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CHAPTER ONE
 
The hospital machines beeped as normal when Don drifted off to sleep, but that didn't comfort Miranda. She held his hand and struggled not to cry.
Once upon a time, not that long ago, his hand had held the strength of a man in his prime. Now, his thin body and fragile grip gave a stark testament to the devastation wrought by the cancer that infested his cells, slowly turning his body against itself but leaving his mind intact. Some days that made this worse; watching over him when she knew he knew what was happening.
Careful not to disturb the IV taped to his skin or to wake him, Miranda Hardwick stroked Don's arm, the tips of her fingers following the trail of blue veins that had once been prominent but which had by now mostly collapsed. His skin looked thin. His bones felt even thinner. He used to be so strong, but Don didn't have much longer now.
Miranda bent down. A Mistress of the Castle, a woman known to clients and co-workers alike as the strong and regal Housekeeper, she laid her cheek upon her friend's fingers and bid him a silent farewell. She managed to keep back the tears until she passed the nurses' station. As stately as she knew how, she walked out of the hospital and back to her car. Once she was there, however, fishing a tissue out of the glove box, she covered her face and wept. Don wanted release from his bodily weakness, but she couldn't bear to lose him, her oldest friend.
She cried for herself, not for him. Robbed of the dignity of taking care of his own bodily functions, he waited for release. Medication had long ago ceased to keep pace with his constant pain. If she wanted him alive, it was for her own sake and not his. It was selfishness, pure and simple. She was ashamed for not being a better friend than this.
Blowing her nose, Miranda ran her fingers through her long chestnut hair, tried to wipe away the worst of her smeared make-up, and drove herself back to the Castle.
"How is he?" asked Ben, one of the shack guards who stood sentry at the sole entrance to the Castle grounds. Just beyond this gate, the road forked, with one branch leading to the front Castle gates, where the shuttle buses dropped off new arrivals and picked up the departees. The other branched to the right and led to the hidden employee parking lot, which was where she was heading.
"He's as fine as can be expected." She managed a slight smile.
"I'm going up with Jackson and Sam after work," he said, and shook his head. "It's not right."
Since when did life ever care about right?
As soon as he raised the blocking arm, Miranda turned right, following the winding road back through the curtain of trees. Her parking spot was waiting for her beneath the shade of two sprawling old walnuts. She took a moment to fix her make-up again. Even going in through Connie's kitchen, there would be no traversing these busy halls without passing hundreds of people, and she'd be damned if a single one of them saw her as anything other than Mrs. Hardwick, the elegant housekeeper who was nothing if not in absolute control.
Fishing a duffel bag with her uniform out of the backseat and locking her car, Miranda followed the cobblestone walk to the rear kitchen door. As much as she wished she could simply pass through the busy kitchen unnoticed, Cook Connie spotted her before the door swung shut behind her.
"Get the rolls out of the oven!" she ordered, breaking away from the assembly line of salad choppers. A woman with one speed—precision military forward march—she strode past two orderly rows of kitchen bitches and prep stations, on a collision course to meet up with Miranda halfway past the ovens. "Get the meat off those chickens. You two! You've been falling behind all day. If you think I haven't noticed it's because you're both fucking around, making your little goo-goo eyes back and forth, think again. Your cocks are mine come closing time. What are you laughing at, Goldie Locks? You think that's funny? Now you can join them. Not quite as funny now, is it? Hup, hup! Move it, bitches! I want dinner on those buffet lines in twenty minutes!" She didn't stop barking orders until she reached Miranda's side, and then her voice lowered to a gruff whisper. "How is he?"
Over the years, Miranda had learned to swallow her innate irritation at repeatedly answering the same questions over and over. When one worked at a place where the clientele and events changed daily, she had to expect that from the guests. From other staff members, not so much, but this was no ordinary situation.
"As good as can be expected," Miranda told her.
Connie grunted. "Jackson and Sam will head up after work. I can't stand hospitals, but I'm thinking of going with them."
"Are they planning to take the bus? The hospital only allows two people in to see him at a time. They know that, right?"
Connie's brown eyes narrowed. "Who else is coming?"
"Ben, at least."
The gruff cook thought about it. "I can take him."
She could, too. In fact, she could probably take Sam and Jackson as well. At the same time, and with one meaty arm tied behind her back.
"Get there as early as you can," Miranda advised. "He tires easily these days. And I think two of your kitchen bitches just snuck out for a smoke."
Connie snapped around. "Oh, the hell you say!" And off she went, snagging a cane off a rack of assorted implements located between the pots and pans and the pantry shelves. She headed straight for the rear door, leaving Miranda to make a grateful escape.
She slipped out of the kitchen into the Masters' private dining hall. No one was eating there, so Miranda used the privacy to change into her daily uniform. It was only a prim black dress and full apron down the front, but the head of Castle housekeeping did not require fancy costumes to keep the rest of the servants in line. Most days Miranda liked the severity of her uniform. Right now, as she ran her hands down the front, she found herself feeling too brittle for such an austere mask.
She should go back to work, but she felt too brittle for that, as well. Giving it less than a moment's thought, Miranda wadded her contemporary clothing into her duffel bag and went home. Call it a perk as an original cast member at one of the world's best BDSM fantasy resorts. She had hours and responsibilities, but she worked when she wanted. So long as she attended Orientation daily and the Little Maids didn't run amok (as if Grimsley would let them), Marshall let her be. She warranted extra leniency these days, with all her daily forays into town to visit Don. As one of the original six members who had taken out loans, funded construction on the Castle, and helped transform this barren farmland into a luxurious resort, Don had been the driving force that brought their mutual vision to life. But that had been back before cancer tethered him to an IV and ventilator.
If she thought about that now, she would cry again.
Making her way to the Domestics' wing, Miranda slipped from the public hall into a private staff stairwell and climbed to the third floor where employee apartments lined the corridor. As the first Mistress hired, she'd chosen the apartment tucked in the back, with a view of the 'Nobles' garden. It was late summer, so the clematis and hyssop were in full bloom. She'd left her windows open before she left this morning. From the moment she opened her door, the scent of the clematis greeted her.
Home. It wasn't much—little more than one thousand square feet. A breakfast bar separated the kitchen and living room, and the bathroom lay midway between that and the bedroom. Everyone who lived at the Castle had the same layout, but Miranda made hers special with wide window ledges, and shelves of plants and flowers that turned her apartment into the Castle's most secret garden haven.
Pausing in the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea, she slipped through a hanging forest of spider plants and ivy to sit at her computer desk. She tapped the monitor on, wiggled the mouse to bring her laptop out of sleep mode, and her heart leaped with the silly, irrational hope that she might find a certain someone online at this hour. Someone who could soothe the weariness in her heart. 
She felt ridiculous. Ana5751 never came on before supper time and yet, Miranda couldn't help herself. She needed the pick-me-up of reading one of sassy Ana's online messages. Anyone in her thirties was too old for the nonsense of online crushes and long-distance relationships, but Miranda couldn't help it. She needed the distraction.
She logged in to Heaven in Horticulture, her retreat from BDSM. Skimming to the bottom of the screen, she read through the list of members online and there it was: Ana5751. With that, her day brightened.
Her fingers flew across the keyboard, opening a private chat window and typing, Good afternoon, my lovely. I didn't expect to see you on so soon!
Unplugging the power cable from her laptop, Miranda took it to the couch. She curled up on her favorite side, right across from the open window where the afternoon breeze whispered across her face, bringing with it the scent of late-blooming flowers. Kicking off her shoes, she tucked her feet under her and balanced her laptop across a pillow on her thighs while she waited for a reply.
It wasn't long in coming. The message popped up along the bottom of the chat window. It was a perky pop, the way she imagined Ana would be in person. Perky. Sassy. She smiled.
I'm ignoring my chores. Shh! Don't tell anyone.
"Bad girl," Miranda chuckled, nestling down among the cushions as she replied, Naughty, naughty! Whatever am I to do with you?
Send me some peace lily clippings? came the cheeky response.
"As if I would reward bad behavior with peace lilies," Miranda tsked, ready to engage in the light-hearted escape of bantering with Ana. A sound spanking would do you more good. Bare-bottomed, with her hands pinned together at the small of her back and her kicking legs scissored between Miranda's strong thighs… a lovely bloom of heat unfurled in the pit of Miranda's stomach.
Too bad this wasn't that kind of forum.
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CHAPTER TWO
 
Lying across the foot of her bed with her dirty laundry strewn on the floor beside her and two pillows propped under her chest, Anne "Ana" Ruth Klein giggled. She'd had a hard day, and her favorite students had worn her patience to nothing. Smart-as-a-whip Rhae had turned her normal 'high-spirited' into 'evil nightmare child from hell'. She'd brought her action figure toys to class, in violation of the school policy against violence, even the cartoon kind. When Ana confiscated the toys, Rhae took revenge by grabbing open paint jars and throwing them onto the tables. Lyndsey, Isabella, and Patrick lost their finger paintings in a deluge of red, white, and green. Isabella's mom had blistered Ana's ear with complaints about ruined clothes, but what did she expect when she sent her daughter to school wearing white lacy dresses and ruffled ankle socks? Children should get messy; that's how they learned.
Most days, Ana loved the hugs, smiles, and fun of her three-year-olds, but other days, she wanted to scream. Or lock every single child in that preschool in a cell. Perhaps both. Sometimes, she envied her older siblings for settling into far more sedate—and lucrative—careers. Neil crafted gorgeous sushi, and Kristin managed finances. But though Ana wished she had their salaries instead of hand-me-down clothes and Late Twentieth Century Garage Sale décor, she loved children. On most days, that was enough to make up for the other disadvantages, even on those days—like today—when her kids wouldn't listen.
Ana picked at flecks of green paint caked on her arm. No matter how she'd scrubbed once she'd got home, she'd still missed a spot. She tsked and pushed the dirty clothes further away so she could re-read Miranda's last line three times. She blushed, bottom tingling. She loved Miranda's freedom to joke and make inappropriate but mild threats that left Ana's body humming with excitement.
Dressed in her favorite pajamas—a white tank top and baggy plaid shorts she'd picked up in the men's underwear aisle—Ana kicked her feet up, crossing her ankles to swing them as she pondered how best to reply. She would have loved to experience one of Miranda's threatened spankings. Too bad her girlfriend, Peyton, didn't believe in that sort of thing.
Laying her fingers on her keyboard, she bit her bottom lip and typed, I'd rather have a new peace lily.
And how would a plant improve your behavior, young lady?
Ana squirmed, loving the way that kind of endearment made her feel. As far back as she could remember, she'd had a fascination with spanking. She'd spent hours looking up every derivative of that word in the dictionary and thesaurus, and she loved reading stories about spankings. She envied the children of the old woman in the shoe, but she wrinkled her nose at mass spankings. She wanted the full attention of the woman who spanked her. She pitied Polly Flinders but wanted to sit in the cinders and earn a whipping of her own. Lucky Peter Rabbit, who got switched by his uncle! She devoured dozens of romance novels where the hero turned the love of his life over his knee. She had to change pronouns and names, but once in a while she found a story with two heroines. One always just dominant enough to give her submissive lover a well-deserved spanking. All through her teenaged years, Ana had treasured those stories, hugging them to her as her most secret fantasy.
And then, of course, she grew up. Though she'd always wanted a strong heroine who knew that good little Anas needed lots of sound spankings as well as love, finding a storybook ending of her own had proved difficult. Nice women who spanked, as Ana had discovered, came in short supply.
Her initial search had been a disaster. Fetlife was her biggest mistake. Within hours of creating her free account, instead of finding a few gentle prospects, her email had filled up with filthy-mouthed men who mistook 'Hello,' for 'Please talk to me crudely, without any intelligence, and with every sexual innuendo possible.' And body parts! In what universe was it okay for people to send pictures of their naked genitals to strangers? In that first week, Ana had seen more penises than a urologist.
The irony, of course, was finding Miranda eight months later on a site unrelated to spanking. It was Peyton who, although she didn't know it and certainly wouldn't approve if she did, could be credited with sparking their friendship. It had started off innocently enough, with a gift, a flowering posy that, despite Ana's best efforts, still withered and browned under her tender loving care. In desperation, she'd logged onto a forum called Heaven in Horticulture and there, first met CasMisMir, a virtual plant guru renowned for turning brown thumbs green.
Within a week, Ana had read all her articles, sent her private questions, and fallen into a routine of chatting with her twice a day, every day. In between exchanging advice about potting soil, dirt testing and moisture content, Miranda never failed to make Ana laugh. She had an air of wisdom and authority, and most of all, acceptance. Miranda seemed to like her. All of her. Maybe only because she didn't know everything, but Ana preferred to believe Miranda had an interest in spanking too. How could she not when, more often than not, she'd issue those teasing threats?
Are you talking from experience? Ana meant to imply that Miranda herself needed a spanking, but the reply turned the meaning around.
With naughty girls? Plenty, and I'm getting more right now. 
Ana giggled. Anyone who knew her—boss, co-workers at her church preschool… heck, even parents—would have been appalled at the thought of one adult striking another in the name of sex or fun, but… Do you think I need a spanking?
I know you do.
It's a good thing you're over there and I'm over here, then. Otherwise, I might be tempted to let you try it. How much fun it would be to see if Miranda's bite stung as scintillatingly as her bark promised.
But this was all wistful thinking. In another thirty minutes or so, Peyton would come home from work and when she did, Ana would have to be off her computer without leaving any trace of Miranda where it could be found. If not, she risked yet another fight.
Ana's smile dimmed as she checked the time. She still had half an hour. Cuddling down into her messy bed, she pulled her laptop closer and tried to make the most of what few moments they had left.
 
* * * * *
 
So you've killed the peace lily? Miranda hated to do it, but for her own mental peace of mind, she had to reroute the conversation back to safer ground. Heaven in Horticulture had been her near-daily escape for almost two years and was the only non-BDSM contact she'd had with the real world (apart from the hospital) for months. She cherished it. It was her haven, if only online, and she had built a name for herself within that plant-loving community. She was a moderator who tossed trolls, defused arguments, and shared all her tips and tricks for how a newbie could keep houseplants alive. No one on Heaven in Horticulture knew CasMisMir's real name except Ana, and not even she knew the full version or occupation hidden within that innocent moniker. Castle Mistress Miranda had to remain anonymous, or risk losing their friendship.
You never know, she typed. There might be life left at the root.
Nope, Ana returned. I put it on the windowsill like you said, but there's not much direct sunlight and half the leaves turned brown. Maybe because I set my tea cup too close, but only once! I moved the plant to the kitchen window where it's sunnier, but I tripped over a shoe and, well. I shoved the dirt and everything back into the pot, but it croaked anyway. Death by misadventure.
Smiling, loving her sass, Miranda shook her head. Did you talk to it?
Yes! Every day. 'Grow, you stupid plant, or else I'm turning you into fertilizer for my next one.' Ungrateful dying plants have no right to demand kindness. 
Miranda tsked. I told you to give your plants a name. You have to love them.
If the silly things want love, they shouldn't die.
Miranda laughed. Why should they bother living without a name? Photosynthesis is hard, after all. You try making food from sunlight. Slyly, she added, You might call one Miranda.
You want me to kill you by plant proxy? Yeah, I don't think so. 
"I'll give you good," Miranda chuckled. For a vanilla, Ana had a knack for pre-spanking banter that made her want to reach across the internet lines and touch her… maybe a half dozen times. Love your plants, and you won't kill them.
Ha! Seven dead and counting. Forget to water them for two or three weeks… dead. Knock one out a two-story window… dead. And I babied that one afterward. It gave up.
It was discouraged! You need to encourage it.
It's a dumb ponytail plant that the Lowe's guy picked for me and promised wouldn't die. I can't handle getting attached to things that die.
Trust me. Name your plant, and call your plant by name. Often. It will make a big difference.
I can't do that in front of Peyton.
Peyton. Just the mention of Ana's live-in boyfriend killed Miranda's good humor. Ana rarely mentioned him except to explain why she couldn't do something. 'Peyton wouldn't like it.' 'Peyton doesn't want me to do that.' They sounded like an old married couple rather than two young adults fresh out of college and supposedly in love. Worse, Peyton seemed to make more than his fair share of what should have been joint decisions. Sure, Miranda practiced power exchange, but she didn't like unbalanced relationships. What did Ana get out of being bossed around all the time?
Sure you can. Don't use him as an excuse, Miranda countered.
She hadn't met Peyton, but she found it hard to think kindly about anyone who dominated Ana. As if Miranda had a right to occupy that role with a woman she'd never met face-to-face. Eight months of talking to someone on a plant forum… she shook her head at herself. It was hardly the same.
A pause. Him?
Peyton, Miranda specified. Your boyfriend.
Another pause. Peyton's not a him, she's a her.
Startled, Miranda stared at her laptop. Her hands tightened on her tea cup as she stared at that word for a long time. Like electricity on a cattle-fence wire, a strange buzzing sensation ran right up her spine and into the back of her head. Setting her cup aside, she typed, She's your girlfriend?
She knew she must sound slow on the uptake, maybe even judgmental, but her brain couldn't get past the revelation. She couldn't possibly be this lucky.
You have a problem with girls having girlfriends?
Even through the typing, Miranda could hear the same fear she had felt when coming out so many years ago. The raised eyebrows, the under-the-breath comments, the pointed references to Biblical verses calling her nature a sin. 
No, she quickly typed back. That live wire kept right on buzzing inside her head. One minute ago, she'd been talking to a woman safely out of her reach, and now? Her hands shook. No, of course that's not a problem.
Good. Because I get enough of those kinds of comments from my parents.
I wasn't expecting you to say that, is all, Miranda rushed to reassure her. For all these months, I had Peyton in my head as a man. American names are strange, but I was sure that was a man's name.
Oh no, Peyton can be a girl's name, too. Why? Does it matter if I like girls?
Miranda had never revealed so much of her private life to anyone online and yet, her conscience wasn't going to let this slide without comment. Because she might not like you talking to another girl who likes girls, too. 
There was another long pause from Ana. Man, my gaydar sucks. I thought you were about to tell me politely to get lost.
Her brain was busily issuing warning after warning, but Miranda was beyond listening. So Peyton won't mind my chatting you up? Older woman scouring the internet to pick up a naïve girl?
Lol! You're not.
Despite the assurance, something didn't feel right. Miranda had dealt with enough jealous partners to be wary of triggering another one's territorial instincts. You're not lying to me to make me feel better, are you?
No! I promise!
Good, because I'd hate to hunt you down and turn you over my knee.
You'd never dare!
And just like that, they were back to teasing.
You think not? Miranda typed. Believe me, little girl. When I decide you need one, you'll find out how fast I'll dare. I don't tolerate lying.
The silence made Miranda wonder if she'd gone too far, but then a 'Really?'
popped into the chat box. I mean, all kidding aside, really? Ana added.
Miranda stared at that line for so long it made her eyes hurt. Could it actually be, in the one place as far removed from Castle life as she could find, that she had actually found not only a woman who loved as she did, but someone who craved the physical discipline that Miranda herself loved to give? Again, maybe it was wishful thinking, but her heart leaped beneath her breast all the same.
If you deserved it, Miranda cautiously replied. Yes, I would.
More silence. What would it be like? Would it hurt?
That live wire in the back of Miranda's head became a heated throb low down in her belly. That's rather the point, don't you think? But I wouldn't truly hurt you, just give you a hot, sore bottom to help you reconsider your behavior. Miranda hesitated, but she had come too far already. To borrow from her brother's gambling vernacular, she may as well go all in. Is that something you think you'd like?
I don't know. I tried to get Peyton to do it once, but she says that sort of thing is perverse and disgusting.
Miranda tsked, liking Peyton even less. Well, she's wrong. There is nothing wrong about a smack on the bottom between two consenting adults.
Not even if you find it sexy?
Not even then.
There was another long pause, and then a hesitant confession popped into the chat box. Sometimes I take a ruler or use my hand to give myself a smack, just to see what it feels like.
"Oh, how I would love to meet you in real life," Miranda whispered, her smile softening as she studied the screen. How does it feel when you do that?
I feel kind of stupid, to be honest. But as soon as it starts hurting, I stop.
It's hard to give yourself what you really need, Miranda typed. The whole time, her brain kept warning her, 'Don't do it!' Spanking had always been a strong personal draw for Miranda, although she'd never been much for the receiving end of it. She liked the other parts, though. Holding a squirming bottom across her knee. Taking a submissive from sassy and defiant to sweetly repentant with just a few well-placed slaps. Watching as the curves of a woman's pale and writhing flesh blushed hotter and brighter. It was such an intimate act, and not one that Miranda often chose to discuss with people she didn't know well. But when it came to Ana, oh how quickly her brain and common sense seemed to desert her. It's easier with someone else there to help you. I could talk you through it, if you want.
Spanking myself?
Yes. Admittedly, it's not quite the same, but it would give you a taste of whether you might like to experience the real thing later on. I have a feeling you've needed a sound spanking for quite some time now, haven't you?
Another long pause, followed by an even more hesitant, You don't think I'm sick?
Hordes of patrons spent thousands of dollars trying to satisfy this very need at the Castle every single month. No, Miranda replied. I don't think you're sick. 
Can we do it now?
It was a moment of supreme selfishness for Miranda. On the one hand, this was Ana, a woman she had had an intellectual crush on for almost a year. On the other, she was already attached, and Miranda never had been the sort to be anyone's 'other woman'. She had to steel herself to give the right answer. I wish I could, but I think we need to step back.
Why?
You need to talk to Peyton.
About what?
Miranda tsked. "Because you're young and inexperienced, and I need you to think about this first." She needed time to think about this first, too. Online, however, what she typed was, Go. Name your plants and think this over. We won't do anything unless Peyton says it's all right.
 
* * * * *
 
You need to talk to Peyton.
Ana logged off, her whole body tingling as she re-read that last line. The wincing didn't come until sometime later. What had possessed her to lie like that? Not that her lie had fooled anyone. Miranda might not know how Peyton hit the roof whenever Ana talked to other women, but she must have guessed. Miranda was right to pull back, but Ana hated the rightness.
All right. She'd tell Peyton. Sooner, rather than later. And then Peyton would… what? Yell? Threaten to break her computer? Hit her again? In all likelihood, it would be all three.
Ana recoiled from consequences that hadn't even happened yet, but already she felt guilty. In the back of her mind, she could hear her kindergarten teacher, Miss Stott, exhorting, "Truth always, lies never."
Ana stifled a groan and rubbed her face. Fine. She would tell Peyton about Miranda, but tomorrow was soon enough for her to have to face the ugly argument she knew was coming.
No… no, she'd do it tonight. Waiting always made things worse.
Abandoning her laptop, she crawled off the end of her bed. She hugged herself, hating the paralyzing indecision creeping through her at the thought of what was coming. Maybe she could diminish the inevitable ugliness somehow. Maybe if she fixed Peyton's favorite supper, she could soften her and then the consequences she feared might not be as bad.
Wandering into the kitchen, she pulled a package of ground beef from the freezer and set it to thaw in a bowl of warm water on the counter. She wrinkled her nose. Meat, especially raw meat, made her sick to her stomach. Peyton loved the stuff though, and Ana loved it when she was in a good mood. So she put on three layers of gloves—medical latex, plastic tight-fitting ones, the kind she wore while working in the school cafeteria. She could hardly bend her fingers, but at least she wouldn't have to suffer the disgusting feel of raw beef on her skin.
Opening a fresh package of Kaiser rolls, she sliced them in half. Melting butter, garlic, and rosemary into a ramekin, she spread the beef over the halved rolls and turned the oven to broil. She slid the tray in to cook, and by the time the telltale turning of a key in the front door lock announced Peyton's arrival home, Ana had the table spread with burger fixings: assorted sliced vegetables, potato chips, meat patties for Peyton, and a microwaved veggie burger for herself.
When Peyton strolled in, unknotting her tie and growling into her earpiece, she took one look at the kitchen table and stopped in surprise. "Wow, honey! What's the occasion?"
"Just wanted to make you happy," Ana said, setting out napkins. "Are you hungry?"
"Am I! Let me get changed." Peyton disappeared into the bedroom and emerged wearing a silver and blue number 18 jersey emblazoned with 'Manning' on the back. Ana could barely stand the jersey—much less the sport, but being named for a star player had given Peyton a perverse desire to embrace everything related to football. Frankly, if the real Peyton Manning ate the way he played, then that was one more thing they shared. Peyton dropped into the seat at the head of the table and before Ana could do more than sit beside her, she'd gulped down half her burger. "What a killer day this has been. I had to fire the new girl for stealing from the cash register, and—"
"Sexy," Ana quipped, trying to keep her tone light despite her growing irritation. It was such a stupid thing to get hung up on, but the football jersey made Peyton look sloppy and mannish. Peyton knew it too, but every morning she left for work in proper business attire, and when she dressed up to go schmoozing with co-workers, she donned her best little black dress. For Ana, she hadn't bothered to dress up since their dating days.
Ana looked down at herself—t-shirt, men's shorts. She winced at her own hypocrisy. People should be allowed to get comfortable in their homes, she told herself, striving to swallow her disgruntlement. When had she become the shrewish housewife, anyway? Rather than diminish her annoyance, that stern scolding amplified it. When had Peyton become the boorish work spouse? Why couldn't they fight about important things, like Peyton's anger issues or Ana's career frustrations? Instead, they sniped about inconsequential details in a futile, never-ending cycle that made the distance between them grow more cavernous. Over the past few months, Miranda had shown her how grown-ups discussed difficult issues. Ana wanted to talk to Peyton the way she could talk to Miranda, and yet here she was, starting the sniping off tonight by not letting Peyton talk about her day.
And, in true Peyton fashion, her girlfriend wasted no time in sniping back. "It's nice to eat together for a change. Of course, it'd be nicer if you put the rabbit food away and gave real food a try. Here, take a bite of my hamburger. There's too much onion, but you'll like it if you have a taste."
"No, thanks," Ana muttered, wishing she'd kept her silly mouth shut. So much for softening her for the real argument slated to be tonight's entertainment. Disappointment sharpened her voice to a bicker. "It makes me sick. You know that."
"It's in your head," Peyton countered. "You won't eat meat, but you wear leather shoes and—"
"That's not the point," Ana interrupted. Stop talking, she ordered herself. She was digging in, and that was going to make everything worse when she finally broke down and just said, I've been flirting with a woman online and never told you about it, please don't be mad at me. Instead, she slapped her napkin against her untouched plate and yanked the ketchup bottle out of Peyton's reach. Stupid. She was stupid to provoke. It only ever ended one way, but Ana couldn't stop herself. People like her really did ask to get hit, she thought, ashamed. "I don't care if you eat meat, so why do you care if I don't?"
"You do it to inconvenience me." Sniffing, Peyton picked a pickle slice off her burger and ate it. "I'd like to take you out sometimes and share an appetizer. But no… I want chicken wings, you want jalapeno poppers. I want beefy nachos and you want hummus and pita chips. That shit's not even edible."
So far, Peyton's jawline remained loose and her legs lolled against the chair rungs. Ana had lost the chance to keep Peyton happy, but they hadn't entered the danger zone yet. She changed the subject. "I found some new tips online. Maybe I won't keep killing plants."
Popping the last bite of her burger into her mouth, Peyton speared a patty with her fork and plopped it onto the now-cold Kaiser roll. She snapped her fingers, and biting back a fresh new swell of irritation, Ana handed the ketchup over so Peyton could slather it on as she continued, "I thought you were going to give that up. We talked about this already." She piled lettuce and tomato slices on top of the ketchup. "Between work and home responsibilities, you don't have a lot of time for extra hobbies. We never do anything together anymore."
Right now, Ana could barely remember a time before every word and action of Peyton's set her teeth on edge. She looked at her live-in girlfriend, trying to see again the girl from the coffee shop she'd fallen head over heels for so long ago. Maybe it had all been the magic of the moment, but back then, when Ana dropped in for a quick drink on the Pride parade route, Peyton's sparkling rainbow-tipped pentacle ring had stopped her in her tracks. It had been goodbye Pride, hello lust. In that one instant, Ana had decided to marry Peyton and live happily ever after.
That was then though, and this was a far different now. Instead of gazing at her with the same hungry physical need of their first meeting, Peyton stared Ana down with cool expectation. Ana should just agree with her, the way she always agreed, but she couldn't do it today. Not even to keep the peace.
"I found this plant expert online," she said instead. "She's given me a lot of advice."
"Advice?" Peyton echoed, a subtle shift creeping into her expression, hardening into an all-too-familiar stony mask. "What kind of advice?"
"About plants. We've been talking for a while now."
"How long?" Peyton asked through gritted teeth. 
"She's nice," Ana said, willing Peyton to lean toward her the way she had on their first date. You brushed against my hand. Ana had pretended to pick up the check as an excuse to trail the tip of her pinky across the baby-soft skin. Peyton had sucked in her breath, startled and fearful at the same time. Breaking Ana's lease would have cost six months' rent, so Peyton and her U-Haul had arrived soon after. Not for their second date, but not long afterward.
Peyton made a sound, pressing her tongue against her teeth as if she were trying to suck a piece of burger meat out from between them. Dropping the remnants of her food on her plate, she looked at Ana. When she refused to reciprocate, Peyton slammed her hand on the tabletop. Ana jumped, and the dishes rattled.
"How long is a while?" Peyton asked again, her tone dangerous and low.
"A few months," Ana obediently answered, her stomach clenching when Peyton's open hand closed into a fist. Those hands used to swing Ana around and pull her down to sit in her lap, cradling her as only lovers could. Ana didn't even want to look at her hands right now.
"What have you been talking about? Me?"
"No! I asked her about plants, that's all." At least for the most part. She began to squirm with guilt, but that guilt was followed by anger at being made to feel this ashamed of so innocent a thing. "We didn't do anything wrong."
"Oh no? Show me."
"What?"
Shoving her plate aside, Peyton sat back in her chair. "If you have nothing to hide, get your laptop and show me. I want to see the conversations."
Ana's chest pounded. "It's boring stuff about fertilizer and sunlight and…"
"Were you having cybersex? Talking dirty with your new little friend? With me, you've got a headache night after night. With her, you get all sick and kinky. That's why you won't show me, isn't it?"
"No!" She never should have brought this up. Or maybe she never should have talked to Miranda at all, but at least with Miranda she had some measure of acceptance she never got at home. Miranda made her feel good about herself in ways Peyton never could.
Ana gulped, this time accepting the guilt. Miranda was a mentor and friend to her, and yes, sometimes they flirted, but it would never be anything more than that. She understood that even if Peyton didn't.
Peyton wiped her fingers on her napkin and pushed her chair away from the table. "I want to see those conversations right now, or we're done. If they're as innocent as you claim, there's nothing to be worried about."
Ana's supper sat in her gut like a hard, indigestible lump. Getting up from the table, she shoved past Peyton toward the bedroom they shared. Peyton followed hot on her heels, dashing all hope that she might be able to quickly hop online and delete all of Miranda's messages. Why hadn't she turned off chat archiving? Because she liked to go back and re-read them, imagining what Miranda's voice might sound like. An awful sinking sensation turned the pit of her stomach into a mass of icy dread. This argument was going to be every bit as terrible as she'd feared.
Glancing back at Peyton once, Ana called up the latest messages, the most damning ones. Her courage failed her and she tried to delete them, but Peyton grabbed onto her laptop. It was all Ana could do to keep her from snapping it shut on her fingers. "Stop!"
"I'm doing this for your own good," Peyton said, her eyes threateningly dark. "You don't have any sense most of the time. I'm trying to help you!"
Ana grabbed her laptop back. "Why should I show you anything when you'll sneer and criticize?"
"I don't—"
"You do! You always do! I'm allowed to have a life of my own."
"That doesn't mean you get to have secrets."
"How can you call it a secret when I told you about it?"
"Give me the computer, Ana." Peyton pulled on her laptop.
Ana pulled back even harder, like one of her own preschoolers in a fight over a toy. "No!"
"I'm not playing."
"Neither am I." Ana didn't think she could handle having all the fun, witty banter she and Miranda had shared transformed into something dirty under Peyton's jealous scrutiny. Miranda was special. The only one in the world who accepted her for who and what she was. The last thing she wanted was for Peyton to take this from her.
"Give it to me right now, or—"
"Or what?" Ana dared to challenge. It wasn't funny, but a bubble of hard laughter tickled up the back of her throat. She already knew what 'or what' was. Peyton threatened to leave just about every other day. Some days she honestly didn't know why she worked so hard to stop her. Habit could be a terrible thing. She'd fallen in love with being 'in love', and even though what she and Peyton now shared hadn't been love in a very long time, the habit bound them together like a chain.
With a sudden jerk of strength, Peyton wrenched the laptop out of Ana's arms and began scrolling through the chat messages. Face burning, Ana tried once to yank it back, but then gave up. It wasn't right. She shouldn't have lied to Miranda about Peyton, she certainly shouldn't have lied the other way around, but Peyton shouldn't be allowed to search her messages as if she were a criminal, either.
"Give it back," Ana snapped.
"'Peyton doesn't care', huh? Like hell I don't care! And what's with all this perverted spanking crap? I've told you no and I meant it."
"Please…"
"You want a leather-corseted dominatrix to whip you and call you dirty names? Slut! Whore! If you want to get hit, just say so! I'll hit you. It's not my style, but maybe then you won't like it and you'll stop going behind my back asking for it!"
"This is why I didn't tell you!" Ana raged, the icy dread in her stomach turning hot with injustice. "We didn't do anything wrong! I hate it when you're like this! If you weren't so insane with jealousy, like I'm your 1950s wife…"
Peyton slapped her across the face. Hard. "We?" Before Ana could take a breath, Peyton slapped her again, knocking her back into the dresser and sending her glasses flying to the floor. "How dare you call her a 'we?' You and I are the 'we,' not anyone else. End this right now. You need help."
Crying, she was so angry, Ana dropped to the ground and fumbled for her glasses. Her face was on fire, stinging so brightly she could swear she could feel each of Peyton's fingerprints branded against her cheek.
"You brought this on yourself," Peyton said above her, and Ana lost it.
She vaulted to her feet, shouting at Peyton with all the force of months of pent-up resentment. "Don't you hit me! Don't you dare hit me again! I'm sick of tiptoeing around your blow-ups, afraid to breathe wrong in case you get upset!"
Peyton snapped her hand back a third time, but something in Ana must have stopped her. Maybe it was the way she refused to flinch. She was too mad to flinch. The inside of Ana's cheek trickled warm blood where the last blow had cut her teeth into her flesh. "If you wouldn't make me angry, I wouldn't hit you," Peyton wavered, her voice trembling although her hand didn't. "Since that's what you like, don't complain. All I've ever asked is for you to be a good girlfriend."
And all Ana wanted right then was to get her laptop back so she could open up a chat window to Miranda and fall bawling into her comforting virtual arms.
"I'm sorry," she said, because in that angry, bitter, resentful moment, she truly was. Her voice became strangely calm, although it quavered wildly. "I think you should leave."
"I think you should try harder to apolo—What?" The mask of superiority on Peyton's face vanished behind a wave of disbelief. "Leave?"
"It's over," Ana said, scrubbing at the flood of tears. Her jaw ached and cheek throbbed, and her heart felt as if it would implode inside her chest. "I'll give you money for a hotel tonight, but leave your key on the table."
Peyton stiffened, the gears of her thoughts visibly shifting before she switched tactics. She inched closer, her tone turning soothing. "Honey, you're upset. I'm sorry I hit you. You know I hate doing it, so let's go take a shower, relax, let everything go. We need to talk about this so it doesn't happen again."
Ana wavered. It was hard to look at Peyton and not see her as she'd seen her the very first time they'd met. How had things gone from being perfect to screwed up? And how, with her face still burning and throbbing, could she be tempted to concede—but for what? They would have one evening of niceness followed by another fight sooner rather than later. She'd had enough of jealousy, of tiptoeing around volatile tempers and heavy hands and being made to feel guilty for the kinky fantasies that haunted her.
When Peyton reached for her, she yanked away. "You need to leave. Now."
"You're being irrational, and I'll bet it's that plant woman's fault. She's got you twisted into thinking crazy things. Let's have a nice—" Peyton tried to reach for her again, but Ana jerked back a second time, putting more distance between them.
"Get out," she ordered. She got her purse from the living room and took out a handful of twenties. Hands shaking, she counted five of them. Peyton earned as much managing the coffee shop in one day as Ana earned all week chasing after three-year-olds at Calvary United Methodist Preschool, but for a night of peace, Ana would deplete her emergency funds. When Peyton made no move toward the door, Ana played her trump card… the one she had hoped never to use. She shoved the money at Peyton. "Leave now, or I'll call the police and show them what you did to my face."
More likely than not, the police wouldn't do much. When a man hit a woman, police jumped. When a woman hit a woman… Ana turned away. That old habit rose up hard to bind the chain around them tight once more. In that moment, all she wanted was for Peyton to hug her, reassure her everything would be okay, and wave a magic wand to turn back the clock. She wanted Peyton to love her, but she'd given Peyton months of chances. No one would stand up for Ana unless she did it herself.
Peyton looked at her burning cheek and, for less than a second, her expression twisted into something genuinely remorseful. Her chin quivered, but Ana refused to watch. If she cried, Ana would give in and beg Peyton to stay, and then nothing would ever change. 
The quivering chin stiffened. "You're frigid, that's your problem," Peyton spat, all traces of heartbreak vanishing from her stony expression. "Frigid and chasing after a fantasy. Go then. Chase after your sugar mama, and good riddance."
Grabbing Ana's money from her hand, she stomped through the house, snatching up her coat and keys before marching straight out the front door. When she slammed it hard behind her, Ana locked and leaned against it, helplessly listening as her angry footsteps receded into the distance. The door blurred out. So did the floor around her feet.
Sliding downward, Ana folded into a heap by the wall, crying too hard to be able to see. 
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CHAPTER THREE
 
I hope you're happy. I named the ponytail plant Miranda. Remember, this was your idea, because now you're doomed to die within the week.
Miranda chuckled. Sassy thing. Small wonder Ana fantasized about spanking; she begged for one with every other sentence she typed. Making herself comfortable on the sofa, Miranda took a sip of her morning coffee before launching into their usual round of teasing. Maybe I'll name a plant after you, Miss Sassy. Probably a tomato.
Why a tomato?
Because in order for them to grow strong, someone must first tie them up. Miranda chuckled and took another sip of her coffee.
Ooh, bondage! How kinky!
That put an instant desire to wrap Ana in a lovely rope corset into Miranda's head. Brat, she typed. Have you ever seen a baby tomato plant?
Nope.
Miranda sent her a link to a site with tomato plants tied to wooden stakes. See?
What are the sticks for?
Spanking naughty young ladies. It doubles the fun. The second she hit send, Miranda wished she could take that back. She should have let Ana be the one to re-introduce that particular topic. Before Ana could reply, she changed the subject. You'd better be taking good care of my namesake! 
I wish I hadn't killed the peace lily. Sure could use some peace around here.
Miranda studied that line for several long seconds before she dared to ask, Is something wrong?
There was no reply and Miranda waited for almost fifteen minutes.
Ana? Are you all right?
Although Ana always said goodbye before signing off, she had left the chat. Concern sent a pang through Miranda's chest, but there were dozens of normal, everyday reasons for why someone would get off their computer abruptly, and none of them meant something was really wrong. Maybe Ana had errands to run or a lunch date with her girlfriend. Maybe she had to go to the bathroom or get ready to leave for work. Miranda checked the time. The next busload of clients wasn't due for another two hours, but then she would also have to sign off, too.
In an effort to ignore her mixture of worry and loss at Ana's unexplained absence, Miranda clicked onto another window. She ran a quick check through her other messages and read past chat texts she and Ana had shared. Her spider plant needed pruning so it wouldn't keep snagging its leaves in her hair. The undisciplined thing had put off enough new shoots to create a trellis of entangling vines that hung from the hook on the ceiling all the way down to the floor.
Snipping at the overenthusiastic growth reminded her of Ana's troubles with her peace lily. Maybe she should send Ana a starter shoot or two. She went through her mental stock. Her orchids were beautiful, but any gift she sent ought to be more resilient than the ponytail plant currently languishing in Ana's dubious care. Maybe a pothos plant, or a cactus.
Or maybe a fake rubber plant.
Miranda chuckled as she headed towards the windowsill dedicated to her more prickly charges. She'd never met a person more determined to have a plant, and yet so unable to make it thrive. Speaking of which, her miniature yellow roses were shriveling. With so much of her attention on the hospital these days, she hadn't fertilized, trimmed or, in some cases, watered in over a week. Miranda tsked.
Retrieving her watering can from the kitchen, she made the rounds through her living room garden oasis—trimming fresh cuttings off some of the more enthusiastic trailers, and feeding and watering as she went. When her laptop dinged the receipt of a new message, her foolish heart gave a fluttering leap at the thought that Ana might have returned.
She chided herself the whole way back to her favorite section of the sofa, but that didn't stop her from abandoning her hobby to nestle amongst the pillows and pull her laptop back onto her thighs. A one-fingered tap on her mouse pad brought the screen back out of sleep mode, and there it was—romantic titillation in its purest and most useless form… followed by the crashing realization that her earlier instinct had been right on target. Something was wrong.
No, I'm not.
What's wrong, lovely? Is there anything I can do? Again, the cursor sat there. No response came back for so long that Miranda began to wonder if Ana had left her computer again, but then—
Can I ask you a question?
From Ana, that could mean anything. Of course.
Do you think I'm a bad person?
Miranda's heart contracted. Of course not. Your peace lily might disagree, but I think you're wonderful.
Lol!
Miranda relaxed a little. She knew Ana hadn't laughed out loud, but she might have smiled, and that was a step in the right direction. Do you want to talk about it?
 
* * * * *
 
Ana's vision blurred, and she brushed away a tear. She was crazy, just like Peyton said. She was about to tell an online stranger something she had never told anyone else—not her real life friends, or co-workers, or her parents. If her mom and dad found out, they would find Peyton and break every bone in her body. Or at least her dad would. Her mom would cry and want her to move back home, and she'd never allow Ana out of her sight again. She'd repeat how much she wanted grandchildren, and why couldn't Ana at least try dating one more nice boy? Because no boy hit a girl, ever, and having babies would solve everything.
Are you there, Ana?
She brushed away another trickle of tears. Her cheek stung at the slight pressure. Miranda seemed so nice, so normal… but the media was full of stories about women abducted and murdered by 'nice' and 'normal' people they'd met online. She sniffled. I want to tell you something, but it feels weird. I mean, I don't know if we know each other well enough for something like this.
Miranda's cursor blinked for a long time. She'd crossed a line, Ana thought. She should apologize, make a joke or two and keep her problems to herself.
I don't want to pressure you, Miranda replied, but you seem upset and that worries me. If you want to talk about it, you can tell me anything. If I can help, I will. If I can't, I'll listen while you talk it out. I love talking to you, Ana. I care about you. 
Ana set her laptop aside and folded in around herself, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking. She wanted to cry, but for a change, the tears wouldn't come. She wanted to bury her face in her bedspread and scream and kick her feet and throw a useless tantrum. But she was an adult who took care of three-year-olds, she wasn't three herself. So, she didn't. It was irrational, just as irrational as wishing Peyton could be there to hold her.
Ana reached up and prodded her sore cheek. The bathroom mirror had revealed three places where Peyton's fingernails had broken the skin. In those spots, the redness would take days to heal. So would the inside of her cheek where the impact had gouged her flesh against her teeth. She hadn't gotten down more than a few mouthfuls of soup for breakfast, and it hurt to talk. Not that she felt like eating or talking right now, anyway.
She couldn't think what to say. Not until Miranda popped back with: I don't want to push you. I'm sorry if anything I've done has offended you. Please, talk to me when you—
Ana panicked. The last thing she wanted to do was push away the only person who had, to date, made her feel normal. No, please don't go! It's just hard to type.
A brief pause, and Miranda's cursor blinked forward. Have you hurt your hand? Do you want to call me? Dial *67 first to block your phone number from showing up on my end, if you want. I won't use redial.
That Miranda would suggest a phone call, and in such a way as to preserve Ana's own privacy, almost broke her down. Her throat tightened. She had to struggle to breathe. Thank you, but… Ana hesitated, not sure how much was safe to admit and shamed by the truth. She wanted to close her laptop and go to bed early. I think I'm too upset for the phone.
What's happened? Are you okay?
It was now or never, but what could she say? That Peyton had hit her? In another hour, her co-workers and the preschoolers would see the marks, and they would know. She'd make her excuses, but they'd know anyway. She'd been through all this before. Foundation and cover-up would lighten the bruise, but they would do nothing to mask the swelling or broken skin. And to make it worse, she was alone. Ana should have felt better about that, but the truth was, she didn't. She felt lost instead. She wanted to ask for advice or reassurance, but the thought of telling someone how stupid she was to let herself be so abused made her feel hopeless.
Smothering her rising frustration, she ended up revealing the one part of the story that she'd hoped never to have to share with anyone. Peyton and I had a fight, and she hit me.
Miranda's response snapped up into the chat box with lightning speed. How badly are you hurt?
The computer screen began to blur. Maybe she had been wrong to tell, but Ana's heart lightened. She wanted to cry to Miranda, but she was afraid to seem too clingy. I'm fine but look awful. Black and blue are the new colors for fall, anyway.
Now came a pause on Miranda's end. Maybe it was Ana's imagination, but it felt like a heavy pause. And an angry one.
Don't worry, she typed, a flush of embarrassment burning up through her cheeks. She shouldn't have said anything. Last time it got infected, but I put antiseptic cream on it last night and it looks good right now. It stings when I touch it and I can't use cover-up until the skin heals.
Last time? You mean, she's done this before?
It was hard to hear 'tone' in online conversations, but for some reason, that felt angry, too. Too confused and guilty to continue, Ana tried switching topics. The kids were cute yesterday. There's a little girl who wants to be Iron Man, so she puts everything over her face like the mask. She climbed onto the table and jumped off. Thank goodness she landed on a pile of cushions. 
Are you in danger right now?
Then there's a little girl, Sophia, who says she's going to be the next Sophia Grace. She's learned all the lyrics to the Nicki Minaj song, and we keep telling her not to sing it at school. Especially since we're at church and the song mentions panties flying off. Some of the parents think it's cute, but others have complained.
Is Peyton still there, Ana?
My co-teacher, well the main teacher really, since I'm the assistant, says we can't allow any non-Christian music at school or else we'll get in trouble. But you can sing, 'If I Were a Butterfly' only so many times, you know? I can see why the kids want something different. I like Sara Bareilles. Have you ever listened to her? 
Enough. My lovely, I will talk about your work and pop music any other time you want, but right now you're scaring me. If you want to drop the subject, fine. But you've got three seconds to tell me you're safe, or I am coming to get you.
Ana stared at her computer screen. She'd have given anything to have Miranda, this woman she had never even met, walk into her house right now. You don't know where I live.
I admit, giving me your address would make the search easier.
The heavy weight crushing in her chest lightened. Ana almost smiled, except the pain in her cheek cut that short. You don't have to come. I told her to leave last night, and she did.
Do you think she'll come back tonight?
No. Yes, but she knew better than to say so. I gave her money for a hotel and told her I would call the police.
I am so sorry, but I am proud of you for standing up to her.
For the first time today, Ana began to cry. She hadn't expected Miranda to respond this way. Why am I so sad?
Because it hurts to lose someone we thought we loved.
Ana swiped at both eyes with the back of her wrist. She sniffled hard, because getting a tissue would mean either going to the bathroom down the hall or blowing her nose on a rough paper towel. I did love her. The 'did' startled her. She hadn't wanted to admit it to herself. She loved Peyton, but in the past tense. Not now. She hadn't for months.
I know. I wish you were here right now, or I were there. I could hold you while you cried it all out. The cursor paused for a moment, and a second response popped up to join the first. I'd even offer a hankie for your boogies.
Boogies? Ana laughed out loud at the unexpectedness of her humor. It felt good. Strange, but good. If that's the same as boogers, then gross, Miranda! I get enough of that at school. Boogers, snot, half-eaten candy, gum, you name it. One kid got lipstick all over my favorite jeans because he thought it was a crayon.
As quickly as the humor had come upon her, it abandoned her, leaving her feeling tired. Pushing out of her chair, Ana grabbed a paper towel from the counter and blew her nose. She gave her eyes an exhausted rub as she returned to her computer. She should stop talking about it now, but the moment her rested her fingers on the keyboard, the words just came tumbling out. Can I ask you another question?
Always.
Why do you think she… Ana struggled to finish that sentence, but her pause was so long that Miranda must have guessed.
Why she hit you?
Yeah.
I don't know Peyton so I can't say, but what she did is not your fault. No one has the right to hit you. Do you understand me?
She did, but she didn't. She said getting spanked, hit, same thing.
No! Ana could all but feel the crackling wrath with which that response snapped up onto the computer screen. When I spank someone, I am offering my love and guidance to someone I find intelligent, attractive, and deserving of that love. Cowards hit as a way of casting their blame onto others. 
"When I spank someone…" A stirring rush of wanting wound its way through her. Miranda had threatened (offered?) to spank her just yesterday. Did she still? Do you like me?
Yes, my lovely. I do.
The next question was even harder to ask than the first. Would you spank me, Miranda? 
Do you want me to?
Yes. Ana bit her lip. Yes, please.
Silence. For almost a full minute, the cursor didn't move. I would dearly love to give you want you want, sweetheart. But if I did, I would be guilty of taking advantage of you in a moment of extreme vulnerability. What if you regretted it later? You could hate me for doing this.
Please. I want… 'to be wanted', she would have confessed, but that part stuck inside Ana and refused to be typed out. Miranda was going to think she was crazy, or worse, desperate and needy. Yesterday she had thrown Peyton out; today, all she wanted to do was crawl through however many miles of cable stretched between them until she could curl up in Miranda's lap.
She wanted Miranda. It wasn't reasonable. It wasn't rational. Maybe it wasn't anything other than a rebound romance, but Ana didn't think so. Why had it taken a sore cheek and Peyton's absence to make her realize she felt something—something that did not qualify as innocent and was significantly less than platonic—for Miranda? She'd been feeling it far longer than she wanted to admit. Perhaps Peyton had had good reason to be so insecure. Perhaps it was a good thing her mouth and cheek hurt this much. She deserved the pain.
A spanking would hurt even more, a little voice inside her whispered, and maybe then she'd be able to banish this awful sense of worthlessness, creeping up—ugly as an oil slick—inside her. A spanking from Miranda wouldn't leave her feeling worthless, that same little voice said again. Nothing that Miranda did to her could possibly leave her feeling anything but elated and cherished.
I need you to do this for me, Ana begged. This was irrational, and she knew it. Here she was, an adult, building something as silly as a spanking up in her mind as if it were tantamount to personal redemption. It probably wouldn't even feel that way while it was happening. How was this supposed to happen anyway? She and Miranda, the real Miranda, had never met. She could live anywhere in the world. She could be a scientist, studying penguins in Antarctica for all she knew, but suddenly every precious conversation she'd had with Miranda now felt more real to Ana than anything she had shared with Peyton in the last fifteen months. There was something special here. Ana felt special here, and she couldn't for the life of her imagine Miranda ever hurting her.
Despite her tear-filled eyes, she laughed. Please, she typed, in that moment so lost in her own fragility that she revealed so much of her battered soul that it scared her. She actually trembled as she stared at her own words, bold as black ink on the computer screen. I just want, just for a little while, not to be wrong. 
Miranda's response took so long in coming, that Ana thought for sure she'd just lost the one person she'd come to believe was her closest friend.
She couldn't bear it. Her hands attacked the keyboard, her fingers beating out a rapid burst of plastic clicks that culminated in a slap at her Enter key. Her backtracking apology—I'm sorry! I'm tired! I don't know what I'm saying—winked up into the chat window right beneath the reply Miranda must have sent while her head had been battling. Ana's chest tightened and her heart pounded, beating against the restriction of her ribs until it hurt so much that she clutched her breastbone, pushing in with both hands in an effort to stop the pain. She didn't realize she was holding her breath until the pulse at her temples began to rage from lack of oxygen.
All right. I'll do it.
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CHAPTER FOUR
 
Go select a wooden spoon from the kitchen and return to tell me when you've done it. Go now. I will not tell you twice. As Miranda finishing typing that, she caught herself. She had one split second of, 'What are you doing' panic, when she could have stopped, but her hands were moving as if with a life all their own. The next thing she knew, she had hit Enter, sending the command shooting out across the Internet, straight to Ana's computer.
How could she? As a professional Domme, she knew better than this. No one as heart sore and wounded as Ana was could give consent. She might as well be trying to negotiate a scene with a woman lost in subspace! Don would have flayed her alive if he'd known she… what was she doing?
Being a friend, Miranda hoped. She was a dominant woman, trying her best to take care of a submissive—maybe submissive, or possibly only kink-curious, and at this point did it really matter?—woman she cared about long distance. Try hard as she might to convince herself that she had no reason to be ashamed of herself, or that this had nothing to do with Ana's sudden availability on the potential 'girlfriend' market, she knew she wasn't going to stop.
My stirring spoons are all plastic and curved. I'm not sure how well that will work, so I got a rubber spatula instead. Is that ok?
She'd obeyed.
An old familiar zap of sensual expectation (the same heightening of awareness Miranda always felt when descending into a highly anticipated scene with a very alluring bottom) shot up her spine into the back of her head. Ana had gone to the kitchen, fetched an implement and returned with it. No ambiguity there. She had demanded; Miranda had risen to her challenge, and now there was nothing left to do but allow effect to follow cause.
Somewhere in the world, Ana stood in front of her laptop with a spatula in her hands—her nervous little hands, perhaps.
Miranda should say something. The longer it took her to reply, the more Ana would begin to fear she might back out… or worse, that she was a Dominant incapable of leading. It's more than adequate. Where are you now?
My kitchen.
What are you wearing?
A t-shirt and my boxers. If you want me to take them off, should I put on some boom-chick-a stripper music?
For the first time since the conversation had turned ugly, Miranda cracked a smile. "Little girl, you did not just get mouthy with me!"
Miranda had lived and worked at the Castle for too long to allow a bratty submissive to deflect with sass—no matter how serious the situation, or how amusing the sass… or how desperately she found herself wanting said submissive. Sheer instinct took control, moving over her like a familiar blanket. Bend over, young lady. Do as you're told. I will end this conversation before I accept any more sass out of you.
Yes, Ma'am!
Those two words fired her longing like no others in the English language. However, Ana had probably typed them with more cheek and less repentance than befitted someone on the verge of a good spanking. 
 
* * * * *
 
Bend over, young lady. Such a small and simple order, and yet it sent a rush of excitement humming through her every nerve. Bend over.
At last she was going to discover what a real spanking felt like, and yet it didn't seem real, somehow. Her stomach twisted, filled with the strangest fluttering, while lower down, an even stranger fluttering was moving through her sex. Like a soft, fingerless caress. She shook with nerves, wringing that silly spatula between her hands. Knowing she had to say something, she bent to type back. How? Do you want me to hold my ankles?
And how was she going to keep up her end of this online conversation in that kind of pose? She was going to have to put her laptop on the floor.
I want you to go to your bedroom. Place your laptop in the middle of the bed and lay your pillow lengthwise along the edge of your mattress. Bend over the pillow. Now.
Ana's whole body buzzed. She hadn't felt this alive in months. Not since the day she and Peyton had first locked eyes across that crowded coffee shop… No. She didn't want to think about that right now. Not while her cheek was still throbbing.
Moving her laptop to her bedroom, Ana arranged the bed as she'd been instructed. In order to reach her keyboard, she had to brace one arm against the mattress, stretch across the blankets and peck-type a one-handed message: Okay, I did what you said.
Clutching the spatula in her other hand, she lay down and tried to get comfortable in what instantly became a rather embarrassing position. There wasn't anyone here to see her in it, but having her bottom sticking right up on the pillow like this left her feeling very exposed. Vulnerable.
Bend over the pillow. Chest on the bed, feet on the floor, and naughty bottom up in the air. You, young lady, are about to get exactly what you've been asking for.
Peyton had been a wonderful kisser and a passionate lover when she wanted to be. But none of her best efforts had soaked Ana's panties in so little time. Ana had to fight the urge to bury her face in the blankets and moan. She drummed her feet on the floor, but then managed to pull herself together enough to reply. Okay.
Heady excitement bubbled through her veins like sparkling champagne. A low pulse of desire rooted between her legs, waiting for Miranda's next command. Why was it taking so long? Maybe Miranda was having second thoughts. Maybe she was leaving Ana to wait deliberately, letting the anticipation build and build until she could no longer tell the difference between it and anxiety.
So, you like men's boxers, hm? Well, you should know that spankings are best delivered on the bare. Take your undergarments down. I want you to bare your naughty bottom for me.
Ana covered her mouth, stifling an involuntary cry. No one was here to see it, and still her face flushed hot. She laid the spatula by her laptop and reached back with both hands. Lifting her hips, she shoved her shorts and panties down to the middle of her thighs. The elastic scraped her skin, making her squirm. If she were careful not to let her own fingers touch her skin, she could almost make-believe that it was Miranda peeling the thin fabric down over the swells of her buttocks. She blushed as cool air wafted into places best kept private… places already growing damp and hot.
Adjusting her position on the pillow, she caught a glimpse of herself in the dresser mirror across the room. Tousled hair, because she hadn't brushed it yet this morning. Pink cheeks. The northern set, at least. The southern were cool and round with the sexiest hint of intimate shadow between her thighs, barely seen from this angle. She looked good like this, Ana thought. No, she looked better than good. She looked… spankable.
Okay. I'm bare. Just having to type those words made Ana's blush deepen. She saw it in the mirror and felt the blaze of warmth blossom in both her belly and her face.
Normally I would lecture you while putting you in this position, but it wasn't your bad behavior that brought you to this.
Molten wetness flooded through her, dampening her thighs. Cool air caught and kissed the moisture, heightening her sensual awareness and making the throb inside her deepen. It was pulsing through her clit now. She squirmed all over again, desperate not to touch and make this sensation that much worse. If I need to be bad first, I could guzzle a bottle of Hershey's syrup straight out of the fridge. It's hours yet until dinner, but I don't mind ruining my appetite and making myself sick.
I love your sass, young lady, Miranda typed back. But if I were you, I would give serious thought to curbing that naughty tendency right now. You're not in the smartest position right now to be so mouthy. Although, I do like that you're obviously feeling better now.
Yes. She wished Miranda were sitting here on the bed beside her, wielding the rubber-tipped implement Ana currently held. Does this mean you're not going to spank me after all?
Oh no. You've asked for this; you're going to get it. Five swats. Do it now and make them count, or you'll get them over again.
Excitement warred with silliness as Ana twisted around on the pillow to give herself that first biting spank, but she couldn't put a decent swing into the too-light implement in her awkward position. That… that didn't feel anything at all like she'd imagined it would. Disappointment trickled into her, dulling the intensity of desire's heady pulse. She tried to do better on the next swing, and then the next, and the next, but the ineffectiveness carried through to the final swat.
Ana lay in position, staring at the useless spatula in her hand and feeling nothing except disenchantment. Okay. I'm done.
Not until I say, young lady. Do it again, and this time, do it right.
Frowning at the computer screen, Ana hefted the spatula again and twisted about on the pillow. The 'spanking', if she had to be honest, sucked. She couldn't get the right angle, the spatula handle was too short, and she couldn't reach back high enough to spank the right spot. She'd hoped to be sore where she would later have to sit down, but instead the spanks landed mostly on her outer hip instead. Still, she forced herself to strike harder. As her frustration mounted, she got in one startlingly crisp smack as the scraper bounced back off her rounded bottom on the last swat, and she winced in surprise. 
She had to pause and rub. That had hurt a little bit, but not in the way she'd always thought it would. It was probably a very different experience when someone else was doing the swinging… and the holding… and the communication was all done face-to-face rather than keyboard-to-keyboard. She was going to have to be more careful with her aim. That last smack was still stinging in her flesh. Not enough to reduce her to tears, but it sure wasn't comfortable. Okay. I did it.
Young lady, do I have to make it ten before you'll mind me? I said make them count. All of them.
Scrambling up off the pillow, Ana quickly checked her laptop settings to make sure she wasn't somehow broadcasting this spanking across the internet. Even knowing she'd disabled both her microphone and video camera, Miranda's admonishment startled her. How could she possibly know how hard Ana was hitting herself? Maybe Miranda was used to most people holding back. Nobody liked pain. Holding back was probably very common.
How many people did Miranda spank online anyway? Ana wasn't about to ask. She couldn't think of how to do it without sounding like… well, Peyton.
Gritting her teeth, Ana put herself back into position. She braced herself and blistered through the next set of five with as much force as she could get into each awkward swing. Ow, ow, ow! Dropping the spatula, she jumped off the pillow and danced around the bed, rubbing to extinguish the smart chewing into her behind.
Switch arms, Miranda told her. Fifteen to the other side now. We can't have you wandering about with a lopsided burn, now can we?
Grudgingly lowering herself back into position over the pillow, Ana threw herself into the wholesale walloping of her left bottom cheek. The last few smacks actually had her biting the blankets to stifle her whimpering cries, but once she was done, there was no keeping back her groan of relief. She abandoned the spatula to rub her throbbing buttocks with both hands before typing: That hurt!
It's supposed to, sweetheart. I let you off easy because it's your first spanking and you've really been a good girl, not a naughty one. If I were there in person, though, you'd better believe you'd still be over my knee, kicking and squalling, with my hairbrush painting your bottom a lovely shade of crimson. Such a pretty, sweet Ana you'd be, spanked and put to bed with kisses and caresses.
Disappointment over what she'd just experienced waged an instant war with the fresh rise of longing that accompanied Miranda's words. Why couldn't Miranda live in the apartment down the hall? It wasn't fair. The one time in her life that Ana had found someone so compatible with herself on every level, and they'd probably never meet in real life. Tears stung her eyes with the same intensity that spatula had left on her naked bottom. Embarrassment swept through Ana and she quickly swiped them away before they could fall.
When do you have to go to work, lovely? Miranda asked.
Ana sniffled, feeling silly and exposed. She was alone, but she still pulled the hem of her t-shirt down until her sex, with all the glistening remnants of her earlier arousal, was hidden. Not for a few hours.
All right then. We'll talk again tonight. For now, I want you to go take a nice, hot bath. Do you have bubbles? Make it nice for yourself. 
Tears stung Ana's eyes all over again. That meant their conversation was almost over. She wasn't yet ready to say goodbye. Okay, she returned.
Bath first, then have a good day at work.
You too.
The chat window went dead, the cursor inactive.
Pulling up her panties and shorts, Ana took the spatula back to the kitchen counter by the sink. Her bottom felt funny and sensitive, as if her flesh strove to hold onto the sting, but it was already diminished. Not quite gone, not yet. But faded. She rubbed, the tips of her fingers seeking out any hint of lingering tenderness.
So much for fantasy. Miranda had tried her best. It wasn't her fault the experience hadn't lived up to Ana's expectations.
Shoulders slumping, Ana did as she'd been instructed. Walking into the bathroom, she sat down on the edge of the tub to run a hot bath.
No wonder Peyton had called her crazy. A grown adult in love with spanking—apparently, more in love with the idea than the reality.
It might be a different experience, that silly little voice in her head whispered, were the spatula wielded by someone else.
No, Peyton was right. Normal people wanted moonlight, handheld walks in the park and roses, not spankings, cuddles and aftercare. 
Dipping her fingers in the warm water, Ana brought down a bottle of honey mint bubble bath and held a capful of faint green liquid under the running faucet. She added two more for a rich froth that wouldn't dissolve too fast, then shrugged back out of her clothes and slipped into the tub to sit in water waist-deep. Drawing her legs up to her chest, she hugged them.
Although Miranda said otherwise, something must really be wrong with her. As anticlimactic as that spanking had been, the need for a real one still lurked inside her. Already that insistent throb low down in her belly was resurrecting itself. She squeezed her thighs together, but still it spread. Mint-scented bubbles popped lightly against her skin. Each tiny movement she made rocked the water until the lapping began to feel like teasing, flicking tongues against her skin. Her nipples grew heavy and tight.
Squeezing her breasts hard against her thighs, Ana tried to imagine Miranda sitting here on the edge of the tub beside her, dipping a washcloth in the water before gently scrubbing her back. Ana imagined her embracing her for real. Spanking her; kissing her. Putting her back to bed, with her boy boxers and underwear pulled down to her knees and her hot, sore bottom exposed to the tender caresses of Miranda's hand, soothing her the way good girls with red-hot bottoms should be soothed once discipline was done.
Breathing in, Ana tucked her chin to her chest, closing her eyes as she buried her face in her arms. The rising water, the frothy bubbles, the gentle lapping of the water and the heady pulse of unrequited desire grew up all around and inside of her, every bit as thick as the unhappy silence she was drowning in.
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CHAPTER FIVE
 
"Hey," Miranda said softly, peeking into Don's room. He wasn't sleeping. Lying partially up-raised in bed, he was watching TV with the pain management button in his hand. His thumb rested on it and the foggy look in his eyes said he'd already found cause to use it at least once. "Hey," she said again, approaching his bedside. "I smuggled out some of Cook Connie's award winning banana nut muffins, just for you."
Don smiled, his fingers rising off the button only just enough to beckon her closer. "Come in, sweetheart. Sit down." His face was lined and pale, and he looked ten years older than a man in his forties ought to. "That smells heavenly, but if you really loved me, you'd smuggle in a trucker-sized coffee with a big ol' shot of Amaretto in it."
Laying Cook Connie's plastic-wrapped muffins on the table by his bed, Miranda bent to brush his too-pale cheek with a kiss. "I do love you," she said, her eyes drifting closed when he reached up to stroke her hair. When she leaned back out of his embrace, his glazing eyes shone with their old familiar mischief as she said, "But I won't do that. You know I won't."
"Yeah, yeah. I know." An experienced Dom, sick or not, Don knew when it was unproductive to push. "Tell me all the news. How's Castle life?"
"Busy." Miranda pulled a chair up to sit beside him, crossing her long legs and folding her hands upon her knee. "We're full up. We haven't had an extra vacancy all month long, and it looks like it'll be another month before we will again. Everyone's having their last hurrah before kids go back to school, I guess. We all hit the ground running each morning, and don't stop until we fall into bed late each night."
"That's good. Job security."
"It pays the bills," Miranda agreed. "Oh, and the first employees' apartment building has finally gone up, did you know? They broke ground on the second last weekend, and the third is set to start in the spring. Jackson and Sara got their pick of the place and moved in two weeks ago."
"How is she doing?" Don asked, settling in to catch up on gossip.
"Just starting to show a little."
He chuckled. "And how is he doing?"
"Ready to deck the next person who suggests scening with a pregnant woman."
"I'm glad they finally got themselves sorted out. Are they talking marriage yet?"
"Not that Chelsea's mentioned, and she'd know before anyone else. Much to her chagrin, people can't stop talking to her."
"Is she still threatening to whack Jackson if he doesn't communicate better?"
Miranda smiled. "Oh, she threatens to whack them both on an often and equal basis. Communication is, after all, a two-way street."
"That it is." Don smiled again, but his weariness bothered her. "How's Marshall?"
"Wishing you hadn't signed your shares of the business back over to him."
"My family has little tolerance for my… predilections." When Don held up his hand, she took it in both of hers and gave his fingers a squeeze. "I prefer they not know about this side of me. Especially my brother. He's a journalist and predisposed to causing problems." Don grunted, clearing his throat. "I don't want to talk about that. Tell me about Marshall's fiancée. Is Kaylee getting cold feet yet?"
"No, and I doubt she will. She loves him to pieces."
"Love's got nothing to do with the fluctuation of foot temperatures with a wedding date looming ever closer. Particularly the one they've got planned."
"Oh, she's worn his collar for almost a year now."
"This is more than a collaring ceremony, and you know it."
"Mm," Miranda demurred. "She's agreed to it. I speak to her every day, and she doesn't seem nervous."
"Wait for it," Don said, his voice fading. He made an effort to rally. "Who's that little redhead? The one who brought me chocolates yesterday?"
"Sinclair. Parker's new girl."
"I like her. Always been partial to redheads."
"I remember a time when you once said that about brunettes," Miranda teased, stroking his hand between hers.
"I'd have collared you in a minute, if only you didn't have as much fondness for the ladies as I do." He squeezed her fingers, his eyes drifting closed. "Tell me about you now."
"Mm," Miranda repeated, noncommittal. "What's to tell?"
"No special someone waiting for you to come home?"
"Oh, I have a special someone every day I clock in for work, but I never bring them home."
"No?" Don opened his eyes to look at her, his brown eyes narrowing and smile growing. She found it difficult not to flush, squirm or look away. "Liar. You do have someone special."
It was embarrassing that he could still read her so easily. "It's silly."
"Why?"
He might be tired and ill, but his mind was still sharp and the calculation was deepening in his eyes. She tried to laugh off her unexpected discomfort. "We've never met. I don't know her last name or what she looks like… I don't know anything about her, I suppose. At least, nothing real."
"Does it matter?"
Miranda hesitated, though the answer seemed as obvious as the digital blips of the hospital readouts recording his health status. "No," she admitted. "Not to me, anyway."
"Is she in the lifestyle?"
At that, Miranda had to laugh. "I doubt it." She tsked, both at herself and the situation. "I don't know. I think she's submissive, but I have no idea how experienced she is, or how much she knows about her own desires. We did a little roleplaying online last night."
"How did that go?"
"She'd just broken up with her girlfriend. She was feeling vulnerable, so I distracted her with a spanking."
"And she went through with it?"
"I think so, yes. At least her replies felt genuine."
"If she went through with it, she can't be all vanilla. So, what are you waiting for? Invite her to the Castle."
Miranda looked at him. "I met her in a vanilla forum. We talk about plants, for crying out loud. How, my dear friend, am I supposed to tell her that I spank naughty boys and girls for a living? Or that I have a fascination with ropes and bondage? Or that my daily uniform consists of five-inch spike-heels and dominatrix boots, black leather corsets with studded seams, and the occasional strap-on dildo?" She leaned closer, lowering her voice, asking now in earnest, "I've never met her in person, Don. How do I tell her that I've dreamed about the day when I could hold her… and spank her… and tie her to my bed so I can work her lovely little body over and over until she begs for me to stop? Forget stop. How do I tell her I dream of her begging just for me?"
"You've got it bad," Don commiserated.
"Hook, line and sinker, as the fishermen would say," Miranda agreed, shaking her head again. "Like I said, it's silly."
"Tell me, do you still work with Little Maids and Under Butlers?"
"Not so much anymore." Miranda was only too happy to shift the conversation in a new direction. "Grimsley has a pretty good handle on them. These days it seems all I do is push buttons when it's needed."
Don snorted and squeezed her hand again. "I'd like to push your button."
She tsked, half laughing. "Dirty old man."
"You have no idea. Sadly, neither does a certain sassy redheaded nurse they've got here."
"Oh?" Miranda grinned. "Tell me all about her."
"What's to tell?" Don teased. "She comes in every day to give my sponge bath. I make a game out of dropping things so she'll bend over and pick them up. She thinks I'm clumsy as hell, but she's got the cutest little ass. Every day I give myself a stern talking to."
"And what do you say?"
"That I'm too far along to wrestle her across my bed and paddle her until her bottom matches her top."
Miranda laughed. "Does it work?"
"No."
"That's a surefire way to get reported to the police."
"What can they do?" he returned. "Put me in jail? The food can't be any worse than here." He squeezed her hand. "Sweetheart, can you help me find my button?"
Making a quick search of his bedding, Miranda pressed it back into his hand. She swallowed back her dismay at having to watch him deal with pain.
They were both quiet while the medication dripped into his system.
Don closed his eyes. When he abandoned the button and opened his hand, she took it in both of hers again. He smiled faintly. "Bring her to the Castle, Miranda." He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze, and though he didn't specify, she knew for a fact he wasn't talking about a certain redheaded nurse. "Do it for me, sweetheart. I want to see you happy. You deserve it."
"What about you?" she returned, touching her lips to the backs of his fingers. "Don't you deserve to be happy, too?"
"Sure I do." He chuckled, a slow and tired sound. "Help me wrestle that cute little redheaded nurse over my lap, and I'll be happy all day long."
 
* * * * *
 
"Miss Klein! What will you do while we're all gone?" Rhae ran up to Ana, one shoe untied and her Iron Man watch dangling from her wrist. The plastic red cover flipped open, and the gray screen never deviated from the same readout all day long: '12:00'. 
"I'll keep busy, so don't worry about me." Ana hugged the little girl she privately called 'Calvin' because she was every bit as rotten as
the boy from Calvin and Hobbes. At the same time, she melted Ana's heart.
"I like your…" Rhae paused, trying to find the right words. "I like your pretty pink dress."
"Thank you," Ana said, straightening her shirt. Normally, she preferred tailored, feminine blouses with slim-fitting dress pants. After this morning's disappointment, though, she'd wanted to do something nice for herself. She'd scrounged around in her closet to find her favorite swing dress—belted with a narrow bit of black leather, with a pink and blue floral design that swirled in a satisfying way whenever she sat down.
"Won't you be scared of the dark?"
"What do you mean?" Ana bent down to tie the little girl's shoelaces in a double knot. "It's light outside right now."
"But it won't be when it's night and they turn off all the school lights."
"True," Ana agreed, giving the ends of her laces an extra tug. "But I don't live at the school. I'll be at home."
"We're going on a trip! My mom said we're going to stay with Grandma for two weeks, since there's no school."
Ana nodded. She'd been looking forward to the vacation, at least when she and Peyton had still been together. They'd planned to go on a hike, catch up on movies, and visit her parents. Most preschools took the entire summer off, but Calvary parents paid more to give their children an academic boost. That, plus the plethora of daycare centers nearby, made Calvary a hot commodity. Ana was grateful for the steady work and paychecks, but she wouldn't have minded a chance to sleep in late, lounge in pajamas, and drown her break-up sorrows in a pint of ice cream. She'd pick up some Haagen Dazs on her way home. 
Rhae threw her arms around Ana's knees and squeezed her. "I wish you could come to my Grandma's, but Mom said no. Grandma lets me play with Tony." Rhae held up a red and gold jointed doll wearing a suit and helmet. 
"I'm sure you'll have lots of fun with your grandmother." Ana held out her arms toward Sophia, who was flouncing in her makeshift tutu. 
"My momth taking me to McDonaldth!" Sophia beamed, her tongue twisting with the difficult 's' sound she couldn't manage despite weekly home visits from a speech therapist. Born ten weeks early, the tiny girl had never caught up physically or developmentally. "And thee'll buy me a new tutu!" Sophia didn't have a younger cousin like the Sophia Grace she adored, but she dressed up her favorite doll to serve as her 'hype girl'. "Maybe a purple one thith time!" 
Ana hugged the children as they filed out for the day, in two neat rows like little ducks behind their teacher as they headed out to meet their waiting parents. As they went, she accepted assorted gifts of stickers, a piece of carpet lint, a half-chewed crayon, and a tiny spatula swiped from the kitchen corner. Looking at it, Ana couldn't help but relive that morning. It was hard trying to imagine the itty bitty play utensil smacking at her backside with any degree of effectiveness. Like a mosquito trying to hit an elephant… she doubted it would bite much harder. In fact, as hard as she'd tried to smack herself, she hadn't been able to summon a single genuine wince all day today. A real spanking should tingle for a few hours at least, if not keep her sitting gingerly all day long. While Ana was relieved not to have to explain any undue squirming in addition to yet another bump into 'furniture', she felt cheated of the real experience. 
Alone at last, Ana made her rounds through the empty classroom, washing the semi-circle tables and sanitizing the blue foam nap mats. As she worked, she tried not to think about either Miranda or Peyton. Shortly before lunch, she had given in to a lot of guilt and worry and sent a text to Peyton asking if she had found a hotel room last night. Her girlfriend—or rather, ex-girlfriend—hadn't answered. Had she really expected her to, and why did that make her feel even worse?
"Oh my gosh, I'm ready for this vacation," Sherri, the head teacher, said as she came back into the classroom. "If you stack the chairs, I'll start mopping."
 "Sure." Despite her newly minted degree in early childhood education, Ana didn't have enough experience to land a teachership. Instead, as assistant teacher, she did everything Sheri told her and more. Ana didn't mind. Sheri ran a tight ship and was a great mentor. Although some of her methods were too old-fashioned for most of Ana's education professors, they were backed up by thirty years of experience. She loved each child as if they were her own, and Ana admired that. In addition, Sherri had never put Ana through the hazing other assistant teachers had to endure. Ana knew of several ex-classmates who had quit their first teaching jobs in tears. Ana had lucked out. For the most part, Sherri treated her like an equal. They made a great team.
Ana walked the classroom, stacking chairs in the back.
"What are you doing during the break?" A heavyset woman, Sherri puffed a little from the combined exertion of bending over and mopping beneath the low tables. "Going on another hike with Peyton?"
There went that pang of guilt again. Ana wished she could ignore it. "No, I'll probably just veg out and catch up on my sleeping in."
"Sounds heavenly." Sheri smiled. "Todd and are going up to the cabin for the week." Finished with the mopping, she planted a fist on her hip and looked around the classroom. "I think that's done it, hon. Let's go home. You enjoy yourself, you hear? I'll see you when Calvary opens again in two weeks."
Ana went to hug her, wrapping her arms around Sheri's neck almost the same way Rhae had done to her a few minutes earlier. "I will."
Leaving Sheri to lock up, as was her habit, Ana went home. By the time she arrived, her good mood had completely vanished. If there was anything more depressing than cooking for one person, Ana couldn't think what it was. Sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop open, she dedicated herself to avoiding the solitude with a bowl of cold cereal. She opened a chat window on the Heaven in Horticulture forum, hoping Miranda might be online, but she wasn't. Ana left a message for her instead. It said, simply: Had a good day at work. How was yours?
It was awfully early in the evening to expect a reply, but a returning message popped up on the screen halfway through her Cocoa Puffs. 
Long. I've been comforting a sick friend. What are you up to?
Having dinner.
I haven't fixed anything yet. I have no idea what I want. What are you having?
Cereal, Ana answered. She started to take another bite, but then paused and put her hands back on the keyboard. In chocolate syrup.
She wasn't, although the Puffs were getting soggy and the milk had by now turned quite chocolaty. Still, she was a little curious as to whether Miranda would rise to the bait, and she was more than ready for a return to happier humor.
Tsk. Are you trying to get yourself spanked again? Perhaps I should be more severe this time.
And just like that, despite that morning's disappointment, an entire flock of butterflies came to glorious life in Ana's stomach. She could feel that fluttering all the way up under her ribs, around her heart, and in the far back of her throat. She had to put her spoon down because she wasn't sure she could take another bite without choking on it. Maybe you should.
It was an honest answer, but it turned those butterflies into bees.
And Miranda's next reply turned those bees into a raging swarm of hornets. Go get your scraper.
Ana couldn't move. No, that wasn't true. She was still able to reach for her keyboard. I don't want to. It didn't feel real.
No?
Those hornets swarmed harder. Do you do that in real life? Spank, I mean.
When it's needed. Is that what's needed, lovely? Do you need a firm hand in real life?
Ana put her hands on the keys, but then couldn't make herself type something light and smart-alecky back. Of course, she didn't need a spanking. Wanted, maybe, but nobody needed that sort of thing. She was twenty-two. She was a college graduate with a teaching degree and maybe, just maybe, by next fall she would have a class of her own.
She was intelligent and responsible, lived on her own and paid all her own bills, and so what if her bottom tingled at the thought of being bent over and laid bare for the sharp smacking attentions of something disciplinary? It was okay to have fantasies kinkier than the mainstream. It was okay to be a strong, independent woman and still wish for a stronger woman to take her in hand.
Wasn't it?
That still didn't mean she needed it. She wasn't… needy.
Her trembling fingers wouldn't reply, not that she could think of anything witty to say back. But when she glanced back at the screen, she found Miranda had not waited for a reply. There it was, in bold yet seemingly harmless letters in the chat box: Ana, do you want to meet?
Did she want to meet?
Hell yes, she did, but did she dare? What if it all went horribly wrong? What if they didn't suit? What if Miranda spanked her, and she still felt only that awful disappointment? Then she really would be alone, without Peyton, without anyone special in her life. Not even in the make-believe world of online.
Her fingers utterly betrayed her.
Yes, they replied, leaving Ana to simply stare in mixed horror and longing at the black and white letters in the chat box. It was such a stupid thing to be this conflicted when, in that moment, she'd happily have traded every single thing she owned for a few minutes with Miranda. Yes, I want to meet.
I want to meet you too, Miranda replied.
When?
When are you free?
Ana stared at her hands in shock, simply watching as they moved over the keys as if they belonged to someone else. My work's shut down for the next two weeks. So now, I guess.
The cursor blinked, unmoving, for what felt like forever. Then it jumped, and Miranda's reply filled the bottom of the chat window. Pack your bags. I'm getting you the first flight from there to here. What's your nearest airport?
Ana told her and, just like that, her whole world suddenly stopped. She sat frozen at the table, her Cocoa Puffs turning to glop in the bowl beside her, her hands cupping one over the other over her gaping mouth. This was everything she wanted right now… and yet, this was such a bad idea. Tonight? She couldn't leave on a half-second's notice! She had to pack. She had to find someone to plant sit—her gaze shot guiltily to the withered brown leaves gathered around the base of what few twigs remained of the green-growing thing on her windowsill. She quickly looked away again. Okay, no plant sitter, but still she had to catch a cab to the airport. She had to figure out a way to afford this. She had to let people know where she was going.
Where the hell was she going?
Peyton was going to hit the roof.
No sooner had that thought flashed through Ana's mind than did she stop all over again. Who cared what Peyton did? Ana was no longer accountable to her. Why was she still thinking as if she were? If she wanted to take a spur of the moment vacation to meet an online friend (one who flipped every sensual trigger she'd ever owned, and then some), then that was no one else's business but Ana's and Miranda's.
She got up from the table, and her knees trembled. She had to work at stiffening them, steadying herself before she went to pack.
She really hoped she didn't screw this up.
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CHAPTER SIX
 
Ana read the Castle brochure—all three full-colored pages of it—a dozen times while waiting for the shuttle to depart from the Starbucks parking lot in Granger. While she was reading, Peyton kept calling her phone. She called nine times—seventeen in all, if one started counting with the one Ana received barely upon walking out her front door, duffel bag in hand. If one also added to that the plethora of text messages she'd received throughout her four hour flight and two hour layover in Chicago, it was more like seventy-three.
Nursing her iced latte between increasingly nervous hands, Ana debated turning her phone off. The only thing that stopped her, each time that phone rattled out another vibrating ring or whistled to announce another text received, was knowing she hadn't told anyone about her impromptu vacation. How could she? Her parents already wanted her to drop everything and come visit them. When her mom had called last night to make the invitation, Ana had pretended she and Peyton were planning a week-long series of romantic daytrips—picnics in the park, hikes in the mountain, drives through the countryside just to see where those familiar little roads they passed on the way to work every day went—and she said it all knowing full well that when she got back she was going to have to lie some more, recounting how wonderful each one of those make-believe trips had been. But she would do it, because however many lies she'd have to tell to explain her time away, those would still be infinitely easier than to try explaining the Castle, the kinkiest adult resort in the world, to her parents.
Her pocket vibrated with yet another of Peyton's interruption attempts. Ana clutched the brochure in her lap, her eyes glued to the sprawling Ohio countryside passing outside her window, and tried to ignore it as the bus merged from city streets onto a two-lane country highway. Within a few miles, they had left the small town of Granger, with its two streetlights and sprawling amalgamation of Wild West-aged storefronts and modern buildings, behind them. The last thing Ana saw, just before cow pastures and cornfields became the only scenery of note, was a ginormous billboard that read: 'Maybe's Candy Shop! Now located exclusively online and at The Castle. Candies made fresh daily by the sinfully sweet Sinclair!'
There wasn't a single adult-oriented thing about that billboard, but there was something vaguely suggestive about the smiling redhead pictured there with all her confections and baked goods spread out around her. It wasn't until they were well past the sign and slowing down to turn onto a private, unpaved drive, that Ana realized some of those sweets had been in the shapes of canes, hairbrushes, and paddles, and that what she had at first mistaken for a ribbon of red in the background had, in fact, been a woven licorice whip.
Her belly tightened. A crawling sensation moved up the backs of her legs and across her bottom. Ana couldn't help but squirm in her seat.
The private drive wound them through a veritable ocean of cornfields. They rounded a tree-lined grove, past a security gate and more cornfields, and finally, there it was, the Castle—a massive gray monolith of stone and turrets rising from behind a high stone wall, shielded by trees. 
In just a few minutes, Ana was going to disembark from this bus and, finally, she was going to meet the woman who had haunted her online dreams for the past eight months. She'd never done anything like this before in her life, but although her nervousness intensified inside her, so did the excitement. This was the sort of thing that could spark a whole new change in her life… or it could make everything come crashing down around her as only the biggest mistakes could. Ana didn't want to think that way, but she couldn't remember the last time she'd been this anxious to meet someone new… unless, of course, she counted the day she'd met Peyton. And look how that had turned out.
Almost without thinking, Ana touched her cheek. She'd managed to hide the remaining discoloration under multiple layers of foundation and make-up, but it was impossible to fully hide everything. What if someone noticed? Worse, what if they asked questions?
Don't think about it, Ana told herself, tucking her hand back into her lap. Miranda wasn't Peyton. Miranda hadn't just paid for this trip, she'd done everything possible to make sure Ana understood what would be expected of her once she got here. It had all been spelled out for her in the email that had accompanied the confirmation notice of her airline ticket and the Castle pre-paid admission packet: She expected Ana to have fun in a safe, sane and consensual playspace. That was it. Nothing more, nothing less. Ana did nurse private hopes that their online friendship might blossom into a real-life one, with visits back and forth. But if it turned out that they remained acquaintances rather than real friends, well, then at least Ana could say she'd been to the Castle. A place she never could have afforded to visit on her own.
Her pocket buzzed again. She held onto the brochure, crinkling the edges to keep from answering the insistent vibrating. She ought to put the silly thing in her duffel bag, then she wouldn't have to suffer its constant buzz for attention. She could, but she didn't. She wanted to get away from Peyton, but for some reason she couldn't seem to make herself cut this one last tie. That confused her. A part of her felt disloyal just for sitting here on this bus, every mile she took away from Peyton bringing her closer to a sex resort, of all places. Bringing her closer to Miranda.
Regardless of what Peyton said, two women—even two lesbian women—could be friends without sex being on the table. But was that what she wanted? It hadn't been last night when Miranda had sent her tickets via email. It certainly hadn't been a no-sex arrangement Ana had been aching for when she'd been bent over the pillow of her bed, her bottom high in the air as she'd waited for Miranda to give the command to get smacking. No, sex had definitely been on the table then, and if Miranda was even half as kind, authoritative and accepting in real life as she was online, then Ana knew (on her part at least) a no-sex relationship was not what she'd be wanting. All these insistent phone calls—something must be telling Peyton their break-up this time was different from the disastrous ones that had come before it. This time, the break-up was real. Ana was ready for something different.
The shuttle bus turned into a small circular parking depot in front of the Castle's main gate, with its drawbridge stretched across a clear moat dotted with lily pads. The portcullis was raised, the tips of its jagged iron teeth lending the archway the look of a hungry medieval maw waiting to swallow her whole.
Sliding the now wrinkled brochure into a side pocket, Ana hugged her duffel bag to her chest, bouncing alongside everyone else as the wheels of the shuttle found one last rut before easing to a gradual stop beside a line of porters, each costumed to look like medieval servants.
The hum of another silenced ring shivered against her upper thigh.
What if Miranda turned out to be like Peyton? Once upon a time, Peyton had seemed wonderful and different, too. Once, she had offered stability, love, and a lifetime of fun and togetherness. Not that Ana expected anything like that out of Miranda. Neither one of them was making magical promises here. Fun, that's what her email had said, and what she was offering was friendship—albeit friendship with the benefit of the occasional fantasy-induced spanking.
What if they didn't suit? What if they didn't even like each other?
What was it about bad break-ups, impromptu vacations, and an overabundance of nervous energy that made a girl's head fill up with ugly insecurities like these?
Ana eyed the drawbridge, craning to see if anyone might be lingering at that medieval maw or within the stone courtyard just beyond it, perhaps waiting for her. They were supposed to meet up at Orientation, according to Miranda's email. Fidgeting with the ends of her hair, Ana waited for the crowd of other passengers to get their carry-ons and leave the bus. Peyton's last angry words to her had been to say she was crazy and sick. Miranda, on the other hand, did nothing but assure her that she was fine. Of course, she preferred the latter, but what if Peyton was right? So many parts of what Ana considered to be her deepest, most private self was, according to most people, abnormal. Throw her lifelong fascination for spanking onto the pile, and it wasn't hard to see how Peyton might be justified in saying what she had.
Ana rubbed her chest, her excitement, guilt and nerves all leap-frogging over one another until she felt like the rope in a dizzying game of tug-of-war. She hadn't liked the way it felt when she'd spanked herself. There was a high likelihood that she wouldn't like it when Miranda spanked her, either. Or worse still, what if she liked it? Then she'd have to hop back onto the bus in eight days and return to her lonely, spanking-free reality. Or transfer to a school closer to here so she could visit Miranda as often as possible.
She hadn't even met the woman yet and here she was, looking for ways to turn her life upside down to accommodate her. How stalker-ish could she get?
Of course, if they didn't get along well and the vacation turned awful, eight days from now might not get here fast enough for either one of them.
"Time to get off." The bus driver, a kindly gentleman with salt and pepper hair, was standing on the steps by his open lever doors and smiling at her.
Ana startled when she realized she was the last person on the bus. Everyone else was out handing their luggage, purses, and backpacks to the porters. Jumping up, Ana hefted her duffel so it wouldn't catch on the seats and hurried down the aisle. "Sorry," she said, blushing.
"Nothing to be sorry for." Climbing back off the bus, he offered her a steady hand while she negotiated her way down the steep steps.
Having divested themselves of their cumbersome luggage, the other new arrivals were already making their way across the drawbridge. Ana was the last one left at the porters' station too, and though she looked, while she had a better view into the courtyard beyond the portcullis, she could see no other woman lingering on the other side who appeared to waiting for someone. It was early yet, she tried to tell herself, and not the right location. Miranda had said Orientation. Ana had to be patient until then.
"Can I take your bag?" one of the 'servant' porters offered, gesturing to her duffel.
"No, that's okay. I'll take it with me." Ana offered him a smile even as she shouldered her bag. Although the brochure claimed that costumes and meals would be provided at no extra cost, she'd brought a few things of her own anyway: various toiletries—hairbrush, toothbrush, deodorant, her favorite pajamas—things she didn't want lost or misplaced. Having paid one hundred dollars for Peyton to leave, she didn't have a lot of extra money with which to replace anything if her bag got lost or stolen somewhere between here and wherever she'd be spending her next eight days. Ana was also holding out hope that she might be able to afford a small souvenir from the Castle gift shop. She had no idea what, but if this turned out to be the vacation of a lifetime, by golly, she was taking home a memento. 
"You won't be going directly to your room after Orientation," the porter told her, offering a smile of his own. He also held out his hand to take her bag. "You'll go through Wardrobe first, and then tour the facility. Because outside influences—like suitcases—disrupt the fantasies of our guests, we don't allow them to pass beyond this point into the Castle with our guests. Instead, we'll cart them around to the service entrance and you'll find your bag waiting for you in your assigned room as soon as you arrive there."
"The brochure said I'm allowed one carry bag." Ana didn't want to be difficult, but when he took a step toward her, she still backed away. "I'd prefer to keep my things with me."
"That used to be the case, but we had to change our policy earlier this year when a guest's Walmart bag dispersed its contents on the second floor balcony. A can of hairspray fell through the banister bars and beaned a man on the first floor. Please." He beckoned with his fingers. "I'll make sure your bag reaches your assigned room with all of its contents intact. It won't get lost and it won't get stolen. I promise."
"But how will you know which room to take it to?" Ana countered. "I don't know my room number, and the brochure said we all get fake names to protect our identities, or did that change, too?"
"Anonymity is still king at the Castle," the porter assured her. "Porters are never guests. We are always employees of the Castle, so we do have a list of first and last names, and the room you'll be assigned to. In your case, however, I know exactly who you are—through the process of elimination." Nodding his head, he gestured back to the other porters still hovering over a small mountain of luggage, attaching tickets to each piece before loading them into the back of a wooden wagon. Pulled by a real horse, even. Or maybe it was a pony. Ana wasn't an equestrian expert, but it was sleek and pretty and the first one she'd seen in real life since she was seven. She had the most insane urge to drop everything, walk over there, and pet it.
At the rear of the wagon, a porter with a clipboard was organizing how the luggage was loaded. His hawk eyes watched everything and everybody, and he made a notation on his clipboard every time a new ticket found its way onto a piece of luggage. 
"The other guests have already checked in," the porter beside her explained. "You're the only name still on the unaccounted list." His smile gentled. "You're Miranda's friend, am I right?"
The morning breeze made the multicolored pennants snap and wave all along the top of the Castle's shielding wall. To Ana, it sounded like the crack of leather belts. Maybe her ears were playing tricks on her because of her location, or maybe anticipation caused wishful hearing. Either way, between that sound and hearing Miranda's name on his lips, all the fine hairs on Ana's neck and arms prickled against her skin.
"Is she here?"
"Yes, she is." The porter reached for her duffel bag, slow and easy, the way an expert handler would avoid startling a shy horse, and hooked her shoulder strap with his fingers. "You'll meet her soon. Right across the drawbridge, in fact. You should probably hurry though. Orientation will be starting soon."
When he pulled, against her better judgment Ana relinquished her grip. She felt naked without something to cling to, but he'd accomplished his goal, successfully redirecting her attention until all she could do was stare transfixed across the drawbridge. She followed the line of jagged portcullis teeth to the gray stone cobbles of the courtyard, eyeing the loose straw on the ground and the busy blacksmith working a harness from a stretch of brown leather. The other guests had completely vanished from sight.
Ana stood where she was, the breeze tugging at her clothing and hair. Her own excitement bubbled like champagne just under her skin, but she was still nervous. More nervous than she cared to admit.
The porter touched her shoulder, giving the gentlest of nudges. "Go on. We don't bite." He winked at her, his grin flashing from reassurance into one of utter mischief. "Unless it's been negotiated."
Ana wasn't interested in bites, negotiated or otherwise, but that did get her feet moving. Somewhere across that drawbridge, Miranda was waiting to meet her. So, across the drawbridge Ana went, a trail of colorful koi trailing in her shadow beneath the lily pads, and the hollow tromping of her own shoes sounding like the march of a soldier's boots. It echoed under the portcullis, and back through the short tunnel that granted her access to the Castle beneath the outer shielding wall.
Once on the other side, she saw the podium first, surrounded by a half moon of folding chairs, most of which were already occupied. Two long admission tables were being attended by three women dressed like maids who asked for paperwork—
Her paperwork! She'd left her paperwork in her duffel bag.
Ana ran all the way back to the porters, shouting and waving both arms to stop them just before the loaded cart was led around the curtain wall and away.
"My paperwork," she panted, once she'd caught up to them, and everything stopped while they dug through the mountain of bags to find her duffel. Finally, with paperwork in hand, she ran back again, the thundering of her feet across the drawbridge scaring the koi who, in flashes of orange and white, vanished into the depths of the dark water. Only two other guests remained at the admission tables, a man and woman who were even now finishing their transactions and stepping away to join those seated around the podium.
"I am going to be absolutely evil," the woman giggled to her companion.
"Be as evil as you like," the man said, with a small, indulgent smile. "I know how to keep you in line."
She giggled and began to bounce, taking each step as tiny little hops and singing, "I want to put my kitty ears on! I want to put my kitty ears on!"
Grinning, the man turned and presented his back. With a squeal, Miss Kitty Ears hopped up onto him, throwing her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. They both laughed as he piggy-backed her to a pair of empty chairs.
One of the admission maids (a curly-haired blonde in an outfit so skimpy it was a wonder she didn't fall out of it with every movement she made) pouted. "Oh man, now I really want to wear kitty ears, too."
"You wanted your nappy dress when you processed that young lady into the Nursery program not five minutes ago," chuckled the maid, dressed every bit as scantily, on her right.
"And when those two gentlemen mentioned a Peter Pan and the Lost Boy fantasy," added another maid, sitting to both their lefts, "you wanted to wear your Tinkerbell fairy princess dress."
"Oh my God, yes!" the curly blonde exclaimed, bouncing in her seat and waving her hands in unbridled excitement. "I'll wear my diaper and my Tinkerbell and my kitty ears! Oh, why do I have to work like this when I could be Kitty-Nursery-Tinkerbell?"
"Because the last time you were Tinkerbell, you ran through the Castle sprinkling people with cinnamon and sugar."
"It was pixie dust!" the blonde shot back.
"It was cinnamon and sugar! I sneezed for two hours!"
"I couldn't sit for two hours! So really, which of us was worse off?"
"Selena!" exclaimed both maids at the same time and in the same half-laughing, half-exaggerated tone. "You're impossible!"
Neither chastened nor offended, the blonde woman—Selena—sighed. "I know." Then she noticed Ana standing a short distance away and perked up. "Hi! I'm Selena. Come, come, come—don't be shy! Is this your first time to the Castle?"
"Yes." Eyeing all three maids, as well as the vacant podium behind her and all the occupied chairs filled by the other guests, Ana approached the table. She presented the manila envelope that held everything Miranda had told her to bring: a printout of her blank online application (which was filled in with only her pertinent information—name, address, phone number—because Miranda had said they'd go over the rest together once she arrived), a printout of the Castle's own extensive list of available activities (it was seven pages long and the only check Ana penned in was on the line situated right next to 'Spanking') and her medical results. Fortunately, Calvary approved of her getting a new physical examination, complete with bloodwork and an STI screening. She still blushed at having to go in and ask for one.
"Is this your paperwork?" Selena took the package, dumping the contents on the table before her. She sorted through it, putting the forms in order before paper-clipping everything together. She looked inside the now empty manila envelope, observing, "You don't have a wristband. That's not supposed to happen. Oh… oh, wait a minute." She picked up the incomplete admission form and connected it with the only file folder left in a box on the ground by her foot. "You're Miranda's friend! You're our special case!"
Jumping up from her seat, she dashed around the table and engulfed Ana in an unexpected bear hug.
"I'm so glad to meet you!" Selena cheered, bouncing so exuberantly that Ana had no choice but to bounce along with her.
When one worked with preschoolers, returning unexpected hugs became second nature, and so Ana did. Wide-eyed, she patted Selena's back, wondering all the while what might have merited such an astonishing welcome. "Um… th-thanks."
"Once you get settled in, we'll have to do a girls' night out. I'll introduce you to everybody. We'll have so much fun!" Selena squealed, gave Ana a tight squeeze and released her. Bouncing back around to her side of the table, she dropped into her seat and, with schizophrenic ease, became all business-like once more. "Miranda wanted you to have all your papers when she got here, so you take these." She handed Ana her files. "Orientation is right over there. Technically, we can't let you in to the Castle yet because your paperwork isn't finalized, but everyone knows you're special."
"What does that mean?" Ana glanced from the folder to Selena. "What makes me special?"
"Miranda does," Selena said, as if that were obvious. "Don't worry about all that now. I'm sure Miranda will explain everything after Orientation. It's going to start pretty soon, so you should go find a seat." She waved Ana toward the half-moon of folding chairs, before snapping back around to her companions. "Is that everybody? Can we go inside now? If I don't get some kitty ears on me soon, I am going to die!"
That was one scary woman. Vivacious, bouncy, enthusiastic… possibly even crazy. Fortunately, as big as the Castle was, Ana seriously doubted if she'd bump into Selena again.
Ana circled the podium in search of an empty chair. Just her luck, all the ones along the back and outer edges of the half-moon were occupied. She had to squeeze her way to the only open chair left; and that was located in the exact middle of the second row. That put her directly in front of the podium, between a middle-aged man who couldn't stop clearing his throat or playing with his baby-blue wristband, and two giggling brunettes who were comparing theirs.
"I want a red bracelet. How did you get red when I got yellow?"
"I don't know," the other replied. "What sort of kinky stuff did you put on your application?"
"Well, I didn't go all anal, if that's what you're asking. Exchange with me? Please! Red's my favorite color."
"Oh, hell no!"
"I said I didn't go all anal."
"Yeah, and that's why I said hell no!"
One laughed so hard she snorted. Clapping their hands over their mouths, both women burst into uncontrolled giggles. Trying not to eavesdrop, Ana pulled out the papers Selena had given her and tried to find any place that might mention her anal preferences. She was relieved to find that section blank. In fact, all the sections were blank. That must be part of what she and Miranda were supposed to go over later on. She turned in her chair, scanning the rest of the crowd in search of anyone who might be peeking around, looking for her in turn. Everyone seemed preoccupied with their papers or their neighbors. Maybe Miranda wasn't here yet, although both the porter and the bouncy maid had spoken of her not only as if she were, but as if they knew her. Miranda must come here fairly often.
Across the old cobblestone courtyard, the front Castle doors—giant twin slabs of metal and wood—swung open, and a tall woman in the old, drab costume of a stately housekeeper strolled down the steps and crossed toward the podium. She was the tallest woman Ana had ever seen in her life. Handsome, too. Perhaps not classically beautiful, but attractive, with high cheekbones and long brown hair tied back in a bun at her nape. From the moment those giant doors opened and she emerged from the shadows between them, the chatting fell silent and all around Ana, the other guests sat up straighter.
Ana sat up straighter too, but only because she was so short that now she couldn't see past those sitting in front of her. At least not until the tall woman mounted the dais. At the podium, she faced the waiting audience and graced them all with the warmest of smiles. When her eyes met Ana's, the only woman in the audience without a colored program bracelet on her arm, she paused. Her smile softened, and then grew, and with it grew a heady warmth that immediately began to tangle with the nerves already tightening in the pit of Ana's stomach.
"Good morning," the tall woman said, a soft British accent changing her vowels and consonants into something lilting and beautiful. "My name is Mrs. Hardwick… Mrs. Miranda Hardwick."
Ana stopped breathing, her chest convulsing so hard and tight that for a moment it felt as if her heart had stopped mid-beat. This elegant woman in servant's clothing was Miranda, the woman she'd been talking to for eight months on Heaven in Horticulture. The woman who had threatened to spank her and who had, in fact, brought her all this way to give her the very experience.
"Welcome," Miranda said, still staring at her as if no one else in that courtyard full of people existed apart from them. "Welcome to the Castle."
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CHAPTER SEVEN
 
"After you," Miranda said, unlocking the door and holding it open for Ana.
If this was the assigned room the brochure had assured her the Castle would provide, then it was magnificent. Located on the third floor, its size was less like a hotel and more like her own apartment back home. The immediate entryway opened onto an orderly kitchen, which fed into an open-concept dining and living area. A closet-lined corridor led to the bathroom, with a queen-sized bed peeking through the open door at the very end of the hall. And the plants… they were everywhere, green and healthy, and growing on every available surface.
"Wow," Ana said, breathing in the summer-scent of flowers on the air. "This is much bigger than I thought. I expected only a bathroom and a bed."
"Which is what most guest rooms consist of," Miranda said, closing the door behind them. "Welcome to my home."
Miranda had taken her to her home? Ana stopped between the kitchen and living room, as overwhelmed by the sudden intimacy of this peek into her online friend's private life as she was by the magnitude of flora hanging from rows of eyehooks in the ceiling. Vines and leaves dripped like waterfalls to the floor, all but devouring one end of the couch. An overgrowing spider plant was attempting to engulf the desk the same way, and a veritable jungle lined the windowsills. She should have known this was Miranda's apartment by the vegetation alone.
"Wow," she said again, rounding the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen and living room. "This is beautiful. You really are the queen of Heaven in Hor—"
She stopped when she saw her duffel bag, resting on the floor just behind a corner of the leaf-covered couch. It wasn't waiting for her in some as yet unnamed resort room. It was here. As if she was meant to spend her vacation here, her nights here. With Miranda, perhaps even in her own bed no less, unless this plant-engulfed couch folded out.
Ana honestly didn't know whether she ought to be thrilled or alarmed. She had wanted for so long to be wanted—not just for the surface things, but for who and what she was in all her most secret and hidden parts. She also wanted someone to think her worth making an effort for, and Miranda had certainly done that. She'd done that and more, but this was also their first meeting, and they'd barely done more than exchange a tentative 'Hi, how are you,' hug in the courtyard once Orientation was over.
Miranda was beautiful. All Ana had to do was look at her and her stomach turned molten and tense, her chest got tight, her fingertips tingled. During the whole walk through the Castle, from the courtyard up three long flights of stairs to the third floor employee apartments, it had been everything Ana could do not to reach out and touch Miranda's hair. It was so long and seemed so soft, and that bun looked far too stern for what Ana could see in Miranda's eyes every time she glanced back over her shoulder at her.
Even now, standing mere feet away, with this awkward silence filling up the space between them, the need to comb her fingers through Miranda's hair, to free the long chestnut tresses from the confines of all those bobby pins, itched in Ana's hands. At the same time, however, it was as if her sexual participation had been seen as a foregone conclusion right from the very start. She honestly didn't know how to feel about that.
"No expectations," Miranda reminded her, and although Ana thought she was fairly relaxed considering the circumstances, she still jumped a little when Miranda touched the small of her back. "Please." She gestured for Ana to sit on the couch. "Before we do anything else, we need to discuss a few things."
A wisp of soft hair had escaped Miranda's bun. It tickled down the side of her ear, making Ana's hand itch all the harder for the tactile pleasure of brushing it back.
Slipping around the trailing arms of a healthy ivy spiraling down from a hook in the ceiling, Ana sat down on the sofa. She folded her misbehaving hands in her lap, clutching them tight to keep from doing something inappropriate. "Okay." Her heart felt like it was dancing in her chest. "What do you want to talk about first?"
Please let it be the sleeping arrangements. Already the slow flush of heat was moving up from the molten coils that her stomach had become to burn her face. She tried not to let it show, but from the moment Miranda sat down beside her, she knew her cheeks had to be a bright, betraying pink.
"First things first." Miranda's smile softened as the two women faced one another. Ana squeezed her fingers so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She was afraid to let go, even for just a minute, lest she reach for her. Maybe she was a foregone sexual conclusion. 
"I'm glad you came," Miranda finally offered, the curve of her lips calling to Ana, seeming as sweet as they were forbidden. "I've been looking forward to this for—"
Ana's phone buzzed and she jumped, grabbing her leg first and then quickly wrestling it out of her pocket. As if she wasn't already embarrassed enough. She slapped at the screen, fumbling to reject the call and hitting the volume control instead. No longer on vibrate only, the shrillness of her ringtone blasted through the room. 
Crossing her legs, Miranda folded her hands in her lap and watched Ana flounder.
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry." Ana quickly shut the volume off again, only to hit 'talk' instead of 'reject'.
In an instant, Peyton's voice filled the quiet room. "Ana, where are you? I've been worried sick!"
Ana disconnected the call, but now her hands were shaking and instead of that seductive molten warmth inside her, all she felt was mortified. "I'm very sorry. She keeps calling, and I…" She stopped when Miranda held out her hand.
She waited—calm, confident, as if she knew her unspoken command would not be disobeyed. She didn't have to say a word. There was quiet authority in that waiting hand, and even Ana, who had never experienced anything like this before, could see it.
It only took a half second before Ana complied. It was rude to take a call in front of someone else, but it still felt like a mighty concession when she laid her phone into Miranda's waiting hand. As if Peyton knew her only link to Ana was being cut, the phone rang again, right there in Miranda's open palm.
Her long fingers closing around the device, Miranda glanced once at the screen and then decisively shut the phone off. She laid it upon her knee, folding her elegant hands over the top before looking at Ana again. Her smile held no censure at all. "Let's start by making a rule between us."
"Okay." Ana locked her hands together, stubbornly refusing to even look at that phone. Miranda wasn't scolding her, but she still felt every bit as chastened as one of her own preschoolers, slinking off to serve time in the 'thinking' chair. 
"Neither one of us will lie to the other. For the next eight days, we'll make that commitment. You may ask me anything. If it's something too intimate and uncomfortable to be answered honestly, then I will tell you so. And you may do the same with me, agreed?"
Of all the things Ana had expected her to say, that wasn't one of them. Where was the scolding—the 'no more phone calls' or 'no more Peyton'? In spite of herself, some of the rigidity eased from her back and shoulders. "O-okay. I can do that."
Standing, Miranda crossed the small living room, brushing past the long-hanging tendrils of the spider plant to slide open the middle drawer of the desk it was shielding. Laying the phone inside, the tall woman glanced back at her, as if to gauge how painful this might be, before easing the drawer shut again. "It's here if you want or need it, but for the next week, whenever we are together, the mobile stays in this drawer. That's rule number two. Agreed?"
Ana relaxed even more. "That sounds wonderful, actually."
"If you need privacy to make a call, you can take it into the bathroom or my bedroom."
"Okay."
Miranda returned to sit beside her once more. "I also have a request I'd like to make, if it won't offend you."
A tiny spark of sheer electrical awareness shot up from Ana's fingertips when Miranda took her hand. They zipped through her like tiny bolts of lightning, jolting every inch of her until Ana could barely sit still beside her. "What kind of request?" She felt breathless. "You won't offend me."
"I would like to give you that hug I promised."
"Oh." The word fled her lips upon the shakiest of sighs. A low pulse thumped to instant life in the pit of her belly. She had to fight to stay where she was. Every inch of her ached to help Miranda close the distance by scooting in closer, but it wasn't until Miranda held out her arm, offering instant comfort and security, all while allowing Ana to choose whether she wanted to accept or not, that she found she could move.
It couldn't be this easy.
In a state of dreamlike disbelief, Ana slipped in under the taller woman's arm. Her inclination was to curl up next to her, pull her feet up on the couch under her and lay her head upon her shoulder as if she belonged there. It felt so much like coming home. Miranda smelled like lavender and mint, a scent that instantly became Ana's favorite. She closed her eyes, losing herself in the allure of being with Miranda, the only person who understood her—all of her, from her sexuality right on down to this strange desire she'd always had for spanking.
Twin fingers played in the short bob of Ana's dark hair as Miranda leaned back against the sofa, pulling Ana with her. "This has been a long time in coming, hasn't it?"
"What has?"
"This," Miranda said simply.
Ana opened her eyes, the weight of the arm across her shoulders suddenly seeming to gain in heaviness.
"May I ask a question?" Miranda asked, when Ana didn't reply.
"Sure." Ana tried to sit up, but Miranda hadn't yet released her and the hug was starting to feel a little like a prison.
"I meant it when I said this vacation was offered from one friend to another. It has no hidden obligations. I am not expecting anything from you apart from the honesty we have already discussed, and if this moment right here is as intimate as we ever get, then that's fine, too."
That should have reassured her, but for some reason all Ana could hear was the unspoken 'but' lurking at the end of that statement. She had a feeling that 'but' would involve Peyton.
"But," Miranda softly pressed, creating an instant fist in the pit of Ana's stomach. "We need to be on the same page as to why we're both here."
The weight of Miranda's arm felt ten times heavier than it ought to. Pushing upright, Ana forced herself to confront Miranda.
"Yesterday, when we talked, I understood you and Peyton were no longer a couple. Has that changed?" Miranda spoke without accusation, but guilt pricked at Ana as if with needles.
"No." She tried to smile, but her mouth wasn't cooperating.
"It's perfectly all right if it has."
"No, really." Rubbing her forehead, Ana laughed softly as if to prove this was no big deal, and then struggled to find a way to explain something she honestly couldn't even explain to herself. "We did break up. But then she started calling me. I haven't answered, so she keeps calling. I-I'm pretty sure it's because she has stuff in the apartment and I'm not there to let her in. I didn't tell her I was leaving, and she's trying…" Her voice steadily rising with frustration, Ana caught herself. She held her breath a moment, before letting it all out again, her shoulders sagging. "She's trying to guilt me into letting her come back and I-I… I don't want that."
"What do you want?" Miranda asked, reaching up to smooth a stray lock of brown hair back from Ana's cheek.
Wasn't that the million dollar question? Ana didn't realize she was holding her breath until a wild laugh broke from her too-tight throat. Not happy or amused, but high-pitched and nervous.
"I don't want you to think I'm weird," she said, and it was the worst possible thing she could have admitted just then. It was too revealing, too personal. Too honest. "I-I don't think I could take it. What I want is too strange."
Tsking, Miranda tipped her head. When she opened her arms, there was no more hesitation. Ana moved into her embrace, curling against her side in relief to rest against Miranda's shoulder. The shoulder fit her as if they'd been tailor-made for one another. 
"Oh, my lovely." Miranda gave a gentle laugh, her breath ruffling Ana's hair. "I guarantee, whatever you say I will have heard it a thousand times before."
"Yeah, but that doesn't mean you won't think it's weird."
Was it her imagination, or did a feather-soft kiss just brush upon her brow?
"Shall I go first?" Miranda offered. "How about if I name something that I like, and you can name something that you like. We will see where we have common ground?"
Ana nestled in, tucking one hand up under her cheek with the steady thu-thump of Miranda's heart beating against her flesh. "Okay."
"I am a dominant woman, and I'm drawn to submissive women."
That seemed like such an obvious statement and yet, it struck an immediate chord within Ana.
"I… I think I am a submissive woman," she admitted, though her voice dropped to a whisper as she finished, "I like dominant women. Although I haven't met many. Mostly, I read about them in books."
"That's all right." Miranda rubbed her arm. "Everyone starts out inexperienced, including me. You're in the perfect place to remedy that particular problem, if it could even be called that—a problem, I mean." Another whisper-soft kiss brushed Ana's brow. This time, there was no mistaking it, especially when Miranda's seductive lips lingered along her hairline. "I like to spank naughty little girls because they need or want it."
"I've never been spanked before." Ana's breath caught deep inside her chest, as if trying to stop her before she could admit, "But I've fantasized about it for as long as I can remember."
"Tell me what you picture when you imagine yourself getting spanked."
Her breath caught all over again, her chest squeezing down so hard it physically hurt. "You said you would go first."
"This is my fantasy. You, sitting on my couch and talking to me."
Ana lifted her chin, but she wasn't brave enough to look up, afraid of what Miranda might see in her eyes. "Just talking?"
"Mm." Miranda's soft hum made Ana's stomach clench and shiver. Naked wanting all but dripped from those dulcet tones, and it sparked an answering flow that flooded molten from her womb. Ana squeezed her thighs together, trying to stop the wetness, but already she could feel the tickle of telltale moisture slipping through the lips of her sex. "No, lovely. My fantasies do not stop at talking, but your heart is bruised from your last relationship. I won't pressure you for more than you're ready to give."
It took a lot of scraping to work up the courage to ask, but Ana had to know. "What if I want you to?" She lay against Miranda's side, her head on the taller woman's shoulder, while she waited breathlessly for an answer.
"To pressure you?"
"Maybe."
Miranda kissed her brow again. "Tell me your fantasy."
Ana tucked her cheek into the groove between Miranda's shoulder and her own hand. "I… It's silly, really."
Miranda stroked her arm. "Is it for pleasure or punishment?"
A tiny blossom of heat unfurled within her stomach. "Punishment… in my fantasies. But is it strange that I don't think I'd want it to happen like that in real life?"
"No," Miranda said, giving her a squeeze. "It's normal."
"It is?"
"Oh yes. Almost all submissives imagine themselves being disciplined by someone who loves and cares for them enough to correct misbehavior. Even those who prefer their spankings given as occasional swats during the heated moments of sex often fantasize about stern, or even severe, discipline. It's a natural aspect of being submissive. Or of being dominant, too, frankly."
"You think about that?"
"Of taking you across my knee and giving you a good, sound spanking? I have, yes. Absolutely I have. But there is a world of difference between fantasy and reality. I would not cross that line without a good reason, and never without talking to you first." Squeezing her arm again, Miranda looked down at her. "Tell me your fantasy, lovely."
Ana drew in a shaky breath. She lowered her chin, tucking her mouth between Miranda's shoulder and her hand again, more comfortable now that Miranda seemed to think this all normal. Still, Ana would have found it easier to remove her clothes than to share her most private dream. "I come home and… and you're waiting for me."
"Me specifically, or any dominant woman?"
Isn't it obvious? Another sliver-sized piece of her soul felt cast out into the broad light of common knowledge and judgment. "It's been you for a long time now."
"Not Peyton?"
"Peyton never spanked me. She called it abusive and weird."
Miranda cuddled closer. "That was her opinion, not mine. I make a living out of fulfilling people's desires to be spanked. Go on. Tell me more."
Ana melted into the sweet-scented arm around her shoulders. "You're waiting for me to come home, because I've done something wrong. Something I knew better than to do, and which you told me not to. I don't know what, really. Sometimes I think of an excuse, but most of the time I don't. I know I'm in trouble the minute I see your face."
"What do you do?" Miranda's fingertips began to play up and down the upper portion of Ana's arm.
"Bowing my head, I can't look at you, so I look at the floor when you start to scold me."
"Because you were a very naughty girl," Miranda said, a strange twist of sternness creeping in among those otherwise innocuous words. "You have a well-deserved spanking coming, don't you?"
That familiar prickling sensation crawled up the backs of her thighs to consume the curves of her bottom. Ana gave a delicious squirm, as embarrassed as she was tantalized. "Yes. When you come to take my arm, I don't fight it."
"Where do I take you?"
"The nearest chair. Sometimes it's in the kitchen; sometimes the living room. Sometimes you take me to the bedroom." Ana's heart fluttered, dancing nervously in her chest. Emboldened, she reached for Miranda's hand, wanting simply to hold it. Miranda wove their fingers together. "When you take me to the bed…" Ana's voice stumbled, her voice dropping in a husky range. "I mean bedroom…" Bedroom! Bedroom! What am I doing, suggesting Miranda take me to bed? "When you do that, my punishments are always more than just spankings." 
More double-entendres! At this rate, their second meeting was going to involve someone bringing a U-Haul.
"Spankings that happen in the bedroom should involve more," was all Miranda said. "Someday you will have to tell me all about those extra bad-girl punishments. But for now, I want to hear what happens when I take you to the living room and spank you, perhaps on the couch as we are right now."
That blossom of heat in Ana's stomach became a bonfire of awareness. It spread through her in waves, down into her legs, up into her chest. It quivered, dwelling in the base of her womb like a living thing, and moving all through her sex in pulses of pure stimulation.
"You sit down first. In the center. Leaving no room for me to do anything but stand in front of you. You tell me… you tell me you l-l-love me." Furious heat rushed her face. Admitting that part of the fantasy this early was inappropriate, but that's how it always happened in her mind, and Miranda did ask her to tell the truth. "You say you're disappointed in me."
"And that would be true," Miranda murmured, her fingertips playing up and down over the curve of her shoulder. "I will always find your bad behavior disappointing, but never beyond my ability to correct. Here, stand up, my lovely."
Ana didn't realize how lost she was in the retelling until Miranda removed her arm. The pit dropped completely out of her stomach. Her breasts felt swollen, heavy, her nipples straining against the soft cotton of her bra, aching to be touched. In somnambulistic obedience, Ana rose. She turned, looking down at Miranda and seeing nothing but the threatening pleasure of her waiting lap. In her daydreams, she couldn't remember Miranda's lap looking this ominous.
"What happens next?" Miranda asked, easing over what few inches it took to center herself upon the couch cushions.
Her knees dipped, buckling just a bit. "You take m-my pants and panties down," she quavered, excitement, nervousness, eager anticipation all waging a vicious war in every one of her nerves. It became dreamlike all over again when she watched Miranda's hands take hold of the front of her pants, pulling her in to stand on shivery legs between Miranda's knees.
"Disciplinary spankings should be given on the bare bottom," Miranda told her, unbuttoning the top fastening and lowering the zipper. "Do I ever tell you that in your fantasies?"
 All Ana could do was nod as she watched Miranda peeling the denim of her jeans down over her hips. Her mouth ran dry. It had taken more than twenty minutes that morning to select her sexiest, skimpiest panties. She remembered laughing at herself, at the absurdity of spending so much time choosing lingerie Miranda would likely not see. Ana wasn't laughing now though. The Miranda of her dreams had already hooked her fingers into the thin stretch of purple cotton and lace that wrapped her hips. Forget panties; Miranda was about to see a whole lot more.
Her brown eyes locked on Ana's, Miranda took them down, dragging her bikini underwear down to the middle of her thighs. Had Ana cried "Stop," she had no doubt in her mind that Miranda would have. But Ana didn't. Instead, she whispered, "Yes, you do."
"That's because it's what you need." Miranda left her panties at half-mast, letting her hands stroke back up Ana's naked thighs to settle on her hips. "Your subconscious knows this. What else do I say?"
"You tell me to lay myself across your lap."
"I do not put you into place myself?"
"No." Ana choked on her own admission, her heart racing. "I have to submit openly, freely. I'm not supposed to kick either, but once you start spanking me, I almost always do."
Miranda let her fingers caress Ana's hips and waist. "Disobedience during a spanking will always earn you extra punishment."
"I can't help it."
"I know you can't."
If her heart beat any faster, it would explode right out of her chest.
"It's my job take you to the edge of what you can bear," Miranda told her. "If you can handle a punishment calmly, then it's not punishment. It's pleasure. A real spanking doesn't start until you wish it were over." Slowly, with great meaning, Miranda leaned back on the couch. Her lap became amplified between them, an unfulfilled promise that waited to be either accepted or rejected.
Ana lowered herself into position. She wiggled, making sure her bottom centered upon Miranda's thighs, before she clutched at the stretch of sofa cushion that bolstered her torso. The tips of her toes braced against the floor behind her. It was a position that felt at once both awkward and like coming home, although this wasn't like any home she had known before.
Miranda's arm settled across the small of her back, her hand wrapping the curve of Ana's hip. Every fine hair on her neck and arms rose to attention when she felt Miranda's right hand came to rest on the back of her thigh. Her thumb lined the crease where the flesh of her bottom curved up into the hilliest part. "What comes next, lovely?"
"You spank me—ee!" Before she could get the word out, Miranda's hand cracked down. It caught nearly all of her right cheek, and imparted a sting unlike anything Ana could have imagined. It was, even without Miranda's full strength behind the stroke, as different from Ana's feeble spatula spanking at home as night was from the blistering heat of day.
"Do I spank you hard?" Miranda purred, her hand caressing a path to Ana's left bottom cheek.
"Yes—oh!" Ana abandoned the couch cushion. She grabbed Miranda's knee instead.
"Because you've been a naughty girl and this is what you need?"
Two sharp smacks now instead of one. Ana yelped both times, her eyes widening. Her gaze locked on to the fabric pattern of the cushion before her, seeing nothing, but feeling everything. Miranda's body melted into her own, the caress of her hand broadening the growing tingle in Ana's own skin. The tingle warred with the budding of genuine heat. Not of lust this time, but the heat of a real spanking, suffusing the fleshy orbs of her bottom.
"Yes," Ana gasped.
"Do I scold you in your fantasies?"
"Yes!" Four spanks this time. Ana tried, but it became harder to hold still. Drops of moisture tickled through her nether lips, spilling down to dampen her thighs. The biting staccato slaps stung the surface of her skin. "Oh!"
"What do I say?"
"How disappointed you are." Another burst of fiery slaps. Four, only four. But never had a mere four spanks made it so impossible to hold still. "H-how you wish y-you didn't have to, but I leave you no choice! Ow! Ow!" Ana threw back her head as four spanks suddenly morphed into a flurry of many more. She grabbed Miranda's leg with both hands now, arching her back and fighting not to kick. "How you'll spank me until I learn how to behave! Ow! Owww!"
The spanking stopped. Miranda took Ana's arm and pulled her upright, shifting her equilibrium. She hovered over the couch cushion, thunderstruck by the raging heat pulsing in her bottom as lust pulsed between her legs. Ana tried to kneel back on the floor, but Miranda shifted her, pulling until she found herself sitting on the lap she had just been spanked over.
"Do I tell you it will hurt me every bit as much as it does you?" Miranda asked, her smiling mouth softening that lie, while her eyes blazed with an arousal that matched Ana's own. 
Take me to your bed. Shocked at herself, Ana lunged for Miranda's seductive lips, enveloping them in the same hungry, passionate kiss she had so often dreamt about in her fantasies. Except this was real life, and these were real lips responding to the kisses Ana pressed upon them. The blazing heat of a real mouth, opening when Ana opened hers. A real sigh echoing Ana's own moan when Miranda gripped her hips and squeezed, rubbing, massaging, her fingertips applying pressure upon all the tender places where her bottom burned and throbbed.
Ana cried out, writhing in Miranda's fierce embrace, though not to break away. She wanted Miranda. Here. Now. She tore at the buttons on Miranda's entirely too matronly costume, stripping away the dowdiness to reveal the pale soft flesh beneath. She pressed her breasts to Miranda's, the skin-to-skin contact she craved burning her every bit as hot as the heat in her bottom.
Without warning, her equilibrium flipped as Miranda reached all the way down, grabbing Ana under her aching bottom and between her legs. She lifted her before tossing her down again, flat on her back with the softness of the sofa cushions catching her. Their mouths broke apart. Miranda's lips were flushed and swollen, and her dark eyes had turned positively smoky with desire.
"This changes nothing, lovely, do you understand?" She cupped Ana's cheek, stroking her as if striving to soothe. Ana burned too hot to want soothing. "No expectations. No obligations. Do you understand?"
Ana stared uncomprehendingly at Miranda's lips, not wanting to understand anything, desperate only to feel them branding her skin once more. She arched to catch her with another kiss. Despite Miranda's reassurances, this did change things and she knew it did.
It changed her.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Ana had always known she was kinky, pretty much since high school when she was summoned by the principal because someone had stolen her 'special' notebook and turned it in. There had been nothing special about the actual notebook. It was a black three-ring binder from Office Depot, with pictures of tigers taped under the plastic cover, five subject dividers for the sheaf of college-lined paper inside, and a neon-pink plastic pouch to hold all her pens, pencils and erasers. What was special about it, was the writing she thought she'd hidden well enough to never be discovered behind a half-inch of graded homework assignments. It was that writing that had got her into trouble.
It hadn't even been her writing. Rather, it had been every spanking, bondage, or lesbian love scene she'd stumbled across in any book she'd read since the sixth grade, when her mother gave her her very first library card and granted her carte blanche access to the whole of the Redmond Public Library. And boy, did Ana make good and dubious use of that consent. Within that archaic structure of stone, wood and glass, she'd discovered just how powerfully the written word could affect her, whether it be historical, adventurous, or dramatic… or even erotic. It had been in that library, curled up on a cushion in an otherwise empty kids' section with her nose buried in the saucy tale of two liberated women, that Ana had felt her first pulse of arousal.
She couldn't keep that book—she didn't even dare take that one home—but she had kept the scene, painstakingly copying it down in her special notebook so she could re-read it whenever she wanted. Two women in love with each other, enjoying each other's bodies without shame, fear, or guilt. Imagine that! 
From then on, she had copied into her notebook every scene that attracted her interest or sparked a seductive pulse. She'd collected hundreds of them by the time some do-gooder stole her binder. To this day, she could still remember how it had felt to sit in that chair, pinned under the disapproving gaze of a man who had lectured her for over an hour on the evils of pornography and then called her parents.
That wait for her parents to arrive had been the longest twenty minutes of her life. Upon their arrival, they had stormed the principal's office, outraged on their maligned daughter's behalf only to see that notebook for themselves and read some of those excerpts with their own stricken eyes. The principal's condescension was nothing compared to her mother's tears and her father's anger. 
"You could overcome this if you weren't so stubborn," her mother had begged. 
"It's all your fault!" Her father had slammed his chair against the wall, sending Ana cowering into the nearest corner and her mother wailing into a fresh flood of tears. Even Principal Othkers had flinched. "'Let her read,' you said. 'What harm could it do?' Well, now I'm telling you, obviously what Ana needs is some good, old-fashioned sense knocked into her."
He'd advanced toward her, stopped only by Principal Othkers' remonstration. "I suggest you take your daughter home and teach her good Christian morals."
With that, Principal Othkers had suspended her for a week, demanding a written apology and promise to reform. 
"Do you have to like girls?" her mother had asked afterward. "Couldn't you try harder to be normal?"
"No," Ana remembered telling her as she'd blinked the tears away. Couldn't they see? Why would she choose this life if she had the option for an easier one? "You have to make Dad understand."
And because Mom always gave in, she squeezed Ana's shoulder. "All right. But you have to give up the dirty stories."
Ana had promised and, from that moment on, she had kept her word. 
Peyton had been the first crack in Ana's sexual armor forged all those years ago. Miranda was the second. But this… Ana stared at the stack of forms spread out on the table between herself and Miranda in flustered, stammering dismay. This was shocking enough to shatter that armor into millions of tiny pieces.
"I don't think I can do this," she hedged, pushing aside one way-too-personal questionnaire only to reveal another beneath it.
"It's part of the admittance process," Miranda said, checking to make sure Ana had all the correct forms. She tested a shiny gold ballpoint pen before placing it in Ana's hand. "Everyone goes through it. It's overwhelming, but if you take it one question at a time, you'll get through it just fine. And I'll be sitting right here in case you have questions."
That made things worse, not better. Who wanted an audience when answering questions about her anal sex preferences? Particularly not when she picked up the second questionnaire and her eyes fell on the question: Should sexual contact be initiated, what form do you prefer it take? Check any that apply. Then there was a list. A massive list—oral, vaginal and anal took up the top three spots, but a confusing array of options included an entire section devoted to insertables.
"What… what's a Hi—what is that? Hi…tac…hi?"
"Hitachi wand?" Miranda supplied.
Ana gave the paper a dubious frown. "Is that how it's pronounced?"
Getting up from the table, Miranda gave her an indulgent smile as she walked away, disappearing down the hall into her bedroom. She returned only a moment later with a cordless contraption that could only have been the wand in question. To Ana, it looked more like a scepter with a big, roundish rubber head. Instead of Hitachi, it read Miranda, followed by the Castle logo. Ana gave a quizzical look to Miranda, who laughed. 
"The Castle creates its own brand of toys, and it named its Hitachi-like vibrator after me. I'm not sure whether to be flattered or insulted." When Ana gaped, Miranda gave a wry smile. "Of course, I'm better than the Hitachi, or so I'm told. Here, hold out your hand."
Ana did so, eying the wand as Miranda pressed its round head into her palm. With the click of a button, Ana's whole hand filled with a vibrating buzz. She blinked, gradually closing her fingers around the ball-shaped head while, with click after click, Miranda put it through a series of different settings which adjusted the pattern of the vibrations.
"Oh," she said softly, liking the last one best. "That one's not bad. That would feel great on my back after a hard day of preschoolers."
The laughing brown hues of Miranda's steady gaze brightened, seeming to sparkle with growing amusement. "It's not meant for your back."
"Well, no. I mean, I know that, but I've never been fond of vibrators. They just don't do anything for me." Her face began that slow burn all over again. "I mean, of course I've tried them. But, you know, they've just never affected me the way… you know… other women write about in reviews."
"Mm." Miranda looked at her, as if Ana had issued some kind of challenge and now she was debating whether or not she ought to rise to it. Her lips pursed, her eyes narrowed, and her entire demeanor changed into one of subtle authority. "All right. Stand up."
"That's okay." Ana tried to withdraw her hand, only to have Miranda take her wrist.
"Stand," she said again, still smiling and yet with a thread of steely command creeping in amongst the words.
Ana looked at the wand humming in Miranda's hand. She felt silly. Heat bloomed hotter in her face, but she eventually obeyed, rising to her feet and pivoting to face that loudly vibrating scepter.
Miranda eased closer. Ana's heart quivered when Miranda dipped her head, but she didn't kiss her. Not really. Her lips brushed just shy of truly touching Ana's, retreating even as Ana tipped her chin, chasing wistfully after a kiss that never quite materialized. She didn't realize Miranda's true intent until she felt fingertips sliding down the front of her zipper to cup her through her jeans. The heat of her palm and the press of her fingers along the seam of her sex brought Ana right to the verge of tiptoes. 
"Hands on your head," Miranda directed.
Ana wasn't sure she could keep her balance like that, but she didn't argue. She slapped her hands on top of her hair, interlacing her fingers and clutching them tightly. Funny, how fast Miranda could make her sex come humming back into instant arousal. Ana wasn't multi-orgasmic. She was a once and done kind of girl, with maybe a little cuddling afterward, neither of which Miranda had had difficulty with, right up until they'd decided to tackle Ana's admittance paperwork. Or, more accurately, Miranda had decided Ana should tackle the paperwork. 
Ana was learning that what Miranda wanted, she got. It should have bothered her—shades of Peyton all over again—but instead Ana found it intensely sexy. She'd never realized the turn-on of a powerful woman in command of herself without needing to domineer. Ana found herself hoping she could learn to convey that same calm center of authority, but for now, calm flew out the window when Miranda massaged her, following the seam of her jeans back and forth along the slit of her sex.
"Deep breath," she cautioned. "Steady yourself. Ah, but I forget. You don't find vibrators stimulating, so this won't affect you at all."
One moment it was Miranda's fingers that she could feel, pressing in on her folds, searching for her clit through the thick cloth of her pants. In the next, the hum of the vibrator was right there, pressing in right where she never knew she'd needed to feel it. Her knees buckled out from under her.
"Steady," Miranda said again, her brown eyes once more dancing with laughter.
Ana stiffened her legs, or at least she tried. "Uh…. ooohh!" The vibrations shook her, turning her legs to water and releasing a flood of molten arousal that flowed from her as Miranda turned up the power. She took the wand from an idle hum to a bone-rattling buzz, and Ana fell back against the table. Miranda moved with her, keeping the head of the Miranda exactly where it needed to be. Incredibly, she turned it up even higher and then changed the rhythm of the pulse. 
"OooOOOH!"
Miranda took her right to the very edge, right to the brink of sudden sexual chaos before something changed. Miranda's smile faltered, then faded. Abruptly, cruelly, she switched the Miranda off.
"Damn it," she said softly. She all but slapped the wand down on the table by Ana's hip. Reaching into her back pocket, she pulled out a phone Ana hadn't yet noticed. Looking at the screen, Miranda's face underwent another subtle change, although this one wasn't pleasant to watch. She grew somber. For just a second, Ana thought she saw a flicker of panic, but if she did, Miranda had it masked faster than she could lurch from the table. "I'm sorry. I have to go."
Go? Her legs shaking, Ana grabbed the table to keep from falling. She stared, horribly confused, while Miranda ducked back into her bedroom to grab a jacket. "Did I do something wrong?"
Whether it was her words or her tone, as Miranda shot back through the living room on her way to the door, she stopped. Dismay naked on her face, she came back to the table. "No," she promised, cupping Ana's cheek. "You didn't do anything wrong, lovely. Please believe me, I would not be leaving right now were this anything less than an absolute emergency."
The phone in Miranda's pocket buzzed a second time, and it made the pit of Ana's stomach tighten with the same dreadful fist-clench that her own phone did when she knew Peyton was on the other end.
"Finish your paperwork," Miranda said, caressing her hair back from her face. "I'll help you as soon as I get back."
"When?" The small, childish entreaty flushed Ana's cheeks with embarrassment. She didn't mean to be so needy.
Miranda didn't laugh at her, though. Leaning down, she kissed Ana's right cheek, then her left, and after the slightest hesitation, dipped down to steal a tender taste of her lips. "As soon as I can, I promise I'll be back."
Shame and disappointment rippled through her. She made herself smile, so she wouldn't be an imposition. "It's okay."
She'd said it was an emergency. She said if it weren't an emergency, then she wouldn't be leaving. And yet, all she could think was that Miranda was a professional Domme, so what else could she expect? People paid a lot of money to spend time with her. Obviously, Ana's time had run out.
That made her feel even more ashamed. Emergency, she had to remind herself. She didn't know the circumstances. There might be very good reasons as to why non-emergency Ana couldn't compete.
Miranda stole another kiss, a quicker one this time. Ana could taste the urgency as she pulled away. "Finish your paperwork. When I get back, we'll get your bracelet, our costumes, and I'll take you on a tour of the estate—the house, the garden, wherever you'd like."
She was placating Ana like a crying child in need of a piece of candy, but Ana found herself reaching for it anyway. "Will you take me to see the horses?"
"The four-legged or the two-legged horses?" Miranda teased, except she wasn't smiling. Ana must have looked confused, because she quickly waved her hand. "Never mind. It's a date. We'll go to the stables." One last kiss, even hastier than the others, then Miranda ducked through the door and was gone.
Ana was left standing in the middle of another woman's house, her lips tingling, her heart sinking with disappointment, and her body still humming from the sensual vibrations of the Miranda, now lying forgotten on the kitchen table.
 
* * * * *
 
This is it. That's what the text had said, but Miranda didn't feel panic until after she left her apartment. She made it to the second floor landing and was almost to the stairs when she saw Marshall shoot out of his office in full Master of the Castle regalia. His stern black leather breeches and boots, the stark white of his medieval shirt, and the elaborate black nobleman's jacket warred with the modernity of the duffel bag he carried slung under his arm. His change of clothes. He couldn't wear medieval clothing in the hospital ICU. People stared at them hard enough whenever they went out in public, without adding their working costumes into the mix.
Spying her, he paused to let her catch up, and didn't say a word about the fact that she was in normal clothes instead of her housekeeper's uniform. "Sam's bringing the car around the front."
Miranda felt her first real glimmer of fear then. Marshall never allowed modern vehicles out front where guests could see them. Only the shuttle buses, and only once a day. "What happened? Do you know?"
Marshall shook his head. They hurried side by side down the curving staircase, pushing past a group of giggling schoolgirls at the bottom of the steps.
"Ladies," Marshall said, in his sternest tone. It made the 'girls' blush and laugh, but the admonishment had been given by rote, a habit borne from years of slipping on his Master's persona. These days, he wore it as easily as he wore his ceremonial leathers but Miranda could tell he was preoccupied, even if the schoolgirls didn't.
As they crossed the drawbridge, Sam peeled into the circular parking depot where usually only the shuttle buses were allowed. His speed and recklessness scared her, too. Sam, as a driver, was one of the most cautious men she knew, but he barely slowed down long enough for her and Marshall to get in. He also took those winding dirt roads back to the main highway fast enough to leave a choking dust cloud trailing behind them.
"Don't get pulled over," was all Marshall said. Marshall, who never tolerated recklessness of any kind, took his seatbelt off long enough to change his clothes in the front seat while they drove.
That was the last thing any of them said until they reached the hospital and Sam dropped them off at the ambulance entrance. "I'll be in as soon as I find a place to park."
From there, Marshall fell into step behind Miranda. She knew the way from here better than any of them, having walked this maze of sterile halls in the last few weeks more times than she cared to recount. The nurses in ICU seemed to be waiting just for them, which set off Miranda's internal panic alarm all the more.
"What's happened?" she asked at the desk.
"I'll call his doctor," the nurse offered. She spoke too gently, with too much sympathy. Miranda couldn't make herself wait for him. She went to Don's room, but with every step all she wanted to do was flee as fast as she could go the other way. She had been a nurse once upon a time, oh, it felt like an entire lifetime ago. She'd quit specifically because she couldn't bear any more loss. Control, power, hope. Miranda needed them all, and the nurse's tone gave her none.
She stopped in front of the sliding glass door. She didn't want to open it. She didn't want to walk in and see 'This is it' in the flesh. She didn't want to see Don, or what remained of Don, lying still and cold in that medical bed. Her heart writhed beneath her breasts as she teetered between anger and fear.
Marshall took the lead then, opening the door for her. His warm hand found the small of her back as he slipped past her, neither forcing her in nor shutting her out. His touch gave her the courage to enter long enough to see for herself whether Don still lived or if he finally had died.
His monitors bleeped, measuring out the stubborn beating of his heart—erratic beats, Miranda saw with dismay—and the tempo of his breaths—shallow breaths, aided by the oxygen mask that covered his gaping mouth and nose.
She approached his bedside, reaching for his fragile hand. "Don?"
He can still hear you. How many times had she said that to other patients' families? Hearing is the last sense to leave.
She caressed his fingers, but his eyelids didn't so much as flutter. His hand lay in hers, limp and unresponsive. He might have been asleep, but no sleep came with this gray-skinned pallor or machine-aided breaths.
Sam appeared at the door, slipping into the room despite the ICU's posted regulation about two visitors per patient. They weren't even family, technically speaking. But Miranda had been here so often, and no one said no to Marshall.
Maybe it was mere minutes, but it felt like hours—hell, it felt like days; time in hospitals never passed the way it did in the regular world—before a man in dark slacks and a white lab coat knocked quietly at the sliding door. He slipped into the room. A young man, far too young it seemed to be wearing a nametag reading 'Dr. Rhiel', or to be the bearer of the kind of news his expression was steeled for.
"I'm sorry," Dr. Rhiel began, sliding his hands into his coat pockets as he looked at each of them in turn. "About two hours ago, he became unresponsive."
"What does that mean?" Marshall asked.
"Your friend is in a coma," Dr. Rhiel explained. "His body is shutting down."
"Do we have options?" Sam quietly asked.
The young doctor shook his head. "He asked that no measures be used to prolong his life. His family has been apprised of his change in status and they have expressed that no further medical extremes be taken. And to be honest, there isn't anything else that I would recommend. His organs have been failing for days."
A wave of shuddering weakness moved right up Miranda's legs, buckling her knees. She almost fell, but the side bars on the bed bumped against her back and she caught herself. "Isn't there anything we can do?"
"Yes." Dr. Rhiel met her gaze with unflinching sympathy. More damn sympathy, but at least this kind didn't make her feel weak. "We can wait, we can talk to him, and we can say our goodbyes. At this point, that's what we can do."
Dr. Rhiel left after instructing them to summon a nurse if necessary.
"I'll stay," Marshall said, drawing a chair up to Don's bedside, opposite to where Miranda stood holding his hand.
"No," she said, shaking her head. "I'll stay."
"You have a guest," Marshall reminded her.
"You have a thousand of them!" Miranda shot back. She couldn't remember the last time she had allowed her temper to show. Not because she deferred to anyone, but because she preferred her emotions to remain private. But Marshall was right. She had Ana to think about. Ana, who had never been to the Castle before, who had come all this way to be with Miranda, who had just come out of a bad situation and who was seeking nothing more than a little validation that she wasn't 'wrong' or 'sick'. As much as Miranda needed right now to be with Don, to hoard every last precious second she could before he was taken from her, Ana needed her, too. And as much as she wished it otherwise, she physically could not be at the hospital and at the Castle at the same time.
"My guests aren't personal," Marshall said gently. Coming to her side of the medical bed, he circled around Sam to steal her hands from Don's. "There's a young lady in your home who's depending on you, and who doesn't deserve to be abandoned on her first trip to a strange place. You're the only person she knows."
A comforting pressure squeezed her fingers, but it came from the Master of the Castle instead of the only man she had ever loved with all her heart.
"Go home, Miranda."
"I won't leave him alone." Miranda blinked, retreating into stubbornness.
"Not for a single minute is he going to be alone," Marshall assured her. "I'll stay the night. Sam can spell me in the morning. We'll take turns, however long this takes, and we'll call you when things change."
Miranda shook her head, angry at herself for the rush of guilty relief she felt because she wouldn't have to stay. Don would have understood, but in that moment, she knew she was the worst kind of friend anyone could have.
"Come on." Sam came around the bend, sliding an arm around her shoulders.
Miranda stiffened her back. These were three of her best friends in the world. In the four years they had spent living together, working together, at the Castle, they had seen all of each other's ups and downs. She had been a shoulder to lean on, sometimes even to cry on, but she was a Mistress of the Castle first and foremost. She was always careful never to let anyone see beneath that façade. Only Ana, and only online.
"It's all right," Sam said, letting her lean on him until she could pull herself firmly back together again. She couldn't go home like this, not when Ana had already been through so much. She had to be strong. She had to be the steady, comforting Mistress. If it were anyone else, Miranda would have detached herself, found another Dominant to take over for her, secluded herself away and probably cried until her broken heart withered and there were no tears left inside her to shed.
But this wasn't anyone else. It was Ana, and Miranda could no more give her away than she could allow Ana to witness her in a moment of weakness.
"It'll be okay," Sam said again, once they were out of the hospital and heading for his car.
Miranda knew better, though. Right now, nothing was okay, but for Ana's sake—and her own—for a little while at least, Miranda could pretend. She had to. There was, quite simply, nothing else she could do.
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CHAPTER NINE
 
Alone, Ana sat at Miranda's dining table and glared at the ocean of paperwork spread out before her. In the desk across the room, her cell phone rattled out yet another phone call she had no intention of answering, and yet again, she had to swallow back her guilt.
She picked up her pen, found the first page, and looked at the Miranda wand. Her inner core fizzled, quivering with unmet physical need. Grumbling, she focused on her Castle application. How did Miranda expect her to concentrate after that display?
Name, address, phone and internet contact information. Easy. The second part was a little more difficult, though. Visiting alone or with others? She'd come by herself, but she was (apparently) staying with someone. 'I'm visiting Miranda', she wrote on that line. What program interests you most?
Noble, Nursery, Schoolgirl, Service, Dungeon… Ana's head spun. She left that blank until Miranda could explain what the programs were and help her decide. Whatever it was, she hoped it involved at least one or two more of those delicious spankings.
The afterglow of Miranda vibrations settled toward her bottom. She squirmed in her chair, wishing she could still suffer some heat and maybe even a little soreness. Miranda's few swats had promised an expert hand, literally, and Ana couldn't wait for her to come home so she could experience round two.
She was a great kisser, too. Ana blushed. She closed her eyes, once again feeling Miranda's cool, strong hands taking down her pants before drawing her down to settle across a lap that promised more than just stability during playful chastisement. It promised safety, too. What a relief it was to know for certain that the reality of spanking was every bit as hot and heady as her fantasies had led her to believe.
Oh, and everything that had come afterward! From the kiss, to the way Miranda's hands had gripped her bottom, throwing her down on the couch while her soft, seductive mouth grew increasingly more ravaging.
Maybe they had a pirate program here at the Castle. Ana wouldn't object at all to spending the next eight days being a well-plundered wench, so long as it was Miranda doing the pillaging.
Ana tried to concentrate on her paperwork, but her hot cheeks and pulsing sex were making it difficult to concentrate. She was tempted to pick up the Miranda and see what some of the other settings could do.
Do you desire sexual contact with your partner during your stay? Yes. No. What kind? Though no one was here to see it, Ana still covered her face. She had to be as red as pickled beets.
Sexual orientation? Ana circled lesbian as a sparking pulse of growing arousal thumped between her legs. Warm wetness spilled down through her. She squeezed her thighs together, as if that could dam the flow. Whatever emergency had pulled Miranda away, she hoped it concluded soon. She couldn't wait for her to return. Miranda, who exuded dominance the way other women breathed, and who kissed as if the world could burn without them noticing.
Please check every fetish you have experienced. That particular list took up the entire rest of the page. Ana didn't recognize most of the alphabetized items. She checked spanking and Hitachi wand. Oral—her blush deepened—both giving and receiving. Vibrator—yes. Dildo—yes. Not that it did anything for her. Of course, she'd said that about the Hitachi too, and look what had happened. She squeezed her thighs against another surge of heady pulses. Maybe it wasn't the device itself, but who wielded it that made the experience vastly more pleasurable.
Strap-on—that effectively halved her desire. Ana hesitated. If she had to be honest, yes, she did have experience with one of those. But how much should that one occasion count when she hadn't enjoyed it at all? As staunchly as Peyton had fought exploring Ana's spanking fantasies, when it had come to Peyton and her desire to experiment with a strap-on, Ana had eventually given in… and she'd hated every second of it. It hadn't felt like love at all, only pounding.
Did Miranda like strap-ons? Would she use one on her, or would she listen when Ana told her no? She stared at the list of fetishes, wondering if she'd even be able to tell Miranda no, or if she would, as she'd so often done with Peyton, give in just to keep the peace.
Growing more uncomfortable, Ana abandoned that question and quickly turned the page to stare at another identical list. Check any and all activities you have an interest in trying.
Ana checked spanking a second time, but there was a very real knot of dread twisting in her belly now. She had a history of leaping into relationships before she really got to know the person. Look at Peyton. One chance meeting in a coffee shop, and a few short dates later, they were living together. What did it say about her that Miranda was her longest running acquaintanceship—eight months of conversation, joking, teasing… flirting—and then suddenly where was she? In a sex resort, of all places.
What did she really know about Miranda anyway? Ana fingered the remaining pages of the incredibly long questionnaire before glancing into the living room at the jungle of plants overflowing every available surface. The sight of all that greenery actually soothed her. Heaven in Horticulture. Whatever else Miranda might be—whatever her likes and dislikes, sexual proclivities notwithstanding—Ana knew this side of the woman she was staying with. This was the side Ana had fallen for, one chat window response at a time.
Getting up from the table, she ventured down the hall to the bathroom. She washed her face, letting her mind clear a bit and her discomfort over the questionnaire flow through her fingers and down the drain. Patting herself dry with the sunshine yellow hand towel provided, she stepped back out of the bathroom… and stopped. The living room was filled with the bright, fresh greenery that supported the part of Miranda that Ana knew best. But there was another side of her, the more private side—Ana turned her head, looking through that slightly ajar door to her left, to the corner of the queen-sized bed where Miranda spent her nights—that she didn't know very well at all.
She would actually be very upset if someone did this to her, but even so, Ana still ventured close enough to be able to push open Miranda's bedroom door. She hovered at the threshold, drinking in the sight of the four-poster bed, the lacy white coverlet and matching pillowcases, and the dressing table with an attached mirror that climbed the wall so high it almost reached the ceiling. Shelves lined either side of the reflective glass, each one sporting an assortment of knick-knacks, small pictures in frames, mementos of a past Ana could only admire out of context.
She should not be in here, and she knew it. Invading another person's privacy was not a spanking offense. It was much more likely to cost her Miranda's friendship, and even get her sent away on the first bus home. Still, prickles of anticipation crawled up her legs as she slipped into Miranda's room. She'd just look around. She wouldn't touch anything.
Tucking her hands into her pockets, Ana approached the mirror. She glanced over the knick-knacks and photos. A fragile glass rose with a single emerald-green leaf and a bright, bright red bud sat on the lowest shelves alongside a funny little frog on a lily pad, and what might have been an anthropomorphized alfalfa sprout or a green sperm, it was hard to tell. On the shelf below that was a photograph of Miranda and an older man. Their stance together, although comfortable, did not suggest the intimacy of lovers and there was no family resemblance, so Ana wasn't inclined to think the man either her father or brother. He was probably just a friend, but she found herself wishing she knew the story behind them. Silver handcuffs and some articles of jewelry were neatly arranged on another shelf, while on the opposite side of the mirror, what looked like a small collection of journals tempted her curious fingers. Walking into Miranda's bedroom was one thing, reading her private thoughts in her journals were another, and that was a line she wasn't ready to cross.
Ana backed away from the dresser. Crossing the room, she peeked into the closet instead. Like the rest of her room, Miranda kept it very neatly. It was a huge walk-in, divided between ordinary clothes on one side, and extraordinary on the other. "Extraordinary," meant Gothic, leather, and pleather outfits. Her shoe collection lined the walls, with a pair of plain white sneakers that would have fit into Ana's unglamorous wardrobe so easily. It made her feel connected to Miranda, having the same taste in humble shoes. But that was only one pair amid dozens of examples of much more exotic footwear—stilettos, ankle boots, knee boots, thigh-high boots, spiked boots, golden gladiator-style sandals that laced all the way up the leg, animal print heels, platform shoes, and high heels that promised a broken ankle at the first wrong step—it was overwhelming. Miranda had more shoes than anyone Ana had ever met, and most looked like work shoes. Castle shoes.
Ana ventured a few steps further in. The very back wall was lined with rows of implements hung on neat hooks. Crops, canes, paddles, and, to her dismay, a strap-on harness. Apparently, Miranda and Peyton had something in common after all.
Ana shrank from that awful thought even as she shrank from the harness. She bumped into a plastic storage bin on the floor just inside the door, and when she glanced down into it, she got her second unpleasant surprise. It was filled with sex aids—vibrators, dildos, interchangeable strap-on accessories, all brand new and in their original packaging, with an entire case of individually wrapped condoms resting right on top.
Not a box, a case.
Why would Miranda have condoms in her bedroom? Why would she need that many of them? This is what I get for snooping.
Unsettled, Ana went back to the living room. She tried to tell herself that everything she had just seen was being glimpsed out of context. Miranda could probably explain every single one of those things away and have it be a very plausible excuse. Just because Miranda had a strap-on, didn't mean she used it. She worked in a sex resort; of course she would have a closet full of sex aids. And maybe she—Ana's stomach churned at the thought—dominated men on occasion, or she might even be bi. That would explain the condoms. It made her sick to her stomach to think about having to share Miranda—her touches, kisses, the tender way she had made Ana feel so… wanted just by making love to her—with other women, much less other men. And how many 'visitors' did Miranda bring back to her apartment, anyway? Surely she didn't have sex with all of them!
No longer feeling special, Ana sank into her chair at the table. She looked at her waiting application, but the last thing she was in the mood to do right now was paperwork. She shoved it as far away from her as the small dining table would allow.
In that desk across the room, her cell phone continued to hum, rattling against the bottom of the wooden drawer. Was it ringing again, or still?
Why the hell couldn't Peyton leave her alone?
A burst of sudden anger launched Ana out of her chair and across the room. Yanking the drawer open, she grabbed her phone. Forty-seven missed calls, and more text messages than her memory could hold. The little icon box read 'full'.
Ana swiped her finger across the screen, and as soon as she heard the call engage, snapped out, "Stop calling me!"
"Baby, where are you?"
Ana blinked, taken aback by Peyton's tone. She'd been expecting anger or recrimination, not worry. "Stop calling me 'baby,' too. You don't have that right anymore." 
"Where are you?" Peyton said again, this time with a touch of exasperation. "The mail's piling up in the box. Your suitcase is missing from the closet. All my stuff is piled up by the door. What's going on?"
It was that touch of exasperation that helped Ana find her anger again. "You know exactly what's going on, Peyton! And how did you get in my apartment? I changed the locks the day after I threw you out!"
"This is my apartment too, remember? I pay half the rent—more than half when you had to get your car fixed last month. Since my name's still on the lease, the manager let me make a copy of the new key. I told him I'd lost mine."
Ana's jaw dropped. "You had no right!"
"Baby, we had a fight. You can't just run away and not give me a chance to make everything right again between us."
"You hit me," Ana spat into the phone, her voice beginning to rise alongside the pulse of furious distress that was filling up her head.
"I know," Peyton said, and for just a second, Ana could have sworn there was nothing in her tone but genuine regret. "I have a lot to make up for, honey, I do."
"Stop calling me honey, too," Ana tried, but she didn't sound half as angry as she wanted to.
"I checked your laptop."
And just like that, the anger came flooding back again. "You checked my laptop?"
"You've got a new bookmark. The Castle in Ohio. Is that where you are?"
 "Get out of my apartment, or I'm calling the police!" Ana hung up the call and quickly threw the phone back into the drawer. It would have been so satisfying to slam it shut, but Ana was afraid she might damage the antique mahogany. She closed it carefully, and no sooner had she done that, than did the phone begin to vibrate all over again.
Ana covered her ears, half-laughing and completely furious at Peyton's intrusion and her own inability to just walk away. She paced tense circles in front of the desk. She wanted to kick something, but Miranda's beautiful plants and possessions left nowhere for her to vent her frustration.
The phone buzzed again, and suddenly something inside Ana snapped. Not caring half as much about the mahogany as she knew she should, she yanked open the drawer, grabbed her phone and shut it off. Liberated, she dropped it back inside the desk and quietly shut the drawer.
Apart from the pounding in her head, she felt better almost instantly.
Rubbing her hands on her thighs, she started to return to the application on the table, but abruptly changed her mind. She went into the kitchen instead. 'Make yourself at home,' Miranda had said, and she certainly had done that in Miranda's bedroom. If anything, snooping through the cabinets in search of a glass and the fridge in search of something cold to drink felt like an even bigger invasion of privacy. And yet, after pouring herself half a glass of water from the pitcher on the top shelf, Ana stood in the open door for some time, sipping and studying the rest of the refrigerator's contents.
A lot could be learned about a person from how they kept their fridge. Miranda's fridge was immaculate, and either she had just cleaned it before Ana arrived, or she wasn't big on cooking. She was, however, big on cheese. She had an entire bin dedicated to over a dozen different kinds: cheddar, Swiss, Harvarti, Brie and even goat cheeses, each individually wrapped and painstakingly labelled.
As far as actual cooking supplies went, there weren't many. An onion and part of a zucchini were rattling about in the crisper. Other than that, there were a few bottled herbs and other minor cooking staples, along with a row of jars on the counter, filled to varying levels with grains and pasta.
Ana shut the fridge door, glanced at the oven and gleaming knife block, and made up her mind. Invasive and bold, maybe, but she'd whip up something for Miranda to eat when she came back. It was the least she could do to repay her for the cost of the vacation, not to mention giving her a place to stay.
She opened one jar and beamed. Quinoa! That, plus the cheese and zucchini in the fridge, gave her an idea. Did Miranda have beans? Yes, she did! Either Miranda was a vegetarian also, or she'd remembered Ana's avoidance of meat. Either way, Ana was inordinately pleased. 
Drawing from memory, she settled on an old favorite recipe. Cooking it in someone else's kitchen made her extremely conscious of making a mess so she cleaned as she went, boiling beans, cooking quinoa, slicing and dicing the vegetables. She found a box of bread crumbs in the cupboard and an entire shelf devoted to spices. By the time she was ready to mash the beans into a moist, well-seasoned dough and pat them out into patties, she was actually feeling happy again. Well, maybe not happy, but she was feeling victorious. She'd filled in roughly half of her all-too personal application, she'd hung up on Peyton, and she'd turned her phone off.
She couldn't wait for Miranda to get back home again so she could share—
"Wow, you're industrious."
Ana shrieked, she was so startled. She also jumped, grabbed her chest and, when she turned to stare wide-eyed at an equally startled Miranda in the doorway, her elbow bumped the bowl of leftover quinoa cake mixture and knocked it onto the floor. It landed right side up, splattering flecks of dough across all the nearest cabinets, and leaving an inch-long mark on the floor where the edge of the bowl had cracked into it.
"Oh my jellybeans, I'm so sorry!" Ana gasped. She flung the bowl onto the counter, wincing as it crashed into the jar of open pesto. She fumbled for the dishcloth that, up until now, she had been using to clean up as she'd gone along, only now there was no sign of it. Nor were there paper towels. In desperation, she wet her fingers under the faucet and dropped to her knees to rub out the mark on the floor. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I'll clean it up, and if anything's damaged, I'll pay for it. I can't believe I did this. I destroy everything I touch! I—" She suddenly spotted the dishcloth, draped over her own shoulder where she'd left it after drying her hands. "Oh, for the love of…"
"Please, my lovely, get up off the floor." Closing the door Ana hadn't heard her open, Miranda came into the kitchen.
"I made a mess," Ana protested when Miranda pulled her to her feet.
"The floor will survive, I promise. I'm only sorry I startled you. Please don't scream like that again." Miranda pressed a hand to her chest. "I think you took three years off my life."
Her own heart still beating hard, Ana looked at her, and then they both started laughing. "I didn't hear you come in."
"Next time I promise I'll wear a cow bell around my neck." Miranda came in to wrap her arms around Ana and drop a kiss upon her cheek. "Jellybeans? Oh my jellybeans?"
"I work with preschoolers," Ana protested, flushing with heated embarrassment. "Swear any harder than jellybeans, and you either destroy fragile childhoods or get fired. Sometimes both."
Miranda tsked. "Say jellybeans all you like, then. In fact, say anything hard and I'll spank you for real. Let it not be said that I took a schoolmarm and turned her into a sailor."
Rolling her eyes, Ana took that threat for exactly what it was. She rapped Miranda on the arm with the backs of two fingers. "Ha ha," she deadpanned.
"I hope I haven't ruined dinner." Miranda glanced over the patties Ana had been making. "Do I have time to change before we eat?"
"Sure. I still have to cook them." A blush of happy warmth unfurled in her stomach when Miranda leaned in to kiss her cheek again, only to hesitate, then change direction, to press a tender caress upon Ana's lips with her own.
"Think about whether you'd prefer wine or tea with your supper," she said fondly. "I'll be right back."
Miranda was out of the kitchen and partway down the hall before Ana remembered her guilt.
"I went into your room," she called over the breakfast bar, and then bit her bottom lip when she heard Miranda abruptly change directions.
Poking her head around the side of the wall, Miranda gave her another smile. "I know. You left the door wide open."
"Are you mad?" Ana wrung the dishcloth between her hands, but Miranda's smile only softened.
"No. I told you to make yourself at home." Patting the wall twice, Miranda disappeared down the hall again. "Although I suppose I should be upset. The least you can do while snooping is put your bag away."
That chiding tease was the last nail in the coffin of Ana's guilt. Grinning, she turned her attention back to dinner and once the patties began to cook, she finished cleaning up the mess she'd made of the floor and cabinets.
"Tea," she said, once Miranda came back to the kitchen. She had indeed changed her clothes. The civilian attire of jeans and button-up shirt had been abandoned. Once more, she looked like a Castle employee.
Miranda had no trouble following her conversation. "No wine?"
"Not tonight, if that's okay."
"It's more than fine for me, lovely."
The two women worked side by side, Ana over the stove and Miranda over the sink while she filled the kettle with water and then dug through her cabinets to prepare a blend of dried leaves to steep. There was silence between them, but it felt companionable. Comfortable. Right up until Ana ruined it with conversation.
"Was it bad?" she asked, and when Miranda glanced at her with eyebrows arching in question, specified, "The emergency?"
Without a sound, an invisible curtain fell across the taller woman's features. Miranda abruptly turned away. She pretended to be absorbed by the intricacies of brewing tea.
"It is what it is," she eventually replied, although it took so long in coming that by the time she did say it, Ana was regretting having said anything at all. "Let's just say, it's been a hard day for everybody and leave it at that."
"Do… do you want to talk about it?" Ana could have bitten her tongue. Miranda had all but said she did not want to talk about it, but instead of snapping at her, the taller woman simply smiled again.
"No," she said, soft but firm. "I don't. Let's talk about you instead. Did you finish your application?"
It was as good a distraction as any, and Ana took it. "Nope, but I did work on it."
"We'll finish it up together after dinner, then." Miranda put the kettle on a back burner of the stove. Leaning against the sink, she made herself comfortable and watched Ana finish up the quinoa cakes. "You've surprised me, lovely. I honestly didn't expect to come home and find you cooking for me."
Putting them in the oven to bake, Ana wiped her hands on the dishtowel. "Do you mind?"
"Not at all. I'm rather fond of quinoa, so this is a wonderful return-home surprise." A lick of cautious pleasure moved through Ana, amplified by the wink Miranda cast as she leaned over the stove to adjust the temperature of the back burner. "Frankly, my lovely, when I first saw you in here, I expected to find you doing something naughty with Hershey's syrup."
"I didn't know you had any," Ana teased back. "But now that I know you do, I think I'll save that for later. Just in case I, you know…" she flushed, the teasing dissolving into heated embarrassment at having to verbalize what she hoped might happen between them later on, "need to give you some reason."
Miranda arched her eyebrow. "A reason for what?"
"To spank me," Ana specified, then stopped. "Or is that wrong?"
"In some relationships, perhaps, but not for us. We're just beginning, lovely. We have a lot of learning to do about one another, about what we like and don't like, what makes us comfortable. I am your Dominant, for the next few days at least. And for the next few days, you are my submissive. I want you to be relaxed with me. I want to watch you sass your way in and out of spankings. Playful ones, mind you, rather than punishments. What do you want?"
Ana melted at the unexpected beauty of those words: her Dominant, my submissive. "I want that, too," she admitted.
"How long before supper is ready?" Miranda asked, her long fingers walking their way across the counter as she sidled in closer to Ana.
"Another fifteen minutes, maybe. Why?"
"Because earlier we were interrupted in the middle of something important." Miranda's free arm crept around Ana's side, pulling her in until they were belly to hot belly and hip to alluring hip. "I do believe I'd like to pick up where we left off."
"Oh, well," Ana said, strangely breathless, more than willing to provide all the playful sassiness Miranda desired. "I took care of my part while you were gone."
"Oh ho," Miranda chuckled. She moved, turning Ana without letting go until she faced the cabinets. "Naughty girl. Do you know what happens to sassy submissives in your Mistress's household?"
"They get lots of chocolate cake and ice cream?" Ana guessed, her hands resting on the countertop.
A husky laugh preceded the tender kiss that brushed the nape of Ana's neck, sending delightful shivers dancing through her. "Good guess. Wrong, but good nonetheless."
Ana giggled as Miranda bent her over the edge of the counter.
"In this house," Miranda said, one idle hand stroking down Ana's spine to play across the rounded surface of her bottom, "naughty girls get spanked. And after dinner, they get sent straight to bed so I can hold them all night long."
Ana let out a sigh, closing her eyes just as the first light slap of Miranda's hand made contact. It sounded heavenly.
"Such a sweet girl," Miranda cooed, pinning her to the counter even as she pushed her shirt up her back to expose her soft skin to tongue-flicking kisses. From her shoulders all the way to the small of her back where the curve of her spine joined the rising hills of her buttocks, Miranda caressed and kissed. She also hooked her fingers into the waist of her pants, skinning both her jeans and her underwear all the way down to Ana's knees. "My sweet, sweet girl."
Ana gripped the counter, her breath escaping in a sigh when Miranda cupped her bottom, squeezing the fleshy globes one at a time.
"There's my good girl. Moan for me, lovely. Tell me how much you like this."
She began to spank, soft and sexy swats that were barely hard enough to pinken her skin, a gentle warm-up interspersed with heady pauses that held no purpose beyond indulging Miranda's desire to touch and kiss. The tickling brush of Miranda's hair, followed by her wandering lips and yet another breathtaking swat, made Ana moan and writhe.
"Harder," she gasped, her flesh bouncing under the soft application of Miranda's palm.
"Careful what you ask for," Miranda said huskily, brushing her teasing lips across each blushing nether cheek in turn, and then drawing her hand back to deliver a resounding slap.
The sting sank in under her palm, imparting its scintillating burn straight through her flesh and into the pulsing canal between her clenching thighs. "More," she begged, her legs parting of their own accord when she felt Miranda's hands steal into the moist shadow between them.
"Greedy," she laughed, throaty and low. Her fingers searched Ana's folds, parting them, dipping in to test the heat and wetness until Ana's legs began to shake from the rising need to rock her hips and ride upon her questing hand.
Drawing back her hand, Miranda began again, spanking now in brisk, measured strokes until Ana's soft gasps and wiggles dissolved into moaning, grinding wantonness. Heat overwhelmed her bottom, growing through her flanks and spreading inward on pulses of fire that were anything but painful. She tried to reach back, needing to touch that heat with her fingers more in that moment than she had ever needed anything in her life. She barely managed it, cupping her own right cheek, digging in with her fingertips in a way that could only have flashed Miranda the most wanton view of her most secret places.
"No rubbing," Miranda told her, pushing her hand away only to replace it with a barrage of punishing slaps and smacks that brought Ana right up over the countertop. She cried out, the toes of her shoes digging in to the floor as she fought herself to hold still. 
She tried to buck, but there was no part of her that wanted escape from the sting or the heat. This was rapture. It was heaven, wrapped in a fiery burn that throbbed straight through her bottom and into her sex. One minute, she was clutching at the counter, and in the next, Miranda had her spun around and shoved up hard against the cabinets. Ana didn't mind. She didn't mind the conquering force of Miranda's mouth crashing down on hers. She groaned, the kind of bedroom groan that seemed to make Miranda go wild, when she grabbed Ana's hot bottom and lifted her all the way off her feet, dropping her to sit on the counter.
Miranda stripped her pants the rest of the way off her, discarding them to the floor. Ana loved the hungry way she kissed her way back up Ana's legs, pushing them apart as she feasted her way up into the crux of her, past her sex to her belly, her breasts, her lips. Grabbing Ana's hips, she dragged her right up to the edge of the counter, forcing Ana to catch hold of anything just to keep from falling.
She loved the scrubbed-clean scent of fresh soap on Miranda's skin, the hint of wild berries. She loved the taste of her, the twining of their tongues, the press of Miranda's hands as they came to rest on the inner slopes of her thighs. It was all the direction Ana needed to open them.
A flush of pink, almost as red as the blush on her bottom, stole up Ana's cheeks, but she held Miranda's gaze, watching through smoldering, heavy-lidded eyes as the taller woman pulled back. She stroked the inside of Ana's legs, from pussy to knees and back again. She rose onto her toes, brushing her lips upon Ana's forehead. She let her kisses wander downward, stealing fluttering tastes of her blushing cheeks, eyelids, the tip of her nose. She worked her tender way to Ana's mouth.
Everywhere Miranda touched her burned like a furnace—breast to breast, belly to belly, hip to hip. Ana tried to wrap her legs around her, but Miranda stopped her, forcing her, one caress at a time, to open and splay herself, spreading her bent legs as wide apart as they could go.
Ana had never felt as beautiful as she did when Miranda cupped her sex. She was a furnace there, too. Hot and wet, aching to be touched. To be tasted. And when Miranda did, all Ana could do was grab her hair and shoulders, and hold on tight while she rode the waves of Miranda's suckling mouth as it nibbled all along her folds, parting to pierce her with stroking fingers while her legs shook and shook, and her belly clenched. Her breathing turned ragged.
"Come for me," Miranda commanded, flicking and nipping both with her fingers and her tongue. Every flinch of Ana's stomach amplified the pleasure her muscles tried to withhold. Her hips rocked. Her fingers plucked the bobby pins from Miranda's hair, and she reveled in the tumbling, cascading rush of soft, sweet-smelling glory. She held onto Miranda, urging her not to stop even as her back arched, and her breath caught. Sensation erupted within her as she shuddered, shaking and shaking.
"Good girl," Miranda cooed, letting Ana ride out the waves until only an occasional fit of trembling remained.
Straightening, Miranda dropped one last kiss upon her parted lips and pulled her closer, letting Ana lean against her, her head resting heavily upon her shoulder.
"I didn't do anything for you," Ana mumbled.
"Sure you did," Miranda said, pressing one last kiss upon the highest curve of her shoulder. When her arms wrapped in tighter around Ana, she could have sworn she could feel their hearts beating together in unison. "You came to be with me."
Ana melted.
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CHAPTER TEN
 
It was a lazy morning. Wrapped in a lavender terrycloth bathrobe, Miranda was in the kitchen, flipping pancakes for breakfast. Still in her pajamas—men's boxers and a white tank top—Ana was at the dining table on the opposite side of the half wall that divided the kitchen and living room, struggling her way through the last few questions on her admission paperwork.
"This is silly," she grumbled. "I don't know what half this stuff is, and the half I do know, I don't want to do."
"Finish it anyway," Miranda said, with a maddeningly unsympathetic smile.
"You already know what I like. Why do I have to fill this out when you already know?"
"It's standard—"
"Operating procedure," Ana finished with her. It was everything she could do not to roll her eyes. "This sucks."
Putting her spatula down, Miranda came around the wall to the table long enough to press a kiss on Ana's brow. It mollified her, but only just. "What's the next fetish, lovely?"
"Bondage," Ana obediently read. At least they were done discussing anal. She glared at the line, tapping her pen on the paper. Did she like to tie or be tied? "You know, you could just fill this out for me. I'll agree with whatever you say."
"That's not the way it works," Miranda said and chuckled, already headed back to the stove. "Get it done."
Like a naughty school child—and there was a program for that; who'd have thought grown women would want to pay this kind of money to pretend to be back in school—who had to finish her homework before she could play, Ana checked 'be tied' and plodded through the list. The idea of fisting appalled her. She couldn't imagine getting a sexual thrill out of playing with fire. Now and then, she found a fetish on the list that interested her. Corsetry was one, though the word left too much open to interpretation.
"What exactly does this mean: corsetry?" she finally asked. "Is that strutting around in sexy underwear, or—"
"It can," Miranda said, flipping the pancakes over again. "Or it can mean being bound in a rope corset."
"Wouldn't that be part of bondage? Handcuffs would be bondage too, wouldn't it, except it's got its own line way down here." Ana perked. "Ooh! That could be our costume. We could be Good Cop and Bad Cop, and Good Cop gets restrained and spanked!"
"Wouldn't Bad Cop need the spanking?" Miranda asked, laughing.
"It'd take a pretty bad cop to do that to another cop, so… no."
Miranda flipped the next pancake and threatened Ana with her spatula. "Young lady, stop cracking jokes and finish that questionnaire!"
"How am I supposed to know if I like something when I've never tried it?" Ana complained. "Look at this; leather. That's all it says. Leather. What exactly does 'leather' mean?"
"Restraints," Miranda said. "Clothing. Also, being a Leather man in the community has its own rules and connotations. There's also suspension harnesses."
"What's a suspension harness?"
"It's where a dominant rigs you up so you can be hoisted off the ground. Those who enjoy it say it feels a bit like flying."
Ana's eyes lit up. "That sounds like fun, actually. Can we do that?"
Miranda looked at her over the stove, considering. "That's pretty advanced for a first-timer. We could start with beginner bondage games and see how things go."
Ana continued down her list. "All right, here's another one. What's ageplay?"
"When a Dominant becomes a parent for his or her submissive." Leaving the pancakes to cook, Miranda pulled a tray of fresh fruit and cubed cheese out of the fridge. "Does that interest you?"
Ana frowned at the paper. "Like I need another parent telling me to marry a nice Methodist boy and give her grandchildren. No, thank you."
Miranda laughed and brought the tray to the table. "Fruit juice, tea, or coffee?"
"Black tea with milk and sugar if you have it, please, but let me do it." She got up and moved toward the old-fashioned teakettle. 
Miranda pointed to the table. "In your seat, young lady, until you finish your application." She slapped her spatula against the pan for emphasis, making Ana jump.
Sinking back in her seat, Ana let out a frustrated sigh. "If you're so dominant, why are you serving me? Shouldn't it be the other way around?" 
"A dominant woman makes the decisions," Miranda corrected. "You need your paperwork finished before you can leave this apartment. Do you want to be grounded for the next week?" She rounded the wall to lay a dainty teacup and saucer in front of Ana, along with a cup of tea at the head of the table for herself.
"Here with you for a week? Yes, please." Ana grinned, enjoying any chance she could to make Miranda laugh. "Your wish is my command."
"Your Mistress commands you to finish your application." Miranda tapped the paper to help redirect her attention and then returned to the stove. "Or she is going to have a wonderful time devising all sorts of punishments should you fail to obey her rules."
"What kind of rules?" Ana asked, crinkling her nose. She couldn't tell whether Miranda was joking or not. "Is this like 'eat all your vegetables' sort of rules, or 'walk three steps behind with eyes downcast'?"
"We've already discussed two of them." Shutting off the stove, Miranda came back to the table with twin plates piled high with fruit, cheese and fresh, fluffy pancakes. "Being honest with each other was one, and the other was to keep your mobile in the desk unless you need to use it. But there will be others we'll discover and discuss as we go along so you can avoid earning unintentional punishments."
A tiny spark of sexual excitement blossomed in the pit of Ana's stomach. She liked the sound of punishments, even if she didn't dare admit it. Until now, she hadn't known that about herself. "What sort of punishments?"
Miranda gave her a knowing look. "The kind you won't like."
That made the excitement spark all over again, although she didn't know if that was because of the look Miranda had given her, or because the words had sounded so much like a threat.
"What sort of thing would earn one of those?" Ana heard herself ask.
Cutting into her breakfast, Miranda shrugged with her eyebrows. "How about when you hurt yourself? Do you want syrup with your pancakes?"
"Fruit is fine, thank you." Ana fidgeted with her fork. "I don't hurt myself."
"Not physical wounds," Miranda clarified. "Putting yourself in danger, emotional or physical. Failing to take care of yourself. Putting yourself down."
"I don't do any of that." Wanting to turn the conversation back to more fun topics, Ana asked, "Can't we try the suspension harness maybe today, and then we'll know if I—"
"I'm referring to the comment you made last night."
Her first bite of pancake halfway to her lips, Ana stopped in surprise. "What comment?"
"'I destroy everything I touch.'" Chewing, Miranda looked at her, and waited.
Perplexed, it took Ana a moment to recall being on the kitchen floor, scrubbing what she'd spilled with her fingers. "Oh. Oh, but that didn't mean anything—"
"It meant something to me," Miranda calmly interrupted. "I've been thinking about it off and on all night. No matter how I look at it, all I see is a hurtful comment directed at someone I care about. Make another, and you'll get the disciplinary spanking you think you want. It won't be near as much fun as you might believe, nor will it be erotic. Few submissives believe me when I tell them that. Most have to find out the hard way." She tapped her finger twice against the table, then headed back to the kitchen. "Do you want honey?"
Ana squirmed, trying to process Miranda's threat. "No, thank you."
She honestly didn't know what to think. On the one hand, it was like a scene straight out of one of her spanking books at home, where the dominant woman cared enough about her partner to protect her, even from herself. On the other hand, she really hadn't meant what she'd said. It had just been one of those silly comments that simply… popped out in moments of stress. Miranda wouldn't really spank her—for real, really spank her—for something silly, would she?
Yes, a surprisingly clear voice in the back of her head replied. One look at Miranda's handsome and yet firm expression said quite clearly that she would follow through with any threat she issued, if Ana forced her hand.
That was a scary fact to face. It was also a surprisingly happy one.
"No one's ever said that to me before." Ana watched Miranda drizzle honey over her fruit.
"It's past time someone did, then, isn't it? Eat your breakfast. We have a busy day ahead."
For a while, the only sounds in the small apartment were of the light clatter of silverware on dishes. The pancakes were good, but Ana barely tasted them. Every thought she had was spiraling busily around the prospect of how Miranda might go about taking something Ana enjoyed and turn it into something she wouldn't like. The images she was conjuring filled her in bits and places with a pleasurable tingling.
"Would…" In spite of herself, her voice turned breathy, "would it be very hard? A punishment spanking, I mean."
"Yes," Miranda said flatly. "You'd be in tears before it was over. I don't want to do that, however. So let's concentrate instead on all the many pleasurable experiences I want to give you this week."
Ana blushed, liking this side of Miranda. Smiling, yet serious. The real Domme Miranda, being firm with her because, as she'd said the night before, Ana was hers. Unless, like the uniform she wore, this was nothing more than act. A role she was playing with Ana, much the same as she'd have played it with any other Castle guest.
Where that thought had come from, Ana didn't know, but it was an unhappy one and it instantly killed the sexy tingling inside her.
Something must have shown on her face.
"Are you all right?" Miranda asked, wiping her mouth on a napkin and setting her unfinished breakfast aside.
"I don't know," Ana admitted.
"Finish your breakfast, lovely," Miranda coaxed, sitting back in her chair to watch while Ana obeyed. "It's okay not to know what you're feeling. It's okay, in fact, to be scared or confused, or angry. One of the things you're going to discover once we start to play is, our emotions can get very mixed up here. You may think you're fine one minute, and in the next, weeks' worth of emotional baggage suddenly come pouring out. I'll be very surprised if at some point you don't become… overwhelmed by all the anger and hurt you've swallowed and which you might even think you've forgotten."
Since you hooked up with Peyton. Miranda didn't say that part, but Ana heard it nonetheless. What faint tingles of pleasure had up until that point survived, died. All Ana could feel inside her now were the knots, twisting at her.
"We should have a safeword," Miranda added.
Picking at her fruit, Ana shrugged one shoulder. "If I don't like something, I'll just tell you to stop."
"'Stop' is not a good safeword."
"Why not?"
Folding her arms on the table, Miranda leaned toward her. "Because, sweetheart, I want you to tell me to stop. I want you to cry out, 'No,' and, 'I can't,' and, 'Please, Mistress, no more.' If I can't make you do that—if I can't make you writhe and shout, while all the while your panties are getting wetter and wetter, and your beautiful little pussy is throbbing so hot you think you'll die if I don't touch you there just once—then I'm not doing my job. Safewords are there to help me tell the difference between all the times you'll cry 'stop' when you really don't want me to, and that one moment when you might actually need me to."
Those knots were tightening into strangleholds. "I trust you."
"Thank you for saying so. Pick a safeword anyway, one that is used only between us. Then, once we start to scene for real, I can feel comfortable knowing that you'll have a way out if your emotions take you somewhere you aren't comfortable going. Otherwise, there's no difference between this and abuse."
"You're not Peyton," Ana snapped, her voice sounding too loud and too angry. She didn't know why her hands were shaking, but she quickly dropped them into her lap to hide them.
"No, I'm not," Miranda agreed. "But I've been doing this for a very long time. You say you trust me, but I need you to trust what I'm saying, too. Peyton crossed the line with you, and something I do may trigger a flash-back of bad feelings. We may go too fast, or you may react in ways you don't anticipate or understand. Any number of things can happen. No safeword, Ana, no scene. It's for my protection as much as yours."
Ana didn't understand, but she didn't want to argue either. They'd been having a pretty good morning up until this point; she really didn't want to ruin the whole day. "Okay, fine. What would make a good safeword?"
"It needs to be something that won't sound like part of a scene." Plucking a berry off her plate, Miranda ate while she thought. "What about 'peace lily'?"
That Miranda would think to use something plant-based, which was how they'd come to meet one another in the first place, as their safeword, was enough to loosen some of those strangling knots in Ana's stomach. "Okay, I can do that." She offered a peace-treaty smile. "If you do something I don't like, I'll use it. Like, peace lily, Miranda. I want to try the rope suspension now."
Miranda sat up, startled. She looked torn between scolding and laughing, eventually giving in to both urges. "A safeword isn't meant for submissive manipulation!"
"You're the one who insisted we have one. So, peace lily, Miranda. I don't want a safeword."
Miranda lightly slapped the table. "Brat. I ought to—"
"Spank me? Yes, please. We both know I'm never going to use it anyway."
"You will if necessary, or we're going to skip the fun and go straight to real punishment."
She didn't for a second think Miranda playing, but that threat still made the flesh tingle across her bottom and the backs of her thighs. Blushing at all the places that now ached to feel Miranda's 'punishing' hand, Ana propped her chin in both hands, batting her lashes as she teased, "Promises, promises."
Sitting upright in mock affront, Miranda reached over and gently slapped the back of Ana's hand. "Eat your breakfast and finish your application."
"Yes, ma'am." Ana popped a piece of fruit in her mouth and picked up her pen again. "What program should I put down?"
"Put down 'Personal Fantasy.' Unless there's something else you'd like to try—and don't you dare say 'rope suspension' again. I've already booked us in to the Sultan's Room. How do you feel about being my Harem Girl for the week? I'll teach you how to do the Dance of the Seven Veils."
"Ooh!" Ana broke out into her best approximation of a harem girl dance. She didn't stand up to do it, but wiggled in place, waving her arms and batting her eyes until they both dissolved into laughter.
Which was right about the time a tinny strain of 'What a Wonderful World' sang out from Miranda's back pocket. Ana gaped at the phone while Miranda whipped it out and looked at the screen. Her mouth tightened.
"Finish your paperwork," she said, abruptly leaving the table and retreating with her phone back down the hall to her bedroom. She closed the door, leaving Ana with nothing but the sound of muffled conversation and her own hurt feelings to listen to. Was this the way their entire week would go? What did Miranda do here that she couldn't take a break from the 'emergencies' long enough for them to do anything together?
No longer interested in the application, Ana checked random boxes, scribbled a few half-hearted answers on each open line and then signed her name at the bottom, just so she could say it was done. She stuffed the papers back into the manila envelope. 
By the time Miranda returned, Ana had the breakfast dishes cleaned up, the table clean and kitchen straightened, and herself braced for bad news. It was going to be another day of 'bye-bye Miranda,' while Ana rattled around in this apartment by herself.
"I have to go," Miranda said, once more in civilian clothing—tan slacks with a white button-down shirt, and her coat thrown over her arm. "Just for a little while, though. I'll be back—"
"As soon as you can," Ana said with her. She tried to keep an understanding tone, but she wasn't sure how successfully she was managing to hide her bitterness. Particularly when Miranda stopped rootling through her desk in search of her keys and wallet, and looked at her. "Is there anything I can do to help?"
Shoulders drooping, Miranda crossed the room to wrap her in a hug. "Not all your visit is going to be like this, I promise. Let me see if Selena's free to show you around."
"That's okay." Swallowing her disappointment, Ana managed a smile for Miranda's sake. She wasn't trying to be selfish, although she wouldn't have minded hoarding a little more of Miranda's time for herself. She definitely didn't want a babysitter, either. "Go if you have to. I'll be fine on my own. Besides, I met Selena yesterday. She's a little too, um… bouncy for me."
"Ha!" Miranda paused in the middle of putting both wallet and phone in her pocket. "That's an understatement. She's a nice young lady, but it's a wonder Bill doesn't keep her on a diet of tranquilizers."
"Is it okay if I look around on my own?"
"You have to turn in your paperwork and then go to Wardrobe—" Miranda stopped when her phone rang again. She turned her back to Ana, running harried fingers through her chestnut hair as she answered it. "Hello? No, I'm coming… In a few minutes." She hung up and gave a shrug, apology writ in every elegant line and curve of her now worried face. "I'll be back as fast as I can."
Ana made herself smile all over again. "It's okay," she said, but it didn't feel okay. "I'll be fine. I have the keycard you gave me, and there's a map in the welcome packet." She spoke with more confidence than she felt, trying hard not to be a burden. "Honest, I'll have more fun if I don't feel like I'm interrupting someone else's day."
"Are you sure? The Castle is huge, and it's easy to get lost. Go to Wardrobe first." Miranda backed toward the door, not listening for Ana's reply. She blew a kiss across the living room. "I'll be back. One hour, maybe two."
Ana held up her hand, getting in a single wave before Miranda disappeared out into the hall and the door swung shut between them.
Ana's hand flopped back down at her side. Her shoulders slumped.
She wandered through Miranda's small apartment, but as much as she didn't want to roam the Castle or grounds all by herself, she really didn't want to spend the day just sitting here, either. She only had eight days. Seven, now. When were they going to get to do any of the fun and kinky stuff the Castle was renowned for? 
Stop sulking, Miss Self-Centered. Miranda couldn't help the 'emergencies' that kept calling her away. For all she knew, they might really be important, too. Sighing, Ana made up her mind to try and be more understanding.
Glancing at the table, she stared at her application. She could put it off, she supposed. But what would be the point? Fetching Miranda's keycard from the desk, she slipped it into the pocket of her jeans and tucked her paperwork under her arm. With map in hand, Ana headed for the door. She was staying at the world's most luxurious BDSM fantasy resort. She might as well have a look around.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Ana made it from Miranda's third floor apartment and down the hidden employee staircase to the second floor without any issues. From there, however, things got tougher. For one thing, her jeans, sneakers, and t-shirt made her conspicuous. Everyone else was dressed as maids, butlers, schoolboys and girls, and Victorian-era noblemen and women, with a dizzying array of brightly colored and very authentic-seeming costumes. At least, some of them were. Others were downright crazy.
Sexy Spiderman walked past her, arm in arm with Batman, and both had a sexier hip-swish than Ana could ever have hoped to emulate. She stared after them, trying to figure out how both men could pull off such a seductive walk, only to bump headlong into a man dressed like a fox. Except that he wasn't just a fox. He was a fox dressed in black leather chest harness, jock strap and ass-less chaps.
"Hey!" He whipped off his costumed fox head when he saw how she was attired. "They said we couldn't wear real clothes! Why do you get to?"
"I-I—" Ana backed up a hasty step only to trip over a Domme walking her male submissive. Or rather, the Domme was walking. Her submissive crawled, naked apart from a butt plug tail and puppy-dog ears. His nose was painted black, and whisker-freckles had been dotted on his cheeks. His mouth had been painted too, giving him a split upper lip and a smiling puppy grin despite his yelp when she trod on his hand. "I'm so sorry!"
The Domme tried to catch her arm to stabilize her, but Ana caught herself against the wall instead.
"I'm just… I'm very sorry…" she stammered.
The fox pointed at her, tattling to the Domme. "She's in modern clothes!"
Her face burned red-hot when those near enough to hear him turned around to look at her. Unable to bear the stares, Ana stuttered through another shaky apology and then she quickly walked away. She didn't know where she was going. She forgot even to look at her map. She just left the fox and Domme behind her as fast as she could go without running. Down that hall and into another, through a lavish corridor with gold and red carpet running down the middle of the stone-block floor and electric candles in sconces on the walls that looked just like the real thing.
She passed dozens of portraits of masters and mistresses, bondage scenarios, and ancient examples of punishments being dispensed, captured and eroticized and hung in gilded frames between the doorways, and she barely looked at any of them. She barely looked at anything at all, including where she was going, until she rounded a corner and, because she kept glancing back over her shoulder to make sure the angry fox wasn't following her, nearly ran right into the back of a man in full butler's garb. With a lithesome switch in his hand, he didn't notice Ana. All his attention was fixed on the middle-aged woman giggling before him. Her breasts were so big they all but spilled out over the top of her scanty maid's outfit.
"You were warned," the butler said, though the maid didn’t seem to be taking him very seriously, not even when he pronounced sentence on her unknown infraction. "Turn around. Bend over and touch your toes. You've got six licks coming, and I warn you now: if you break position without permission, you'll get every one of these strokes over again."
The maid swiveled, presenting her back and shapely bottom, which rounded in a gorgeous display when she bent over—her long legs enhanced by her high heels and the miniscule skirt that hid nothing once she assumed the position. Giggling, she touched the tips of her fingers to her toes and waggled her panty-less fanny like a red flag before an irritated bull.
Ana crashed into the wall to keep from being hit by the switch when the butler snapped it back. With a sound like the ripping of paper, it sliced the air and bisected the pale swells of the giggling maid's bottom. The red line that switch left behind silenced her laughter. She squealed, leaping upright as she grabbed her backside and squeezed in startled pain.
"Shit, that hurt!" she accused. She rubbed in panic, as if she could erase the reddening welt from her skin.
Seizing a handful of the blonde curls pinned beneath her mobcap, the butler pulled the maid's head back, drawing her to lean against his chest while he murmured, in low bedroom tones and with seductive menace, "Do I have your attention now?" 
"Yes, Master Grimsley," she gasped, no longer rubbing or giggling.
"Did I give you permission to move?"
"No, Master Grimsley."
"Get your ass back in position. You'll take that stroke over. Move again, and my switch will outlast your breath to laugh."
Ana tiptoed out of that hallway, haunted by the rip-snick of the switch laying its rows of punishing lines. She hid inside the first doorway in her path, taking several deep breaths. The intensity of what she'd just witnessed surprised her. She hadn't expected that, but it put Miranda's threats to punish her—really punish her—in a whole new light. The tingles she'd experienced at the dinner table were completely silent now.
She reached up to cup her burning face in her hands, and very nearly bumped the corner of her application into her eye. She'd forgotten she still had it. Oh God, it was empty. In her anxiousness to get away from the fox and Domme, she must have turned the envelope upside down. She'd lost her application.
She'd also lost the map.
"Oh." Ana quickly retraced her steps down several halls before she realized everything looked the same, from the statues on the tables to the sconces on the walls. It was a sign. Alone or not, she should go back to Miranda's apartment and wait until she got home. She was probably going to have to fill out that awful application all over again. She groaned, then groaned again when she realized she had no idea where the hidden employee staircase was supposed to be from here.
She stumbled upon the nobles' wing completely by accident, and then St. Castle's 'Catholic School,' a dormitory crowded with men and women in school uniforms. It must have been recess, because the library was full of 'students' doing 'homework', and just about every corner had at least one dunce. Shielding her burning face, Ana hurried through that room and in the very next wing she discovered what could only have been a Nursery. One look at all those adult babies, and her jaw dropped.
Don't react. She stared at the baby clothes, the onesies and diapers. Adult-sized cribs and high-chairs. Blankets and toys were strewn across the floor, along with crayons and coloring books and sippy cups… all proportioned to adult sizes.
"Excuse me." A woman in a gray and white Victorian nanny's uniform paused in the middle of handing her 'charge' a stray building block. She looked at Ana's clothes in surprise. "Are you lost?"
"I-I—" She looked past the nanny at the adult 'baby' staring back at her, wide-eyed, building blocks forgotten in his hands. "Is this Wardrobe?"
"No, it's not, but Wardrobe would be a good place to start," the nanny said. "It's too early for the buses to have run today. When did you arrive?"
"Yesterday. I'm visiting Miranda." Ana retreated back out of the Nursery doorway when the nanny gestured, but the woman followed her into the hallway.
"That's Mistress Miranda to you, young lady," the nanny said, adopting an authoritative tone. "Where is your map?"
Ana had the most absurd urge to duck her head and toe the ground. "I lost it," she confessed.
Humming, the nanny pointed down the hall. "Take your first left through the double doors, go down the corridor and past the main staircase. Wardrobe is the third door on your right, past the 101 rooms. The attendants will help you. And," she warned, shaking her finger at Ana, "you'd better find your bracelet before security or Master Grimsley catches you. Or, worse, Mistress Miranda."
Ana opened her mouth, but when the nanny arched her eyebrows in warning expectation of an argument, she closed it again without a word. "Yes, ma'am."
She had a feeling she knew Miranda better than that, but she'd worked with preschoolers long enough to know a lost battle before she started one. Besides, Miranda already knew she didn't have a bracelet. They'd talked about getting them once she'd turned in her application.
Disapproval lacing her scolding tone, the nanny gave her a push. "Off you go. Costume," she called as Ana walked away. "Then bracelet! If I see you without them again, you'll answer to me as well as Mistress Miranda."
Not if she could help it.
Making up her mind to never go anywhere near this wing of the Castle again, Ana headed for the double doors, the first landmark in the nanny's list of directions to Wardrobe. She flung open the door, shooting a hasty glance back over her shoulder to make sure she'd escaped the nanny, and promptly ran into a wall.
"Whoops!" the wall said, catching her arm even as she bounced back off the broad and solid chest of the man she'd run into. He was tall, quite possibly the biggest, most muscular man she'd ever seen in her life. And even though he was smiling, when she noticed the stark white 'Castle Security' letters emblazed upon the uniform black of his t-shirt, a tiny pebble of dread dropped into the pit of her stomach.
"Careful now," he said.
"I'm so terribly sorry!" Ana gasped. "I didn't see you!"
"Well, that's refreshing. Most people see me coming a mile away. You must be Miranda's friend."
"Ana," she agreed. She was willing to bet anything the angry fox had sicced Security on her. She looked at his uniform again. "Am I in trouble?"
"Not that I'm aware of." The security guard grinned. "My name's Jackson. And I think I've been looking for you."
That tiny pebble became boulder-sized. "You have?"
"If that paperwork we found along S-wing belongs to you, then yes."
Ana blinked, not sure if she ought to be worried now or relieved. "You found my application?"
"Found it, picked it up, and have it waiting for you in the Master's office. Which is handy, since that's where I'm supposed to take you." He held out one arm, gesturing for her to precede him, heading down the hall toward the right. "Let me guess, you were looking for Wardrobe and got lost, right?"
"How'd you know?"
"We shuttle lost guests up and down these halls about a dozen times a day. It's no big deal."
"Someone ought to tell that to the lady I just spoke to." Ana couldn't help glancing back at the double doors she'd just come though, and noticing that, Jackson followed the direction of her stare.
"Was that back in the nursery?" he guessed, then grinned all over again. "I'll bet that was Nanny Bess. Normally, our guests are shuttled from Orientation straight to Wardrobe. We try not to let guests run amok, at least until they've got proper clothes on. But, I understand you're a special case."
Why did people keep saying that? Ana followed him through the halls, letting him lead her all the way to the front of the Castle, where one rounded corner took her out of the maze of guest wings into a part she recognized. It was the second floor balcony stairwell, overlooking the grand foyer at the very entrance. Just beyond those lower floor doors was the courtyard where she'd met Miranda face-to-face for the first time.
"Oh, thank goodness," she breathed. Straight down this balcony and into the hallway beyond was the hidden staircase that led back to the third floor. She could find her way to Miranda's apartment from here.
"Don't worry." Jackson patted her shoulder. "I'll get you another map. This way."
Walking with her down the hall, he took her to tiny nook of a waiting area, no bigger than what it took for a few wooden chairs to fill up.
"Take a seat." When he pointed, Ana sat down on a chair by the wall. For some reason, it made her feel as if she were sitting outside Principal Othker's office while he called her parents all over again.
Jackson rapped on the door with two knuckles and then walked inside, although she hadn't heard an answering hail. A few seconds later, a woman popped her head around the side of the door.
"Ana? Miranda's friend?" Taller than Ana but shorter than Jackson, the woman came out into the hall with her hand outstretched. Her long brown hair was pinned into an elaborate coiffure of curls and a tiara-like crown. Her gold and crimson gown looked like something straight off a Hollywood historical movie set. "Hi, I'm Kaylee. Please, come inside."
"I feel like I ought to have a nametag," Ana quipped, rubbing her damp hands against her thighs as she and the regal woman joined Jackson in the Master's office. Although he'd said she wasn't, this really was starting to feel like she was in trouble, and the very décor in this office only served to amplify that awkward sensation.
The room was part medieval sitting room, part luxurious private-school principal's office, and part torture chamber. Two crook-handle canes hung on the wall between twin floor-to-ceiling, multi-paned windows, which were casting light over an enormous desk. Gray castle stone peeked out from between royal red area rugs, wall draperies and paintings. A fire crackled and popped in the massive hearth across the room, and yet the heat wasn't quite enough to combat the slight chill. Or maybe the chill came from Ana's nerves. Fear always made her cold, and Ana didn't think there was a person alive who could walk past the same open cabinet she just had, look at the wide array of paddles and whips and ropes and clamps and sexual devices—only half of which Ana could identify—and not be, at the very least, unnerved.
"I am in trouble, aren't I?" she asked, as Kaylee, seemingly distracted, gestured for her to take a seat in one of the two chairs set out on Ana's side of the Master's desk. Jackson was already seated on the other, his large frame overfilling the chair, and his long legs crossed with an ankle hooked over his knee.
"No," he assured her.
"Heavens, no," Kaylee reaffirmed, reaching over the desk to retrieve a loose stack of papers. Ana's lost application. "With everything else that's going on, we expected there would be some confusion, especially since you weren't brought in under the usual procedure. Which is fine, don't get me wrong. It's just that Murphy's Law rules, even here. I knew I was probably going to see you at some point today, especially when Sam and Miranda left and I still didn't have your paperwork—"
Miranda left? She wasn't even at the Castle? Ana struggled to swallow back her confusion, only to fall victim to a completely different tidal wave: jealousy. Who the hell was Sam?
"Well," Kaylee interrupted herself, shuffling the papers into quick and expert order. "That doesn't matter now. We've got your paperwork, and everything looks good. Congratulations! You're legal." She gave the papers a sharp rap on the desk, slipped them into a file folder, and dropped the folder into an inbox on the desk. "Let's get you a bracelet and a change of clothes."
That was it?
Ana gestured after the file. "Aren't you going to look at it?"
"Oh, no. Marshall will do that when he gets back. He prefers to do the processing part himself, so he can get to know his guests and make sure they're matched up right. He's 'hands on' that way."
An itch of awkwardness crawled up Ana's back. She looked from Kaylee to Jackson, who listened with the smallest of smiles when she said, "The brochure says he's hands on in other ways, too."
"Don't worry," Kaylee shook her head as if she'd anticipated Ana's discomfort. Perhaps she had. "Miranda left instructions that she will handle any potential disciplinary situations. No one will touch you against your will."
"That wouldn't happen here, anyway," Jackson added. "This castle runs on consent, even when it's veiled as consensual non-consent."
Miranda had tried last night to explain the concept of consensual non-consent. Of all the things on the fetish list that Ana hadn't understood, that one had ranked right up there at the top. How could anyone find sexual enjoyment in being 'forced', even if only via pretend? It wasn't always about sexual enjoyment, Miranda had said, but Ana understood that even less.
"Let's get you that bracelet." Kaylee breezed past her, heading toward that open cabinet. Ignoring all the unnerving things Ana couldn't seem to take her eyes off, Kaylee pulled open a drawer and began to dig through its contents. "What program did you guys opt for?"
"Personal fantasy."
"Okay, so the Individual Program." She shuffled through a series of plastic-wrapped baggies. "That means you get the—ah ha! Here they are—the red bracelets." She pulled out two and came back to Ana. "Here you go. You wear this one, and you can give Miranda the other when she comes back. She's already got the white one."
The colorful plastic looked almost like real metal when Ana slipped it onto her wrist. She studied it against her skin, but her mind had already drifted to more important matters. "How long before Miranda gets back, do you know?"
"You know hospitals," Kaylee said, and then jumped with surprise when Ana vaulted up out of her chair.
"Miranda's at the hospital? What happened? Is she hurt?"
Both Kaylee and Jackson stared at her, before exchanging mirror looks. An entire conversation passed between them in only a few short seconds.
"Miranda didn't tell you what's happening?"
Shaking her head, Ana looked from him to her. "Only that there's an emergency."
They were Miranda's friends, not Ana's. As good friends were wont to do, before her eyes, Ana watched them close ranks to protect whatever secret Miranda was keeping from her.
"The last couple of days can't have been much fun for you," Kaylee finally offered, sympathy tainting her smile. "Not quite the vacation you envisioned, huh?"
Ana didn't know what to say. "Can't you tell me anything?"
Kaylee looked at Jackson again, and for a moment, Ana was sure that, if only they'd been alone, Kaylee might have. But they weren't alone, and by the time Ana turned back to Jackson, he was picking invisible lint off his boot and the matter was closed.
"Miranda's not hurt," Kaylee said, ending the awkward silence. "Apart from that, if Miranda wants you to know, she's the one who should tell you."
"Fine." Ana shoved away from them both. She slipped Miranda's red bracelet onto her arm so she wouldn't lose it. How pathetic was it of her—that she would actually find that comforting? It felt like she had a small piece of Miranda with her, even though she was alone. "Where's Wardrobe from here?"
"Straight down the hall." Kaylee followed her to the door, even going so far as to hand her a map as she walked out. "Pick out any costume you like. That's half the fun of staying here, getting to be someone else for a little while."
Ana didn't want to be someone else. All she wanted was to be someone Miranda felt comfortable confiding in.
"Ana, wait."
Ana paused in front of a door labelled '101' with a sign on the wall that read, Violet Wands, Shocking the Hell Out of Your Submissive One Node at a Time. She looked back at Kaylee, who had left the Master's office entirely to come and take her hand. She gave Ana's fingers a comforting squeeze, then took an awkward breath and held it a moment, before saying, "This place can be wonderful, but it can also be hard to wrap your head around on your first day."
"It's my second," Ana reminded her. She appreciated the effort, but she didn't want Kaylee's pity. She was unhappy enough right now to want to cry, and the last thing she wanted was to give up that final shred of dignity by breaking down in tears in front of a stranger.
"If your vacation is anything like mine was, your second day won't be any better." Kaylee managed a small smile, then squeezed Ana's fingers again. "I've known Miranda for almost a year now. She's the best Mistress the Castle's ever had, but she's also the kind of friend who would never hurt someone she loved. I wish I could ask how you two met, but she wouldn't appreciate it. She loves her privacy."
"Yeah," Ana agreed, and that was the problem, wasn't it? Miranda kept secrets the same way she kept Ana's cell phone. It was a fight not to resent the double standard.
Empathy flickered in Kaylee's gray eyes. "If you're not doing anything special, maybe you'd like to have lunch with me and some of the other ladies? It's nothing fancy," she hastened to assure her. "We're going to the buffet. The staff have a private dining room, so it'll be just us girls—Hannah, Sara, Chelsea, and maybe Sinclair, if she can get away from her shop. Have you been to the candy shop yet? Everybody raves about her chocolate raspberry cake balls, but I love the white chocolate and caramel-drizzled pretzels. I could eat them all day long, but then I'd have a backside wider than this hallway and, really, Marshall doesn't need any help hitting the target as it is."
Ana snorted, then quickly covered her mouth. "I'm sorry. That wasn't funny."
"It wasn't? Dang it, and I tried so hard."
Ana came as close to laughing as she'd been since Miranda had left. She rubbed her forehead. "Thank you, but if Miranda comes back, I…"
"You'll go to be with her," Kaylee agreed. "I understand completely." Linking her arm with Ana's, she led them down the hall toward Wardrobe. "But in the meantime, why be alone when you can get to know the rest of us?"
Why, indeed?
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CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Six women were screaming with laughter, all but falling out of their chairs, and Ana was one of them. She pressed her hand to her side, in complete agony, but unable to stop laughing.
"Pink panties," Hannah said, trying to finish the story over her own giggles. "Pink bra, tights and a tutu. I even got him to put a pink ribbon in his hair, and he streaked all three dining halls during the peak supper hour. By the time he got to the banquet hall, he was so into it he pirouetted between the tables!"
"He wore those panties well," Kaylee laughed.
"Oh my God, yes, he did!" Holding her stomach, Sara gasped for air, trying to control her mirth. "I still can't believe he did it."
Hannah spread her hands in humble acknowledgement of their accolades. "That, ladies, is how you win a bet against a Master."
"I'm surprised he accepted the challenge in the first place," chuckled the redhead at the end of the table—Chelsea, Ana thought her name was. Or was it Sinclair? No, wait. Sinclair was the carrot top, and Chelsea was the redhead. She was having real trouble keeping them straight, but she remembered that Kaylee had said Sinclair had the candy shop, and it had definitely been the carrot top who'd brought the peanut butter brownies. No one, Ana included, could stop eating them.
"I knew he'd take it." Hannah smirked, popping another piece of brownie into her mouth. "He's too competitive for his own good. Besides, I told him I'd do something he's always wanted if he won. Something I've never done for him before."
"Ooh!" Ana joined the other women in teasing Hannah for the salacious details.
"You swallowed?" Sinclair guessed.
"You let him take you to the No Zone?" Chelsea asked.
Sara looked at her. "What's the No Zone?"
"You know." Chelsea waved one hand meaningfully behind her, circling her whole backside region. "The 'No' Zone."
Laughter temporarily forgotten, the other ladies of the Castle blinked at her.
"You mean, Kade doesn't do anal?" Kaylee asked, eyebrows arching.
Chelsea echoed her surprise. "Sure he does."
"I think she meant he gave her a choice," Sara told her.
"We had a choice?" Sinclair asked.
"Come on, guys. Don't scare the newbie," Kaylee chided. "We always have a choice."
"That's right," Chelsea added. "My choice was, 'Heating KY or Cooling KY.'"
That got everyone laughing again, and Hannah sniffed. "My offer didn't have anything to do with swallowing or anal. Geez, you guys."
"What was it, then?" Kaylee asked, and her face brightened as she sat up straight. "Oh! I know! You let him zap you with his wand!"
"I'm pretty sure he 'zaps' her with his 'wand' on damn near a nightly basis," the pregnant woman muttered, throwing everyone back into ribald laughter.
"His violet wand," Kaylee specified.
"That's what I meant," Sara lied, her blue eyes wide with mock innocence, though she couldn't keep a straight face for long.
"Sure it is," someone else laughed.
"Cooking!" Hannah finally said, exasperated. "I offered to cook for him. Every last one of you, get your minds out of the gutter! No Zone, my ass," she muttered, sending them all into peals of laughter again.
"Oh, oh! Look who's here!" Chelsea crowed, pointing behind Ana.
Ana turned just as Miranda stepped through the door. For one brief second, Ana tried to rekindle her earlier upset, but all Miranda had to do was come to her with a hug, and Ana jumped up from the table to hug her back. The scent of lavender wafted over her, along with something else faint and new. Leather. Straw. Barnyard animals. Pulling back, Ana noticed Miranda's old-fashioned riding uniform for the first time. It was a lady's riding habit—the somber black gown and smartly-cut jacket were echoed in ribbons under the jaunty top hat that had been pinned atop her chestnut curls. The only splash of color was the white silk cravat tied at her throat.
"Are you ready to go horseback riding?" Miranda asked. Maybe it was because Ana knew she'd been at the hospital, but the smile she offered seemed a weary one.
Ana wanted to ask if she was all right, but now that she knew about the hospital and, more importantly, knew she wasn't supposed to know, she wasn't sure what to say. "We can wait if you're tired."
"No, lovely. I'm fine." Miranda rubbed her back, and then drew back further in order to take in Ana's gown. "You found Wardrobe, I see."
The weariness in Miranda's words gave way to naked appreciation, and Ana blushed. Although they had spoken of Harem girls and dancing the Seven Veils, the costume Ana had chosen with Kaylee by her side was completely different. The Harem fantasy was something she'd wanted to do with Miranda, and so, after walking amid those aisles and aisles of lavish costumes, Ana had settled on a gown much like Kaylee's. A rich lavender, it was flounced in ribbons and sequins, with a full skirt that made Ana feel like a princess.
"Turn for me," Miranda said, admiring the way it narrowed her already trim waist and amplified her small breasts to their best possible advantage.
Much like the Sam in Hannah's story, Ana spun a dancing pirouette. Whispering folds of fabric caressed her legs.
"What do you want to bet the 'ride' Miranda takes her on has less to do with horses and everything to do with their bedroom upstairs?" one of the ladies mock-whispered behind them.
Burning heat rushed Ana's cheeks, though it was hard to tell if it was embarrassment from having something so private voiced out loud, or pleasure, because now all Ana could think about was getting Miranda back upstairs so they could take both these silly costumes off.
 "What happened to respecting the Doms and Dommes of the Castle?" Miranda chided, but there was humor in her eyes and her gaze never once left Ana's. 
"Have a heart," Sara laughed. "We've waited all these years for a chance to tease you, but you never gave us anything half this good to work with."
Ana grinned, despite her discomfiture over the direction the conversation had taken. Maybe she meant something to Miranda after all, if that was what her friends who knew her best were thinking.
"The Pony Parade is in the Nursery garden today," Kaylee spoke up.
"And that's exactly where we're going." From under her arm, Miranda took a roll of white and tan clothing and shook it out, holding it up to Ana as if to measure the fit. "I had to guess the size, but this looks about right. The pants might be a little tight, though." She tossed Ana a wink. "Since when did that hurt anything, though?"
If it meant Miranda might stick around a while, Ana didn't care how tight her clothes were. She took the tan riding jacket and shirt Miranda held out, only briefly wondering why she was being given trousers to wear instead of another elegant gown similar to Miranda's. Thoughts like those, however, took an abrupt backseat when she spied the cordless silicone vibrator in Miranda's other hand. It was purple, like her dress, shaped like a butterfly and meant to be worn much like a pair of ladies' underwear.
"What's that?" she asked, knowing full well exactly what it was intended for.
Miranda's smile grew positively wicked, sending butterflies of a different kind dancing all through her. "It's for you to wear on the way. Turn around."
Setting a pair of riding boots on the floor and tossing the tan breeches over her shoulder, Miranda physically turned Ana when her legs balked.
"What?' she gasped, staring across the table at all the Castle ladies, who were staring unabashedly right back at her. Ana was appalled. They, on the other hand, seemed highly amused. "You want me to change right here?"
"We can either spend ten minutes walking back to my apartment where you'll have privacy, or you can change here and have an extra ten minutes to ride the horses at the Pony Parade." Without waiting for her to choose, Miranda began unlacing the back of her gown.
"Isn't that cute?" Sinclair said, smiling as she propped her chin in her hand. "She still has her modesty."
Chelsea snorted. "Let her do a couple of 101 classes. I guarantee that won't last."
For ten more minutes of riding her first horse, Ana willingly let modesty go hang. She shucked off her dress so fast that she tore a seam.
"Don't worry, they're meant to rip." Miranda stripped her all the way down to her skin, right there at the table. And while Ana stood trying to get enough buttons on the shirt undone so she could crawl into it and be covered, Miranda bent to hold the straps of the butterfly device open for her. "Step," she said cheerfully.
From this vantage point, it really did look like underwear. The Castle ladies must have thought so too, because they giggled when Ana climbed into them and Miranda dragged the straps up her legs to nestle that faux butterfly snugly against her sex. Right there, in front of everyone, Miranda put her hand between Ana's tensing thighs and adjusted the fit until it was inescapably secure.
"Oh, I remember that evil little thing," Hannah said.
Ana wasn't sure anything this purple or innocuously shaped could be termed as 'evil' until Miranda pulled out an egg-shaped remote control and flicked the button. The silicone butterfly came blazing to life and Ana yelped, arching up onto her tiptoes. The vibration was softer than the Miranda wand, but startling in its effectiveness. She spread her legs as if already straddling a horse, but the elastic straps around her thighs kept the butterfly in place. Cheering laughter erupted all around the table as Miranda increased the intensity. 
"Just a little something to help keep you focused and paying attention," she purred, brushing her hand across Ana's throbbing lower half as she held the pants open next for Ana to step into.
Ana bit her tongue to keep from moaning as the crotch of the too-tight trousers pushed the vibrator closer for an even more effective result.
"I told you it was evil," Hannah crowed, sparking more snickers and grins.
Now, Ana understood. She gripped Miranda's shoulders, clinging to her, helpless to do anything but feel as Miranda pulled the riding pants up over the butterfly and her hips. She adjusted the fit across her buttocks with a slap to the taut and well-padded seat. The sting of that slap awakened every erotic nerve the butterfly had missed.
"Cushioned pants," Ana said, fighting not to moan or pant. "Can I do whatever I want and wear them for the rest of the day?"
The ladies at the table burst out laughing.
Miranda pursed her lips, pretending to consider the half-hearted request even as she eyed the curves outlined by the tight beige fabric. Ana didn't need the butterfly to react to the sexiness of that stare. "Why not? I'll bring the riding crop home with us so we can give those pants a proper breaking in. You let me know when I'm done just how much padding you think is in that seat."
With a click of the remote control, she increased the vibration, and Ana almost levitated from the intensity of her need to take Miranda then and there. 
"Don't do it!" Sara mock-whispered, cupping her hands around her mouth as if that alone could somehow prevent Miranda from hearing her. "It sounds like a fun offer, but it's a trap!"
Yes, it was. But it was the kind of trap that had Ana giggling and her hips rocking to ride something more than just a horse. Shivering bliss was working its way through her, humming through her sex, all the way up into her womb. Right now she didn't care what was used—the butterfly, the crop—it didn't matter, so long as Miranda stopped this public torment and took her home where they could be alone.
Home? Ana caught herself. Miranda's apartment was not her home. She was just visiting. Six more days, and then she really would have to go home. Her home. She didn't want to think about it.
Miranda left the purple dress with the pregnant Sara, who promised to take it to be mended before having it delivered back to the apartment. Hand in hand, she and Ana left the dining room. Ana walked bow-legged at first, but after a few steps she became accustomed to the awkward bulk between her thighs, if not to the scintillating shivers it sent pulsing through her sex. Mercifully, Miranda turned the vibrations down. It became almost bearable after that.
A maze of well-trafficked corridors took them through the St. Castle's school library and out into the garden beyond. School must have been back in session because they passed very few 'students', either inside or out.
"Do you have a preference for what kind of horse you want to ride?" Miranda asked, bumping her shoulder playfully into Ana's as they walked the gravel-stone path through a garden of rhododendrons, willows and birch trees. Every tree they passed was pock-marked from all the switches that had been trimmed away. Considering the venue, it was a wonder that any of those trees had branches left at all.
"So long as I'm with you, I don't mind," Ana replied. It came out sounding corny, but it was the truth. This was the happiest Ana had been all day. They were together, nothing else mattered to her. At least not until she glanced over at Miranda and noticed that shade of exhaustion around her eyes and mouth. She was distracted, too. She was here with Ana, walking alongside her, she even reached for Ana's hand, weaving their fingers together, but the way she stared out across the garden showed she was thinking about something else. Whatever it was, from the set of her unsmiling mouth, it must not have been pleasant.
Ana stopped where she was. She swiped the butterfly remote from Miranda's hand, and before she could do more than arch an eyebrow at her presumption, Ana turned it off. The sudden absence of the delicate vibrations left her flesh tingling, but it seemed like an absent-minded pleasure, something happening to someone else. It may as well have been someone else too, because without Miranda's equal interest, Ana would rather she not be involved either.
"Young lady…" Miranda began, but Ana cut her off.
"What's going on?" When Miranda turned on her heel to face her, her mouth now a flattened line and an odd hardness steeling her gaze, Ana tried to soften her approach. To fight right now was the last thing she wanted, but if Miranda was ever going to see her as someone worth confiding in, they had to get all these secrets out from between them. "I know your emergency meant you had to go to the hospital. Was… was it bad?"
"Who told you?" A thin thread of anger had begun to weave itself through the hardness in Miranda's dark eyes.
Ana wasn't about to give names. Getting someone else in trouble wasn't what she wanted to do, either. "No one told me anything, apart from where you were." She huffed a disheartened sigh, because if anything she could see Miranda growing angrier. This wasn't going the way she wanted it to at all. "I'm not trying to pry, Miranda. I just wish you would have told me. I don't want to be a burden—"
"You're not, lovely." That soft-spoken endearment felt more like a bite coming from Miranda's angry mouth.
"Yes, I am. Do you even want to be here right now? We don't have to do this, if you'd rather—" Ana jumped when Miranda suddenly closed the space between them with a single step. She caught Ana's chin between her fingers, a gentle hold and yet one firm enough that Ana didn't dare pull away from.
She bent, capturing Ana's unsuspecting lips in a conqueror's kiss. The butterfly was off, but her sex remembered the hum. Her whole body came to singing life, the fires of arousal not yet fully banked roaring instantly back into bonfire intensity.
"You are not a burden," Miranda whispered fiercely. "Right now, I think you are the only thing keeping me sane."
Ana melted, every bad feeling inside her altering instantly into a need so deep it made her knees buckle and her heart ache. "Take me home," she begged, dropping the butterfly remote into the gravel at their feet and running her hands up into Miranda's soft hair. Her fingers dislodged the pins, knocking the top hat to the ground as well.
Miranda breathed in, for the first time the anger dimming from her eyes. "What about the horses?"
"Take me tomorrow. Right now, I just want to be with you." Skin to skin, flesh to soft flesh, with nothing between them, not even the sheets on Miranda's bed.
"Oh, my lovely," Miranda whispered, her fingertips caressing first Ana's face and then her passion-swollen lips.
Half of Miranda's bobby pins were abandoned in the schoolyard garden, though they did pause long enough to pick up the remote. With Ana's hand tucked into her own, Miranda took her back upstairs.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
There were three horses in the barnyard corral at the far end of the Castle grounds when Miranda took Ana to see them. They had to cross several acres of grass to get there, and by the time they arrived, the hem of Miranda's riding habit was soaked and Ana's boots shone with drops of moisture.
It was a beautiful morning, with not many Castle guests roaming the grounds outside. At least not until they reached the first of two barns. One seemed dedicated to the horses, all seven of them, their colors ranging from white to black, with one chestnut-brown mare with a white star on its head and a white-socked hoof, that called to Ana from the moment she spotted it halfway across the lawn. The other barn was for the 'ponies', men and women both dressed in halters and bridles, horse-shoed boots and fancy headgear that sported both manes and ears. In a separate corral, Ana watched as trainers led them from their stables to put them through their early morning exercises. But the minute Miranda signaled to one of the workers at the real barn and requested the mare be saddled, all of Ana's attention became focused on the real horses.
They were so much bigger in real life than she'd expected.
"It's all right," Miranda encouraged, once the mare was brought close enough for her to pet. "This is Fire Dancer. She's a rescue horse, but she won't bite, isn't that right, Olivia?"
The blonde woman who had led the horse to them dipped her head to smile at Ana around the horse's nose. "She's our gentlest mare," she assured her. "She loves having her ears scratched. Do you want to touch her?"
By her very tone, Ana could tell Olivia must have spent a lot of time saying that very thing to the Littles up at the Castle, but she wasn't offended. It took both hers and Miranda's encouragement for her to work up the nerve to approach so big and unfamiliar an animal.
Fire Dancer swiveled an ear when Ana reached up her hand. Then she lowered her massive head, and that was the last straw in the bastion of Ana's reserve. From the moment she touched behind the mare's ear, she was in love. Horses were an amalgamation of muscular hardness and soft. The flesh felt very solid, with the hair of its ears feeling much smoother than the coarseness of its long mane.
"Hello, Fire Dancer," Ana cooed, and the mare turned its head, all but butting into Ana's side before fitting the startling softness of its nose into her palm.
"Would you like to feed her a bite of apple?" Olivia asked.
"Oh yes, please," Ana breathed, petting her muzzle, her fingers tracing down the nose of the animal's head. The mare watched with seemingly intelligent eyes as Olivia accepted an apple from a pair of trainers who approached with a saddle, and cut it into wedges.
"Hold your hand flat." The blonde woman, Olivia, lay a wedge on Ana's open palm and Fire Dancer very gently lipped it up into her mouth.
Ana had to fight not to either dance or squeal. She grinned at Miranda instead. Anything at all could happen from this moment on, and this would still rank as one of the best days of her life.
"Are you ready to ride her?" Miranda asked, as the mare was being saddled.
Fire Dancer bumped her nose back into Ana's palm, either looking for more apple or more scratches. Ana petted her, but it was hard not to take an instant step back as she eyed the incredible size of the gentle mare. She really did want to try, but in the end she shook her head. "I'll fall off."
Miranda tsked. Circling around the horse, she wrapped her arms around Ana's waist, letting her lean back against her chest while Fire Dancer continued to beg for affection. "Do you really think I'd let you fall?"
"If you're on the ground and I'm on the horse, how are you going to stop it?"
"Cheeky monkey," Miranda laughed, and nibbled at her ear.
It was a fight not to squirm or squeal all over again as Miranda's lips stole sugared kisses from a very sensitive place on her neck. Ana loved this, the warmth and security of Miranda's arms around her and the pillow of her breasts cushioning at her back. She wouldn't at all have minded spending the rest of the day just like this. But all too soon, the saddle was on Fire Dancer's back and Olivia led her by the reins, turning the mare to present Ana with a broad view of her side.
"All aboard," Olivia said, cheerfully.
"Don't be scared," Miranda added, unwinding her arms to give Ana a pat on the well-padded seat of her riding trousers.
"That's easy for you to say." She eyed the sheer height of the stirrup and then the mare's back. "You're not the one having to climb a million miles up there. I… I don't know." She shook her head, and then glanced back across the yard to where the other set of trainers were working with their 'ponies'. The nerves twisting in her stomach began to get the best of her. "People are going to laugh at me."
"Only if they want a good dose of my crop," Miranda said, and patted Ana's bottom again. "Up. You said you wanted to ride."
"I did," Ana hedged. Falling in desperate love with horses was a prerequisite for any little girl, and Ana had danced with that infatuation ever since she was ten and read Black Beauty for the very first time. "I do, I just… I didn't realize she would be this big. Or that there'd be this far to fall."
Undeterred, Miranda turned to Olivia. "Who's your best handler?"
"Me, of course." Olivia grinned and came around the horse's head to offer Ana cupped hands and boost up onto the saddle. "Take hold of the saddle horn, sweetheart, then step here, and up you'll go."
Miranda moved in quickly, delivering a playful swat to Olivia's trousered backside before Ana's foot even left the ground. "That's my job," she said, when Olivia jumped upright.
"Flirt," Olivia said, tossing Ana a wink even as she moved up to take the reins at the front of the horse. "You're lucky my wife didn't see that."
"She did," came a dry call from somewhere across the yard. "We'll talk about it later."
Olivia's face flushed bright pink, and her jaw dropped. She gaped at both Ana and Miranda, before barking a startled laugh.
"Oops," Miranda said, unapologetically.
"You got me in trouble," Olivia laughed.
"I'll talk to her."
"You'd better!"
"Watch your tone," came another dry call across the yard. "That's not how you address a Mistress of the Castle."
Ducking down, Ana looked under Fire Dancer's belly for the source of that remark, and spotted a woman in a riding outfit much like her own, apart from the shiny black boots and belt, the low cut of her white shirt revealing the mounds of her pale breasts, and the riding crop dangling from her waist, leaning in the open barn doorway. Her arms were folded across her ample chest as she watched the proceedings with a wry smile. Despite the censure of her comment, there was open fondness for Olivia on the other woman's face.
"Morning, Siobhan," Miranda called with a wave.
The woman pushed off from where she'd been leaning against the barn threshold and sauntered a few steps out into the yard. "Miranda."
"How's the new girl working out?"
"Heather? She's fine. Spent a little time on the Horse last night, but for the most part, I'm happy with her progress."
"Horse?" Ana stood up straight, glancing to Miranda, who shook her head.
"It's not what you think."
"It certainly isn't," Olivia said with a grimace. "Miss Miranda, please don't you dare get me put on the Horse!"
"Olivia!"
"I said please!"
It was the first time since she'd arrived that Ana saw Miranda laugh with such free abandon. She put her arm around Olivia's shoulder, pressing a brief kiss to her forehead. It was hard to see past the flare of jealousy that stabbed in under Ana's chest at the minute brush of Miranda's soft lips across the lovely blonde's brow, but Miranda didn't hold her for long. And when she let go, it was to Ana that she came, throwing an arm around her shoulder next, and bending to kiss her next. Except it wasn't a slight brush upon the brow that Miranda bestowed upon her. Her laughing mouth caught Ana's own, and it was impossible to hold on to jealousy as poorly thought out as her own when all she could see, and smell, and breathe, was Miranda pouring affection into her… one chuckling nibble at a time.
"Let's get you on that horse." Taking Olivia's place at her side, she bent to cup her hands. "Alley oop."
Feeling very self-conscious, Ana put her left foot into Miranda's hands and reached for the saddle horn.
"On three," Miranda said. "One… two…"
'Three' came with a dizzying heft, and Ana pulled as Miranda boosted. She quickly flung her right leg up over the back of the horse, falling forward over the saddle in her haste to make sure she didn't fall back down again, or worse, topple straight over the horse and land face-first back on the ground on the other side.
"I'm up!" she cried, equal parts surprised and excited. Fire Dancer didn't so much as twitch beneath her. The saddle between her legs felt awkwardly broad, but not uncomfortable. She'd done it! She was actually on top of a horse.
She grinned down at Miranda and Olivia, both of whom were grinning back at her. With Olivia holding onto the bridle, Miranda handed Ana the reins.
"Don't go," Ana begged—now that she was sitting so high up off the ground, she was suddenly very much afraid of how she was going to get back down again.
"I won't leave you," Miranda soothed. "Pay attention to what Olivia tells you. She's going to teach you how to ride."
"Sit up straight," Olivia instructed, and Ana did. It wasn't hard to do. The saddle was comfortable, but in a way that encouraged correct posture. She clutched the stiff reins in both hands, pulling them so tight that Fire Dancer raised her head in protest. "No, relax your grip."
Ana immediately complied.
"That's it. Now, don't lean so far forward and don't look at Miranda. Look at me. Are you ready?"
"Don't let me fall," Ana quavered, her thighs already beginning to feel the strain of hugging onto the saddle as tightly as she could.
"No one's going to let you fall, lovely." Miranda stroked her knee, and then stepped back a pace. Just one, and no more.
A rush of gratitude swept through Ana, but trying to follow Olivia's instructions, she quickly averted her gaze back to the front of the gentle horse.
The first rolling step was at once the most frightening, the most strange, and the most exhilarating. Ana squeaked, clutching both the reins and the saddle horn.
"Back straight and elbows in," Olivia corrected. "You're doing great, honey. No, look at me. Sit with your body in one line."
One rolling step became two, and then a whole lot more. With the blonde handler holding Fire Dancer's bridle, and Miranda following on the inside, Ana rode her first horse all the way around the inside of that small corral. After that first round, she began to relax and even to enjoy the plodding, rolling gait. She barely felt any panic at all when Miranda ceased to walk alongside her, finding instead a spot along the fence from which to watch.
"You're doing so well," Olivia praised, and Ana turned slightly in the saddle to cast her grin back at Miranda, across the corral.
Rather than on Ana, however, Miranda's gaze was at that moment locked on the cell phone in her hand. A sharp pang of disappointment cut through Ana's pleasure, but it was a fleeting thing that instantly reversed itself when Miranda held up her cell phone, pointed it at Ana and called out, "Smile!"
She snapped three pictures in all, and when Fire Dancer at last made her way back to the barn and, flush-faced and grinning, Ana was helped to dismount, she got to see what she looked like. Two of the pictures were out of focus, but the third was perfect: showing only the barest hint of Olivia's hand on the bridle and Ana sitting on top of her mare, her face alight with joy.
"If I live forever, I'll never forget today," she breathed, looking down at Miranda's phone.
"I take that to mean you enjoyed your ride," Miranda said, wrapping her arm around Ana's shoulder and tucking her in close to her side. Together, they admired the picture in her phone.
"Yes." Ana nodded, her belly turning instantly molten when Miranda leaned down to whisper, for her ears alone, "Good. I'm glad, because now it's my turn to ride. And, lovely, I'm not talking about Fire Dancer."
A rush of warmth spread out through Ana, moving up through her chest to burn her face, flowing down all through her lower half, putting an instant quiver of weakness in her legs. Picture forgotten, she looked up at Miranda.
"I'm going to count to five," Miranda said, her brown eyes alive with sparkling amusement. "Then I'm going to chase you down. Wherever I catch you, love, is where I'm going to have you, and I don't care where we are or who might be watching us."
In that fiery moment, Ana wasn't sure she cared either. But then Miranda started to count—
"One…"
—and Ana's ever-present modesty quickly reasserted itself.
"Two," Miranda warned.
Her squeal more of a laugh than real distress, Ana took off running as fast as her legs, packed into her tight-fitting riding trousers, would let her.
Miranda did not run, but stalked her down with stately grace all the way home again. By then, Ana was breathless, her legs were wobbly, her heart was racing, and she was even a little sweaty, but she didn't care. Apparently, neither did Miranda, who simply pressed her up against the entryway wall long enough to strip away her clothes and kiss her absolutely senseless.
She took Ana there on the living room floor. Before it was done, Ana had rug burn in four different places.
She didn't care about that, either.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Ana lay on her stomach crossways over Miranda's bed, her head pillowed on her arm, her dark hair still slightly damp from the shower they both had shared. She hadn't bothered to dress yet, but simply lay with her ankles crossed and her legs swinging lazily up behind her. Miranda's phone lay on the coverlet beside her. Every time the screen saver kicked on and blackened out the background, Ana would run her finger over it and bring the picture winking back on again. She liked it. She liked it a lot, but there was something missing.
The hum of the hairdryer in the bathroom switched off, and a few minutes later, Miranda stepped out into the bedroom.
"That's not dressed," she commented mildly, crawling onto the bed every bit as naked as Ana was, her long body stretching out against Ana's, her leg hooking over the back of Ana's, her soft breasts brushing up against Ana's arm as Miranda combed her fingers through Ana's shorter hair. Together, they admired the picture.
"My preschoolers will love it," Ana mused. "We've got little toy horses in the classroom, and when we play with them I always say how much I'd love to ride one someday. Now I have."
"It's perfect," Miranda said, but Ana shook her head.
"No, it's not." Pushing the phone aside, she twisted around enough so that she could roll over. She and Miranda lay together face-to-face, bare inches of nothing between their hips, bellies and breasts. "You're not in it."
"Ah." A tender smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, Miranda continued to play with her hair, brushing stray wisps back from Ana's eyes. "Well, I still think it's perfect. In fact, I think it's my new favorite background for my phone. But, since my lovely is discontent, how about we go down to the photographer's studio and you and I have a picture taken together. We'll have two copies made so we each can have one. I'll even buy you a pretty silver frame to put yours in. How does that sound?"
Ana perked. "Can we get it taken with Fire Dancer?"
Playful fingers moving down from Ana's hair to lay circling caresses along her spine, Miranda said, "We can get it taken any way you like." Her fingers played all the way down her back until, smiling, she laid a light slap upon the fullest curves of Ana's bare bottom. "But first, you have to get dressed."
Though that slap hadn't been anywhere near hard enough to sting, much less leave a mark, Ana still sat up with a jolt and a squeak that was affront in tone only, but which lacked all sincerity. Especially when she started laughing and followed Miranda's lead, scooting down to the edge of the bed before standing.
That was as far as she got, though. When Miranda turned and went back to her closet to dress, Ana found herself just watching. She loved the way Miranda moved, all long limbs and subtle curves, her graceful femininity so regal that she could easily have been mistaken for a queen. It was such a shame to cover that kind of beauty with that drab servant's uniform that made up her daily attire. If left up to Ana, the Master of the Castle would have been out of a job and his Lady's crown usurped, shifted to grace the head of the only woman within these old stone walls who honestly seemed born to wear it above all others.
Or maybe she was just biased. Ana smiled faintly, shaking her head at her own silliness. She was acting like a high-school-aged girl with her first real crush. She started towards the chair in the far corner, the one that had over the past few days become an armoire for her clothes. Her riding outfit lay draped over one arm, her pajamas over the other. She gathered her purple noblewoman's dress off the back of the chair, only to become distracted all over again, this time by the sparse scattering of pictures among the knick-knacks on the shelves all around the dresser mirror.
Her dress held to her chest, Ana stepped in close to get another look at the one picture in particular that had attracted her attention once already. "Miranda?"
"Lovely?" Miranda called back from deep inside her closet. From the slightly muffled sounds of it, she was probably crawling headfirst into her costume already.
"Who is this?"
"Who is who?" Miranda wandered out of the closet, already wrestling to fasten the dozens of tiny pearl-like buttons that closed the front of her servant's uniform from waist to neck. She stopped when she saw where Ana was standing, and for just a second, sadness passed over her. Her eyes shuttered first, and then the rest of her expression fought back what, to Ana, looked suspiciously a lot like grief. Real grief. Fresh and still very raw. She came to join Ana at the dresser and together, they looked at the picture. "A very dear friend," Miranda finally said. She combed her fingers through the back of Ana's damp hair, bent to caress a kiss upon her shoulder, and then lightly swatted her bottom again. "Please get dressed."
Without looking either at her or the picture again, Miranda disappeared back into her closet.
Ana was almost sorry she asked. Almost. Curiosity burned inside her like a living flame. Miranda had done so much for her. The last thing she wanted to do was cause her pain, and apparently just looking at the picture was extremely painful, but at the same time, Ana found it impossible not to wonder about it.
She dressed quickly, crawling up through the bottom of the dress. She had no buttons. Her fastenings were a corset-like lacing that ran up her back and would require help, so she stood there once she was done, staring into that frame, wondering, until Miranda came back out again, her stockings gartered into place up under her full skirt and her shoes already buckled on.
"Can we put my picture up here?" Ana asked, as Miranda silently came up behind her and began to close the lacings up her back.
"The one we're going to take?"
"The one that's already on your phone," Ana specified. "If we can get it printed out, can we put it up here? Just while I'm here? I won't move any of your things, I just want to see it."
It was a moment of extreme selfishness, and Ana knew it, but the desire to see something of herself reflected on one of these shelves, with all the rest of the trinkets that seemed to mean something to Miranda, burned like jealousy inside her.
Miranda shifted behind her, her hands stilling over the laces. A nudge at Ana's shoulder was nothing less than a wordless command for her to turn, and when she did, she found herself looking up into Miranda's softening eyes. "I would happily put a picture of you up on every shelf. Don't you know that?"
Was she that easy to read? Ana fought the urge to cover her now burning face with both hands. "I'm sorry," she said. "I shouldn't have asked. I don't want to cost you any more money—"
The softening faded instantly behind a flicker of mixed irritation and amusement. Miranda tsked. "I'll spend my money where I want to. Besides, what's the point in having an employee discount if I don't use it on occasion? You're my guest. Say thank you and let me spoil you for as long as I have you."
Ana shut her mouth fast before she said something pathetic and silly like, You could have me forever, if you want to. She quickly faced forward again, afraid Miranda—who seemed to read her so well—would see that too.
"I love showering you with gifts," Miranda said. Finished lacing up the back of her dress, she swept the short dark hair off the nape of Ana's neck and dropped a kiss upon the bare skin there. "I note you still haven't said thank you."
"I wish I could give something back," Ana said wistfully, her eyes once more tracking to the picture of the man.
The hand that settled on her shoulders, turning her all the way around, was no longer the gentle hand of Miranda the Lover. It was Miranda the Mistress who stood before her now, ominous warning darkening her chestnut eyes and, although a smile did curve her mouth, there was warning. "Young lady, you have given back to me every day you've been here. You cook every day; we haven't been to any of the Castle restaurants yet. And every night, when you lay down beside me, you let me spread your beautiful little legs and sup from the finest—"
"Miranda!" Ana yelped, both laughing and appalled. This time she did cup her face, flushing hot from embarrassment.
"You have no idea how darling I find your modesty," Miranda said, grinning. But then that grin faded, and a hint of hidden sadness crept back over her. "I meant it yesterday when I said you're the only thing keeping me sane right now. You'll never know how very glad I am that you're here."
Why? If ever she was going to ask, this was her opening. But just as quickly as Miranda offered it, she stepped back, turned away, and Ana could all but hear the reverberating slam as that opening slammed shut.
"A lot of people think living in this place is like living at Disneyworld, but what they fail to see is all the work that goes into making other people's fantasies come true."
Ana physically flinched. "I-I'm sorry."
Halfway back to the closet, Miranda snapped back around. The surprise on her face became instant sternness when she said, "I did not mean you, Ana. I meant my job. I adore having you here." She came back, closing the distance in only a handful of steps, to catch Ana's chin in her palm and force her eyes to lock with Miranda's own. "I adore you," she said again, giving Ana a little shake. "I'll admit I said that badly, but I dislike it when you leap for every chance to mistake what I say and turn it into something awful for you. This is what we talked about that first night, do you remember?"
For Ana at that moment, it was impossible to think of anything beyond the quiver in her stomach, the sternness in Miranda's eyes and the gentleness in the hand that held her chin so completely captive.
"This is what I meant when I said you hurt yourself. This," she gave Ana another tiny shake, "is what I will not tolerate."
A small part of Ana tried to rebel against the sternness. It even tried to summon up a pale shade of that awfulness she had felt so many times when it had been her facing down Peyton's angry stare, but there was too much of the rest of her that surged into a feeling of gratefulness. It had been so long since anyone had cared for her enough to say anything like this.
"I'm sorry," she said, because she was. Truly sorry that anything she had said—even though she hadn't meant it quite the way it was being taken—would upset Miranda like this.
Still, it was a long time before Miranda relinquished her chin. "I said it badly," she repeated, only now it seemed she was talking more to herself than to Ana. "For that reason only, I'm not going to spank you."
Pure nervous anticipation crawled up the backs of Ana's thighs to prickle at the curves of her bottom.
"But understand," Miranda warned. "You'll not get another reprieve from me. Not for this."
Adored, Miranda had told her. But it wasn't until that moment, as Miranda leveled on her the full severity of that Look, that Ana felt the depth of what that word meant. She felt adored. Protected, even from something as silly as her own offhand remark. She'd thought with Peyton that she had understood what it meant to be in love, but it was Miranda who left her feeling both weakened and built up. Chastened and cherished all at once. "How did I get so lucky?" she asked, so lost in the moment that she barely knew she was speaking. "No one like you has ever wanted me like this before."
Miranda tipped her head. She shook her head once, as if marveling, and then she tsked. She touched Ana's cheek, cupping it in her warm palm, then tsked again. "You can't say you weren't warned. Put your shoes on," she said, then turned and walked out of the bedroom. "We're going shopping."
"For what?" Ana called after her. "Why?"
When Miranda didn't answer, some of that gratefulness dissolved, first into confusion (she thought back over it, but she couldn't find anything derogatory or hurtful in what she'd said), then anxious dread. She found her socks and the lavender slippers that Wardrobe had found for her because they matched the princess-style gown she now wore. Her fingers fidgeting in the folds, she followed Miranda's path out into the living room, although by now Miranda had made her way to the kitchen, where she stood making cucumber sandwiches.
"What are we going shopping for?" Ana asked again, twisting her fingers in the folds of her skirt so tightly that she began to feel the pulse of blood restriction in the tips.
"You'll find out soon enough, I'm afraid." Miranda hardly looked at her. "Would you like water or tea with your lunch?"
"Tea, please." Ana twisted her fingers even tighter, making the hurt grow, honestly perplexed. "Are… are you angry with me?"
"Disappointed, I think, is the word you're looking for."
Short of being tossed out of the Castle and told never to come back, she'd imagined that Miranda being angry over something she'd said was as bad as it could ever get. Disappointing her, Ana discovered, was much, much worse. "Why?" she asked again, her tone turning almost pleading against her will. "What did I say?"
Sighing, Miranda set the knife she'd been slicing cucumbers with aside. "What do you think you said, lovely?"
"I was being honest with you." Hearing that endearment laced with tones of displeasure didn't make Ana feel any better. In many ways, it made the conversation worse. "Don't you want me to tell you how I feel? I was paying you a compliment."
"Keep digging," Miranda said shortly. She picked up the knife, cut two more thin slices of cucumber, and then abruptly changed her mind and put it down again. Bracing her hands upon the counter, she glared over the half wall that separated the kitchen from the living room, and herself from Ana. "How is implying that you aren't worth my time a compliment to me?"
"That's not what I said!" Ana protested.
"Isn't it?" Miranda countered, her voice rising slightly. "You said 'someone like me'. Implying what exactly about who you are?"
Ana opened her mouth, but then she stopped, not at all sure what to say. She had no answer, because she hadn't thought of it that way. "I didn't mean…"
"How did you mean it, then?" Miranda's glare did not soften. "I stood right there and told you it wouldn't be tolerated, and without skipping a beat, you simply found another way to tell me how awful you find a woman I hold great fondness for." She picked up the knife again. "Do you want cream cheese on your sandwich, or salad dressing?"
Ana didn't know what to say to that either. Suddenly, all she felt was very small. "Why are you making me a sandwich when you're this angry?"
Miranda stopped what she was doing all over again. She blinked, with exaggerated slowness, as if struggling not to lose her temper. Eventually, setting the knife aside for the last time, she leveled Ana with another Look and said, "Because I can be angry with you and still want to take care of you. Why don't you know that?"
Lost, all Ana could do was stare at her until Miranda, very softly, said, "Turn around."
She was in the kitchen. Ana was in the living room. She couldn't spank her from over there, and right at that moment, Ana was glad for it. She didn't think she wanted Miranda to spank her when what was happening between them wasn't at all pleasant. It felt… disciplinary. And never mind that Ana had, many times, fantasized about this very thing. She'd even fantasized about Miranda doing this, taking her in hand when the situation was real and giving her a spanking to match it. It was a stark reminder of just how vast the differences were between fantasy and reality.
Ana turned around, casting her long stare across the green-growing jungle that was Miranda's living room.
"Pick a corner," Miranda told her. "I want you to put yourself in it, hands on top of your head, and from now until I call you to the table, I want you to think about what I've just told you."
She didn't have many options when it came to easily accessible corners, at least not in the living room, and rather than walk, it felt as if she slunk all the way into the one she ultimately chose. It wasn't even a real corner, rather just a section of the wall that abutted up to the side of Miranda's desk. All the other ones were either overgrown with plants or blocked by furniture. All except one, which was accessible and not blocked by furniture, but it only took a glance for Ana to realize that tucking herself up into that one would have meant tucking herself out of Miranda's sight. She would have had to lean well out over the half wall or walk out of the kitchen entirely just to see Ana, or for Ana to see her. It felt like abandonment, although Ana couldn't say for sure who exactly she felt was abandoning whom.
Pushing her nose right up to the wall, she laced her fingers behind her head and tried hard not to cry. Failing miserably, she opted instead for crying as softly as she could, letting her mouth stay open and keeping her breathing as slow and as even as she could make it.
It had been a good day up until now. Less than an hour ago, they'd been entwined in bed, a tangle of arms and legs, sweaty bellies and clutching hands. Thirty minutes ago, they'd been in the shower together, washing one another in the lazy, languid aftermath of sex before spooning up and simply holding one another until the hot water ran out. Ten minutes ago, the conversation had been playful and light.
She really did ruin everything she touched.
And weren't traitorous thoughts like that the very reason she was standing here, with her hands behind her head and this sinking, sickly feeling tangling in her gut? Why did she keep thinking them? Saying them?
Lost as she was, Ana didn't notice Miranda had come out of the kitchen until she felt two arms sneak around her waist, drawing her back into the cradle of Miranda's embrace. Although no directive to come out of the corner had been given, unable to bear it, she took her hands off her head. She turned, throwing her arms around Miranda in turn and burrowing in to let her tears be absorbed by the softness of that ugly black Miss Hardwick costume, a thing so ill-fitting to the person Miranda really was that Ana could hardly stand to have it between them.
"I'm so sorry," she tried to say, but just as she opened her mouth that hated melody, 'What a Wonderful World', jangled out from one of Miranda's pockets. Ana stomped her foot. "Jellybeans!" Even before Miranda could step away, she flung herself back out of Miranda's arms, snapped back around and put herself firmly in the corner again. Her tears came faster now, hot with anger—but also with shame, because no matter how she tried, she just couldn't seem to summon up an ounce of understanding for the constantly interrupting 'emergency'.
Miranda excused herself to the bedroom to take the call in private, leaving Ana to sulk. She slapped the tears from her face, and for the first time, found herself wishing she were with Peyton right now rather than here. Peyton wasn't perfect, but at least she'd always been present.
Even more ashamed now than before, Ana could barely stand to look at Miranda when the taller woman walked back into the living room.
"When will you be back?" Ana asked, dully.
"The only place I'm going," Miranda said, coming back to put her arms around Ana again, "is down to the photographers, so we can get our picture taken, and then over to the Gift Shop, where you and I are going to do our shopping." She pressed a kiss to the side of Ana's brow, the only part of her face she could reach because Ana wouldn't turn and look at her. "Then we're going to come back up here, and we're going to have a discussion I really wish we didn't have to have."
It wasn't spelled out, but Ana knew what form that discussion was going to take. Even knowing Miranda wasn't to blame didn't make her sudden resentment any easier to swallow.
"Come and eat your lunch," Miranda finally said, giving her brow another tender kiss.
Ana shook her head. "I think I'd like to stand here a little while longer. Is that okay?"
"Yes, lovely."
Miranda went back to the kitchen to finish making up their sandwiches. She brought two plates to the table and sat down to eat, while Ana stood, stubborn and teary-eyed, facing the wall. Miranda's phone rang again; this time it was little more than a chirp, signifying she'd received a text. She still got up and went into the bedroom to take it in private. 
It would be hours later when Ana stopped to reflect, but even then she wouldn't be able to say why she'd done it. As soon as she heard the bedroom door close, she came out of the corner far enough to open her desk drawer and take out her phone. She thought about calling her mother, just to hear a comforting voice. She thought about calling Peyton, too, but that only made her feel worse. In the end, she slipped the phone into her pocket. After all, if Miranda didn't care enough about her to obey her own no cell phones rule, then why should she?
Crossing the little room, she sat down at the table to wait. She ate her lunch, but every bite was unhappy and it tasted like ash.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
It was an uncomfortable shopping trip, and not just because the mood between Ana and Miranda was strained. Miranda knew she was making it worse. Ana was quiet, withdrawn, from the moment they left the employee's third floor apartments, all the way down through the maze of castle corridors to the main floor gift shop. The part of Miranda that was a woman in love wanted so badly to change her mind, to fold Ana in her arms, brush her hair back, kiss her soundly and forgive all without the slightest consequence. The Mistress in her was determined to make Ana think. She didn't for a second believe Ana meant to imply that she was less than worthwhile, but if she couldn't teach her to change the way she thought of herself, or even better, to identify those less than stellar comments before she said them, then that behavior would never change.
Peyton. It all came back to her. However many months they had been together, it had left its mark, and now Miranda was having to clean up the damage left behind by another woman's abusive tongue. With every brewing step Miranda took as she led her lovely submissive across the foyer to the beautifully carved gift shop door, all she could think about, apart from the coming disciplinary scene, was how glad she was that Peyton wasn't anywhere on the Castle premises. Because if she were, Miranda doubted she'd be able to keep her professional demeanor cool and non-confrontational. Oh no. Someday she truly hoped to get the chance to talk to Peyton. When she did, it was going to be extremely confrontational.
The Gift Shop was always open. It ran twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and considering the quantity of clientele that walked these halls at any given time of the year, it was never empty. Today was no exception. When Miranda held the door open for Ana to precede her, a quick scope of the retail space brought her a count of nine other patrons, not including the attendant at the register. He was sitting on a high stool, a book in his hand—Crime and Punishment, of all things. Not exactly light reading, and apart from the title, definitely not Castle oriented. He glanced up when he saw her, visibly straightening in his seat.
"Afternoon," he greeted, glancing from her to Ana and then, curiosity blossoming behind an otherwise painstakingly professional demeanor, back to Miranda. "Can I help you find something, Mistress?"
"No thank you, Casey," she returned. "I think I know where everything is."
She didn't linger to chit chat. One proprietary hand settling in the small of Ana's back, she guided her past the scented and flavored lubricants, through the displays of lacy lingerie, and straight back to the wall dedicated to impact play. Almost everything here had been made on Castle grounds, by Masters and Mistresses who'd augmented their careers with years spent cultivating hobbies in woodcraft and leatherworking. She knew at a glance who had made what by the telltale 'signature', some little more than single letters, stamped into leather or carved discreetly on wood handles. Master Kade, for instance, was all over the straps and floggers. It was his work that she gravitated toward first, pulling a heavy prison-style strap down off the wall. She held it only a few seconds, feeling the weight and balance, before changing her mind. She didn't think she could bring herself to use something so severe on her little Ana.
Her Ana…
That stopped Miranda. For a long time, she stood silently, with the focus of her consideration fidgeting nervously by her side and trying very hard not to look at the heavy strap Miranda still held. What a dreadful thing it was to have to punish the woman one loved, especially when she hadn't yet had the chance to explore—much less express—the full depth of her feelings.
Miranda drew a steadying breath and did her best to fold herself into the familiar mannerisms of a Castle Mistress. She also replaced the strap on its hook on the wall. A stern hand might well be required, she decided, but it should be a hand tempered with gentleness. Especially since Peyton had already freely dispensed that other kind of… Miranda couldn't bring herself to call it discipline. She was equally determined not ever to be mistaken for another Peyton.
"What do you think?" she said, calling Ana's attention away from where it had drifted to a giggling couple in the vibrator aisle two rows down.
Ana's whole face flushed, her mortification so high that the rosy color had branched all the way up to the roots of her hair and down her neck to stain the soft mounds of her breasts, pushed up into enticing mounds by the boned corset she wore. Whether it was because her modesty found it difficult to reconcile being in a sex shop, or because she wasn't sure what was being asked of her, Miranda wasn't certain. "About the strap?"
"About any of them." Miranda gestured to the wall and, reluctantly, Ana allowed her gaze to wander over the wide display of paddles, canes, crops, straps and floggers.
Twisting her tightly gripped fingers, Ana swallowed and then her shoulders slumped. "What do you want me to say about them?"
"I want you to tell me which of these would make the best Naughty Ana implement, used only in cases of real disciplinary correction?"
It was like sending someone who had never been switched before out to the nearest hickory tree with a penknife and the directions, 'Cut a good one.' With no experience and only a lot of anxiety to guide her, Ana faced the wall again. Her small breasts heaved above the corset of her dress as her breathing quickened. It wasn't from pleasure either; Miranda was gratified to see. She was taking this seriously, her nervous fidgeting intensifying the longer she stood there, studying her options.
The first thing she reached for was a flogger, though Miranda suspected it was the color that drew her rather than the potential chastisement it could deliver. It was white and purple (her favorite color), made of kangaroo hide with more than thirty long falls. More thud than sting, Miranda knew, even before she reached for it. Still, she took it down off the wall and stepped back. With Ana watching, her nervous eyes taking in every motion, Miranda gave it a few practice swings, making herself familiar with the heft.
"Nice," she commented. As well made as it was, it didn't surprise her at all to find Kade's mark on the handle. She motioned for Ana to turn around. "Lift your skirts."
Ana's already wide eyes got bigger. She darted a nervous look at those people closest to them. No one was watching them, even Casey had turned his attention back to his book, but in the way shoppers had of browsing their way through the aisles, there were several close enough to be a concern for someone as shy as Ana. One was absorbed in the book section, thumbing through a copy of Topping From Below by Laura Reese. Two women were picking out gag gifts from among the anatomically correct cake pans. The couple in the vibrator aisle were still chuckling their way through the selection of cock cages and vibrators slim enough to fit inside without causing too much discomfort once he—Miranda presumed—was also wearing it. The potential of public scrutiny alone was probably more than punishment enough for what had taken place upstairs.
Already Miranda could feel herself wavering. 
Ana sidled closer, furtively begging, "But… what if someone sees?"
"Do you really want to disobey me further?" Miranda countered, forcing herself to stay the course she had set. After so many years in the lifestyle, she knew well the dangers of issuing a threat and not following through. She had yet to meet the submissive who, although initially relieved at the reprieve, didn't later suffer worse because of it. Consistency; it was the most important aspect of any domestic discipline relationship, second only to communication. And, as Miranda knew well, one subs felt the lack of most keenly when it went absent.
How many guests were here, right this moment, specifically because of the Castle's greatest illusion: that of a perfect Dominant: one who never relaxed control, and never failed to deliver upon the promise of sensual, sexual, or corporal punishment whenever, wherever, or however their partner invited it? Ana may not have known what she was inviting in the kitchen when she'd let her mouth dig her into a hole of trouble, but she desperately needed to know Miranda would always be there for her. Even if 'for her' sometimes felt as if she were standing against her.
"Pick your implement," Miranda said, her throat so tight that for a moment she was afraid she might choke on the command.
Her discomfiture deepening—Miranda's love-struck heart felt for her, it really did—Ana turned her back to face out into the store. Her flush brightened, but she still bent, gathering the hem of her skirt in shaking hands before pulling it up in back as high as her tense thighs.
"All the way," Miranda told her, waiting until she complied before adding, "Bend over all the way, lovely."
Obeying, Ana's furtive looks at the other patrons lasted only until Miranda took that first practice swing and then struck, laying two perfect th-whack, th-whacks, back and forehand strokes full across each of Ana's quivering bottom cheeks in turn. 
Lips tightly compressed to hold back her squeal, Ana vaulted upright. Letting her skirt fall, she caught her buttocks, rubbing and bouncing fitfully. It was more embarrassment than any real hurt that made her do so. Miranda hadn't struck anywhere near hard enough to do more than put a faint blush on those nether cheeks. It might sting a little, but Miranda knew this was no Naughty Ana implement.
Draping the flogger over her shoulder, Miranda directed her attention back to the wall. "Pick again."
"What am I looking for?" Ana asked, her tone more bewildered than complaining.
"Something you're not going to like," Miranda replied, which only amplified Ana's anxiety and unhappiness. This truly was a punishment for her, Miranda realized. This, and perhaps no more than one or two follow-up smacks might honestly be all that was required to make sure the lesson took root. If it happened again, then Miranda would have to be severe, but already Ana looked close to tears. Perhaps she could relent a little, after all.
Her finger trembling, Ana pointed at one of the canes, and looked to Miranda for approval. "That one?"
"It would hurt," Miranda agreed, but the wielding of such a thing would require Ana to be positioned over the foot of a bed or the back of a chair, with herself standing some distance behind her. Delivering a real punishment was going to be hard enough—on them both—without the added torture of separation between them. No, Miranda decided. If she was going to do this, then she needed to be able to hold Ana while it happened. She needed to touch her, comfort while the hurt was being dispensed, so that Ana would know from the first dreadful swat to the last, that she was not suffering alone.
Miranda let her expert eye rove over the choices before she finally pointed. "That one, I think, is what we're looking for. Bring it to me."
Giving her bottom one last rueful rub, Ana reached up high to take the hairbrush down off its display shelf. It was long, a full twelve inches from tip to tip, with a curve to the handle to aid a firm grip and an oval head no larger than Miranda's open palm. Made of pale oak, the wood was light, but thick. Miranda didn't need more than a single testing smack to her own hand to know it would impart a devilish bite.
"Turn around," she said, leveling Ana with a serious look.
Ana's dark eyes both pleaded and descended into unhappy resignation. She turned and, without needing to be told, bent down and gathered the hem of her skirt again. She lifted, haltingly baring her own backside. Soft, smooth, pale bottom flesh, barely stained pink from the flogger's kiss.
Miranda moved into position at her side. Wrapping her arm around Ana's hips, she tucked her securely into her side and let the wide, flat head of the hairbrush come to rest in ominous coolness against the fullest curve of her right nate. "Are you going to take better care of what you say from here on out?"
Beneath the feather-light caress of the hairbrush, Ana's bottom tensed. "Y-yes, ma'am."
Miranda's already soft will melted even further. Two crisp smacks echoed through the gift shop, each one echoed by first a shrill gasp, and then an even shriller squeal. Two was all Miranda could bring herself to deliver, but she kept Ana in position, her hands gripping fitfully at her skirts to keep from grabbing her stinging flesh where twin prints of the brush were already beginning to stand out.
People might not have been looking before, but that familiar sound called attention to them from all over the store. The man at the book rack glanced over at them with one eyebrow raised. The women at the cake pans were snickering and casting them looks. Even the couple in the vibrators aisle glanced at them over the display shelves.
Patting Ana's hip, Miranda let her absorb the lesson for a moment longer before she took her arm from around her waist and allowed her to rise.
Her northern cheeks were far, far redder than the southern pair. Letting her dress fall, Ana locked her hands in front of her and stubbornly resisted the need to rub. Miranda knew hairbrushes very well. Under those skirts, the sting had to be unbearable. She could still remember how it had felt the few times Don had applied this very correction. She also still remembered the dread associated with having to go and bring the hairbrush to him. When she held the implement out to Ana, she saw that same measure of reluctance to touch it in Ana's eyes.
She made Ana carry it to the front of the store. They had to wait in line behind two other customers—the man with his book and the two women with their twin-breasted cake pan—before they reached the register.
"I love the flogger," a woman spoke up from behind them, just as they were about to hand their purchases to Casey.
"It's a Castle original," Miranda said, glancing back long enough to give the Gorean-dressed slave girl behind them a practiced smile.
"They make those here?"
"They do indeed."
"Can I touch it?"
Up until that moment, Ana had been facing forward, her head bowed, a picture of penitence. But when Miranda started to hand the flogger back to the other woman, Ana quickly turned. She all but snatched the flogger from them both and quickly put it on the counter, pushing it toward Casey and out of the other woman's reach. Ana didn't look at either one of them directly, but Miranda could have sworn she saw flickering hints of jealousy cutting through her blushing unhappiness.
The Gorean slave girl took a step back in surprise.
"I apologize for her rudeness," Miranda said tactfully, but it was hard to keep a cool tone when all she wanted to do was wrap Ana in her arms and let her know with a touch, if not actual words, that she wasn't flirting, nor was the woman behind them the slightest threat to her affections. "Ana's just received her very first punishment spanking. Apparently, it's been so long overdue that she needs another."
Ana's flush deepened.
"Oh," the woman behind them said, then she giggled. "I see."
Although Miranda knew the answer full well, she drove the embarrassment home by turning to Casey and asking, "Is it too late to have something engraved in the hairbrush?"
Casey kept his gaze on Miranda and his tone professional, despite the glimmer of amusement that lit the depths of his blue eyes. "Nope. You can leave it with me, if you like. I'll send it back to Master Vin, or you can take it down to him yourself. He's always in his shop at this time of day. At least then you won't have to wait to put it to proper use."
Ana's face turned even redder.
"What do you think?" Miranda asked, turning back to the stiffly silent girl fuming almost sullenly beside her. "What should we put on the back of your new hairbrush? Bad Girl Brush? Naughty Ana? What about, Attitude Adjuster?"
She bowed her head even more, but not before Miranda saw the tightening of her mouth, the quiver in her chin, and the glisten of watery tears touch her eyes.
Miranda relented. "We'll take them as is," she told Casey.
"Billed to which room?"
"My own," Miranda said. She wasn't blind to the surprise Casey flashed her, but the attendant had worked here long enough not to question any Master's or Mistress's slight deviation from the normal protocol of billing the guest for extra touches like this. Ana was anything but a client, but Miranda wasn't about to stand there and justify that to either Casey, Ana, or the woman waiting in line behind them.
Gathering their purchases, Miranda tapped Ana's arm and led her from the shop. 
"You did that on purpose," Ana accused, just as soon as they were in the hall. She barely waited long enough for the door to swing shut behind them. "You embarrassed me in front of those people!"
"No more than your behavior embarrassed me."
Stopping, Ana turned on her. Her lips were tight, her cheeks hot with humiliation, and her eyes glittering with an ever shifting mix of anger, confusion and uncertainty. "And what were you doing with that woman?"
"That perfectly polite young woman standing in the checkout line behind us?" Miranda inquired, arching a warning brow. "I was being polite, which is what you should have been as well."
Although out of the gift shop, they were not in private. Located just off the grand entrance hall, this corridor was very busy with a constant stream of Castle guests passing back and forth as they made their way to and from a wide variety of kinky destinations. Ana was either too upset to notice, or she was past the point of caring whether this conversation should be held in public, but Miranda wasn't. Taking her by the arm, she drew her into the nearest nook of a doorway, hoping neither of them would get smacked by the next unsuspecting soul to come out through it.
"She was flirting with you!"
"So what if she was?" Miranda countered. She caught Ana's shoulders when the smaller woman tried to turn away. Backing her up against the wall, Miranda pinned her there with little more than light hands resting on her shoulders and a hard look. "I am not Peyton."
Ana started, reacting at once with surprise, shame and anger. "I know that."
"I won't tolerate jealousy, nor will I ever treat you with that same disregard. If you trust me, then you need to trust me in all things. I will give you that same respect, especially when it comes to you speaking to and associating with others, be they men or women."
Swallowing hard, Ana looked away. "I-I didn't like it when she touched… my things."
"Am I included amongst your things?"
That pointed question seemed to be the final douse of cooling water to the fires of Ana's already rapidly cooling temper.
"No," she whispered, shaking her head. "I'm sorry. Are you very angry?"
Catching Ana's trembling chin in the palm of her hand, Miranda forced her gaze up from the floor and back on her. She smiled softly, letting her thumb trace the curve of Ana's cheek before letting her kiss answer for her. One softly reassuring kiss turned with startling quickness into something deeply more. A flash of heat bloomed up from her belly, swelling in her breasts as Miranda shifted her hand, releasing Ana's chin in favor of cupping the back of her neck instead. Ana wasn't resisting, wasn't pulling away, but Miranda dominated the kiss anyway. She loved this, the shiver she felt coursing through Ana when her willing lips parted to admit the sweeping demands of her tongue. Her other arm swept Ana's waist, pulling her in crushingly close, offering support against the buckling of her knees. Not that Miranda herself was immune to the racing of her own pulse, sweeping excitement through her veins, stirring the heat of wanton throbbing in the pit of her womb.
"I'm not angry," she managed as their mouths at last came apart. "Even if I was, I would still—" love you; Miranda shivered, "hold you in great fondness. Do you understand?"
Ana nodded, the tiniest hesitant smile pulling at the corners of her kiss-swollen lips.
"Let's go get our picture taken." Offering her hand, Miranda wove their fingers intimately together and, with Ana moving in close enough to rest her head upon Miranda's shoulder, led her from the alcove.
Mistress Genni's Photo Gallery was located all the way back near the ballrooms, but Miranda didn't mind the walk. The bad feelings seemed banished; a sense of closeness between them remained. She was just enjoying the intimacy when they happened to pass Maybe's Candy Shop.
"Would you like something sweet?" Miranda asked, pulling up short in front of the shop window. There were dozens of chocolate and caramel candy confections displayed along three-tiered display shelves.
Ana lifted her head off Miranda's shoulder, taking interest in the candy shop as if she hadn't even noticed it before then. "Ooh," she said, looking over the display. She bent a little, getting a closer look through the glass at the chocolate handcuffs and the old-fashioned sugar confections, white topped with pink tips. She pointed. "What are those?"
"Lady's Nipples," Miranda said with a smile. "Want to try one?"
Ana straightened up, her cheeks pinkening even as she flashed a quick glance around before answering, "Why not? I've liked the ones I've sampled so far."
"Oh, that sass," Miranda said, aiming her toward the door and giving her a swat. They both entered the candy shop giggling. It was like earlier that morning all over again, with Ana perched so happily on Fire Dancer's back. The last hour of unhappiness might as well never have happened, and watching Ana go through the candy displays (some of them perfectly normal in appearance and others as kinked out as Sinclair, their resident confectioner, could make them) filled her with light-hearted tenderness like nothing she'd known before. Under and beneath it still ran threads of grief and shock over what was happening with Don, nothing could detract from that, but Miranda still managed to smile. It took relatively little to make Ana happy. A little time, a little attention, a horse ride, a picture of the two of them together, and a little candy. It honestly didn't seem to matter. Perhaps it came from working with children, Miranda mused, and not for the first time she had to wonder if perhaps Ana had a bit of Little as tightly locked down inside her as her spanko side had been. If there was one, Miranda would find it, and she would set that free as well.
"Oh, wow," Ana said, wandering over to the front of the store where carefully wrapped licorice bullwhips were hanging on display. Sinclair really was a genius when it came to kinky candy. A wide assortment of her skills lay in the glass case by the register: thumb-sized chocolate paddles, iced spanked-bottom cookies, and cupcakes decorated with sex toys, nipple clamps, and chains and restraints. 
"Do you see something you'd like?" Miranda asked, unnecessarily. Ana seemed to like everything as she walked through the entire store, her eyes wide, simply taking it all in.
Saloon-style doors separated the baking half of the candy shop from the retail space. Now it whooshed open and Sinclair bustled through, her apron spattered with chocolate, her flyaway hair dusted with sugar, and that perpetual daub of frosting on her face—her cheek this time. In her hands, she carried a large silver tray of freshly-decorated cake balls; twinned up beneath a layer of pink or brown fondant and accented with curly frosting 'hairs' to better resemble their namesake.
"Oh hi," she called to them, a quick grin covering her surprise. "I didn't hear you come in."
"We're just looking," Miranda replied, following leisurely along behind Ana.
"Take your time." Sinclair gave a grin, waiting until Ana's attention was back on the candy before mouthing, 'Congratulations.'
Miranda offered a nod of stately acknowledgement. Too many people were way too interested in her dating life. She made up her mind to spend a little more time with Ana in public, and less time disappearing with her into the preferred privacy of her apartment.
"Look at all the cookies," Ana exclaimed, all but pressed up to the glass case. She'd ducked down to better see the frosted designs on the rows and rows of sugar cookies that were most popular with the Littles.
Sinclair and Miranda exchanged similar indulgent smiles. Ana was, literally, like a kid in a candy store.
"Did you make all these yourself—oh my God!" she broke off with a squeal. "She has horse cookies! That one looks like Fire Dancer!" Ana very nearly pressed both her hands and her nose up against the glass display before she caught herself and quickly pulled away. "They're so beautiful!"
"Charge it to my account," Miranda murmured, just as those once lovely and now dreaded musical notes, 'What a Wonderful World' issued forth from her skirt pocket. It stopped everything in that little store, it seemed. Ana straightened slowly, her joy over the Fire Dancer cookies dissipating right before Miranda's eyes. Swallowing back a curse, Miranda fished her cell phone from her pocket. "Choose anything you want, Ana. I'll be right back."
"That's okay," Ana said, that familiar dullness, always a sign of impending trouble, creeping into her tone. "You don't need to spend more money on me."
If she'd been closer, Miranda would have swatted her. "I'll spend my money where I see fit. Don't tell me what I can and can't give you for a gift."
"When do I get to give you a gift?"
Wearily, Miranda approached her. "Any time you'd like, lovely. I know you haven't much, though. I'd be flattered just knowing you thought of me."
Ana straightened a little and, with effort, managed to pull a little teasing in under the disappointment she was trying to hide. Turning to Sinclair, she said, "Do you have anything with Hershey's syrup? Miranda loves—"
Without thinking, Miranda clapped a hand to Ana's skirted bottom with a resounding swat that broke up the resurging unhappiness. They both laughed. Tsking, shaking her head in mock disgust, Miranda ruffled her hair and then bent to catch her lips in a quick kiss. "I'll be right back."
"I'll be waiting," Ana replied, and settled in at the counter to do just that. "I love you," she said, as sweetly and naturally as if she'd been asking for a glass of water.
Had the phone not rung again, Miranda would have stolen another quick kiss. She, who could keep her composure through almost anything life threw at her, was near tears. I love you. She wanted to respond with "I love you, too," but the tender places of her heart ached. 
Knowing nothing she was about to hear on the other end of this phone call was going to be good, Miranda swiftly made her way to the door. She had to skirt an incoming guest as she exited and, as much as she hated to do it, she left Ana behind to find someplace relatively private to answer her phone.
 
* * * * *
 
"So, what do you think Miranda would like?" Sinclair asked, lining a to-go box with pastel pink and white tissue paper.
Ana chose one each of the chocolate paddles and spanked bottom cookies. She deftly avoided the hairbrush cookies and, because she couldn't quite help herself, selected a second horse cookie, which she privately renamed the 'Fire Dancer Cookie'. She didn't have a lot of money, but she had enough for four edible treats. However, when she tried to make payment arrangements, explaining that her wallet was upstairs and if Sinclair didn't mind waiting, she would run up quickly and be right back, Sinclair waved away her promise to pay.
"We don't take cash inside the Castle," she said. "It's always charged to guests' rooms, and Miranda already said she was paying."
"Yes, but this is for me to give to her," Ana explained.
"What's your room number?"
Ana felt a pinch of disappointment, afraid she already knew what was going to happen next. "I'm staying with Miranda."
Sinclair pressed her lips together, regarding Ana thoughtfully. "I tell you what," she said, pushing the box with Ana's gifts for Miranda across the counter toward her. "I'll have Parker talk to Master Marshall. Maybe we can arrange something, seeing as this is a special circumstance."
Ana smiled back, grateful for a change that that was how they'd classified her. "Who's Parker?"
Sinclair winked. "My special someone. Can I get you anything else?"
"I could easily eat everything in this case," Ana confessed, then shook her head. "No, thanks. If we can't work something out with Master Marshall, how do I return these?"
"No returns," Sinclair said with a grin. "Too late now. I earned my seven dollars and forty-three cents fair and square. Still, if there is a problem, I'm sure we can work something out. At the very least, maybe you can wash dishes for Cook Connie. Are you sure you wouldn't like something else? You know, we're now offering this awesome new program. I could set up a tarp in the back kitchen, heat up some edible paints, and you and Miranda could pass the next hour or so licking chocolate off each other's nipples…"
Ana clapped a hand over her mouth, barely in time to keep back a bark of mortified laughter. She jumped back from the counter, as if her very proximity to it (and Sinclair) might make such a thing happen faster. In the privacy of Miranda's apartment, the warming in Ana's belly was a delicious reminder of just how appealing such an activity might be. But here, in the middle of Sinclair's candy shop…
She snapped around to beat a hasty retreat, intending only to wait for Miranda at the door instead, and in her haste ran head-on into a very furry chest.
"Don't you ever watch where you're going?" snapped a vaguely familiar and irritated voice.
"I'm so very sor—" Ana's apology died in her throat when she recognized the man in the fox suit. He was still angry, that was the first thing she noticed. Or maybe it was again. Having not associated with the man since the first time she'd run into him, she honestly couldn't say whether he was angry all the time or if she wasn't just lucky enough to bring it out of him every time they, quite literally, bumped into one another. "Sorry," she finished lamely.
"You ought to be," he said ungraciously, but slightly mollified. "This is twice you've tried to run me over. Be glad I'm already partnered with someone else, or I'd put you over my knee and teach you something about respect!"
"Excuse me," Sinclair said, no longer smiling, her tone fairly dripping with ice. "That is neither kind nor appropriate."
"Butt out," the man in the fox suit said, pulling off his mask and holding up a silencing finger. "I'm not talking to you, and when I am, you'll know it because I'll be looking at you."
Sinclair's eyes widened, both with shock and outrage. "I beg your pardon?"
"It's not you I want to hear apologies from." The angry fox glared down at Ana, who edged back a step.
She hated confrontations. She'd never been very good at them, and this one already left her feeling sick to her stomach.
"Excuse me." Ana had no choice but to try going around him. He was standing broadly between her and the door, but even as she tried to retreat, he caught hold of her elbow, knocking the box of candies right out of her arm when he jerked her back around.
"I did not dismiss you yet," he said coldly.
"Hey!" Sinclair snapped, charging around the counter to intervene. "Get your hands off her, you do not have consent! I will call security, I swear to God!"
Wrenching her arm free, Ana dropped to her knees, barely rescuing her box before he stepped on it. Maybe it was because her phone hit her leg, or because the pockets of her skirts were shallow and never meant to hold anything as illicit as her cell phone, but for whatever reason, she was scrambling to save the cookies when it fell out onto the floor. She grabbed wildly for that now too, but the angry man got it first. Ana snatched after it, but he yanked it up out of her reach, staring first at it and then at her.
"You just don't follow any of the rules, do you?" he said, his eyes narrowing. "Maybe that's because a spanking is exactly what you want."
The box of cookies forgotten, Ana jerked back, but not fast enough. He caught her by the scruff of her dress, hauling her clumsily to her feet.
"Onions!" Sinclair yelled, grabbing Ana's other arm in an effort to protect her.
An instant crackle of a hidden speaker system came on. "Dominant, cease your play. Security has been dispatched. Submissive, we're coming to get you. Are you all right?"
"No!" Ana and Sinclair cried in chorus.
"I haven't fucking touched either one of them," the angry man barked toward the ceiling, but if anything the interruption only made him angrier. "Yet." The look he leveled on Ana positively seethed. "Come with me."
Sinclair latched onto Ana with both arms now, digging in with both legs to keep the man from dragging her away. "Onions!"
"I said, security has been dispatched!" the voice from the ceiling ordered. "Stand down. Move to the opposite side of the room. Submissive, tell me when he has obeyed."
"He has my arm!" Ana locked her legs now too. She tried to catch the man's other arm, but so much bigger than she was, he simply shook her off. And then he shoved Sinclair off, pushing her back into the display counter so hard the glass rattled.
The furious redhead came back like an octopus, wrapping Ana with both arms and legs, heaving with all her might to drop them both to the ground and make it that much harder for him to drag her away. It was the stuff of nightmares, one that Ana, in all her limited experience, had no idea how to deal with. To her horror, she burst into tears, the most ineffective course of action she could have taken. With the whole shop now swimming behind a blinding sheen of water, she grabbed onto Sinclair in turn, shouting only once when the man shifted his grip from her arm to her hair.
"Get up!"
Ana and Sinclair both grabbed his hand now. The pain was like being scalped, but it was short-lived, because in the next instant the nightmare came to an abrupt end when the man suddenly released Ana entirely, sending her crashing into Sinclair on the floor. All four limbs scrambling, Sinclair plastered herself against the display case, dragging Ana back with her every inch of the way. She was panting, her blue eyes shockingly wide and frightened. Ana could feel the franticness in her hands, which continuously alternated between anxious clutching and faltering pats of comfort.
Her arms thrown over her head to protect her smarting scalp, it wasn't until she heard the icy fury of a clipped British accent—"Get your bloody hands off my submissive!"—that she realized what had stopped the attack.
Miranda stood between them, her white-knuckled grip on the angry man's arm being the catalyst that had sparked her unexpected release. Now, six feet and two inches of angry Mistress stood between him, and Ana and Sinclair, who were still clinging to one another on the floor. Her face was a mask of icy fury unlike anything Ana had seen before, and her voice—brisk, but calm, each syllable sharply clipped by what was normally a soft British accent and which was now so strangely prominent—rolled like velvet thunder throughout that small confectioner's shop. "How dare you!"
It was not a question, and by the very look of her, Miranda wasn't about to accept excuses.
Apparently, the fox-man hadn't seen that kind of icy fury before, either. Pulling his arm from her grasp, he took a hasty step back. Catching himself, he must have thought it a sign of weakness, because in the next second he had his mantle of anger pulled back around him. Ana forgotten, he now advanced on Miranda. "You want a taste of my whip too, little girl?"
Standing at least two inches taller than him, Miranda was neither impressed nor cowed. "Try it," she dared. She advanced, driving him another retreating half-step back. Her furious gaze never broke from his as she loomed over him, as ominous and fierce as she was tall. "Please do. I am Mistress Miranda Hardwick. I work at this establishment, and I promise you, if you so much as breathe on my submissive again, I will have you spit-roasted faster than a scene whore at a DP demonstration."
The man jerked back, his temper giving way to first confusion, and then disgust. "You don't know what she's done—"
Beyond them, the candy shop's door flew open and two men in black security t-shirts rushed in. When Miranda snapped up a staying hand, they stopped. It did not, however, stop the third security officer, who came barreling through the door before it could swing shut behind the first responders. He was, Ana recognized in some distracted and scattered part of her mind, a very big, very strong, very familiar-looking man. Miranda held her finger up to stop Jackson, too, but he ignored it and kept coming, pausing only once he was within easy reach of them.
Neither Miranda nor the man in the fox suit looked at him.
"She's breaking the rules, too," the man said, flashing Ana's cell phone at everyone. When Miranda merely held out her hand, expectantly, he deposited the phone into her palm.
"What she has or hasn't done is none of your business," she said coldly. "She is not now, nor will she ever be, yours to correct. She is mine, do you understand?"
He snorted. "Yeah, sure. I understand. I understand you want the little cock tease for yourself." Smirking the first smile he'd offered—and it wasn't a pretty one—he leaned in to Miranda. "Whatever she tells you, I just want you to know… your baby dyke here, she was all over my jock."
Miranda barely moved, but even from where she was sitting, stunned, in Sinclair's tense arms on the floor, Ana could see the first crack of real temper break through the cool mask. "What you have done here is assault," Miranda said, the faintest tremble underlying her words.
"I barely touched her," he snorted. Eyes narrowing, he edged closer to her. "I haven't even touched you yet, either."
Deliberately, he held up his hand and then extended his finger.
"Don't do it," Jackson warned.
"What are you going to do about it? Lay one hand on me, and I'll sue this whole place to the ground." Giving Miranda plenty of time to see it coming, the angry man deliberately thunked his finger onto her chest, directly between her breasts. He smirked; Miranda allowed him that, that half-second to gloat, right before she grabbed his wrist, wrenched back his hand, and broke his finger.
She moved so fast, almost faster than Ana's startled eyes could follow, even faster than the man could react. His eyes bulged, his mouth gaped. He didn't have time to make a sound, and Ana barely did more than suck in a shocked breath. She and Sinclair both jerked their feet up out of the way before, with a sweep of her foot and flip of his arm, Miranda threw the man face-down onto the floor. His feet and legs hit a display, sending chocolates flying everywhere.
"Argh!" he shouted, his broken finger still firmly in Miranda's grip and wrenched up now behind his back all the way up to his shoulders. Kneeling in the small of his back, she seized a handful of his dark hair and mashed his face into the tiled floor.
"I want an apology," she snarled.
"I'm sorry! I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Bitch! You broke my finger!"
"Idiot," Jackson said, with a sigh. He shook his head—although Ana honestly couldn't tell who he was shaking it at: the man, for his bad behavior, or Miranda, for how she'd handled it.
Motioning to his men, Jackson finally intervened. "All right, buddy. Let's go." He reached down to help the man out of Miranda's less than tender care, not that his was much gentler. Gripping him by the wrist of his broken hand and the back of his shirt, Jackson marched him from the shop.
"I barely touched her," the man protested.
"No means no," Jackson replied, unsympathetically. "We say it in every Orientation: No means no. And assholes who don't listen get banned for life."
"I'm calling the cops. I'm pressing charges against all you people!"
"Chances are they've already been called. They don't like us much, but there's three of us and one of you. What do you want to bet they'll take my version of what happened over yours? I'm thinking you broke your finger when you threw that girl to the ground."
Then they were gone, leaving a mess of chocolate on the floor, a display rack overturned, Ana and Sinclair still clinging to one another, and Miranda standing, statue-stiff, before them. She stared after the man for a long time before, her head dropping, she looked at Ana's cell phone in her hand. She then looked at Ana.
"I-I'm s-sorry," she squeaked, staring up at Miranda, so certain that at any moment she was going to see… what? Blame? Accusation? What had she honestly done to invite any of what had just happened? She didn't know. She couldn't think. She felt responsible somehow, deep down in the pit of her. Her stomach was one solid jumbled knot of quivering certainty that it was all her fault.
Miranda looked at her now, as if seeing her for the first time. Her dark eyes softened. "Sorry? For what?"
She held out her arm, and Ana could not get up fast enough. She flew up into Miranda's embrace, pressing her face into Miranda's neck, burrowing to get as close as two people possibly could.
"I'm sorry!" she whispered, babbling now but unable to stop herself. "I don't know what happened. I don't know why he… and then the phone…and it fell out… why did I even bring it with me? Are we in trouble? You broke that man's hand! Are you going to get arrested?"
"I'm going to be fine," Miranda soothed, resting her cheek on top of Ana's head, the fingers of one hand playing lightly in her hair. Despite her assurances, she didn't sound fine. If anything, she sounded tired. Arms loosening, she began to pull back. Given the option, Ana would have continued to stay just as they were, holding one another tightly, but Miranda caught her shoulders and resolutely pushed her away. "Go upstairs. Wait for me. I'll be late, but… I'll be along when I can."
"Where are you going?" The last thing Ana wanted right now was to be alone. "Can't I go with you?"
"No, you can't."
"It's okay if she wants to stay with me a while," Sinclair offered from behind them. Wiping her hands on her apron, she looked at the mess around them. "She can help me clean up."
"If you like," Miranda allowed. "But when you're done picking up, I want you to go home…" Taking Ana's hand in hers, she turned it palm up, placed the errant cell phone within it, and curled her fingers back over the top, forcing her to hold it, "and I want you to wait for me. We'll talk about this then."
Ana stared at the phone, her stomach churning. She may as well have been holding onto a living snake.
Settling her hands on her shoulders, Miranda leaned in and kissed her brow.
It was her fault. Ana stared at the phone, her eyes filling with stinging tears that gradually obscured everything behind a watery sheen once again. She could feel Miranda's exhaustion, both mental and physical, as easily as she could feel her disappointment and anger. Some part of her had to be angry with what Ana had done. Otherwise, how could she turn just then, and so effortlessly walk away?
 
 
 


OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Ana sat on the couch in Miranda's living room, her back to the arm and her legs hugged so tightly to her chest that she could rest her cheek on one knee. She had her phone in her hand. Every few minutes, she turned it on. There were so many missed calls, voicemails and text messages that she was out of memory to receive any more. That depressed her even more, and she'd shut the phone off only to turn it on all over again a few minutes later.
It had been almost two hours since Miranda had left her at Maybe's Candy Shop. She hadn't called. Not that she'd said she would, but that didn't stop Ana from hoping. Of course, because she wasn't keeping her phone on, and because she was out of memory, she had no way of knowing it if Miranda did call.
Frustration rising, she powered up her phone for she'd lost count of how many times, and deleted the overwhelming abundance of texts. That made her feel better for all of about five seconds. She was about to set the phone aside when it buzzed in her hand. Her instant of sheer elation at the thought that it might be Miranda, crashed back down hard inside her when she saw Peyton's name on the digital screen.
Tsking, Ana threw the phone into the cushions on the far side of the couch. Folding her arms over her head, she only just resisted the urge to scream into her knees. What was wrong with her? Why was she just sitting here, sulking, like a bride jilted at the altar? Why couldn't she make sense of what she was feeling? She was so… so smitten…
No, smitten was what she had been back when all they'd been to one another was an exchange of illicit conversations online. Against all reason, this had become more than just 'smitten' some time ago. And yet, why, instead of closer, did it feel as if there was some yawning cavern of distance growing in between them? Why, instead of better communication now that they were face-to-face, were they trapping themselves in secrets, isolating castles all their own? Miranda, with her 'emergencies' constantly dragging her away. Ana, wishing so badly that she could start a new life here, and yet rather than pick up the phone and tell Peyton not to call—or, better yet, change her number, she had stuffed it into a drawer and hidden from it. She hadn't even told her parents about the breakup yet. She hadn't told anybody.
Because if this visit with Miranda ended as horribly as she was starting to think it might, then at least she could go home and have…
What, options? What kind of option was it to have a life where half of who she was had to be hidden away because it was labelled as sick and deviant, and to be so afraid of being alone that she'd rather have a girlfriend who hit her than none at all?
Tucking her legs under her, Ana pulled a sofa pillow onto her lap and hugged that instead. It made a sore substitute for the woman whose long, graceful curves she'd rather be cradled up against, but all these secrets and disappearances were starting to weigh on her much more heavily than her thin shoulders could bear. Struggling to mentally retrace everything they'd said to one another since she'd arrived, Ana honestly could not recall one time when Miranda had told her something intimate about herself or her past. She never mentioned family or friends. She never talked about growing up or going to school, or where she came from, or what had brought her from England across the Pond to the States. Perhaps it was just another layer of Ana's own selfishness that she couldn't make herself be happy with everything Miranda had given her, or perhaps leading a double life didn't allow for transparency. Either way, Ana wasn't happy.
And what about these emergencies? She understood, or at least thought she understood, the first one, but who had emergencies every single day? Was Miranda going to the hospital for all of them? Was she actually going to a hospital at all? Ana hadn't grown up so sheltered that she didn't know at least some of the games people liked to play when they were cheating. Miranda hardly seemed to fit that role, particularly since the relationship between them barely had a string of commitment to it, but nothing else made sense. There had to be someone else. Otherwise, Miranda would have told her what and who the emergency was. And this stupid rule about the cell phones, where Ana had to keep hers in the desk, but Miranda kept constant contact with her own—why didn't the rule work equally both ways? 
Maybe all Ana was, was a notch in the bedpost.
She gave you a perfect day, a tiny voice reminded her. The horse, the sex…
She gives people perfect days for a living, another voice argued. Like an escort. People pay her to play out their fantasies.
Ana covered her head again. How many girls did Miranda bring to the Castle, to her home, on an annual basis? Were they all special cases?
No expectations, Miranda had said, but the thought of other girls being folded into her elegant embrace stabbed Ana in the chest. They were probably all pretty, too. Successful and tall, with glamorous names. Like Sable or Marguerite. Ana bet Marguerite rode Fire Dancer the first day, without any fear or hesitation. She probably cooked something more glamourous than quinoa, without making a mess of Miranda's kitchen.
She probably did all sorts of sexy things with Miranda, and never blushed or felt a second's mortification over words like pussy, Hitachi, or strap-on.
Ana wandered into the kitchen, but the gleaming surfaces offered no distraction. Against her will, her hand went to the counter where Miranda had lifted her, kissed her, spread her legs and made such breathtaking love to her.
Lost among the couch cushions, her phone sent up another buzzing plea for attention and Ana snatched her hand back off the cool granite. She gave herself a stern mental slap. She had to stop thinking like this. She had to put a stop to everything before she drove herself so crazy that she destroyed her time with Miranda even more than she already had.
Her temper lit up hot inside her head. Charging around the half wall, Ana stormed the couch, throwing cushions and pillows aside until she found her phone. Every new-found intent to assert herself died, however, when she saw the message that lit up the screen.
Bad news! Urgent! Call me ASAP.
It came from Peyton, but Ana's first thought went to her aging parents. Her voicemail was so glutted with calls, she tried at first, but her swiftly rising concern put an abrupt stop to trying to sift through Peyton's alternating pleas for forgiveness and demands that she stop being childish and return her calls. Dialing her parents, she waited anxiously, but no one answered the home phone. Her parents. Technology's last revolutionary bastion against the convenience of a cell phone.
They could be shopping, that voice of reason quite sensibly pointed out.
They could also be in the hospital, a darker doubt whispered. Her father wasn't on heart medication for insignificant reasons.
If she'd been playing spanking games with Miranda while her father had had another heart attack, she'd never forgive herself. Dialing Peyton's number, Ana covered her eyes and tried not to think the worst.
"Ana! Finally!"
 "What's happened?" Ana countered, almost unable to get the words out, her throat had tightened so badly. "Is Dad okay?"
"Honey, this isn't something I can tell you over the phone." Peyton's voice cracked.
Ana's whole chest pounded to the faltering skip of her heart. "Oh God." Her knees gave out and she collapsed. The couch caught her. "Is he dead?"
"We're here in Granger. We tried to contact you through the Castle switchboard, but they wouldn't even tell us whether you were a guest there, and they won't let me on the bus. I'm at the Starbucks, at the shuttle depot. You're going to have to come to us."
Jumping up off the couch, Ana rushed to the window. Pressing her cheek to the glass, if she strained, she could just make out the white paint of bus bumper through the gaping maw of the portcullis in the outer Castle wall. "I-I don't have a bus ticket anymore. How—"
"The barista says you don't need a ticket to leave, just to get in. Tell them you have to go to the airport. They'll bring you back here and we'll get you to the airport. We've already got a ticket."
"Just tell me, is he okay?" Ana ran back to Miranda's bedroom, grabbing her purse and her bag. Half its contents were still neatly arranged on a sliver of space around the sink, but she didn't waste time retrieving them. There was nothing there she needed so badly that she couldn't come back for it later. "Who's 'we'? Who came with you?"
"Your mom. She's talking to one of the shuttle drivers right now."
Ana's stomach fell all the way to her toes. Her mom would never have left her father's side, not if he was still alive. "Oh my God," she said again, her voice cracking now, too.
"Ana…" Peyton paused. Peyton, who was never at a loss for words. "Just come. As fast as you can."
Ana dropped her phone in her haste to shut it off. Shoving it into her bag, as she rushed back through the living room, she glanced at the miniature grandfather clock. It was a few minutes before noon, the prompt hour of departure according to the brochure. She thought about leaving a note. Ana wasn't sure how long it would take to get to the coffee shop, or where it was, but she'd have to hurry, and Miranda wasn't likely to be back for at least a few hours. She'd call her. After all her own emergencies, surely she would understand Ana's extenuating circumstances.
Racing down the stairs from the third floor apartments, she ran all the way to the main staircase. She bumped into two people on the stairs and very nearly knocked over a member of security in her mad dash across the grand foyer.
"Whoa!" he said, trying to catch her arm, but she dared not stop. "Hey, is everything all right?"
"I'm so very sorry!" she called back, one hand pressed to the growing stitch in her side. She was still in her Castle costume, the delicate velvet slippers that matched the purple of her gown slapped the cobblestones as she flung herself through the main doors, down the steps and ran as fast as she could for the bus. She almost missed it. She wasn't even halfway across the drawbridge when she heard the rumble of the engine starting and saw the puff of exhaust first cloud and then dissipate in the air behind the shuttle. "Wait!" she panted, waving her bag and both arms.
A porter saw her and quickly dashed to the head of the bus to knock at the doors, stopping it just as it started to pull away.
"You almost missed it," he said, grinning as he offered her a steady hand up onto the bus. By then, Ana was panting so hard she couldn't even say thank you.
No one tried to stop her from leaving. No one even asked any questions. As many people coming and going from this place on a daily basis, they likely saw her only as another guest having so much fun that she'd almost missed her ride back to real life.
Her face burning from exertion as much as from the embarrassment of being the focus of so much attention, as she pushed all the way to the back of the bus to find an empty seat, Ana sank down next to the window and tried to calm her racing heart. In the seat ahead of her, a man bumped shoulders with his female companion, asking, "Well, was I right? Was it the best time you've ever had in your life?"
Taking his hand, the woman pressed her head to his shoulder, batting her eyes up at him as she wheedled, "Next time, can't we stay longer?"
Hugging her bag in her lap, Ana dug her phone back out to shoot Peyton a quick update. On my way. Can you at least tell me what happened? Was it his heart?
No answer. They were probably trying to arrange for transportation back to the airport. Ana tried to call Miranda next, but her phone must have been shut off. It went straight to voicemail. The back of a bus full of strangers was not where Ana wanted to be when she had to explain why she had left. She wasn't sure how much she could say without bursting into tears, and what was she going to say, anyway? She didn't yet know anything. That was the worst part. For the entire bus ride back to Granger, Ana sat tense and scared, staring out the window, with only the most dreadful assumptions keeping her company.
By the time the bus pulled into the Starbucks depot, Ana was so scared she could barely breathe. Trapped now in the rear, she was the first passenger to stand up but the last in a very long line to make her agonizingly slow way to the front door steps. Spinning in a circle, she hunted the crowd for either of two familiar faces and, spying one through the coffee shop window, she rushed inside. There, seated at a small round table and sipping her favorite espresso, was Peyton.
She raised her hand. "Ana!"
A shock of real relief twisted inside of Ana. She forgot the drama, the arguments. She even forgot the bruises those arguments often resulted in. When Peyton jumped up from her seat and opened her arms, Ana threw herself into them, hugging her fiercely.
"I'm so glad you came," Peyton breathed against her ear.
Caught between laughing and crying, Ana clung to her, for a brief moment losing herself in the familiarity of kiwi hair conditioner and grass-scented perfume. A strange scent for perfume, but it had always had an alluring effect on Ana. Usually, Peyton only wore it when she wanted Ana in a good mood.
Remembering that, Ana's heart thumped. Pulling back, she caught Peyton's shoulders. "I'm going crazy! How's Dad? What happened?" She stopped, suddenly noticing there was only one cup of coffee sitting on the little table. She glanced around the fairly busy coffee chop. "Where's Mom?"
Looking away, Peyton pulled out her chair for her. "She went back to the hotel. Do you want something to drink? Order anything you like. I'm buying."
Ana didn't drink coffee. She never had, but Peyton had forgotten. "No, I-I'm fine."
"How about a strawberry smoothie?" Without waiting for an answer, Peyton headed for the counter.
Battling back a sudden surge of impatience, Ana waited at the little table, shredding a napkin in nervous fingers while she waited for Peyton to return, a small plastic cup in hand.
"Here you go," she said, placing it on the table.
Ana set it aside, barely waiting until Peyton was sitting down next to her before pleading, "Please, tell me what happened?"
Not looking at her, Peyton played with her coffee cup before, in a rare show of awkwardness, she cleared her throat. "Well, what's happened is… I love you." For the first time, she let her eyes meet Ana's. Softness crept into her voice and her bottom lip trembled as she admitted, "I guess you're strong enough to live without me, but I can't live without you. You're the best thing that ever happened to me, and I've realized that."
Ana sat frozen in her seat, at first unsure how what she was hearing had anything to do with her father, and then horrified. "You made it up?" Suddenly furious, she shoved back from the table. "You let me think my father was dying just so you could set me up to play another of your stupid games?"
Peyton tried to catch her arm. "Baby, you never gave us a second chance. Everyone makes mistakes. I made mine, I admit that."
Ana yanked her hand out from under Peyton's. "You lied to me!"
"You wouldn't talk to me, so…" Peyton shrugged. It was worth it, her eyes said. She had gotten what she wanted.
"I can't believe you flew all the way out here to—"
"Tell you I love you?"
"Grow up!" Ana stared at her. "What do I have to do before you'll leave me alone? You had your chance, and you blew it."
"I blew it?" Scoffing, Peyton leaned toward her. "I've been doing some research on this Castle of yours. Have you any idea the sorts of crazy stuff they do there?"
"It's not that bad," Ana hedged, darting a guilty look at who in the coffee shop might be close enough to overhear them. She should have known better than to engage, though. Peyton prided herself on her ability to win every argument. 
"I'll bet your Miranda cozied right up to you, said how much she loves you, and that you're special to her."
"Yes!" Ana glared, her stomach flipping queasily. "And she's nicer than you ever were." 
"Have you seen her professional profile?" Tsking once, Peyton shook her head. "Bondage. Professional domination. Role play. What she does isn't real, Ana. It's a show she puts on so she can get your money."
"For your information, Miranda paid my way." The instant she said it, though, Ana wished she'd bit her tongue. She should have known better. Peyton pounced on that tidbit of information like a cat with a mouse in its paws.
"She paid for you? You don't think that's strange, sending a stranger plane tickets? The internet is full of predators who lure unsuspecting victims so they can do God only knows what to them. How much do you know about your little friend?" Peyton took a sip of her drink and let her words take effect. 
As much as Ana didn't want it to, the accusation rang true. "Not a lot, but I didn't tell her…"
"Anything? Except your real name, address, and phone number."
Shaking her head, Ana backed from the table. "I'm leaving now."
As if on cue, her phone suddenly rang. It was Miranda. Her relief so strong it was palpable, she tried to answer, but Peyton just as quickly snatched it out of her hands. "She's kept me from calling you for days; she can see what it's like on the other end." 
Ana felt sick. Miranda had never before called when her emergencies pulled her away. She must have returned early and found Ana and her bag both gone. Holding out her hand, Ana's voice trembled when she demanded, "Give my phone back. Right now, Peyton. It's important."
"How many lies has she told you?" Peyton countered instead. "How naïve do you have to get before something bad happens? Do you have any idea what it's going to feel like when I have to file a missing person's report?" She reached for Ana's arm, but Ana flinched back. Even in public, even in the presence of witnesses, Peyton's power of persistence thrummed through Ana's body, wearing her down. "She's using you, baby. She got you in her bed, a free booty call…"
Ana wanted to slap her. She struggled to control her rage. "For your information, I kissed her first. She never pushed me into anything."
She tried to grab her phone back, but Peyton was faster, yanking it out of her reach. Helplessness driving her panic, Ana abandoned it and bent to grab her bag instead. When she stood, so did Peyton. Strangely though, she looked anything but defeated.
"Is that your decision then?" Peyton demanded. "You're giving up on us and going back to her?"
"Yes," Ana snapped. "I am."
Smug triumph moved over Peyton, turning her gentle smile into an ugly smirk. "Oh yeah? And how do you think you're going to accomplish that?"
Wondering what she was trying to do now, Ana half turned, thrusting out an arm to point past the coffee shop windows to the bus depot just beyond.
"The bus only departs once a day and it's already run," Peyton said, only too happy to correct her. "You're stuck here, darling. You won't be going back to the Castle until tomorrow morning, at least. I guess you're just going to have to wait until then… or, you can come with me so we can talk this out."
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Miranda let the phone ring all the way until it went to voicemail, or at least, it would have gone to voicemail had the automated voice not informed her that the box was full. Tapping the screen back off, she set the phone on the empty passenger seat beside her and then spent the rest of the long drive to the hospital trying to ignore her gut feeling that something was wrong.
After such an ugly episode in the candy shop, it would be normal for Ana to want to disassociate herself as far from her phone as possible. She'd probably switched it off and, the second she was back in Miranda's apartment, stuffed it back in the desk where she'd promised to leave it. Still, it bothered Miranda not to be able to get hold of her.
No, a gnawing voice in Miranda's subconscious corrected. It bothers you that she's been left to stew in her overactive guilt because you screwed up.
Her elbow braced on the driver's side door, Miranda cupped her forehead in her hand, hating herself for making such a hurtful error in judgment, and yet what did it say about her that she didn't immediately turn around and drive straight back to the Castle? Don would have. If it were her sitting alone in the aftermath of such an awful confrontation, Don wouldn't have cared how far he had to go, he'd have come back to her. Because that's what Dominants—true Dominants—did. They took care of their submissives, whatever the need, no matter the inconvenience. Don would have been there to comfort her.
Don, that voice specified, never would have left you in such an emotional state in the first place.
No, Miranda knew, he never would have. Which wasn't to say he wasn't human. Don had his faults, and Miranda had never been blind to them, but that had never been one of them. He'd always been closely attentive to his submissives. What did it say about her that she kept driving, closing the miles between her and the hospital and widening them between her and Ana?
Blinking back the sting of tears, Miranda did what she did best: she set aside her own selfish wants and prioritized the necessities. When she finally reached the hospital parking lot, she tried again to call Ana, wanting to reassure as much as she also needed just to hear her sweet submissive's voice. It would have given her the strength she needed to go inside and face the inevitable.
Time to say goodbye. That was the sum of Marshall's interrupting call this morning, and oh how Miranda did not want to face this. Not alone.
As if. Marshall was already here. Sam would be waiting upstairs too, ready to drive Kade, who had been here all night long, home for some much needed sleep. She really ought to take a turn sitting at Don's bedside. It made her own guilt flare that she wasn't here for him. He was so far gone now, he didn't know that, but she did, and it was killing her that even now, sitting behind the wheel of her car, staring across the lot at the hospital she was swiftly coming to hate, all she wanted to do was go home, bury herself in Ana's arms and just… forget for a while.
Miranda got out of her car, as calm and as proper as Mrs. Hardwick attending her usual Orientation meeting. Step after unfaltering step, she walked inside, taking the elevator to the second floor ICU, and into Don's room.
Don wasn't in that bed anymore. His body still lay there, still hooked to all those machines, their beeping, blipping readouts telling her he was still alive, but all she saw when she looked at him was an empty, unresponsive husk.
Kade sat at the head of Don's bed, between him and the heart monitor, rubbing tired eyes and nursing a paper cup of mediocre hospital coffee. At the foot of his bed, Sam and Marshall glanced up from where they were talking to look at her.
She thought she was doing so well at holding it all in, but when Sam tsked and came to her, his normally jovial expression softening, she lost her composure completely.
His arms came around her, pulling her in close. It was ludicrous. He was the shortest man here, and she dwarfed them all anyway, but she still folded into his comforting embrace and even let her forehead come to rest upon his shoulder.
"You look like hell," he said gently.
"Why is it always me who looks so terrible?" she grumbled. "Why never you?"
"Men get sexier the worse we look," Kade quipped. "Grow a little stubble, I promise you'll be sexier too."
The situation could not have been more somber, and yet, they all chuckled. Wiping her tears away, Miranda pulled herself sternly back together again and withdrew from Sam's arms. "I'd rather a few minutes alone with him, please."
"Sure." Sam rubbed her arms, then motioned for Kade. "Come on, old man. Let's get you into bed."
"You're not my type, sweetheart." Pushing to his feet, Kade trailed him to the door, already stifling a stretch and a yawn.
"Are you coming back tonight?" Marshall called after him.
Pausing in the doorway, Kade glanced once at Don, then shook his head. "I've already said everything I need to."
Miranda understood how he felt, she did. But, hearing that said with such grim finality hurt deeply.
Kade held up a farewell hand, and followed Sam around the corner and out of sight. That left just Miranda and Don, and Marshall.
Sliding his hands into his jeans pockets, the Master of the Masters left the foot of the bed and came slowly toward her. "I heard there was a problem at the Castle earlier. Did Jackson get it taken care of?"
Miranda nodded. "We got it sorted out. We banned him for life in lieu of calling local authorities. He signed the paperwork rather than be arrested for assault."
Marshall looked at her, those famously icy blue eyes of his boring right through her. "Is your girl okay?"
Miranda hummed, because it was safer than trying to speak. She also nodded.
"Are you okay?"
A wan smile was all she could summon for that. She had to swallow twice. "I will be."
He nodded. That was the thing about Master Marshall. All too often, he understood way more than he vocalized.
He touched her, briefly cupping her cheek, and then patted her head and left the room so she could have her moment of peace with Don. He even drew the curtain and pulled the sliding glass ICU door closed between her and the nurses' station.
Circling the hospital bed, Miranda sat down in the chair Kade had vacated. She took one of Don's hands in hers, bending to press a kiss upon his cool fingers. For the first time in all her life, she had no idea what to say to him.
"I remember the night you collared me." She felt stupid talking to him as if he could hear her, but knowing this might well be the last time, once she started, she couldn't stop herself. The words came pouring out, and with them, all the fears and frustrations as well. "You said you were proud of me, that no Dom or Domme should try to discipline another without first experiencing it for themselves. You said that kind of empathy would make me a better Top. I thought I was. You taught me everything I know about self-control, restraint, careful consideration in all things, especially when it comes to the scenes."
She had to stop, releasing his hand only long enough to brush away the twin tears tracking down her face. "I thought I was so much better than all those wannabe Fetlifers who play at the role without bothering to learn the craft, or who use BDSM as a guise to manipulate and abuse. I created this perfect world where every time I scene I become someone else's ideal Mistress. I forgot how it felt when I knelt to you. I forgot the fears and insecurities when you blindfolded me that first time, making me wait until you were good and ready. The ropes and blindfolds are easy, Don. It's everything else that's so hard."
Her voice grew shaky and hoarse. "I don't think you'd be very proud of me today. You remember that girl I told you about, the one you told me to bring to the Castle? I think I'm falling in love with her, and yet when something happened today, I didn't think a single thing about leaving her to deal with the emotional fallout on her own. I abandoned her so I could come here, and I know exactly what you would say to me for that."
The beeping of his monitors pulsed a stubborn, unstable rhythm, but nothing else, not even when she bent to press first a kiss to the back of his hand and then his damp cheek.
"Thank you," she whispered, "for being my friend for all these years. I will never forget you, and don't worry, because I won't come back here anymore. Forgive me for wishing you could have held on a little longer. If you could have met Ana, I think you'd have got on rather famously, if for no other reason than because she makes me feel special."
Unable to help herself, she reached up to caress a single last touch across his brow. She'd have given anything to be able to look into his eyes one last time, but he didn't open them.
It was time to go. It was time to let him go as well.
Leaving his hospital room was the hardest thing she'd had to do all day, but as she stepped out into the hall, she found herself thinking not of the past, but of Ana. Marshall stepped out from the wall where he'd been leaning, hands in his pockets, waiting for her. His look was pensive, without a hint of sympathy. Miranda was grateful for that. In these last few weeks, she had taken her fill of sympathetic well-wishers, curiosity-seekers, and glances. She wasn't sure she could handle any more.
Seeming to be searching for what to say, a rare moment of indecision for a man renowned for always saying and doing the right thing in any given circumstance, Marshall finally heaved a breath, pinned her with another soul-piercing stare, and said, "You know no one expects you to be perfect, don't you?"
Miranda startled. "You were listening?"
"No. Don wrote me a letter, asked me to keep an eye on you." Ice blue eyes narrowing slightly, Marshall said, "He asked me to tell you you're going to be fine. My instinct is to agree with him, but maybe the person we should hear that assurance from is you."
A whole new sting of tears swept up the back of her throat to burn her eyes. Miranda made herself smile through them. "Marshall," she offered, her throat so tight there was barely any sound to it. Having already fallen apart once today, she pressed her lips tightly together and waited until she knew for certain she wouldn't do it again. "I am not fine," she finally managed. "But I will be. Eventually."
"We all will be," he softly agreed. "Eventually."
He was, just as Don had been back when she had first met him, very good at what he did.
"Go home," Marshall told her. "Be with your girl."
"Are you going to stay?" she asked.
He inclined his head. "For as long as it takes. Do you want me to let you know when the… situation changes?"
Her chest squeezed in, smothering her heart. As if it were happening to someone else, she felt it when she shook her head and, as Kade had said before her, whispered, "I've already said everything I need to."
Marshall offered no hint of censure. He only nodded, then tipped his head, giving her feet the permission they seemed to need to break the roots holding her to the sterilized ICU floor tiles.
The second she was out of the automated hospital doors, with the cool air of a late summer breeze washing in an unexpected gust over her, Miranda dug her phone out of her pocket. Needing nothing more than to hear Ana's voice, she dialed. As before, it went to voicemail. Miranda hung up on the dispassionate voice telling her that the box was full and no further messages would be allowed. She had to go home. She had to make amends, soothe away any hurt feelings that might have resulted in her disastrous decision to leave when she had instead of… instead of bringing Ana with her?
Yes, she realized, that was exactly what she should have done. She had been so determined to shelter Ana from having to carry any more unpleasant burdens, but wasn't sharing the bad as well as the good part of building a strong relationship? Wasn't a relationship exactly what she wanted with and from Ana? They should have opened their lives to one another days ago and, at the risk of making herself seem like anything less than the perfect Domme, Miranda should have told her exactly what her 'emergencies' were. 
It wasn't too late. Setting the phone on the passenger seat, Miranda headed back to the Castle. The sadness in her was still there, but there was anticipation there, too. The anticipation that came from knowing that in just half an hour or so, she was going to have Ana back in her arms, and she was going to do whatever she had to to make things right between them.
That anticipation kept Miranda company all the way home until, sliding her key into her apartment lock, she discovered her home was empty. Ana, her bag and her cell phone were gone.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
"How could you do this to me?" Ana shouted.
"Calm down," Peyton drawled. "People are starting to stare."
Pacing frantically back and forth between the coffee shop and the now empty bus depot, Ana clutched her bag to her chest and fought back the fast-rising tide of her own panic. She had no car. Peyton refused to give her back her phone, and the barista had confirmed, when she'd asked, that Granger was too small—there was no taxi service.
Ana was one paper bag shy of full-blown hyperventilating hysterics.
For the fourth time now, the phone in Peyton's hand began to ring. She looked down at it, a corner of her mouth quirking upward in smug victory before she folded her arms back across her chest, tucking the phone securely against her side.
It had to be Miranda again.
Dropping her bag, Ana leapt for her. In a rare moment of aggression, she tried to wrench her phone back, but Peyton snapped her arm up and, like any bully on a playground, held the phone well out of her reach.
"Give it back!" Ana hissed, panic giving way to a flash of hot anger.
Every bit as fast, Peyton grabbed a fistful of her hair and propelled her backwards, dragging her around the corner of the coffee shop into the shadows of the building and shoving her hard up against the wall.
"Keep it up," she said coldly. "Make as big of a scene as you want. Who knows, perhaps someone will call the cops. I'd love the chance to explain how eager you are to get back to the woman who beats you. What do you want to bet they bust into the Castle and arrest everyone, including your precious Miranda? I've been reading up on the law. Turns out, the state doesn't recognize a person's right to give consent for the sick abuse you seem to want so badly."
She let go of Ana's hair, but not before she managed to give one last yank. The pain that accompanied the three or four hairs she pulled out of Ana's scalp wasn't anywhere near as bad as what she felt at the thought of Miranda being hauled away in the back of a police car. Her breath caught. How could she have been so stupid as to believe anything Peyton had said to her? How was she ever going to fix this?
The coldness of her expression smoothing into something slightly more cajoling, Peyton held out a hand. "Come on. Let's go sit in my car and talk. Just talk, I promise. Once we've said everything we need to, if you still want to go back, I'll drive you back to the silly place myself."
Ana's legs shook. Already the parking lot around them was clearing out; the other Castle guests loading their luggage into their cars and heading for home. Very few of them remained, and only one of them, a blonde woman at the far end of the parking lot, seemed even remotely curious about what was happening between Peyton and Ana. She kept glancing over at them, but her husband never paused in loading their things into the back of their minivan. In a few minutes, they were going to drive away and there Ana would be, stranded in this remote parking lot on the outskirts of Granger where the only hotel that she could see was a Best Western billboard that promised Wi-Fi and an indoor pool only three miles further on down the road. Ana knew how much money she had, and it wasn't anywhere near enough for a hotel room. In another half hour, the coffee shop behind them was going to close. The baristas were already cleaning up, lifting chairs onto tables to sweep and mop the patrons' side of the counter. She didn't trust Peyton. If she got in that car with her, it was anyone's guess where she'd be by nightfall. If she couldn't get her phone back…
Her stomach rolled.
"I'm going to be sick," she said, her legs quivering so badly they never could have held her if she weren't still leaning against the building.
Peyton tsked. "Baby, don't be like that."
She really was going to be sick. Already her mouth began that ominous salty watering. Clapping her hand to it, Ana ducked Peyton's staying grasp and ran back into the coffee shop. She fled into the bathroom, locking herself in the handicap stall and barely had she hit her knees than did she start heaving. Bile burned the back of her throat, but nothing came up. Clasping her hands over her eyes, Ana struggled to calm herself so the spasms would stop. Concentrating as hard as she was on just breathing, she wasn't aware that anyone was in the room with her until she heard a soft knock at the stall door.
"Hey, are you okay?"
It wasn't Peyton. Pushing herself off her knees, half expecting a trap, Ana unlocked the door and opened it a crack. It was the woman from the parking lot. Her face was somber, her eyes concerned.
"Are you okay?" she asked. "Do you need help?"
The bathroom door was closed and although Ana could see Peyton wasn't in there with them, she knew it was only a matter of time. She looked at the woman, at once both desperate and terrified to think this might somehow be a trap. Could Peyton have sent her in here? If she told her anything, how much worse could any of this get?
Closing time was coming. If she didn't do something right now, she was going to be stuck in the parking lot of this coffee shop with no one but Peyton to help her.
That fear, more than any other, spurred Ana to act.
"Please, can you help me?" she begged, so desperate that she reached through the door and latched on to that stranger's arm. Her grip must have been tight. Her hand on the woman's wrist both looked and felt like claws.
The woman barely jumped, though. She looked at Ana's hand, then back up at Ana. "What can I do?"
"Call the Castle," Ana begged. "Tell Miranda where—"
They both jumped apart when the bathroom door opened and Peyton came inside. Ana knew she must have looked like a deer in headlights, but the woman only headed to the sink to wash her hands, saying, "It's called 'Kinky Summer Nights.' I got it at the Castle. I saw you on the bus, didn't I?"
As if they'd just been caught in the most random and natural of conversations.
It was hard to tell if Peyton was more suspicious than jealous, or vice versa. "Are you all right, babe?" she asked coolly.
"I have to go to the bathroom." Ana shut and locked the stall door. Backing up, she leaned against the far wall, hugging herself while the woman finished washing her hands. It seemed to take a long time. Peyton was content to wait, and in the end, the woman left.
Alone with Peyton, Ana shuddered.
"You can't stay in there forever," Peyton pointed out.
No, she couldn't. But she could try and she could pray, and with any luck, the woman would do as she had begged. With even more luck, Miranda would get the message and come for her.
And then what?
Ana had no idea. All she knew was, if she left here with Peyton, anything in the world might happen to her. And if she begged someone to call the police—a lesbian trying desperately to get back to her BDSM-practicing lover—that might make it even worse. What if she ended up in the newspapers? What if her boss found out? Or her parents? What if she spent all night in the bus depot only to have tomorrow's Castle bus driver turn her away because she'd already used her ticket?
What if Miranda was so angry at her for leaving that she refused to come and get her?
Peyton let out a long-suffering sigh when Ana began to cry. "We used to have fun together, you know. Don't you remember? We used to laugh all the time."
Sliding down the wall, Ana crumpled into an angry, helpless, shaky-kneed heap right on the bathroom floor. God only knew what was on it, or how often it was cleaned. She still sat where she'd fallen, hugging her legs to her chest as she watched Peyton's shoes approach the other side of the stall door.
"I know you don't want to believe me, but I never meant to hurt you. That's not who I am." Peyton tried the door, but Ana had engaged the flimsy latch and it didn't open. "You make me so angry sometimes. Everybody but you can see I'm a good person. Why do you do this to us?"
Why did she get into these situations? Though she tried hard not to listen, Peyton's words were conjuring up memories. It was true, they did use to laugh over the stupidest, littlest things. But 'used to' described their situation all too well these days, and memories of funny, private jokes paled in comparison to memories of Peyton's rages. She remembered the raised fists, the knuckles scraping her cheek and lips, the feel of her skin tearing on the sapphire of Peyton's promissory ring. She remembered the cracked tooth; the fingernails drawing blood. Peyton was the woman who didn't bother until competition entered the picture. She was the woman who promised her diamonds, but then held them over her head.
Miranda was her opposite in every way. Miranda, who spanked her, for pleasure and for punishment, but who never made Ana feel anything but safe and loved. Miranda, who made her expectations clear right from the start, who made her elaborate breakfasts, who told her no one was allowed to hurt her, not even Ana herself.
Miranda.
Hugging herself, it was the only thought that kept her coherent while the minutes bled by and Peyton first talked, then cajoled, then barked, and finally smacked the door with the flat of her hand.
"Get out of the damn stall, Ana! What do I have to do before you'll talk to me?"
The door to the bathroom opened, and for one breath-catching moment, Ana's heart soared. Then she heard one of the baristas clear her throat and, sounding uncomfortable, say, "We're closing now. You're going to have to leave now."
"We'll be right out," Peyton said brightly—much too brightly. Although Ana couldn't see it, she probably smiled at her. Her most charming, disarming smile. Ana remembered how beguiling that smile could be.
And Miranda hadn't come. Had she got Ana's message in time? Had the woman, a complete stranger who had cared enough to follow Ana into the bathroom, even tried to call?
Ana felt sick all over again.
"Well," Peyton said, her tone silken and soft. Gloating. "Are you going to come out of there now, or are you going to make them call the police on us?"
Out of time, Ana pushed to her feet. She wobbled. Her head spun. As stately as she knew how—Miranda would be so proud—she unlocked the door and walked out of the bathroom stall. The barista was gone; she and Peyton were alone again.
Edging past her, Ana went to the bathroom sink and washed her face. She barely looked at herself in the mirror, but what she saw was ghastly. She looked pale. Scared. So scared she was past feeling it, really. All she could feel was the rolling in her stomach and the shakiness permeating through her limbs.
Peyton got the door for her and they walked out of the bathroom together. Like lovers. What was she going to do? As they walked through the coffee shop, she saw that the two teenaged attendants were back behind the service counter. They were watching her, clearly not sure what was going on, but the suspicion that something might be wrong was alive on both their faces.
If she went to them…
As if hearing her thoughts, Peyton took Ana's arm, steering her toward the door and removing that possibility just as surely as if they were manacled together. Peyton opened the door for her, too. The sun was setting, painting the sky in a bruise of purples, pinks and blues. All in all, a lovely summer night in which to have everything she held dear ripped right out of her life.
"We'll just go someplace where we can talk," Peyton told her, leading her toward the car.
Her legs shook at every step, but short of sitting down in the middle of the parking lot and bawling like a child, Ana couldn't think how to stop this. She couldn't think how to dig her feet in and say (shout) no loud enough or long enough to make Peyton let her go. She just couldn't think—
Until she heard the screech of tires and an unmarked, white van came peeling off the main road through Granger, turning down the side street that ran parallel with the coffee shop and depot, and then, without slowing down, turned into the parking lot. It came right at them, the tires kicking up dust and gravel as it came to a hard stop directly between Peyton and Ana, and the rental car Peyton was dragging her to.
Ana had no idea who the pony-tailed man getting out from the driver's seat was, but she knew black Castle leathers when she saw them, and her relief was so heavy it nearly dropped her to the ground all over again.
Then the side doors swung open and two more men got out. When Jackson unfolded himself from behind the driver's seat, Ana tried to run to him, but Peyton locked both hands on her arm, jerking her back again. Her grip only tightened when the front passenger door flew open and Miranda launched herself out of the van. They were all of them in their Castle clothes, and none of them seemed to care.
"Get your hands off her, you conniving little bitch!" Miranda spat, coming right toward them with long and angry strides.
"This doesn't have anything to do with you!" Peyton spat back, but with three men and Miranda bearing down angrily upon her, her grip faltered enough for Ana, in a gut-wrenching burst of defiance, to yank free.
Miranda's advance stopped the instant Ana flew into her arms. She snapped Ana in close, hugging her fiercely before scrubbing her hair back from her face in search of fresh blows and bruises. "Did she hurt you? Did she strike you at all?"
"No," Ana cried. "I'm sorry—I thought—she said it—emergency—my father—my father—"
"Get her in the car," Jackson said, as he and the two men with him planted themselves as a very imposing wall between Ana and Miranda, and an increasingly frustrated Peyton.
"Don't go with them, Ana!" she barked, snapping her fingers as if she were a dog to be ordered back to her side. "Come here!"
Miranda could not have helped but feel her shaking. She turned, disregarding Peyton entirely as she helped Ana to the van.
"She has my phone," Ana said.
Waiting until she was safely tucked into the back, with dark fire burning hot in her eyes, Miranda headed back, straight for Peyton.
"I'll get it," the pony-tailed man said, but Miranda stalked around his staying arm.
"Oh, what?" Peyton said nastily. "Are you going to whip me now, too?"
"As if I would ever sully a good piece of kangaroo hide on the likes of you." Looming over her, Miranda held out her hand and waited, demanding without words until Peyton, unnerved by either the line of silently staring men or, perhaps, the sheer imposing size of Miranda herself, dug into her pocket. She didn't hand the phone over, but in true Peyton form, tossed it on the ground instead.
"You deserve each other," she spat.
"From you, I'll take that as a compliment." Snapping around on her heel, Miranda came back to the van, the two unknown men flanking her, and Jackson, walking backwards until he was assured Peyton would be of no further threat, bringing up the rear. Climbing into the back with Ana, Miranda handed her the phone and, because her hands were shaking so badly, buckled her into her seatbelt.
"Everybody set?" the pony-tailed man asked from behind the driver's seat.
"Take us home, Sam," Miranda said, buckling herself in beside Ana.
Ana's last view of Peyton, as the van pulled around her, was of her spitting fury as she bent to grab up a fistful of gravel and flung it wildly, peppering the entire driver's side of the vehicle.
"Oh ho," Sam said, chuckling darkly, though he didn't look all that amused. "Somebody is about to open herself up a big ol' can of whoop ass."
"I'd rather send her ass to jail," the man directly in front of Ana said.
Jackson glanced back over his shoulder, looking over Ana once before telling him, "Unfortunately, Alan, police don't consider the abduction of a submissive as serious a crime as we do. She left the Castle of her own accord. No one is going to consider that holding her against her will."
Disapproval laced his words, filling the back of the car with air so heavy it was smothering. Had any of them leveled even half that amount of censure at her in a look, Miranda most of all, Ana would have crumpled into tears. She could barely hold it together as it was. Her hands wouldn't stop shaking, and every breath she took felt shallow and ineffective.
Miranda laid a hand upon her knee. "It's all right," she said, patting her. "We'll be home soon."
That there would be consequences to face when they got there didn't need to be said. Ana knew that part already.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
"Do you want sugar or honey with your tea?" Miranda asked, busying herself in the kitchen with two cups and a pot steeping with a raspberry herbal blend that she'd spooned into it from an unmarked tin from the cupboard.
Ana didn't answer. Sitting on the couch, surrounded by lovely plants, she couldn't understand how Miranda could be so calm and neutral after everything that had happened. "Why aren't you angry with me?" she asked instead.
Pausing over the cups, Miranda looked up at her. "What good would being angry do?" she countered softly. "What would it change?"
It would make her feel better. Less guilty, maybe, if only Miranda would get mad enough to justify the awful knot she could feel sitting in her gut, refusing to untangle despite the instant relief that seeing her rescuers come leaping out of that white van had brought. But Miranda didn't get mad. Instead, what had she done but bring her straight back upstairs to her apartment, sit her firmly upon the sofa, and make them both a pot of tea. A litany of recriminations would have been easier to bear, especially when Ana knew she deserved it.
 "Have you eaten at all? I could make you a sandwich."
Ana shook her head. The way she was feeling right now, she didn't think she'd be able to keep down the tea, much less anything solid. "Are you going to punish me?"
"For what?" Miranda said, coming out into the living room with both steaming mugs in hand. "She tricked you into thinking your father had had a heart attack. You believed he might even have been dead. I don't think there's a person in this entire place who would not have reacted the way you did. So, no." Miranda sat down beside her, placing one of the mugs firmly into her hands. "I am not going to punish you."
Ana didn't know how to process the curious sense of loss that percolated through her then. She had been so humiliated the last time Miranda had done that, so angry—especially at the publicness of it, but even while it had been happening, Ana had also felt almost comforted by the ordeal. As if by punishing her, Miranda were telling her that she mattered. That she belonged to her. 
Her mouth opened—to argue, Ana was shocked to realize—but Miranda stopped her before she could get the words out.
"I need to tell you something. It's not going to be easy for me." Tracing two fingers along the rim of her cup, Miranda studied the amber liquid as if searching it for the right way to explain. "When I brought you here, I told you we would be completely honest with one another. So far, that has been a promise you have held to and which I have not." Failing to find courage in her cup, Miranda set it aside completely. Swiveling on the couch, she faced Ana. "I need to tell you where I've been going every day."
Having just suffered the effects of her own 'emergency', Ana wasn't at all sure she wanted to hear about Miranda's.
Miranda hardly paused to take a breath before forging on. "Every instinct tells me I have to be strong. Resilient. I know you were angry when I kept certain things to myself…"
"Not angry," Ana tried to say, but Miranda silenced her with a gesture.
"Please let me finish. This is hard enough to admit without your helping me stay mum."
Swallowing back her half-hearted objections, Ana clung to her tea with both hands and waited.
"You must understand my position. You were fresh from an abusive relationship, or, more correctly, you were trying to get out of an abusive relationship. At least, on your part."
Her guilt surging, Ana looked at her hands.
Softening, Miranda touched her knee. "I'm not blaming you, lovely. I am trying, very clumsily, I might add, to explain how reluctant I was to lay my burden on you when you were already dealing with so much."
Surprised, Ana glanced up at her again.
"My job as a Dominant is to keep you safe, healthy, and happy. My problems are mine, or so I thought. But I can see now, I was wrong. If there is to be anything more than simple friendship between us, I have to be every bit as vulnerable and as open as you have been." Miranda looked away first. She tried to smile to cover her awkwardness. "You have no idea how difficult that is going to be for me. I've spent too many years keeping too many things to myself."
Ana hesitated. "What sort of things…" Her voice trailed away. Having been silenced already once before, she was afraid to press.
Seeming to make a decision, Miranda suddenly stood up. She left the living room, disappearing down the short hall into the bedroom, only to return a few seconds later with a familiar picture frame in her hands. Reseating herself on the couch close beside Ana, she visibly braced herself before handing the photograph over. It was the one from her dresser mirror. The one of her smiling with that man, who lacked any familial resemblance and yet who stood with his arm around her in a way that bespoke the kind of intimacy Ana ached for.
"His name is Don," Miranda softly told her. "He was my mentor, once upon a time. He has been my best friend in the world, and I would call him my lover if such platonic things could be termed that way."
Ana's shoulders, which had grown increasingly more tensed as she listened to Miranda describe him, relaxed at that specification.
Miranda quieted. She licked her lips, forging on even more softly than before. "He's the one I've been going to see. He's in the hospital. He's dying. It's been a long time coming, but that doesn't make losing him any easier."
"Miranda." Ana paled, those knots in her stomach twisting violently as shame grew up under her already heavy guilt. "I am so sorry. I didn't know. If I had—"
"I know." Taking the picture back again, Miranda traced loving fingers along the frame before, reluctantly, setting it aside. "I didn't want you to know. Selfish of me, I admit. In spite of everything you were going through, you brought happiness and joy into my quiet life. With you, I didn't have to think about losing Don. I'm sorry, Ana. You were right when you said openness should go both ways. Can you forgive me?"
The naked humility of Miranda's request shamed Ana even more. Of all the scenarios she'd imagined Miranda might use to explain her insistence on leaving at all those unwanted and inconvenient times; that she might be nursing a dying friend hadn't even entered her mind. She didn't know where to look. Silence grew between them, refusing to be dispelled. "I've been an idiot."
"That doesn't answer my question."
Ana set her untouched cup of tea aside. "You haven't done anything that requires forgiving, Miranda. I have—"
"No…"
"Yes, I have. I can't believe I got upset thinking…"
"Thinking what?"
Ana's cheeks burned. "Please don't make me tell you."
They both fell quiet again, at least until Miranda added, "I told him about you."
Until then, Ana hadn't known she could feel any worse about herself. It was hard to imagine Miranda having anything positive to say about her to her dying friend.
"He was the one who suggested I bring you here."
Ana groaned. "Why?"
"Because he wanted me to be happy." Miranda smiled at the memory.
Groaning all over again, Ana covered her face with both hands. She was shaking again now, too. Tears began to burn her eyes until, in despair, she threw her hands up in the air, letting them fall helplessly back onto her knees. "Look at how well that turned out."
Reaching for her hand, Miranda covered it with one of her own. "Don't you see, dear heart? You do make me happy. We've both made our mistakes, but I love having you here with me. I could not have endured this… losing Don… if I hadn't had you to help keep me sane."
Ana had to turn her head away. The air was so thick she could hardly breathe. "I've been so selfish. I was angry with you. I did… wrong things. I left…"
"I left, too."
"I can't believe you're not mad."
Releasing her hand, Miranda cupped her chin instead, applying just enough pressure to bring Ana's eyes back to hers. "Again, lovely, what good will getting mad do?"
Ana took a deep breath, trying to still the trembling inside. "It would make me feel better. I know you're trying to be nice and that you've forgiven me."
"There's nothing to forgive," Miranda insisted.
"You keep saying that," Ana laughed, trying hard not to cry. "But that's not how I feel. I feel like I've betrayed the best friend I've ever had!"
With the pad of her thumb caressing down Ana's cheek, Miranda said, "Only a friend?"
The disappointment in Miranda's tone made Ana catch her breath. Her heart squeezed. For the longest time, she couldn't move. "D-do you want more? W-with me?"
Shaking her head, Miranda stared down at her with such wonder. "How long has it been, lovely, since we truly talked to one another? We used to do so much better than this."
She was right, too. From the moment Ana had stepped down off the bus, they had been talking to one another, but for some reason, they just hadn't been talking well. What they were doing wrong, or how to fix it, she didn't know, but when Miranda suddenly jumped up off the couch, the separation that sprang up between them felt like an ominous premonition.
Everything she touched… Ana covered her face, too depressed to do anything but hide behind her hands.
"Sit up," Miranda said suddenly, coming back to her side.
Lowering her hands, Ana stared uncomprehendingly at Miranda's extended laptop. "Am I looking up plane tickets home?"
She'd half-heartedly meant it as a joke, but once it was said and out between them, it didn't sound or feel that way.
The Mistress was not far beneath the surface of Miranda, and Ana caught a brief glimpse of her in the warning flash of temper that passed over her. Her mouth tightened, but in the end, she only placed the laptop into her lap. "Open it, and log in."
Turning on her heel, Miranda picked up her cell phone and left the living room. Within seconds, the bedroom door down the short hall closed, leaving Ana sitting alone on the couch, surrounded by plants and silence, and feeling like a failure.
Not sure what she was supposed to do next, Ana did as she was told and opened the notebook. Heaven in Horticulture sprang up on the screen. It was already on the log-in page.
A slow bloom of warmth began to cut through the sick tangle of knots in the core of her. Laying her hands on the keyboard, Ana typed in her log in and password, and then hit enter.
CasMisMir was already waiting for her, a summons into a private chat blinked on the lower part of the screen. She double-clicked on it, and up popped the window. The second it acknowledged her arrival, CasMisMir's first message was received.
Hello, Ana.
Ana couldn't stop the smile spreading slowly across her face, growing up like the warmth inside her until heat and happy were all that she could feel. How many months had they spent talking just like this, online conversations in which they had shared so much and gotten to know each other better than most lovers knew after years of togetherness? I haven't talked to you in ages.
Yes, I'm sorry about that. I've had a visitor for the past week, but I'm afraid I wasn't a very good host. 
Ana shifted on the couch, pulling her feet up under her. Miranda was making an obvious effort to connect, but she just didn't know how to respond. She typed and deleted a dozen times before settling on a reply. I'm sure you were a great host. Guests take a lot of time and energy. 
I left her alone when I shouldn't have. I made so many mistakes. I don't know if she'll want to give me—and us—a second chance.
Ana's eyes blurred with tears. Don't be silly. She probably feels the same way, only stupid and young, and so vastly inexperienced that she can't possibly compete with all the amazing people you know.
There are times when I wish I were anywhere but at the Castle. People compare it to Disneyland, but for adults. They're right, it's a fantasy, not real life. That's what I so loved about this girl. She was real, all the time. Every single minute I spent with her, felt like magic to me. Even the bad minutes held a certain amount of magic. 
Ana caught her breath. Miranda felt that way about her, too? Did you ever tell her that?
The cursor blinked. I thought she knew. Another mistake, I know. And then when everything started happening to Don…
Why didn't you tell her?
A long pause. How could I burden her when I'm the one who's supposed to be strong? Perfect? Infallible?
Maybe she doesn't want you to be strong, perfect, or infallible all the time, Ana typed, trembling in her chair. Maybe she doesn't want you to be anything but who you are. Maybe she wanted to be burdened.
My experience has always been that no one wants to be burdened.
Her hands shaking, Ana let herself confess all. When you love someone, you do.
From the bedroom down the hall, she heard the thump of feet hitting the floor and a herald of long-legged steps quickly coming back to the living room. Ana barely had time to set the laptop aside and stand up before Miranda reached her. When she saw the tears spilling over Miranda's lashes, she lost the fight against her own. Of all the battles she had fought that day, losing this one felt the least defeating.
"I'm sorry," Miranda whispered, throwing her arms around Ana.
Who lost her balance first, wasn't important. The couch caught them, though Ana barely felt the cushions. Miranda didn't let her. Twisting upright, she scooped Ana onto her lap, folding her arms around her, holding her so fiercely close that Ana struggled to breathe.
"I love you, too," Miranda confessed. "I've wanted you more than I've wanted anything in a very long time."
The longing she heard in Miranda's soft voice was more than her already battered defenses could bear. Cracking, like flecks of shattering glass, began to fill her up inside. Ana tried to burrow deeper, to lose herself in Miranda's tight embrace so she wouldn't have to feel the chasing awfulness, but it refused to be ignored, even when Miranda pulled back, cupping her face in both long hands. A woman could lose herself in the way Miranda gazed into her eyes, and yet, that fleeting happiness was dissipating. All Ana felt now was broken.
She closed her eyes, trying hard not to hate the gentleness with which Miranda kissed her. The saltiness of both their tears mingled in the twining of their tongues, but as much as she wanted to lose herself in the sweetness, in the feather-light wanderings of Miranda's fingertips as she traced down the shell of her ear, the line of her jaw, and up the curve of her cheek, there was a wrongness in the pit of her that she just could not exorcise on her own. The familiar scent of lavender and mint felt at once like coming home, and yet it wasn't the gentleness of Miranda's hand that she wanted just then. It wasn't gentleness that she needed.
Her breath quickening, and not from the kiss, Ana pushed gently back on Miranda's shoulders until the kiss broke and they were once more looking at one another, eye to eye.
The magnitude of having to ask for what she needed was almost beyond her. "Will you please spank me?"
Miranda's fingers on her cheek stilled, but only for a moment. Cupping her chin between tender fingers, her eyes still glistening with the tears that tracked wet lines down her face, Miranda smiled. "Oh, my lovely." She stroked Ana's short dark hair, letting her fingers comb out through the wispy ends. "Of course I will. Go. Fetch me the Bad Ana hairbrush. It won't be nice, but when it's over, you'll be my good girl once again."
Nice wasn't what she needed anyway, and yet, when Ana rose to search out the hairbrush, her knees wobbled a bit. As scary as it had felt to have to ask for her spanking, knowing she was going to get it was even worse.
She found the hairbrush sitting on the dining table right next to the flogger, which was no closer to being put away than it had been all day. Had it only been that morning? After everything that had happened, it felt more like days ago. She picked it up, her other hand reaching back to touch her bottom, her fingers seeking out the fleshy places where Miranda had laid those sparse few stinging slaps. That had been a sampling; this was going to be the real thing.
The words 'Bad Ana' hadn't yet been engraved in the back or the handle, but Ana didn't need to see them to feel the weight they carried in every step that brought her back to the couch and Miranda, who'd positioned herself until she was centered on the cushions, her long legs providing a more than ample lap. It was like the first day they'd met all over again. Only now, sexy, blushing and stammering, were the last things Ana felt like.
She held out the hairbrush, offering it to Miranda by the handle.
Miranda took the hairbrush first, and then her hand. Gazing up at Ana, she gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. "I love you."
Even knowing how much this was about to hurt, surprisingly, that made Ana feel better.
"I love you too," she replied, and then Miranda helped to guide her down across her knees.
Slender as she was, Miranda was also strong, and her incredible experience showed when she raised Ana's skirts up out of the way and took her underwear down, baring the pale curves of her bottom. Even though she'd asked for this, it was sheer nervous reflex that made Ana reach back. Miranda caught her wrist, and then in a move that sucked the startled air right out of her lungs, she scissored Ana's legs between her own, pinning them down. To prevent her from kicking, Ana realized, and that was a scary thought too. It was one thing to ask for this, to know what she needed was as far from gentleness as Miranda could give her, and something completely different to experience it for the very first time.
'It won't be nice,' Miranda had said, and she was right. From the very first crisp snap of that brush when it bit into the fullest swell of Ana's right nate, it was the most painful thing of her life. Once upon a time, back when her life had centered around Peyton and needing to hide her spanking fetish, she had liked to troll the internet, collecting memes that she hid on her laptop in a file marked, 'Plants to buy'. Her favorite of those for the longest time had been one that said simply, 'A real spanking doesn't start until you wish it were over.' Miranda must have seen the same meme, because she took Ana, from her first breathless gasp at the unbelievable sting of it, all the way to kicking, bucking and shouting, then pleading, then finally just sobbing within only a handful of spanks. It truly was the Bad Ana hairbrush, and it was awful. And if Ana had anything to say about it, she would never, ever need to be on the receiving end of its fiery brand of penitence again. Even if that meant she was good as gold for the rest of her life.
"You're a good girl," Miranda said, from somewhere above and beyond the pain. "You'll always be my good girl, even when you do naughty things and I have to spank you. And especially when you don't do naughty things, but like now, you still need me to spank you anyway. You're my good girl, Ana," she said, paddling her bottom with that horrible hairbrush until Ana was too worn out to move. All she could do was lie in position, take what Miranda gave her, and weep.
But it was a funny thing. By the time it was over, Ana's bottom was on fire, her eyes were swollen and red from crying, and she could barely hold still when Miranda dragged her upright and made her sit upon the knees she'd just been so soundly spanked over—but as she sat curled in Miranda's soothing embrace, her tears absorbing into the soft cloth of Miranda's shirt and hair, she suddenly became aware that the smothering guilt that had been eating her up inside was gone.
Peace and exhaustion were all that she had left.
In that brief smidgen of time, they were the only two people in the world. The heat in her bottom bloomed, overriding the pain, burning away everything except for the acceptance with which Miranda soothed away her tears. Soft caresses became softer kisses, each one gradually growing in passion until Ana's sobs turned into moans, and the next thing she knew, Miranda's hands were gripping her buttocks, massaging and squeezing, before lifting her up and throwing her down on her back on the sofa.
It had been one of, if not the worst day of her life and yet, in that moment, Ana wouldn't have changed a thing. Not the spanking, because that had absolved her. Not the hell Peyton had put her through, because that had brought her and Miranda so much closer together. It had got them talking. It had brought out the truth, and as the saying so often went, the truth had made them stronger.
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EPILOGUE
 
At 2:07 in the morning, Don's cancer-wearied body finally gave up. At 2:08, when cell phones all over the Castle began to light up with the grim news, Miranda's was the first to receive it.
Reaching over Ana's warm, sleeping body, she read Marshall's simple message—He's gone—and then carefully disengaged herself from the tangle of Ana's arms and legs. She got out of bed, quietly making her way to the bathroom and shutting the door. Sinking down to sit on the side of the tub, she pulled a towel off the rack into her lap, buried her face in the absorbent peach-colored terry cloth, and wept inconsolably. She was still there when Ana found her later that morning. 
With her eyes bloodshot, her nose red from crying, and her throat wailed raw, Miranda said, "He's dead."
She could have sworn she had cried every last drop of moisture from her body, but when Ana sank down to sit beside her to wrap her in tight, sympathetic arms, she found she wasn't done after all. Not by half.
Four days later, in a quiet ceremony, Don was buried in a cemetery the next county over. Of his actual family, only his mother attended. As for his Castle family, who had loved and accepted him for years, it took three shuttle buses to bring them all to his gravesite, and it was standing room only by the time they'd all arrived.
"I want to do something," Marshall said, once the brief service was over. "Something like an auction, with all the proceeds being donated in his name to help other cancer victims and their families. What do you think?"
Watching as a heavy tractor lowered the headstone into place, Miranda couldn't speak. Her hands were folded over her stomach to minimize the shaking.
"Miranda?"
"He'd like that," she said, but she found it hard to think of anything beyond the grief. She was teetering on the edge of an abyss of Grand Canyon-sized proportions. The flap of a butterfly's wings could have catapulted her over, but just as she felt herself begin to fall, a tiny hand slipped into the crook of her arm. She looked down, her mouth automatically answering the sad smile Ana gave her.
Resting a hand on her shoulder, Marshall started back to the buses, then changed his mind. "You were special to him. You know that, right?"
Miranda made herself nod, but condolences like that were poor consolation when the loss was still this raw.
She continued to stand there for a long time after almost everyone else had walked away. Two of the buses left. The third, no doubt on Marshall's order, idled patiently until, at a soft tug from Ana and an even softer, "Come on," Miranda at last turned away.
They walked back to the bus together and found a seat to share in the very back. When Ana held out her arm, Miranda—the most experienced and oft-regarded as the most severe Mistress the Castle had ever known—folded her six-foot-two-inch frame so she could lay her head upon her submissive's small shoulder.
"It'll be okay," Ana said into her hair. "I have you now, and it's going to be okay."
"Dispensing comfort is supposed to be my job," she said. Years of watching Don had taught her that. The last two weeks with Ana, however, had shown her she still had a lot to learn.
Ana kissed the top of her head. "When you're ready to take back your Domme mantle, I'll think about letting you."
"Cheeky monkey," Miranda said, her wounded heart lightening just a little. When she held up her hand, Ana took it, letting their fingers interweave as they rocked together, the bus beginning to crawl down the unpaved road toward the blacktop of the street ahead.
"You wouldn't have me any other way," Ana said, bumping her shoulder playfully.
"No." For the first time all day, Miranda's smile lost a shade of its sadness. "No, I wouldn't."
Together, they went home.
 
The End
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