girl?” 
 
    “Bien sûr, Maître,” Claudette said, her eyes on her Master. To Morgan’s astonishment, she pulled her gown over her head, revealing her naked form. Moving toward Morgan, she knelt between Morgan’s spread legs, her intention clear.  
 
    What the fuck?  
 
    Heat suffused Morgan’s face as she blushed furiously for both herself and Mistress Claudette. How humiliating to be ordered to lick another woman’s cunt, especially a slave in training. Why would Master Michael force his slave—his wife—to do something so demeaning?  
 
    Oddly, Claudette didn’t look in the least perturbed. She smiled gently up at Morgan, and then bent her long neck gracefully, bringing her lips to Morgan’s spread pussy. At the same time, she placed her hands lightly on Morgan’s thighs, her touch cool and reassuring.  
 
    As her warm tongue stoked lightly over Morgan’s over-sensitized folds, Morgan couldn’t help the small, soft moan of pleasure. When Claudette began to circle her still swollen clit, Morgan’s head fell back, her eyes closing. Claudette’s touch was light, the pressure and friction just right against Morgan’s sex, and she forgot to be shocked or embarrassed, her mind emptying as her body took over, consumed with pleasure.  
 
    It wasn’t long before a powerful orgasm began to build inside her. Forcing her eyes open, she looked toward Master Michael for a cue. Was she allowed to come? Oh, please, please, let me come. 
 
    His eyes were hooded and glittering, his erection sharply outlined in his gray slacks. Reading her expression, he nodded. “Yes, Morgan. Come for me. Hold nothing back.” 
 
    She obeyed. 
 
      
 
    That evening after dinner found Morgan posing as a piece of furniture, a decidedly unsexy exercise in her estimation. On her hands and knees, she struggled to keep still and serene as Master Michael rested his booted feet on her back. Claudette knelt beside her Master, her head in his lap as he stroked her hair. Master Richard sat beside him, Kristen perched naked on his lap, his fingers idly playing with her full breasts.  
 
    “We’ll miss her terribly,” Master Michael was saying. “Kristen’s been a wonderful addition to the household, but we’re delighted you’ve purchased her contract. I know the two of you will be very happy.” 
 
    Morgan couldn’t see Kristen’s face from her uncomfortable position on the rug, but she could practically feel her happiness radiating like a force field around the couple. Kristen had been nearly delirious with joy during dinner, though she’d also shed a few tears, as did everyone at the table, at the thought of her leaving them.  
 
    “You’re a really good cook, Scott,” Kristen had reassured him when he’d worried how he’d carry on alone in the kitchen. “You’ll be fine. And maybe Claudette will even teach you how to properly make baguettes. That’s one thing I never got down the way I wanted to. But Richard’s going to send me to culinary school, with an emphasis on pastry and bread. I’m so excited I could burst. All my dreams have come true.” 
 
    After what seemed like five hours, but was probably closer to thirty minutes, Master Michael finally lifted his feet from Morgan’s back and leaned forward, lightly tapping her shoulder. “You may get up and bring the champagne. You’ll find the bottle chilling in the refrigerator, and the glasses set out on a tray on the counter. We’ll open the bottle here.”  
 
    Morgan rose unsteadily to her feet, her knees screaming. She left the living room and headed into the kitchen. “Oh,” she cried, shocked to find Tara and Scott locked in an embrace, kissing each other as if their lives depended on it. 
 
    At the sound of her voice, they sprang apart, both of them looking sheepish and guilty, though they relaxed when they saw it was only her. “Shit, make a little more noise next time,” Scott said with an embarrassed laugh.  
 
    Morgan wrinkled her brow, though she was smiling. “Aren’t you, uh, taken, Tara? And are slaves even allowed to, um, to do whatever you were doing?” 
 
    “It’s called kissing,” Tara said sarcastically, and then her face crumpled a little and she blinked rapidly, as if holding back tears.  
 
    Scott put his arm comfortingly around her. “It’s okay, baby. You’re going to be fine. Better than fine.” 
 
    Though she was dying to know what was going on between the pair, Morgan, recalling her task, went to the refrigerator and opened the wide double doors. “I’m supposed to bring champagne.” She pulled out a bottle of Dom Perignon. Unable to hold her tongue, she turned to Tara. “What’s going on? Don’t you belong to”—she paused a moment, trying to recall Tara’s Master’s name—“Master Henry?” 
 
    Tara’s face darkened. “I just found out he’s not coming back—ever.” Her face brightened as she flashed an impish grin. “Scott was just, um, comforting me.” 
 
    “I want her to stay on as a house slave,” Scott added, his eyes fixed on Tara’s face. “There’ll be an opening, now that Kristen is leaving.”  
 
    “I think I’ll need a little more persuading,” Tara quipped, still grinning. 
 
    “I’ll persuade you with a whipping,” Scott shot back with a laugh. He pulled opened a drawer and took out a towel, which he handed to Morgan. “Wrap this around the bottle, and then put the bottle under your arm so you can carry the tray. You’d better get your ass back in there—they don’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Recalling her task, Morgan did as Scott said, moving slowly as she balanced the four crystal champagne flutes on the tray and prayed she didn’t drop anything. This place, she thought with a grin, was better than a soap opera. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Laura woke Morgan from a delicious dream that featured Aaron and some fabulous sex. She was embarrassed to discover her hand between her legs, her fingers sticky with her own juices. Fortunately, the sheet covered her body, and Laura didn’t seem to notice or care.  
 
    “Get up,” she said breathlessly. “Master Gerard wants you in his rooms for breakfast. Rick’s still asleep down in the slave quarters, and I’m going to keep him from finding out, if I can. As I know you’ve gathered by now, he’s super possessive of Master Gerard, and you’ll have enough to deal with as it is.” 
 
    “Master Gerard wants me in his rooms?” Morgan repeated, confused.  
 
    “Yes. He’s up early and already waiting for you, so you need to get moving. He just takes herbal tea, fruit and yogurt in the morning, which I’ve already brought up to him. He’s the third door down. I’ve never heard of him asking for a trainee. Usually, if he wants someone, he chooses Rick, and occasionally Kristen. He must have really taken a liking to you.” She flashed a smile. “So, you see, even though you were punished, you must have done something right.” 
 
    Morgan swung out of bed, not sure how to feel about all this. The last thing she needed was to have to deal with any fallout, once Rick found out. “Rick’s not going to like it,” she said aloud. 
 
    “I’m going to head him off at the pass if I can, before I get Tara and Diana up. Oh!” Laura added excitedly. “Did you hear the news about Tara? She might become a house slave!” 
 
    “I know,” Morgan said with a grin. “I found her and Scott making out in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Ha,” Laura said. “That wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    Her interest piqued, Morgan was dying to hear more, and also to ask Laura what to expect with Master Gerard that morning, but before she could open her mouth, Laura said, “Gotta go. We’ll talk later. You better get your butt in gear.” Then she was gone.  
 
    Morgan went into the bathroom, showering and grooming as quickly as she could. Maybe Master Gerard just wanted to share a bowl of yogurt and a cup of tea with her, but somehow she doubted it.  
 
    She slipped a clean, white dress over her naked form and dashed down the stairs, her heart already beating a nervous tattoo against her ribcage. Taking a deep breath, she knocked lightly on Master Gerard’s door.  
 
    “Come,” he called, and she turned the handle. His breakfast tray sat on a table beneath a large window. The food was apparently untouched, and he lay in the center of his large bed, naked as a jaybird, his erect cock fisted in his hand. He grinned broadly and gestured toward her with his free hand. 
 
    “Come in, come in. Close the door behind you. And take off that dress. Present yourself for inspection.” 
 
    Trying to keep her nerves at bay, Morgan did as instructed. The contract allowed the Masters to use her as they wished, and she would submit with whatever grace she could muster. The dress removed, she stood with her fingers laced behind her head, her pulse racing. 
 
    “Come closer, little one,” Master Gerard said, his hand still on his cock. He patted the mattress with his free hand. “Right here, next to the bed.” 
 
    Morgan moved closer, her hands still locked behind her head.  
 
    “Turn around so I can see your ass,” Master Gerard instructed. As she did so, he reached out and lightly stroked her flesh. “The bruises are lovely,” he said. “You took quite a strapping. And just so you know, I had a talk with my slave boy about, er, embellishing the truth. I know he tends to exaggerate sometimes.” 
 
    He didn’t exaggerate. He out and out lied. Recalling Claudette’s warning and Laura’s advice, she managed to keep these comments to herself, glad he couldn’t see the angry look on her face.  
 
    “Come and lie down here beside me,” he ordered. 
 
    Morgan tried to slip a mask of serenity over her features as she turned toward him. Maybe someday she’d actually be serene, but for now, her heart was skittering like a frightened mouse in her chest, her mouth dry when she tried to swallow.  
 
    She lay down on the sheets next to the slight, slender man, wondering for a moment what the hell she was doing there. Aaron will be home soon, she reminded herself, renewing her determination to live up to his expectations of her during his absence. 
 
    Master Gerard turned on his side and cupped her breast in his hand, rolling the nipple between his thumb and forefinger until it hardened. He did the same to the second breast, and then dropped his hand between her legs, gently nudging her thighs apart as he cupped her smooth sex.  
 
    “I’m going to fuck your ass again this morning,” he said casually, as if it were no big deal, which, she supposed, for him it wasn’t. Removing his hand, he sat up and added, “Get on your hands and knees.” 
 
    Morgan rolled over and assumed the position, actually glad he was going to use her anally so she would have her back to him. It was less personal than vaginal intercourse, especially in the missionary position. Though she wasn’t even remotely attracted to the guy, she would try to be as submissive and accommodating as possible. At least Rick wasn’t there to sabotage her. 
 
    Master Gerard moved behind her, and a moment later, cool lubricant was smeared between her cheeks. His cock head pushed insistently at her opening, and in spite of her resolve, she tensed.  
 
    “Relax,” he urged in a soothing voice. “Yes, that’s it. Accept what is offered.” 
 
    After the initial, sudden pain, he eased into her without difficulty, and she let out a long, slow breath of relief. She could totally get through this. She would be fine. 
 
    He leaned over her as he began to move. He placed one hand on her hip and, to her surprise, put the other between her legs. He began to stroke her labia, his lubricated fingers moving lightly over her clit in time to his thrusts behind her.  
 
    “I want you to come,” he said, his voice husky beside her ear. “But practice control and wait for my command.” 
 
    She couldn’t deny it—what he was doing felt good, the steady thrust of his cock an arousing complement to his busy fingers, which definitely knew what they were doing. She tried to control herself as the pleasure mounted, praying she’d manage to hold off until he gave his permission. 
 
    She began to tremble with the effort of staving off the rising orgasm, and moaned softly with relief when he cried breathlessly behind her. “Now. Come with me. Give me what I want from you.” 
 
    She let herself go as he suddenly stiffened behind her and then thrust forward in a series of small, convulsive jerks, his fingers still flying over her swollen, throbbing clit. She fell forward onto the mattress as he collapsed against her. They lay tangled together like that for several long moments. She could feel his heart hammering against her back as he sighed noisily in apparent satisfaction. 
 
    Finally he rolled away from her and onto his back. “The only way to start the morning,” he said with a laugh. Then he added, “I didn’t use a condom, so be careful when you climb out of the bed not to leak onto my sheets. Clean yourself up, and then bring a cloth to wash me.” 
 
    Morgan did as instructed, using the bidet function on his fancy toilet to wash herself. She found a stack of washcloths under the sink, and ran the water over one until it was hot. Squeezing it out, she returned to the bedroom with it and a fresh hand towel.  
 
    Master Gerard lay as she’d left him, an arm thrown casually over his face. Kneeling beside him, she carefully wiped his cock and balls, wondering if he’d fallen asleep. While she was patting him dry, he moved his arm and opened his eyes, training them on her.  
 
    “You did well, my dear. Please go fetch Rick and send him up to me, and then you may join the others for breakfast.”  
 
      
 
    Morgan’s feet grew heavier and heavier as she descended the stairs. The last thing in the world she wanted to do was find Rick and ask him to report to Master Gerard. He would want to know why she was the one sent to find him, and she had never been good at hiding the truth.  
 
    She would find Laura instead, and ask her to do it. But when she went to look, the only person she saw on the first floor was Scott, who was busy at the kitchen stove. “Hey there,” she said. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    He turned briefly to regard her, before turning back to his work. Shrugging, he said, “How should I know?” Then, a little more helpfully, “Tara and Diana probably aren’t even out of bed yet—you lazy trainees get up hours after we do.” He transferred a pile of scrambled eggs onto a large warming plate, which he slid into the lower oven. Opening the oven above, he pulled out some fresh rolls and set them on a cooling rack. Flashing another look at Morgan, he added, “Kristen didn’t even come down to bed last night—she’s probably wrapped in her new lover’s arms up in the guest suite. Oh, and Laura is with Mistress Claudette, getting the morning’s assignments.” 
 
    Morgan’s heart sank at this news. She couldn’t very well ask Scott, obviously plenty busy, to go get Rick. “And Rick?” she asked tentatively. “Is he busy, too?” Please, let him be unavailable. 
 
    Scott snorted. “Sure, he’s busy primping as usual. You’d think a guy that good-looking wouldn’t need to spend so much time getting ready, but there you have it. He’s still downstairs.” He finally turned to face her as he wiped his hands on his apron. “Why are you asking all these questions?” 
 
    “I was sent to get Rick,” Morgan admitted. “Master Gerard wants him upstairs to eat breakfast with him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? You better hustle downstairs and get him, then. Master Gerard doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Morgan blew out a breath and headed toward the slave quarter stairs. She was being ridiculous. She would find Rick, deliver her message, and enjoy a well-earned breakfast.  
 
    She hadn’t been back to the slave quarters since the first day when Laura had shown her around. It was hard to believe that was such a short time ago. In some ways it was as if she’d been at the Chateau forever, this lifestyle of erotic servitude nearly second nature now. 
 
    The main room was empty, all the beds neatly made. “Rick?” she called out hesitantly, determined just to deliver her message and hightail it out of there. “Are you down here?” 
 
    “In the bathroom,” Rick called. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Uh, it’s Morgan. Master Gerard wants you upstairs.” 
 
    “What? I can’t hear you over the running water.” 
 
    She waited for him to appear in the open doorway. When he didn’t, she walked through the room toward the bathroom, her irritation rising. He was in his white drawstring pants, his broad, muscular torso bare, his back to her.  
 
    Their eyes met in the mirror, and he whirled to face her, a hairbrush in his hand. “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    Morgan crossed her arms over her chest. “Master Gerard wants you upstairs,” she repeated. 
 
    Rick knitted his brow in apparent confusion. “No, he doesn’t. Laura told me he didn’t ask for me this morning.” He frowned. “Wait a minute. Why were you sent?” He took a step toward her, his free hand moving up to touch his slave collar. “Did my Master send for you this morning?” His faced twisted with sudden anger.  
 
    Morgan took an instinctive step back, but then held her ground. Who the fuck was this asshole? It wasn’t her fault Master Gerard had preferred her to this spoiled brat. She lifted her chin. “So, what of it? He wants you now, so you better get your ass up there.” 
 
    She expected him to bluster some more, but instead he just stood there, his mouth falling open as his face drained of color. He was gripping the hairbrush so tightly that his knuckles had turned white.  
 
    “Why, you little bitch,” he breathed, dropping the hairbrush to the floor. “You’re trying to steal my man.” 
 
    “What?” Morgan shot back, stunned. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Nobody steals my man!” Rick cried, and before Morgan could react, he had somehow crossed the bathroom in two giant steps and grabbed her.   
 
    “Let go of me!” she cried, struggling to wrest free of his tight grip as he dragged her out of the bathroom. He propelled her toward the punishment wall and slammed her against the rough concrete, face to the wall. Gripping her right arm, he wrenched it upward, forcing her wrist into a manacle and snapping the metal closed around it.  
 
    Shocked and terrified, she shouted, “Stop, you’re hurting me! Let me go,” as she struggled to get free. 
 
    Ignoring her cries, he wrenched up her second arm and locked that wrist into a cuff as well.  
 
    Morgan twisted back to try to catch Rick’s eye and beg him to come to his senses. He was reaching for something on the shelf above them, and pulled down a large roll of silver duct tape. 
 
    Morgan began to hyperventilate as adrenaline squirted like poison through her veins. She howled with fear and fury, but her cries were cut off as he slapped a large, sticky piece of the tape over her mouth. She continued to scream, but now the sound came out only as a shrill, muffled mewing.  
 
    Rick sprinted away from her, but returned a few second later, a pair of large scissors in his hand, a crazed look on his face. Terror froze Morgan to the spot, her heart slamming like a sledgehammer in her chest. Christ, was he going to kill her?  
 
    She half expected him to plunge the scissors into her neck, but instead, he yanked her head backward as he grabbed a handful of her hair and, to her horror, chopped it off inches from her scalp.  
 
    “You think you’re so fucking beautiful, you bitch.” He grabbed another hank, pulling it tight as the sharp scissors closed over it and cut through with a sickening sound. “You stupid bitch, you don’t care that I love Master Gerard beyond all things.” More hair fell to the ground. “You think you can just waltz in here and steal my man from right under my nose. Well, I won’t have it.” 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. It was a nightmare—a horrible nightmare, and she just needed to wake up, but meanwhile, the scissors snicked again and again, until her head felt light, her hair in piles around her feet.  
 
    She sagged in her cuffs, resting her hot cheek against the cool, scratchy concrete, the world swaying nauseatingly around her.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” she heard Rick whisper to himself, though he was out of her range of sight. She heard the scissors clatter to the floor. “Oh, fuck. What have I done? What have I done? I didn’t mean to, I swear. Oh, fuck. Oh, shit.”  
 
    “Let me down,” she begged through the tape, but the words were unintelligible, even to her own ears. Saliva pooled in her mouth behind the tape. A strange ringing sound in her ears drowned out Rick’s sudden sobs, as cold sweat broke out over her face and body, causing her to tremble violently. Black spots began to dance before her eyes, and then the world slid mercifully away…


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron pulled into his usual spot in the detached four-car garage behind the huge old house, grabbed his bag and headed toward the side door. Though he’d only been gone a few days, in some ways it felt like a lifetime. 
 
    Both of his parents could sense Aaron was anxious to get back to the States, despite his best efforts to hide it. His mother had teased hopefully that maybe he was more eager to get back to a special someone than to his work, and Aaron hadn’t denied it. 
 
    While in London, he’d found the time to check in at the BDSM training facility that still held a place for him, and had experienced a tug of longing to return to his home turf. He’d been in the States nearly a year, and he missed England and his life there. Michael and Gerard were bringing a new, permanent trainer on board soon, so the timing was right to return to London, but what about Morgan?  
 
    It would be beyond inappropriate to express his newfound, or rather newly admitted, feelings toward Morgan while she was still under contract to the Chateau. He owed it to Morgan—to everyone—to complete her training without giving in to his own feelings toward her. He would see Morgan through the last week of her training. He would be the professional he was trained to be, and exercise the same sort of self-control he demanded from his charges. After all—a week was no time at all.  
 
    Who was he kidding? 
 
    He wanted to see Morgan, to be with Morgan again, plain and simple. He was jealous of Michael and Gerard, who had taken over her training, and couldn’t help but worry they, with their different methods, might be harming her in some way, or undoing some of the progress he’d made with her.  
 
      
 
    There was no one around as he entered the living room. He glanced at his watch, which he’d adjusted back to New York time when the plane had landed. At that moment, Claudette and Michael appeared at the top of the stairs.  
 
    “Hey there,” Michael called out in his booming voice. “Welcome back, stranger. We didn’t expect you until this evening.” 
 
    As they came down toward him, Aaron replied, “Yeah, I caught an earlier flight, and traffic was really light from the city.” 
 
    “And how is your mother?” Claudette inquired, genuine concern in her eyes. 
 
    “She’s doing great, thanks. Already home and ordering my dad around,” Aaron joked.  
 
    “Well, we are delighted you have returned to us,” Claudette said with her usual warm smile. “You’re just in time for breakfast.” 
 
    “I had lunch on the plane a few hours ago. I’m still on British time. But I could definitely go for a cup of coffee.” Affecting a nonchalant tone, he added, “I suppose the slaves are already seated at their table?” His heart actually skipped at beat at the thought of seeing Morgan again. “Maybe I’ll just pop in to say hi.” 
 
    Before he could take a step, they all turned to the sound of Gerard, who bellowed, “Where is my boy? How dare he keep me waiting like this?” He appeared at the top of the stairs, his face thunderous.  
 
    Michael glanced to Claudette, who looked confused. “Isn’t he with you?” she called up to her cousin. 
 
    “Obviously not,” Gerard snapped rudely. “I sent Morgan down to fetch him at least fifteen minutes ago, maybe longer.” He came down the stairs, pulling the sash of his silk robe tight around his waist. 
 
    “How very strange,” Claudette said, frowning. “The slaves should already be at their places for breakfast. Perhaps there’s been a miscommunication. I’ll go find out.” She rushed from the room. 
 
    “Well, I’m hungry,” Michael announced. “I’m sure Claudette will get this sorted out. Let’s eat.” He turned toward the dining room, but stopped at the sound of the front door opening and then closing. “Who’s there?” he called. 
 
    At the same moment, Claudette reappeared, looking uncharacteristically flustered. “Neither Rick nor Morgan are in the slaves’ dining room.” 
 
    Before anyone could react to this news, Rick appeared, shirtless, his hair tousled like he’d been in a fight, his eyes wild, his face streaked with tears. He lurched like a drunkard to Gerard and collapsed dramatically into the smaller man’s arms. 
 
    “Mon dieu. Mon amour,” Gerard cried, cradling him. “What has happened to you? Where have you been?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rick wailed through his tears. “I didn’t mean to do it. I just lost my mind. I was going to run away, but I can’t leave you, Master. I could never leave you.” He sobbed noisily, hiding his face against Gerard’s shoulder. 
 
    “You’re not making sense, Rick,” Gerard said, disentangling himself from his lover’s embrace so he could look into his face. “Why would you run away? What is it you’re sorry for?” He frowned then, apparently taking in the import of Rick’s apparent confession. “What did you do, boy?” he added, his tone darkening. 
 
    Rick looked away, bringing up his hand as if to shield his face. “It’s all that stupid trainee’s fault,” he whined. “She was trying to steal my man. That’s why I did it.” He sank histrionically to his knees and wrapped his arms around Gerard’s legs. 
 
    Morgan. The crazy bastard was talking about Morgan. What the fuck had he done to her? 
 
    Fear and fury propelled Aaron instantly to the pair, and without thinking, he yanked Rick to his feet. “Where is she? What the bloody hell have you done to her?”  
 
    Rick turned frightened eyes on Aaron and tried to pull away. 
 
    “Speak up, boy,” Michael boomed. “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    Rick’s face crumpled, his body going limp in Aaron’s hold. “I cut her hair off.” His expression took on a sudden, defiant look. “Now my Master won’t prefer her to me.” 
 
    The guy wasn’t making any sense.  
 
    “Where is she?” Aaron demanded again as he shook Rick hard by the shoulders. “Where is Morgan right now?” 
 
    “Downstairs,” Rick croaked. “In the slave quarters.” He twisted his head away. “Oh god, don’t hit me. Not the face! I’m sorry, oh god, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Aaron let go suddenly of the sniveling slave, who stumbled backward. He sprinted through the kitchen and took the basement stairs three at a time, his heart nearly pounding out of his chest. He stopped short as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the windowless room, and then sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered, blinking back tears.  
 
    Morgan sagged in wrist manacles against the far wall. Her hair stuck up in ragged, uneven tufts around her head, no longer than an inch or two in any given spot. Long shanks of her hair lay in piles around her feet. Her face was turned, and he could see a fat strip of duct tape covering her mouth below closed eyes. 
 
    He was in front of her in an instant. “Morgan. Oh god, Morgan, are you okay?” Then he noticed the small puddle of urine between her feet. “Morgan!” 
 
    To his vast relief, she opened her eyes, which widened as she focused on his face. “Thank god,” he breathed as he reached for the manacles. Though they looked like medieval iron cuffs, they released to the push of a button. He caught her as she fell back and lifted her into his arms.  
 
    “You’re okay. You’re okay,” he repeated, praying it was true. He carried her quickly to the lower berth of the bunk beds and lay her gently down. “Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Though he wanted to sit beside her on the bed, the bunk above precluded that, so he crouched instead on the floor beside her. “Let me get this damn tape off.” He worked an edge of the tape free and got a better grip on it. “I’m really sorry, but this is going to hurt. I’ll do it fast.” 
 
    She nodded mutely, and he quickly yanked the duct tape free from her face.  
 
    She drew in a sharp gasp of air followed by several deep breaths. “Sir!” she breathed, her voice hoarse. “You came for me. I knew you would.” Tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “I need to know, are you all right?” Aaron asked. “Did he hurt you in any way?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. My wrists ache from the cuffs.” She ran her hands down her body, her eyes widening in alarm as she touched the damp hem of her dress. “Oh, my god,” she breathed, a dark blush moving over her cheeks. “I’m so embarrassed. I must have wet myself. I was so scared…” Her voice cracked, fresh tears filling her eyes.  
 
    “Shh, shh,” he soothed. “Don’t worry about that, Morgan. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re okay. You’re safe now. And trust me, Rick will be soundly punished for what he’s done to you.” 
 
    At this reminder, Morgan’s hand flew to her head. “He really did it,” she breathed in a shocked tone. “He cut off my hair.” She began to cry in earnest. 
 
    Aaron pulled her to his chest, cradling her in his arms as he soothed, “Don’t cry, Morgan. It’ll be okay. I promise.” He longed to kiss away her tears. 
 
    There was the unmistakable sound of footsteps on the stairs, and a moment later, Claudette and Michael appeared. “Is she okay?” Michael demanded. 
 
    “Badly shaken,” Aaron replied, still cradling the girl, though her sobs had quieted. “No real physical harm, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    Claudette glided quickly toward them. “Thank you, Aaron, for reacting so quickly. Rick has told us in more detail of what transpired. Please, you must be exhausted from your long flight. Let me take over the care of this poor girl.” She placed her hand on his shoulder. “When she is bathed, rested and ready, I will have her report to you.” 
 
    Michael stepped forward and held out his hand. “Come on, Aaron. Let’s leave this to Claudette. She’ll take good care of Morgan, you can be assured.” 
 
    Impulsively, Aaron dipped his head and kissed Morgan on the forehead. “Will you be okay?” 
 
    She managed a small smile through her tears, and nodded. 
 
    Reluctantly, Aaron got to his feet. Looking down at Morgan, he said, “I’ll be up to check on you soon.”  
 
      
 
    A half hour later, after a cup of coffee and a long, hot shower, Aaron stared at his reflection as he shaved the travel stubble from his jaw. Rick was in the confinement cage in the main dungeon, where he would remain until Gerard determined his punishment. If it were up to Aaron, he would have thrown out the bastard, his abominable behavior grounds for immediate and permanent banishment from the Chateau. But Aaron understood Gerard’s perspective was not that of a trainer, but of a Master and lover. He would find a way to forgive Rick, though Aaron knew he never would. 
 
    While Claudette tended to Morgan, Michael and Aaron had called Tom Reed to let him know what had happened. They discussed the options and agreed it would be better for Morgan to remain at the Chateau and finish her training, assuming she was willing. Tom was assured Rick would be soundly punished for his behavior, and Morgan would be supported and helped to work through the trauma of the experience. 
 
    Aaron couldn’t help but blame himself to some degree. If only he’d been there. Though of course he’d had to go, this never would have happened if he hadn’t left her. 
 
    “I should be with her right now,” he said aloud to the mirror. “I should have stood my ground and told Michael and Claudette I would take care of her, protocol be damned. What the fuck am I doing standing here in my bathroom, when Morgan needs me?”  
 
    Setting down the razor, he grabbed a towel and quickly wiped off his face. Dashing from the bathroom, he pulled on some jeans and a T-shirt and rushed from the bedroom. He raced up the stairs to the third floor, arriving in front of Morgan’s door just as Claudette was coming out.  
 
    She closed the door softly behind her and smiled up at him. “She’s had a bath and is resting now. Poor thing is exhausted from the ordeal, but she will be fine. Tara is very skilled at cutting hair, and I’m sure she’ll be happy to do a little something to improve Morgan’s, uh, new look.” She smiled to take the sting from those words. “I’m sure you must be exhausted as well, n’est-ce pas? You’ve crossed the globe today, only to come home to this mess. Shall I send a house slave to give you a massage, Sir?” As she spoke, she placed a hand on Aaron’s arm, gently attempting to steer him away from Morgan’s door. 
 
    Aaron smiled but shook his head. “No, thank you, Claudette. I need to see Morgan now. I need to see for myself that she’s all right.” 
 
    “But,” Claudette began, but Aaron cut her off. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Claudette, but this is about more than trainer and trainee. Spending the last few days apart, and with all that’s happened on both sides of the Atlantic, I’ve gained a new perspective on things—on how short life can be, and on what really matters. I have to see her. I need to tell her.” 
 
    Claudette raised one eyebrow, her mouth lifting into a half smile. “Ah, oui?” she said, a knowing look coming into her eyes. “I understand, Sir. And, yes, I quite agree. You most certainly need to tell her.” 
 
    As Claudette slipped silently away, Aaron turned toward the door. He knocked lightly while at the same time turning the knob. He opened the door and stepped inside.  
 
    The blinds were drawn, the room bathed in a half-light. Morgan appeared to be asleep, the coverlet pulled up to her chin. As he approached the bed, she opened her eyes. “Oh, Sir,” she said, lifting her head and shoulders as he came closer, so that the coverlet fell away, revealing her high, firm breasts. 
 
    “Hi,” Aaron said softly. He sat on the mattress and gently pressed her shoulder, indicating she should lie back down. The lower half of her face was still reddened from the duct tape, and what hair she had left rose in damp tufts around her head. In spite of these unimportant details, she was lovely, her expressive eyes made even larger by the lack of hair, the heart shape of her pretty face more accentuated.  
 
    Aaron thought of all the things he might say—all the words that had gone around and around in his head during the flight from London. “We still have a week left of training, but when it’s over…” “It’s been a long time since anyone got under my skin the way you have.” “I know it’s completely unprofessional of me, but…” 
 
    No words came, however. He simply didn’t know how to begin. Instead, he lifted his hand and traced her cheekbone with his finger, moving it lightly over the bridge of her nose and the running his hand over her ragged head. She smelled good, like honey and lavender. 
 
    “How are you doing, Morgan?” he finally managed. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She touched her ragged head, her expression rueful, though she managed a small smile. “Other than this, yes, Sir. I’m okay, just a little shaken up.” She turned her head toward the glass of water that sat on the nightstand beside her bed, her hand trembling slightly as she reached for it. 
 
    He took the glass from her and held it to her mouth. She cupped her hands around his as she tipped it to take a sip. When he put the glass down, he reached for her hands and kissed each palm lightly.  
 
    “Aaron,” she whispered. 
 
    He didn’t correct her for using his name. In fact, he longed to hear it again on her perfect lips. He moved his hands up her arms and then bent closer, brushing his lips along her neck. His heart racing, he slid his hands beneath her slender frame and pulled her against him.  
 
    She lifted her face to his, her eyes closing.  
 
    He dipped his head to hers and their lips met. As he slipped his tongue into her mouth, she moaned, her nipples stiffening against his chest as her arms circled his neck. A wild ache shot through Aaron’s chest, as if his heart were bursting from its tight confines.  
 
    “Morgan,” he breathed, giving in at last to his deepest held desires. “I want you. I want to make love to you. I must have you.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    It was a dream. It had to be a dream, but it was such a good dream—the perfect dream—that she never wanted to wake up.  
 
    When she’d come to and found herself still chained to the wall, her arms aching, her mouth taped shut, her hair in piles around her feet, at first she had cried silent tears of self-pity and rage. When she was able to calm herself down enough to think sensibly, she knew eventually someone would find her. She’d prayed with all her might that Aaron would appear to rescue her, and somehow, miraculously, he had. 
 
    When he’d taken her in his arms, not appearing to care that she’d been sheared, and reeked of urine, she’d understood she had to let him know, somehow, of her true feelings for him, not as a trainee, but as a woman. If she had to wait out the last week of training before telling him, then so be it, but she would not leave the Chateau without letting Aaron know she had fallen head over heels in love with him. 
 
    Now his words reverberated like chiming bells in her soul. I want you. I want to make love to you. I must have you. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in astonished but fervent agreement. “Please, yes.” 
 
    She watched with hungry eyes as Aaron rose from the bed. Reaching for the hem of his T-shirt, he drew it over his head and tossed it aside. He had dark blond curls that formed a V at his sternum and tapered down his flat abs. His eyes on her face, he unzipped his jeans and stepped out of them, kicking them aside. He wore nothing beneath, and his cock, long and thick, was fully erect, the tip glistening. 
 
    All her fatigue and stress from the morning’s ordeal fell away as she stared at his beautiful, naked form. Without realizing what she was doing, she rolled from the bed and lifted herself to her knees on the floor in front of him. Taking his shaft lovingly in one hand, she cradled his balls in the other as she looked up at him. “Please, Sir, may I worship your beautiful cock?” 
 
    He smiled, though his eyes were blazing. “Yes,” he said simply.  
 
    She lowered her mouth over his shaft, taking him in all the way, as she’d practiced under Claudette’s careful eye. She milked his cock with her throat muscles and tongue, savoring the silky softness and the hard steel beneath, while her cunt throbbed. 
 
    “Oh, god,” he moaned after a few minutes of her loving attention. “You have to stop. It’s too good.” He pulled away from her with a groan. Bending, he reached for her and lifted her upright, and then pressed her down onto the bed.  
 
    “I have to have you, Morgan. I need to fuck you. Now.” 
 
    He fell on top of her, his strong body heavy and welcome. He took her face in his hands as his mouth closed over hers. As their tongues entwined, he nudged the head of his cock at her wet entrance and pushed gently inside. 
 
    Morgan groaned against him, her cunt spasming with aching pleasure around his shaft as he penetrated her fully. His lips moved from hers to kiss her face, her eyelids, her neck, her nipples, as he moved almost desperately inside her. She could feel his wild spirit, his powerful longing.  
 
    Her own passionate spirit rose in response. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t just being fucked by some guy—they were making love. It was like a perfect thunderstorm or the splendor of a rising wind far out at sea—dangerous and overwhelmingly beautiful.  
 
    And then her mind shut down altogether as raw, fierce sensation claimed her senses. Dimly, she was aware of him crying her name as he shuddered and came inside her. She was skimming along the edge of her own climax when he pulled away from her. She reached blindly to keep him inside her, but he was stronger, and he slid instead down her body, pushing her thighs apart as he positioned his head between them.  
 
    When his tongue found her center, she mewled like a kitten. As he licked, suckled and teased her already highly sensitized sex, a rush of blinding pleasure crashed with a sudden force that was so powerful it completely overwhelmed her. 
 
    She must have lost consciousness for a few moments, because when she returned to herself, his body was again draped over hers as he revived her with kisses. His mouth still on hers, he lifted her arms over her head and then, gripping her wrists, pressed them hard against the mattress. 
 
    Though she wouldn’t have thought it possible a moment before, her body instantly reacted to his dominance, her lust rekindling in a whoosh of flame. He was still hard as he entered her once more, pinning her down with his strong hands and body as he made love to her a second time.  
 
    His cock was perfect as they moved together in the ultimate lovers’ dance. She tried to keep her eyes open so she could memorize his handsome face as he loomed over her, whispering her name over and over like a prayer as he moved inside her. But, despite her best efforts, as another climax rose inside her, her eyes fluttered shut.  
 
    “You belong to me,” he murmured throatily. “I will claim you, Morgan. I will make you mine.” 
 
    “Oh, Aaron, yes, yes, yes,” she cried, her words rising in pitch as he carried her along with him over the precipice of an orgasm so blindingly intense she again left the planet. 
 
    Her spirit returned as Aaron lifted himself and slowly rolled away from her, their sticky bodies parting, the air cool against their heat. He lay next to her on his back, his chest rising and falling as his ragged breathing slowly eased.  
 
    A stunned, thrilled wonder suffused Morgan and seemed to cast an actual golden glow over them both. She rolled onto her side and lifted herself onto one elbow, half expecting him to vanish as she did so. 
 
    He was so beautiful, his blond hair tousled and falling over his closed eyes, his lips softly parted, his chest slowly rising and falling, as if he’d fallen into a deep sleep. Morgan curled herself into him, resting her cheek on his shoulder as she breathed in his masculine, clean scent.  
 
    “Hmm,” he murmured sleepily, his arms coming around her and pulling her close. 
 
    “Hmm,” she replied, suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion, in spite of the wild happiness that suffused her being like sunlight. 
 
    When she awoke some time later, he was still there—it hadn’t been a dream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron opened his eyes, confused for a moment as to where he was. Sunlight was slanting through the window, and a glance at the small alarm clock on the nightstand told him it was a little before noon. There was a pleasant, warm weight curled against him and, as he focused on the sleeping girl in his arms, everything came rushing back with vivid clarity. 
 
    She must have only been dozing, because as he gently extricated his arm from beneath her, she opened her eyes, a smile lifting her lips as she gazed up at him. “Hi,” she said softly. 
 
    “Hi, you,” he replied with an answering smile as he pulled himself up against the pillows. “How are you, love? You feeling better?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” she replied, her smile lifting into a full-out grin. “I’m feeling absolutely fabulous, thank you very much.” She gave a coquettish toss of her head, but then her smile fell suddenly away, her hand coming up to her ragged scalp.  
 
    Aaron reached at once for her, pulling her into his arms. “It’s only hair, Morgan. It will grow back. And for the record, you’re still breathtakingly lovely, I promise you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said in a small voice. Then she lifted her head so their eyes met. “What happens now, Sir?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure myself, to tell you the truth,” Aaron admitted. “I can tell you what I want, but any decision would involve you, naturally. Though I think we both tried our best to keep our relationship professional, it would be crazy now to deny we have feelings for each other—strong feelings. I want to explore those feelings with you. I want to know you better. I want to give my mind a chance to catch up to my heart.” He gave a small, self-conscious laugh, but was determined to continue. He owed it to her—to both of them—to be completely honest. 
 
    “At the same time, I believe you have a strong submissive core, which we were just beginning to uncover when I had to leave, and I would hate to see you cheated out of the training you signed up for. The thing is, I don’t think I could remain neutral at this point as your trainer.” 
 
    “Permission to speak, Sir?” Morgan said, reverting suddenly to their old relationship, which felt odd in the extreme, given what they’d just shared. 
 
    “Of course,” Aaron promptly replied.  
 
    “Why would you want to remain neutral? Is there some BDSM law or house rule that says we have to keep our feelings out of the training equation? I admit I’m a total dweeb when it comes to love, having never been in it until now, but wouldn’t love make trust come easier? And wouldn’t that make the training experience more relevant and profound?” 
 
    Aaron shook his head in awe. “Are you sure you’re only twenty-five? That’s some awfully wise counsel, young lady.” He grinned again. “And, yes, when you express it so eloquently, I agree—trust would definitely make the experience more relevant and profound. And”—he added with a playful chuckle—“more fun.” 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted the conversation. “Come in,” Aaron called. 
 
    The door opened, and Laura appeared at the threshold. Her mouth fell open, her hands fluttering up to her face as she took in Morgan’s bedraggled appearance. “Oh, Morgan,” she breathed. “You poor baby, are you okay? I can’t believe Rick did this to you.” 
 
    Beneath the sheets, Aaron reached for Morgan’s hand. She squeezed back and smiled bravely at Laura. “I know I look like crap, but really I’m fine. He didn’t hurt me. He just scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes flitted toward Aaron, as if she only just noticed he was lying in bed with Morgan, obviously naked beneath the sheets. Consummate professional slave girl that she was, she betrayed nothing of what must have been surprise, her expression placid as she said politely, “I’m sorry to disturb you, Sir, but the Masters have asked that the household assemble in the main dungeon in fifteen minutes. Master Gerard wants us all to witness Rick’s punishment.” Her gaze returned to Morgan. “Are you okay to come, too, Morgan? I know they’d like you especially to be there, if you’re up to it.” 
 
    Aaron could feel Morgan’s sudden tension, but she lifted her chin in a resolute way. “I’m definitely up to it.”  
 
    “I’m so glad,” Laura said sincerely as she came farther into the room. “We were so worried about you. Rick’s crazy temper really got out of control this time. I’m so, so sorry this has happened.” She moved toward the small closet and pulled out a fresh white dress for Morgan to wear. “Tara will be able to fix your hair, I bet. She’s really good, but there’s not time now. Let me help you freshen up and dress.” 
 
    Aaron climbed out of the bed and pulled on his clothing. “I’ll just head back to my room and get properly dressed. I’ll see you two downstairs in a few.” He started to walk out of the room, but at the last moment, he returned to the bed and, leaning down, kissed the top of Morgan’s scruffy head.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    When Morgan and Laura entered the dungeon, everyone else was already there. Master Michael and Claudette sat side by side on the couch, Scott, Tara, Kristen and Diana standing just behind them. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her as they came into the room, and she only barely resisted bringing her hands to her head to hide the mess there. No—let them all see what Rick had done. As Aaron had reminded her, it was only hair. It would, in time, grow back. 
 
    Aaron sat in one of the two chairs that flanked the couch on either side, and he flashed a smile at Morgan. Forgetting her scalped appearance, Morgan smiled back. 
 
    Laura took her place beside the other slaves, but as Morgan moved to follow, Michael said, “Take a seat in the other chair, Morgan. You will help to decide the full extent of Rick’s punishment.” 
 
    Nervously, Morgan took the chair across from Aaron, who gave her a small nod.  
 
    The upright cage had been moved to a cleared space several feet in front of the couch, and Master Gerard stood beside it, looking grim. Rick was naked behind the bars, his wrists cuffed behind his back, his slave collar noticeably missing. His face was streaked with tears and snot, and he looked so utterly miserable that, in spite of herself, Morgan felt sorry for him. 
 
    “Now that everyone is here,” Master Gerard said, “Slave Rick will be punished. As you can see, he no longer wears my collar.” Rick gave a small, pathetic cry, but Master Gerard remained stone-faced. “Until he can prove worthy of it, Rick is no longer a house slave at the Chateau.” He let this sink in a moment before continuing.  
 
    “Before we go further, we need to deal with the very real ramifications of his assault on Morgan.” Master Gerard looked directly at her. “Slave training aside, you are within your rights if you want to file legal charges against Rick for his assault against your person. He violated you and took something from you that was not his to take. Say the word, and the police will be called.” 
 
    Morgan’s hand went up to her mouth in surprise. It honestly hadn’t occurred to her to bring in any outside authorities. In the brief time she’d been there, the Chateau had become her world. She stared at Rick, who looked miserable and had begun to shake in his cage.  
 
    He did need to be punished, but how would calling the cops affect everyone else in the house? How would they explain the setup here? While what they did wasn’t illegal, it certainly wasn’t typical, and would no doubt result in a lot of embarrassing and intrusive interrogation by the police. Rick did deserve to be punished, and indeed, was clearly suffering right now, but the police?  
 
    Slowly, she shook her head. “No, thank you, Sir. I’ll leave the punishment up to you, Master Gerard.” 
 
    “Bon.” He nodded briskly as Rick slumped with visible relief in the narrow cage. “Now then,” he continued, turning toward Rick for the first time, “you will agree to attend a one-week anger management program at a live-in facility about twenty miles from here. Unless you can agree to that, there is nothing more to discuss.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rick cried out in a strangled voice. “Yes, Sir. I’ll go. I’ll do anything to win back your collar, Sir.” 
 
    “We shall see.” Turning to face the others, Master Gerard said, “I’m at fault here as well. I’ve been aware of Rick’s temper, and with what I’ve learned from our other house slaves today, I must accept that I’ve let it slide one time too many.” He offered a rueful smile. “I think I was flattered by those charming displays of jealousy, but I understand now how damaging that was to others, and also to Rick himself.” Turning to Rick, he added in a kinder tone, “I’m sorry, Rick. Assuming we can find our way back to one another, I will be a better Master going forward. I will teach you to submit with more grace and acceptance.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,” Rick breathed. 
 
    “Scott and Kristen?” Master Gerard said, looking toward them. “Do you have the supplies?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” they said in unison. They both stepped from behind the couch. Kristen spread out a plastic tablecloth on the floor just beside the cage, while Scott handed Master Gerard a pair of barber scissors and an electric shaver.  
 
    Rick’s eyes widened with alarm as he stared at the scissors, his shoulders moving as he tugged at his wrist cuffs behind his back.  
 
    Master Gerard slipped the bolt on the cage door and pulled it open. Ignoring Rick’s obvious agitation, he commanded, “Kneel up on the mat.” He snapped the scissors with an audible click. “Just be thankful you aren’t manacled to a wall with your mouth taped shut.”  
 
    Rick hesitated at the open door of the cage, but then came slowly out. He sank to his knees and slumped forward, hanging his head. But then he rallied himself, straightening his spine and lifting his chin. To Morgan’s surprise, he turned to her and said, “I’m sorry, Morgan. Truly, I am.” Looking up at his Master, he added, “I’m sorry, Sir. Thank you for punishing me.” Tears were again running down his handsome face, but there was something new there—a resolution and determination that Morgan recognized and silently applauded. 
 
    Master Gerard’s eyes softened, but his expression remained grave. “You’re welcome.” Taking a hank of Rick’s long, wavy hair, he slipped the silver blades around it, as close to the scalp as it would go, and snipped. 
 
      
 
    “There. That actually looks cute, don’t you think, Laura? It’s really badass, if I say so myself.” Tara put down her barber scissors and tilted her head as she regarded her handiwork. Training had been suspended for the afternoon, and Claudette had sent the girls up to tend to Morgan’s hair, while Gerard took Rick up to his rooms, and Aaron went to talk to Michael about the new training arrangements. 
 
    “I have to say, while I absolutely loved her hair long, you’re right. The new cut’s adorable. It’s kind of punk rock cool.” Laura grinned down at Morgan, who sat impatiently on the stool. Tara had insisted she keep her back to the mirror until she’d finished. 
 
    “Can I finally look now?” Morgan demanded with mock impatience. She was pretty sure the girls were lying to soften the blow but was still very curious to see the results of Tara’s attempts to make something of what was left of her hair. 
 
    “Yes, turn around and see the new you.” 
 
    Morgan turned, holding her breath. She let it out in a surprised gush. Tara had somehow managed to salvage some of the longer strands in the front, cutting them in such a way they hung rakishly over one eye. And while the rest of the hair was insanely short, she’d styled it so there was still something feminine in the look. “Wow. It’s not nearly as horrible as I thought it would be.” 
 
    “And that’s a ringing endorsement if ever there was one,” Tara laughed. “You should put that on my Yelp page, if I had one: Two stars—not nearly as horrible as I thought it would be. 
 
    “No,” Morgan said through their laughter. “I would give you five stars, based on what you had to work with.” She looked at her image, hoping Aaron would like what he saw. “Truly, you’re a miracle worker.” 
 
    “There’s not much you can do for Rick though,” Laura added, and their laughter died away. “It was hard to watch Master Gerard doing that to him.” She placed her hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “I can only imagine how terrified you must have been when he attacked you, Morgan.” 
 
    “It was pretty damn scary,” Morgan admitted. “I wet myself, I was so scared. I honestly thought for a second he was going to stab me with those scissors. I guess I should be grateful he only chopped off my hair.” 
 
    “And he should be grateful that you didn’t press charges, the rat bastard,” Tara said. “Though I get why you didn’t. Despite people pretending they get the BDSM lifestyle because they’ve seen a couple of movies about it or read that goofy trilogy, most vanilla types don’t get it at all. They aren’t hardwired to experience the pure, intense joy of erotic pain and sexual submission, and most of them still think we’re just a bunch of pervs waving around our whips and chains.” 
 
    “But he really was sorry, don’t you think, Tara?” Laura said. “Would having him arrested and possibly jailed for assault really accomplish anything except maybe ruin his life? I think Master Gerard’s idea of an anger management program is brilliant. Rick’s jealousy and temper have been issues since I’ve known him, but this time he went way too far. While I’m terribly sorry, Morgan, for what he did to you, maybe this was the catalyst that finally made Master Gerard see something had to be done.” 
 
    “And I agree,” Morgan said, “that he really was sorry. I think losing Master Gerard’s collar was the hardest for him, even harder than having his head shaved. In spite of his vanity, I think he really does love Master Gerard, and the threat of losing that love as well as his place at the Chateau really brought home the import of what he’d done.” 
 
    “I just wish he could have gotten there without terrorizing you,” Laura said, tears in her kind eyes. 
 
    “But the day hasn’t been completely bad, huh?” Tara said with a sudden grin. “I mean, something’s obviously going on between you and your trainer, right? He spent the morning in your bedroom with you, and correct me if I’m wrong, but I doubt you guys were doing positions training.” 
 
    Morgan laughed. “Yeah, you should talk, Miss Making-Out-in-the-Kitchen-with-Scott.” 
 
    “That’s not the only place they make out,” Laura interjected with a laugh. “I’ve stumbled on them more than once when they thought no one was around. Jeez, you guys. Get a room.”  
 
    Tara actually blushed, though she was grinning. She shrugged. “What can I say? Love appears in strange places sometimes. He might be a rebound from Master Henry, but he is awfully cute. And with me, he seems to remember his Dom side, so it’s a win-win.” 
 
    Morgan glanced at Laura, wondering suddenly if the house slave was lonely—the only one now without her own guy. Laura caught her eye and, as if reading her mind, smiled and gently shook her head. “I’m really fine, Morgan. I’m happy right now, and content to wait until Master Right comes along. Truly, I am. I got married really young—barely eighteen, and to the wrong guy. I wasn’t sure enough of myself back then to articulate or even fully understand my submissive and masochistic needs, and he was the consummate alpha dude, at least I thought he was. Frank was very controlling, and he liked rough sex, but he totally didn’t understand the nuance and grace of genuine D/s. He just thought it was about slamming me on the bed and getting all caveman on me. The marriage was doomed from the start.” 
 
    “Wow, you never told me this stuff. How long were you married?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Four years. Which was about four years longer than we should have stayed together,” Laura quipped. “After that, I got pretty heavily into the BDSM scene in the city, which is where I met Master Kurt. We were together for four years, too, and, while I thought I was happy with him at the time, looking back, he wasn’t all that different from Frank. He was basically a bully who dressed up in Dom’s clothing to sanction his behavior.” She sighed, though she was still smiling. “I guess I’m a really slow study. But I get it now. Here at the Chateau, I’ve learned about genuine, loving D/s relationships. Michael and Claudette have been together for over twenty years, and I swear they’re more in love with each other every day.” 
 
    “But doesn’t Claudette get jealous?” Morgan blurted, recalling Claudette’s calm demeanor as she delivered Morgan to her husband’s bedroom. “It’s got to be hard for her.” 
 
    “Well, don’t forget,” Laura said, “there’s a big difference between training and making love. What Master Michael does with the trainees and house slaves is very different from what he shares with Mistress Claudette.” 
 
    “Plus, she’s cool with the way they play because they’re both polys.” 
 
    “They’re both what-ees?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Polyamory is the official term,” Laura explained. “Because of my orientation as a sub, I’ve learned to let go of ideas I grew up with of one man/one woman. Some people’s orientation allows them to love more than one person at a time, and be involved in more than one romance at a time. It can be tough when one part of the couple is a poly, and the other is a monogamist, but it can definitely be done. I think BDSM lends itself well to polyamory, because of the concept of sexual ownership. Since I belong to my Master, willingly and happily, then I am happy to be used as it pleases him. So if it pleases him to give me to someone else for an hour or a day or whatever, then it pleases me. But I still think of myself as monogamous, because my heart belongs only to him.” 
 
    “Even if it’s hard, it’s a good test of submission,” Tara added. “If you and Aaron end up as a couple, and he continues to train subs for a living, you better get used to him being with other women in a very intimate way, even if he comes home to you at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Morgan said with a happy laugh at the thought of Aaron coming home to her. “I still don’t know what the heck’s really going on between us, and you already have us living together. Slow down.” 
 
    “Is he amazing in bed?” Tara said, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “When he was training me, I half fell in love with him. Not just because he’s so fucking hot, but because of how he takes such complete control. I bet he’s fucking awesome in bed.” 
 
    “Tara,” Laura said with a shocked laugh. “You’re getting a little too much in Morgan’s private business, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Come on, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, you know you’re dying to know, too. Aaron’s the only guy to come through this place who’s never taken at least one of the house slaves or trainees to bed, but now he’s gone and done it with Morgan. She owes it to us to at least tell us what it was like.” 
 
    Morgan laughed, both embarrassed and pleased at the attention of her new friends. “If you really want to know, we just took a nap,” she said, keeping her face deadpan straight. 
 
    Both girls’ faces fell, and they slumped as if someone had just let the air out of them. Unable to keep it up for long, Morgan burst out laughing. “Okay, okay. No way I could just sleep next to a guy like that. And yes”—she turned to Tara—“it was, to quote you, fucking awesome.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Though their training regime continued much as before, Aaron was stunned at the difference in Morgan’s progress. It was hard to believe this was the same flirtatious, inexperienced girl who’d waltzed into the Chateau nearly two weeks ago, blithely signing on for training with very little idea of what she was getting herself into. 
 
    Though she continued to eat in the slaves’ dining room at mealtimes, she had moved into his bedroom, where they slept wrapped in each other’s arms each night. Aaron had thought he’d been in love before, but understood now those were just practice sessions for the real thing. Even if she hadn’t been submissive, he loved her fiery spirit, her passion and her drive, not to mention her physical beauty. And though he’d come to learn she hadn’t had much formal education, she had a very agile mind, and was curious and eager to learn. 
 
    But it was the D/s that really bound them together, with no pun intended. When he’d first begun to train her, he’d doubted she had much submissive potential, but had been determined to do his best by her nonetheless. But since his return from London, her eagerness to learn and ability to trust had been breathtaking. Yet, when he’d shared some of her incredible progress with Michael, Gerard and Claudette at the dinner table the night before, no one had been at all surprised.  
 
    “It’s love, of course,” Michael had said as Claudette nodded beside him. “Love makes all the difference. Training is all very well, and we can definitely teach subs how to deepen their experience and give more fully of themselves, but when you add love to the mix, it’s like moving from riding a cart and pony to suddenly flying a rocket ship.” 
 
    “And it’s also the trust that goes with love that makes a huge difference,” Gerard had added. “I’m realizing with Rick gone for this week that, while we both claimed to love each other, we didn’t really trust each other—not the way I hope we will come to when he returns. I teased him by taking others to my bed, but I didn’t give him the tools to accept my choices with submissive grace. When he comes back, assuming things work out between us, I plan to be more mindful of how important trust is in a D/s relationship. I want to be a strong Master for him, in every sense.” 
 
    “The essence of strength, is not in overpowering others but in mastering oneself,” Claudette had wisely added in her pleasing, accented voice. “Love is giving, as well as receiving, and when one has once known love, one sees conquest as the act of a weak and selfish person, the momentary satisfaction of an appetite, the very opposite of a true Dom.” 
 
    Aaron had thought a lot about those words, and he was determined to be the best Dom he could be for Morgan, if she’d have him. Today was the last day of her training, and tonight the owners of the Chateau had planned a major party, to which Morgan’s boss, Tom, had been invited, along with Diana’s Master, who would be taking her home, and Richard Cameron, who was going to take formal possession of Kristen. Aaron had a plan of his own, but he would keep it to himself until the time was right. 
 
    Meanwhile, Morgan was waiting patiently for him in the positions studio. They had been doing a fair amount of cane work over the past few days, and today would be the culmination of what she had learned. 
 
    He entered the room quietly, catching his breath as he took in the sight of her. Claudette had prepared her, and she stood still in the center of the room, her eyes covered with black silk, her mouth painted a bright, cherry red, her nipples rosy, her posture erect.  
 
    He walked toward her and took her hand in his. “Come,” he said. “It’s time.” 
 
    She followed him with perfect grace and balance, though she was blindfolded, and he could feel her trust, which was implicit and absolute.  
 
    He led her to the yoga mat directly in front of the mirrored wall and placed her hands on the dance bar. “Are you ready, love?” he asked, his mouth close to her ear. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Take a step back and bend forward, ass out. Remember what you’ve learned, and embrace the pain. I’m going to take you further than we’ve gone before. I want you to focus on letting go.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Aaron had already laid out his selection of canes. They’d been working primarily with a quarter-inch rattan cane, but today he was also planning to use a three-eighths inch cane, which had to be handled more carefully than the thinner cane because it hit the tissue deep under the skin. It required a firm stroke and careful aim, but left absolutely gorgeous bruises.  
 
    While most trainers preferred canes that were finished with varnish or polyurethane, Aaron liked his unfinished—no varnish, no handle. He found them more erotic, earthier, more intimate.  
 
    Morgan preferred to lie down during a caning, which was one reason she would remain standing today. The present exercise wasn’t as much about the erotic experience between lovers as it was about a trainee learning to handle a more difficult situation with submissive grace. In spite of that self-reminder, Aaron’s cock was hard with anticipation. 
 
    “We begin,” he said softly, and a slight tremor moved through Morgan’s frame.  
 
    He picked up the thinner cane, starting lightly to warm the skin. Slowly but surely, he increased the intensity, landing light but stinging blows over both cheeks until her ass was cherry red and hot to the touch. She was breathing hard as she processed the pain. 
 
    As a trainer, Aaron was a firm believer in subjecting himself to any and everything he demanded of a trainee, and as such, he knew firsthand how important pace and rhythm were for a proper caning. A common mistake he’d seen at the clubs was for a Top to haul off and start whacking their subject, without giving them a chance to process the stroke. In his experience, it took about four to seven seconds to enjoy the full range of sensation provided by a properly delivered cane stroke, and setting a good pace was as important as controlling the intensity of the blows. 
 
    He selected the second cane. “Remember to breathe,” he reminded his lover. “This will hurt, but it’s a good pain, a welcome pain that will take you to a higher plane.” 
 
    A proper cane stroke occurred mostly in the wrist, and when the rattan landed, he didn’t lift the cane immediately, instead letting her skin receive it and continue to absorb the stroke as she processed the sensation. As it landed, she made a sound—a combination of expelled air and a moan that came out as a sexy sigh—yet she remained perfectly still.  
 
    He watched with awe, so connected to her that he could almost feel the white-hot line of pain—a sinking, searing sensation that vibrated through the body, and then the radiating warmth that followed in its wake, and lastly that delicious feeling of surrender that traveled up the spine and entered the soul.  
 
    He struck again, leaving another beautiful welt just below the first. Morgan clenched her butt cheeks as she began to pant, the pain edging into dangerous territory, where panic might overtake grace.  
 
    Aaron placed a soothing hand on her lower back. “Relax your body, Morgan. Stop holding tension. Slow your breathing.” He waited as she released her clenched muscles and lowered her hunched shoulders. 
 
    “Better. Flow with the sensations. Take the gift of my pain, and give me back the gift of your suffering.” 
 
    She took several deep, shuddering breaths and nodded, indicating she was ready to continue. 
 
     He moved lower, marking her with each new stroke until he finally got to her sweet spot, which for Morgan was the crease where her ass met her thighs. She processed pain differently in that spot—her brain somehow bypassing the agony and moving directly to pure bliss.  
 
    “Yes,” she begged. “Yes, please…more…” 
 
    She was nearly there, and he let the cane fly, the whistling sound preceding the sharp crack of rattan against skin. She breathed out a long, languorous sigh. One more stroke, and it happened. She exhibited the epitome of trust between a Dom and his sub as she took that awesome step, letting herself free-fall into subspace, confident he would be there to catch her. 
 
    He continued to cane her, slowly easing the pace until the rattan only whispered against her flaming skin. Through it all, she remained absolutely still. He lowered the cane to the ground and just watched Morgan for several seconds as she soared somewhere far beyond his reach. Her stillness was more than a mere lack of movement. It was an inner control, a peace of the spirit that thrilled him to his bones. 
 
    After a while, he removed her blindfold and placed his hands lightly on her shoulders. “Morgan,” he whispered. “Come back to me now. Open your eyes.” 
 
    She lifted her head and opened her eyes, which focused slowly on his in the mirror. As she came to herself, her knees started to buckle, and Aaron caught her and lowered her gently to the padded mat so she lay on her stomach. 
 
    “Heaven,” she breathed as he stroked Arnica over the beautiful welts. “I’m in heaven.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re my angel,” Aaron replied with a happy laugh as joy pelted his senses like sweet, fresh rain.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Hey, what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours? You seem like you’re a thousand miles away.” 
 
    It took a moment for Morgan to register that Aaron was speaking. They were relaxing on the veranda before dinner, Morgan resting on her side on a chaise longue, her freshly caned bottom still tender. Past the trees, she could see the setting sunlight fracture and sequin on the surface of the lake.  
 
    They had been talking over the past few days about where things would go as the two-week adventure at the Chateau came to an end. Aaron was thinking seriously of returning to London, but he didn’t want to leave without Morgan. And while she knew in no uncertain terms that she was in love with him and didn’t want to be apart, moving to another country was a pretty huge step, and then there was Tom.  
 
    She sat up carefully and looked at Aaron. “Oh, nothing much. Just everything we’ve been talking about the past few days. How much I’m in love with you. How incredibly intense the caning session was today. About you going back to London, and how much I want to be with you. What I’m going to say to Tom tonight at the party, and how I’ll ever be able to pay back the bonus money. Whether I’m totally insane to even consider moving to another country. Little stuff like that.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. “Little stuff, yeah. No wonder you’re so distracted.” 
 
    Morgan smiled in spite of herself. She loved the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he laughed. “Yeah. I think I’m kind of freaking out a little.” 
 
    He sobered, though his eyes were still smiling. “I know, love. I didn’t mean to make light of it. Let’s talk about the issues, one at a time. I find when you break big things up into smaller bits, they’re easier to handle.” 
 
    “Okay.” It was funny, but she already felt better. Just voicing her worries to the person she now trusted most in the world made things seem more manageable.  
 
    “First of all—London,” Aaron said. “I didn’t say I’m going back tomorrow. I’ve got plenty of savings, plus income from my ownership share in the training facility back home. So even though my tenure here at the Chateau is coming to an end, I have some flexibility.” He turned toward her and took her hand in his as she tumbled headlong into his beautiful eyes.  
 
    “Look, Morgan. I’m in love with you. I want to be with you. I want our relationship to move to the next level—to a fully committed D/s relationship. I know in my heart and in my bones that this is the real thing. I also know a connection like this comes along once in a blue moon, and I don’t plan to fuck it up by rushing you in any way. If you need more time to make a decision about us, I’m totally cool with that. I’m not going to go anywhere without you, and if that means staying here in the States for a month or a year, that’s what I’ll do, okay?” 
 
    Morgan smiled, a glow of happiness filling her at his romantic words. “Thank you, Sir,” she said softly.  
 
    He nodded. “Good. Glad we’re clear on that.” He flashed a grin. “Secondly, there’s the issue of Tom’s BDSM club, and what your obligation to him is. He’s coming to the party tonight, so we’ll take him aside and talk it over. But first I want to ask you a question we’ve sort of been skirting around over the past week without addressing directly. Do you want to take that job at the club?” 
 
    The question surprised Morgan. “You mean you’d let me? I just assumed since I’m your sub now, that you wouldn’t want me scening with strangers.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about what I want or don’t want. I genuinely need to know your mindset about this, and I would totally respect your decision, whatever it might be. Let’s be very clear, love. While I own you in a spiritual, D/s sense, and treasure the gift of that ownership, I would never ‘not let’ you do something.” He used his index fingers to draw air quotes around the words. “You are an independent, strong woman, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. If you decided that working at the club made you happy and was something you wanted to do, I would totally support that. Period. If you decided you wanted to go to college and get a degree in art history instead, I’d be one hundred percent behind that as well. As I mentioned, I have means, and nothing would make me happier than helping you to follow your dreams, whatever they might be.” 
 
    “What?” Morgan stared at Aaron, her mouth falling open. “College? Me?” Even as her brain tried to laugh off the idea as absurd, something opened in her heart—a longing, a yearning so intense it nearly took her breath away. Her lingering love affair with the art at the museum, and her secret fantasy of perhaps someday being a curator had always been just that—an unattainable fantasy. But here Aaron was, acting like it wasn’t only possible, but a perfectly reasonable goal. 
 
    “Sure, college, you,” he laughingly replied. “Whyever not? You’re smart and dedicated, Morgan, and I have the strong feeling you’d ace whatever you set your mind to. You’ve told me of your love of art, and we have some excellent universities back in London. In fact, entering on a student visa would be a great way for you to get started over there. If you were to come, I mean.” He said the last words as lightly as the first, but Morgan sensed the sudden intensity behind them and understood he truly wanted her to come with him, from the bottom of his heart, but would not press, no matter the cost to himself. If it were possible, she fell a little more in love with him at that moment. 
 
    “Gosh,” she breathed, still reeling at the possibility of getting a college degree. “That would be awesome. Beyond awesome.” 
 
    “So, I take it that means you’re not especially interested in working for Tom?” 
 
    Morgan shook her head. “No. You’ve kind of ruined me for casual scening.” She laughed. “I enjoyed working there because it gave me a chance to experience BDSM without having an emotional connection with the clients. I thought I was keeping myself safe that way—keeping things uncomplicated. That was before I learned from you how intense and beautiful D/s is when love is added into the mix. Since I fell in love with you, I can’t imagine just going through the motions with a bunch of strangers.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I get that. And I’m sure Tom will understand when we explain how your situation has changed. I don’t think his business will fail as a result,” he added teasingly. 
 
    Morgan suddenly felt as if a thousand pound weight had been lifted from her shoulders as she permitted herself to acknowledge how much she didn’t want to take that job—not now that love had entered her life. “But there’s still the bonus money. I already used up most of it paying off credit card debt. What if he wants it back, and who could blame him if he did?” 
 
    “Money is a detail, love. I told you, I have plenty of savings. Before I was a trainer, I did very well as a chemical engineer, and I had substantial stock options in my company. When it was bought by a much larger company, I received a very pretty penny, part of which I used to buy part ownership in the BDSM facility, the rest of which I have invested, rather successfully.” 
 
    “Wow, gorgeous, dominant and rich.” Morgan teased. “Did I just wake up to find myself in a fairytale?”  
 
    “Oh, it’s way better than a fairytale, love. This is real life, and I want you in mine, if you’ll have me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so excited, I could pop,” Diana said as Laura put the finishing touches on her makeup for the party. “I can’t wait to see Daddy.” It was strange to see Diana in clothing, as she’d been kept naked the entire time Morgan had been at the Chateau. She actually looked quite pretty in a sleeveless, shimmery gold short dress that reminded Morgan of something a flapper would have worn in the Roaring Twenties. 
 
    “He’s going to be so proud of you,” Laura said. “How many orgasms so far today?” 
 
    “Nine,” Diana pronounced triumphantly. “And I’m saving the tenth for him.” She beamed. 
 
    “Having orgasms was never my issue,” Morgan said with a laugh. “My problem is holding back. It’s even worse now with Aaron, because he gets me so damn hot.” She laughed happily, but then added seriously, “I’m really trying, though. He’s working with me to learn both to come on command and not to come until he gives me permission.” 
 
    “What a tough life you have,” Laura said in a teasing tone, but Morgan saw the flash of sadness in her eyes, and her heart ached for her friend as she thought, not for the first time, how lonely she must be, despite her protestations to the contrary.  
 
    Catching Morgan’s eye in the mirror, Laura smiled and added brightly, “You look fantastic in that gown. It’s as if it were made for you.” 
 
    Claudette had found the long, flowing gown in a closet of clothes she no longer wore but couldn’t bear to part with, and it was true that it fit Morgan just right, hugging her curves in all the right places. “I never looked as good in this as you do,” Claudette had insisted, “even when I was twenty years younger and twenty pounds lighter. You simply must wear it tonight, in celebration of your successful completion of the training program.” 
 
    “Thanks, Laura,” Morgan said now, admiring herself in the mirror. The gown was made from blue-green silk the exact shade of her eyes, and she felt elegant and graceful in it, in spite of her short, spiky hair. “What will the house slaves be wearing tonight?”  
 
    “Tara and I will dress in matching gold corsets Gerard brought back when he went to pick up Rick today, and Scott and Rick will be in black leather codpieces and boots, Gerard’s favorite bad boy costume.” 
 
    Things were changing so fast at the Chateau. Kristen had already left with her new Master, and Tara had officially accepted the position of house slave. A new trainer was coming on board next week, and Aaron planned to stay until he arrived, to meet him and show him the ropes. Two new trainees would also be joining the ranks, and Morgan wished them well. 
 
    It was odd to think she would be leaving the Chateau so soon. It had come to feel like home in the short time she’d been there, and she would miss not only the place, but her new friends, especially Laura. But at the same time, she was excited for the future. Aaron owned a small apartment in the city, and they planned to spend some time there while they worked out their next steps and made travel arrangements. Morgan couldn’t wait to take Aaron on a proper tour of her favorite museums and clubs.  
 
    She also wanted to introduce him to her parents, who lived in Connecticut. Her dad would want to know what Aaron did for a living, and they’d already agreed they’d stick with the chemical engineering background. Her mom would be impressed with his posh accent and good looks. Hopefully, she would refrain from making grandbaby noises for at least the first few hours. 
 
    They had decided Morgan would travel first on a tourist visa to London, and then see about applying for a student visa. “One step at a time,” Aaron had said gently, taking away the last of her anxiety with his words. “We’ve got our whole lives in front of us.”  
 
      
 
    The dungeon was sparkling and ready, the back table loaded with goodies, the house slaves waiting to serve the arriving guests in whatever way pleased them. It was still odd to see Rick’s shaved head, now covered with a week’s worth of stubble, but he seemed to have adjusted to his new look, or at least accepted it. As he waited by the champagne for the arriving guests, he kept touching his slave collar, which Master Gerard had apparently returned to him when he’d brought him home earlier that day.  
 
    Rick had sought her out to apologize, and it had seemed sincere, and she had assured him she accepted his apology, which was true. There seemed to be no room or purpose in her new life to hang onto grievances. Morgan was glad Master Gerard had been able to forgive him, too, and hopeful that Rick had learned his lesson, along with better coping skills from the anger management program. 
 
    Scott and Tara waited quietly just inside and to the left of the dungeon door, Diana fidgeting excitedly beside them. Master Michael and Master Gerard were on the sofa, with Aaron sitting on an adjacent chair. Morgan knelt on the floor beside him, stealing glances at him as he talked quietly with the two men. He was wearing the white linen shirt he’d had on when she’d first seen him, rolled to just below the elbow on his tan, sexy forearms. The shirt was tucked into beautifully tailored black leather pants.  
 
    Claudette was flitting between the dungeon and kitchen when the doorbell rang, and she rushed to get it as Master Michael rose to his feet to join in welcoming their guests.  
 
    Apparently everyone had arrived at once, because suddenly there was a crowd in the large room. Morgan saw Tom and Ben. “There’s Tom,” she whispered nervously to Aaron. “And that’s his husband, Ben.” 
 
    Aaron rose to his feet. “Let’s go say hello, shall we?” He held out his hand, and Morgan let him pull her to her feet. He stopped her a moment as he looked her up and down. “You look stunning, Morgan.” Staring into her eyes, he added, “I’m the luckiest man in the world.” 
 
    She beamed at him, her nerves melting away. Whatever happened with Tom, it would be fine. They approached the crowd of guests, and introductions were made. They met Vincent St. George, aka Daddy, along with two other couples and a single Dom named Keith Benson. 
 
    As Vincent, a large man with a loud voice, swept Diana up into his arms, Morgan hugged Tom and Ben, and introduced them to Aaron. “I love the hair,” Ben said to Morgan, who replied with startled but pleased thanks. 
 
    “It suits you,” Tom agreed. His face softened with sadness as he added, “I’m so sorry you were put through that. Michael assures me Rick has been properly punished, and that you’ve come through the ordeal with flying colors.” 
 
    “I’m doing good, thanks,” Morgan said. “It was scary, but he’s genuinely sorry, and I’ve had great support.” 
 
    Aaron put his arm around her, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “Morgan is strong, brave and courageous—excellent traits in a submissive.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “I quite agree. It was that fiery spirit that made me want to hire her full-time.” 
 
     “I’m not sure what Michael has told you,” Aaron said as he shepherded the group to a quiet corner, “about Morgan’s new situation?” 
 
    Tom smiled. “He did mention something about a possible change of plans.” He looked at Morgan, still smiling. “Something about her falling in love with her trainer, and the two of you riding off into the sunset together?” 
 
    “He said that?” Morgan blurted. 
 
    “Maybe not in quite those words,” Tom replied with a laugh. “But I gather things progressed further than is usual during a two-week training stint. Why don’t you fill me in on the details?” 
 
    “Sometimes love just has a way of finding you,” Aaron supplied. “Morgan has talked to me about your arrangements with her at the club, and she’s worried about her obligations to you, and letting you down if we decide to make a move out of New York.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Tom replied. “When Michael told me the two of you were thinking of possibly relocating to London, I just assumed our little arrangement”—he turned his gaze now to Morgan—“was off.” 
 
    “I feel really bad, Tom, since you were counting on me. I can pay you back,” Morgan added impulsively, though she had no idea how—it didn’t seem right to just take Aaron’s money, however rich he claimed to be. 
 
    “Pay me back?” Tom repeated, a puzzled expression on his face. “For what?” 
 
    “The cost of this program. And the bonus money. The incentive to do the training so I could work for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the bonus money,” Tom said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I already told you when I gave it to you—that was yours to keep, whatever the outcome of our arrangement. As to the cost of the training”—again he shrugged—“I’m a total sucker for true love.” He flashed an adoring look at his husband, who returned his ardent gaze. “If you and Aaron find anything like the happiness Ben and I share, I consider it money well spent, indeed.” 
 
    “But, Tom,” Morgan protested. “That’s a lot of money.” 
 
    “You are generous in the extreme,” Aaron added. “But regarding the cost of the training program, you don’t need to worry about that.” As Morgan looked at him in confusion, he put his arm around her, adding, “I’ve discussed that with the owners, and we’ve come to a mutually satisfactory agreement regarding my sub’s training.” He smiled warmly at Morgan. “It’s all taken care of.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Tom enthused. “Now that those little details are settled, let’s party!”  
 
    As if on cue, Laura appeared with a tray of champagne, and everyone, including Morgan, took a glass. Tom lifted his glass and said loudly, “To true love, wherever it may find us.” 
 
    “Here, here,” cried Master Michael, who was approaching the group, Claudette beside him. “If I may have everyone’s attention, all of the house slaves are available for your use and entertainment. But before play begins, we have two graduates of our trainee program this evening—Diana and Morgan—both of whom have flourished in their development as submissives, each achieving her specific goals with grace and courage.” 
 
    Morgan caught Diana’s eye across the room, her face warming with pleased embarrassment as people clapped and smiled. Diana looked a little nervous, and as Master Michael continued, Morgan understood why. 
 
    “Actually, I misspoke when I referred to them both as graduates. Diana, in fact, has one last task to perform, and it would please her Master to have us all as witnesses to what she has achieved.” He nodded toward the couple, and by apparent prearrangement, Master Vincent led Diana up onto the raised dais as everyone moved to stand around it. The stage was empty, save for a single upright chair, a floor cushion beside it. Aaron put his arm around Morgan’s shoulders and she leaned into him, never happier. 
 
    “Hi, everybody,” Master Vincent said, smiling out at the room. “I can’t tell you how great it is to be here, back with my little girl again.” He spoke in a pleasing southern drawl, his arm around Diana as she stared up at him with adoration. “As most of y’all know, my little girl is a terrific masochist who perfectly fits my sadistic groove, and she was always ready, willing and able to serve me in whatever way pleased me, except one. She was shy about her body and somehow unable to truly let go, sexually speaking. I tried to help her, but I think I just ended up stressing her out more. So, we’d heard about this great program here, and it was actually Diana’s idea for me to send her to the Chateau. I have to tell y’all, it was hard as the dickens to stay away, but apparently it’s been worth it. My beautiful sub girl is learning to internalize and appreciate her sexuality, and today she’s accomplished the final goal her trainers here determined for her, and which, frankly, I didn’t think was possible. She’s come nine times today, and right now, with all you good folk as witnesses, she’s going to do it one more time, for me, and more importantly, for herself.” 
 
    The room quieted as Master Vincent moved the stool to the center of the stage. As he sat, Diana placed the floor cushion in front of him. Her eyes on his face, she pulled her shimmery dress over her head, revealing her naked form beneath. They were facing each other, their bodies in profile to the room.  
 
    “If it pleases you, Daddy,” Diana said, her voice quavering, “I’d like to come for you, Sir, using my own hand, with our friends as witnesses.” Morgan could sense Diana’s nervousness, but also her resolve. You can do it! Morgan urged silently. She sent vibes of courage and grace toward her friend, and knew Tara and Laura were doing the same. 
 
    “That would please me very much, little girl,” he drawled. “Show me what you got, baby.” 
 
    Diana lowered herself to the cushion. She leaned back slightly and lifted her knees, feet flat on the stage, her legs spread so he had a clear view of her sex. Her eyes fixed on his, she licked her fingers and then dropped her hand to her pussy. As she rubbed and stroked herself, her skin began to flush, her breath coming faster. Master Vincent was leaning forward on the stool, his eyes fixed on his naked sub girl. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she gasped, “Please, Daddy, can I come?” 
 
    “Yes, baby,” he cried. “Do it. Come for your sugar daddy.” 
 
    With a small, breathy cry, she shuddered as a climax rippled through her frame. Her Master was on his feet. Bending down, he lifted her up into his arms and kissed her on the mouth as the room again erupted into applause and cheers. Morgan, standing close to the stage, saw tears running down both their faces, and the scene touched her in a way she hadn’t expected. 
 
    As the crowd splintered off into smaller groups, Morgan saw Master Gerard approach Tom and Ben, Rick just behind him. “Welcome back to the Chateau,” Master Gerard said to Tom. “I’m so glad you brought this beautiful boy with you.” He nodded toward Ben, who smiled shyly back. “I was wondering, would the two of you care to watch a demonstration of one of my newest toys? I have it set up at a play station, and I can’t wait to show it off. My naughty slave boy is in desperate need of some serious suffering, and I can’t wait to try it out on him. It’s an acrylic and silicone cock cage with a delicious twist. It’s got a urethral insert and conducting surfaces to the left, right and just under the shaft. When you attach it to an e-stim power box, the results can be quite, ah, shocking,” he added with an evil laugh. 
 
    “That sounds positively diabolical,” Tom said. “We’d love a demonstration.” 
 
    As the four of them moved away, Morgan saw the man who had been introduced as Master Keith head toward the refreshment table, where Laura had returned and was serving a glass of champagne to one of the guests.  
 
    Of medium height, Master Keith was a handsome man, with thick, black hair and dark, brooding eyes. He seemed to be heading directly for Laura, who appeared to be watching his approach, a shy smile appearing on her pretty face as he came closer. 
 
    Aaron, following Morgan’s gaze, said exactly what Morgan had been thinking. “I wonder if he’s going to choose Laura for play tonight. He seems to be making a beeline in her direction.” 
 
    Sure enough, he went right up to her. He shook his head at her apparent offer of a drink, instead speaking to her a moment, and then taking her hand. As he led her toward one of the St. Andrew’s crosses, Laura glanced back, making direct eye contract with Morgan. She flashed a brief, excited grin, and Morgan grinned back, happy for her friend.  
 
    The party was in full swing, with several scenes already taking place around the dungeon. When Aaron took Morgan’s hand, she thought he might be leading her to one of the available pieces of equipment for a scene of their own, but instead, he drew her to a quiet corner. “I have something I want to give you, love,” he said mysteriously. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a soft suede envelope and placed it in her hand.  
 
    Morgan lifted the flap and took out a thin braided collar made of the softest leather she’d ever touched, the strands in different shades of rich coppery browns that blended artfully together, the clasp shaped like a heart. “It’s beautiful,” Morgan breathed, stroking the soft leather as she admired the silver heart.  
 
    Aaron took the collar gently from her hands. “Morgan, my love, will you wear my collar as a formal symbol of my ownership and my love for you? And in return, I promise to cherish you and the gift of your submission every day of our lives together.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said, her voice strong and sure. “I would be honored.” 
 
    As he held it out, she very nearly reached back to lift her heavy hair from her neck, but remembered in time. Instead, she simply lowered her head as Aaron reached over her to secure the slave collar.  
 
    There was laughter and talk nearby, the scenes around them punctuated by the crack of a whip and a breathy cry of erotic pain. But the sounds faded away as Aaron and Morgan stepped into each other’s arms, melting together into a long, lingering, perfect kiss. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Did you enjoy the story? Indie authors rely heavily on reviews to get the word out. Please take a moment to leave a quick review on Amazon. Thanks, I really appreciate it! Claire 
 
    Get your FREE prequel to the BDSM Club Series! 
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