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Chapter One 

  

Despite the mouthwatering aromas that scented the air from the kitchen the moment Logan Abram walked through the door of his favorite eatery, it was the fragrance of vanilla and lilac that assailed his senses. He inhaled, drawing in his fill, and his brain began to conjure up all sorts of  erotic  visions.  He  scanned  the  café,  seeking  the  woman  who  possessed  the  intoxicating perfume:  Alayna  Valerian,  business  manager  and  part  of  the  two-sister  team  that  owned Valerian's Root. 

His searching gaze took in the four booths that lined each outside wall of the eatery and scanned behind the short bar where the cash register was located. A couple of older gentlemen sat  at  the  bar,  drinking  coffee  and  reading  the  newspaper.  Half  of  the  eight  square  tables  that made  up  the  center  of  the  room  were  occupied  with  regular  customers;  the  dull  tones  of  their conversations blended into the background. 

His eyes finally settled on Alayna Valerian, the older sister and object of his search. She was filling coffee cups and conversing with a couple seated at one of the center tables. A warm smile lit up her face. Her full lips were kissable, and he had little doubt she'd taste like heaven. 

The smattering of faint freckles dusting the bridge of her pert nose was sexy as hell. 

She was feminine in all the right places. His gaze ventured lower. Her large breasts would fill his palms if he cupped them in his hands, spilling teasingly around his fingers. Her narrow waist  gave  way  to  a  generous  flair  of  womanly  hips  that  he  had  more  than  once  envisioned gripping tightly to hold her steady as he eased into her from behind. Her shoulder-length curls hung like a bolt of fine silk, making his fingertips tingle with need to stroke through the strands. 

In his mind's eye, images of her bound naked to his bed, helpless—yet eager and willing—

sent his pulse racing with lascivious excitement. A tingle of need began at the base of his spine at the thought of her crying out his name while he brought her to climax over and over. 
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But regardless of his attraction, looking was all he would ever allow himself when it came to Alayna Valerian. 

As if sensing his presence—or at least that was Logan's fantasy—the object of his attention lifted her head and glanced his way. The turquoise of her eyes reminded him of the Caribbean Sea. She held his gaze a handful of seconds before lowering her eyes. 

Logan  shifted  his  stance,  attempting  to  bring  relief  to  the  sudden  discomfort  behind  the zipper of his jeans. He cursed the lack of restraint he had developed in her presence. The woman needed to be taught a lesson for testing him like she did. There had been a time long ago when he'd been the master and had complete control of his inner dominant. But Alayna challenged that control without even trying. 

Across  his  lap  with  her  buttocks  exposed,  she  would  lay  to  accept  her  punishment.  He would be anything but gentle as he meted it out. The sharp crack of his fingers connecting with the pale globes of her behind would make her jump, not the sting of the well-placed swat itself; she would find pleasure in his correction. 

Pride would fill his chest as her melodic voice, so full of trust and laced with need, asked for a second and then a third. Once her ass bore the imprint of his hand, he would restrain her in a standing metal stock and hobbler and use his favorite black leather Gorean flogger to strike her sensitive red backside and thighs until tears of pleasure streamed down her cheeks. 

He could tell just by looking at her that submission was part of her makeup; it was in her blood.  She  would  submit  with  grace  and  class—a  worthy  submissive  to  an  equally  deserving master. 

But he was not that man. The privilege of dominating Alayna would never—could never—

be his. He had sworn off the dominant lifestyle a few years ago after the death of his sub, Tasha. 

Over their three-year relationship, Tasha had demanded things of an increasingly rougher nature. 

Near the end, she'd asked for things that Logan refused to carry out. As a Dom, he would do just about anything to push his sub's limits, but he drew the line at activities that could lead to the end of someone's life. One night they'd had a vicious argument regarding his refusal, and she'd issued an ultimatum. 

A week later, he had ended their relationship. 

Two weeks after that, she was dead. 
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Logan  had  vowed  to  never  bring  another  woman  into  the  scene.  And  he  wouldn't.  And most definitely not Alayna. 

But he had thought that his many years of training as a dominant would at least give him the ability to maintain control of his own body when around her. 

Alongside his best friend, Dane Reese, Logan crossed the floor to their usual table and sat down. It was near one o'clock in the afternoon, and though the lunch rush seemed to be over, the restaurant hummed with activity. Most of the occupants appeared to have already finished their lunches and were simply lingering to enjoy the laid-back ambiance of the café. The hardwood floor beneath  Logan's feet  always shone, making him wonder if they polished it as part of the daily cleaning routine. Family pictures of the Valerians, as well as pictures of numerous patrons, adorned whitewashed walls.  Logan  found the absence of  gimmicky restaurant  clutter pleasing. 

The Valerian sisters seemed to indulge in simple pleasures. Regardless of the fact that a five-star chef managed the kitchen, Valerian's Root served excellent meals at reasonable prices, without frivolity. The cuisine spoke for itself. And the sisters treated their patrons as family. If only they served dinner as well as breakfast and lunch, Logan would have no need to eat anywhere else. 

A  waitress  emerged  from  the  kitchen,  carrying  a  plate  in  each  hand.  The  other  full-time waitress must have been assisting in the kitchen, he assumed. 

Though conscious  of everything  going on around him while he and Dane patronized the tiny  café,  Logan's  attentions  remained  focused  on  the  curvaceous  co-owner  with  the  honey brown locks and infectious laugh. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her interact with an elderly couple seated a few tables away. The soft air of her voice drifted to his ears and added to the growing ache between his legs. 

Since the moment he'd laid eyes on her six months earlier, he'd pictured Alayna Valerian on her knees before him more than once, leather restraints binding her dainty hands behind her back.  In  his  fists  he'd  grasp  the  silky  coils  of  her  hair  while  she  pleasured  his  cock  with  her mouth. 

“Good afternoon, gentlemen.” 

Her voice interrupted his carnal daydream. A slight breathless lilt in her voice made  him envision  her  panting  for  air  as  he  pushed  her  body  to  sexual  heights  she'd  never  before experienced. 
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After restraining her to his bed, spread for his enjoyment, he would tease her relentlessly with his mouth. Against the swollen nubbin between her folds he would lick and suckle as she writhed under his blissful torment. He would force her to the edge without giving her enough to tumble over and plunge into completion. On that fine line she would teeter, struggling with the need to come, to snatch the relief just out of her reach, and—more importantly—struggling with her desire to please him. 

“Will  you  be  ordering  the  usual,  or  may  I  tempt  either  of  you  into  trying  something different today?” 

Logan glanced up and met her gaze. The green in her eyes sparkled, while the blue teased. 

“I'll have my usual,” he replied. 

“Very well, sir.” A warm smile accompanied her nod. She held his gaze a moment or two before lowering her eyes. Crimson tinted her cheeks, making Logan's dick throb. 

“And for you?” she asked, turning her head toward Dane, who was seated across the table. 

A  lopsided  grin  curled  one  side  of  his  friend's  mouth.  “I'm  feeling  rather  adventurous today,” Dane replied in a coquet tone Logan didn't care for. 

Logan  raised  an  eyebrow  in  question.  Or  perhaps  in  warning.  He  left  it  up  to  Dane  to decide which. His friend's blatant flirting got under Logan's skin. While Logan had made it clear to  Dane  that  he  had  no  intention  of  acting  on  his  attraction  toward  Alayna,  Dane  knew  how Logan felt about her. 

“Bring me the chef's special,” Dane added. 

“Ariel  is  in  one  of  her…experimenting  moods  today.”  Alayna's  chuckle  moved  through Logan  like  a  wildfire  ravaging  a  forest.  “Would  you  care  to  know  what  the  special  is  before deciding?” 

Dane shook his head and stared squarely at her. She appeared to hold her breath a moment as she waited for him to continue. “I trust your judgment.” He winked. 

Logan stifled the possessive growl building in his gut. 

“Very well, gentlemen,” she said, her voice wavering just a tad. As she walked away from the table, Logan enjoyed watching the gentle sway of her hips. 
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The  opportunity  to  question  his  friend  on  his  open  flirtation  with  Alayna  passed  before Logan could seize it. Dane immediately jumped into the business portion of their luncheon. 

“I'm meeting with the Becker firm at two thirty,” Dane said. “Have you finished looking over the legalities?” 

“Yes,”  Logan answered. “I  e-mailed Jordan the new clauses for inclusion. He's prepared the contract and amended forms. The file is ready for you at the office.” 

“Good.” 

Dane's  gaze wandered around the café as they spoke.  Logan suspected he was searching for Alayna's younger sister, the other co-owner of the shop. The first time she'd strolled from the back  of  the  restaurant  in  her  white  chef's  jacket  and  vibrantly  colored,  spiked  hair,  a  look  of interest  had  crossed Dane's face.  Logan had never asked him about  it outright.  He didn't  want Dane interfering in his personal affairs; therefore Logan returned the unspoken courtesy. 

Though he  knew he would  never possess Alayna for his  own, he  found  he couldn't  help himself when it came to her. He knew he shouldn't “case” her like he would another potential sub, but he wanted to know everything about her. He'd kept tabs on her activities outside the café for months. When he wasn't able, he'd recruited his assistant, Jordan Bishop, who was employed with A&R Consulting—a firm Logan co-owned with Dane, his best friend and business partner in several endeavors. 

Alayna led a quiet life. She and her sister lived together in a modest home several blocks from the café. This he knew because more times than he could recall he'd followed Alayna home after she'd closed up the shop for the day. There had also been many an evening he'd camped out in his car on her street, watching the house for callers. Her world seemed to revolve around her sister, their restaurant, and a handful of close friends. She and her younger sister had taken over the restaurant following the deaths of their parents in a car crash ten  years earlier. It saddened Logan that the tragedy had robbed the two women of their parents' love and guidance at such a young age. The two sisters seemed very close; he imagined they were the focus of each other's worlds. 

A friend of his at the university upstate informed him Alayna had a bachelor's and master's in business, with her minor in restaurant management. She was smart as a whip, and though she would  excel  in  another  career  more  suited  to  her  education,  he  suspected  she  remained  at  the 6   
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helm of the café for the love of her customers. It was clear in her eyes when she interacted with them. She cherished the people around her, and they her. 

“So what are your plans for the remainder of the day?” Dane asked. 

To save himself the lecture he knew was on the tip of his friend's tongue, Logan refrained from responding with,  I'll start with jumping in a cold shower when I get home in an attempt to alleviate the fucking hard-on I'm sporting, brought on by being in Alayna's presence. And when that doesn't work, I'll jerk myself off before taking the remainder of my frustrations out on the heavy bag in the basement.  

Instead he replied, “After I pick up the new proposals Jordan received at the office over the past couple of days, I'll be heading back to the mansion to work. Do you want me to do anything in my travels?” 

Dane shook his head. “Not for  me.” 

His  tone  and  the  underlying  connotation  in  his  words—that  Logan  himself  should  “do something”  about  his  obsession—was  clear.  But  no  matter  how  intense  his  need  for  Alayna grew, Logan refused to give in to it. 

After he and Dane conversed for a few minutes more, the fragrance of lilac strengthened, announcing  Alayna's  approach.  Logan  didn't  need  to  follow  her  with  his  eyes  to  know  her whereabouts around the café. He sensed her every move. At least that was what he liked to tell himself. He judged her proximity by the strength of the scent of her subtle perfume. 

In  her  hands  she  held  a  serving  tray  with  two  chilled  glasses  of  iced  tea,  napkins,  and utensils.  All  of  a  sudden,  she  blew  out  a  huff  of  air  in  surprise.  The  tray  went  one  way,  and Alayna  went  the  other.  Across  the  table,  Dane  jumped  to  his  feet  with  his  hands  outstretched. 

Reaching for the tray, he caught it as it slipped free from Alayna's grasp. 

At  the  sound  of  her  startled  gasp,  Logan  leapt  up,  sending  his  chair  flying  backward. 

Without thought, he automatically reached for Alayna. One of his hands gripped her upper arm. 

His other arm wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her luscious curves against the length of his body before she toppled to the floor. He knew he imagined it, but for a fraction of a second Alayna seemed to relax against him. 
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Beneath Logan's fingers, Alayna's skin was as soft as he'd imagined. Fire roared through his body from the point of contact where his flesh touched hers. She felt too damn good cradled against his aroused frame. 

“Oh  Alayna  darling,  I'm  so  sorry.”  The  elderly  woman  who'd  been  sitting  a  couple  of tables away apologized in a wavering voice. 

Heat radiated off Alayna's body, seeping through the material  covering  Logan's skin and singeing him. Selfishly, Logan continued to hold Alayna as she righted herself. Only when she took a step forward and away from him did he reluctantly release his hold on her. 

“You don't own me an apology, Mrs. Douglas. Are  you all right?” Her voice was heavy with concern as she reached for the woman. 

“I'm  having  some  trouble  getting  used  to  maneuvering  this  walker,”  she  said.  “I  tripped and bumped into you.” 

With  her  hands  holding  the  other  woman's  upper  arms,  Alayna's  gaze  dropped,  and  she began searching the floor for an object in the way. Beside her, Logan looked down too, as did Dane after he set the tray on the table. The hardwood floor was clear of any obstacle. 

“No, no, I tripped over my own two feet and lost control of this silly thing,” the woman said, tapping one of the handgrips of the walker. 

“Well  your  lunch  is  on  the  house,  Mrs.  Douglas,”  Alayna  said,  continuing  to  search  the floor. She cast a glance between Logan and Dane. “And yours as well,” she added. 

“Nonsense,” said the elderly man with the woman. He bent down to retrieve the woman's purse, which had fallen to the floor in the commotion. Logan stopped him and reached for the bag.  “Thank  you,  son,”  the  man  said  and  took  the  handbag  from  Logan's  outstretched  hand. 

“Now here,” he continued, reaching around his wife to stuff a handful of crumpled bills into one of the pouches of Alayna's apron. “No argument.” 

“All right, fine, Mr. Douglas. No argument. Let me walk you to your car.” 

“We're parked right out front today, dear,” the woman said. 

As fast as the incident occurred, it passed. Logan watched Alayna escort the elderly couple toward the exit. He drew a shaky breath and tore his gaze away from her. The urge to follow her, to take her in his arms again, was strong. He called on all the strength he possessed to fight it. 
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Now that he'd held her against him, he could feel the boundaries he'd carefully erected over the years begin to crack. He envisioned her bound to a chair, open to his attentions. Between her legs he'd work a slender silver vibe through her wetness, teasing, demanding, testing. The scent of her arousal would feed his desire. Her hoarse mewls and groans of growing need would spur him  on  to  take  her  further.  But  before  his  lustful  thoughts  could  consume  him,  Logan  pushed them from his mind. He'd almost lost the internal battle. 

The vow he'd made years ago when he walked away from the D/s lifestyle and everything he found so fulfilling back then would be adhered to by any means. 

Logan would never touch her again. 

He couldn't. The cost was too high. 


* * * 

Standing  beside  the  table  where  the  two  men  had  eaten,  Alayna  studied  the  glass  door through which they had exited moments before. She fingered the business card in her hand. One of them had left the card on the table. 

The atmosphere in the small café had sizzled with an unseen electrical pulse the moment they'd entered. Both men exuded alpha dominance at its finest. Their mere presence never failed to  make  every  fine  hair  on  Alayna  Valerian's  body  stand  on  end.  Never  before  had  she experienced such a state of arousal as she did when they were around. 

No, she corrected herself. Not  they. Him.  

When the men entered the restaurant an hour earlier, his eyes had met hers, and then the two men had taken their regular table by the window. They'd been coming into Valerian's Root for months, but they had yet to engage Alayna in anything more than casual conversation. Yet while patronizing her establishment, she noticed that neither one seemed to take his eyes off her. 

The  intensity  of  their  combined  stares  was  heavy;  she  could  sense  it  even  when  she  wasn't looking at them. It kept her body in a state of stimulation, which shocked her. No other man had ever had that effect on her. 

She couldn't put her finger on it, but something in the way they looked at her always made her lower her eyes after just a few seconds. Her cheeks would heat. Her breasts would swell, her nipples puckering into tight, painful buds. Try as she might, it was impossible for her to ignore An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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what  occurred  between  her  thighs  when  they  looked  at  her.  Her  panties  became  so  damp  it bordered on uncomfortable. 

Gentleman  Number  One  had  the  strongest  effect  on  Alayna.  He  wore  his  long  dark  hair past his shoulders, sometimes pulling it back into a single ponytail. Silver ran through the wavy locks.  Her  fingers  itched  to  feel  the  silky  strands  between  them.  His  distinguished  yet  rugged features made her estimate his age at ten years her senior. Broad shoulders stretched the fabric of his black T-shirt, and the muscles beneath rippled as if seeking her touch. The denim that clung to his lower half left nothing to the imagination,  and her mouth watered at the thought of him sliding his thick flesh past her lips. 

Frissons  of  excitement  and  arousal  had  zinged  through  her  body  when  he'd  clutched  her earlier to prevent her from falling. As he had held her against his muscled frame, his touch had been firm, confident, and it made her suspect he could be demanding if he chose. She wanted to feel his demanding caress, found herself desiring it with intense need. 

She wasn't embarrassed by what the man did to her libido, but she would never tell a soul how  she  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  have  the  man  cart  her  off  and  ravage  her.  Though  she knew  nothing  about  him  outside  of  his  regular  lunch  order,  she  envisioned  him  living  in  a dungeon  designed  for  pleasurable  torture,  similar  to  the  ones  described  in  her  favorite  erotic romance novels. 

No,  she  could  never  tell  anyone  that  deep  down  inside,  the  quiet,  shy,  and  conservative Alayna longed to explore her inner wild child. Those were the secrets she saved for her nightly fantasies.  With  a  blink  of  the  man's  dark  brown  eyes,  she  felt  naked.  Just  a  look  brought  the repressed  wild  child  within  her  to  the  surface.  His  natural,  clean  scent  mixed  with  the  subtle woodsy cologne he wore teased her senses from the time he arrived until the moment he left. The man was six feet four of deliciousness she found herself craving to sample. 

His counterpart was the complete opposite. Although standing the same height, Gentleman Number Two was lean and carried an athletic build. Alayna was thankful her sister spent most of her time in the kitchen as the culinary creator of the outfit, because Gentleman Number Two was just  her  type.  Blond  curls,  baby  blue  eyes,  with  an  air  of  danger  thrown  into  the  mix.  Alayna could  almost  picture  the  exchange  if  Ariel  should  ever  come  out  front  and  spy  the  muscled 10   
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stranger. Ariel's angelic expression would take on that of a kid on Christmas morning at finding her heart's desire under the tree. 

Alayna often found herself wondering what the two men did for a living. Their attire on most days was a cross between Wall Street tycoon and mafioso capo. An air of mystery mixed with a hint of danger drew the attention of anyone around them. She preferred them dressed as they were today—casual, in jeans and T-shirts. 

Alayna looked at the business card in her hands. It was plain white cardstock, no colorful picture or any other sort of indicator as to what business it was tied to. Larger, embossed script was  centered  on  the  front  with  the  identity  of  the  proprietors  aligned  on  the  left  in  the  same raised lettering but in a smaller size. 

  

 A MASTER'S GIFT 

 Submit to your sexual desires. 

 PROPRIETORS 

 Master Logan Abram 

 Master Dane Reese 

  

“Masters?” she mumbled. “Of what?” 

She  flipped  the  card  over  and  found  a  Web  site  address,  along  with  a  log-in  code  and password in a handwritten scrawl. 

For  a  fleeting  moment,  Alayna  thought  to  run  out  after  them,  assuming  one  had  left  the card accidentally. But, knowing the two men always brought their dishes up to the counter when they  were  finished  eating,  today  she  had  been  surprised  when  they  simply  stood  up  and  left. 

She'd thought it odd as she watched them walk out. 

Alayna usually tried not to gawk at them while they enjoyed their meals, but she always remained  aware  of  their  movements.  Today  she  hadn't  noticed  anything  out  of  the  ordinary  to have precipitated a change in their routine. It seemed out of character from what she'd learned of their typical behavior. 

Suddenly it dawned on her that one of them might have left the card on purpose. Had the dark-haired man left it for her? Her desire to get to know him amplified. 
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The card felt like a weight in her apron pocket as she continued to stack plates and wipe down the table. 

An hour later, with the chaos of the lunch rush behind them and the front door locked up for the day, her thoughts wandered, and her fingers toyed with the card in her pocket. Her mind raced  with  curiosity  until  she  couldn't  take  it  any  longer.  She  had  to  check  out  the  Web  site written on the back of the card. 

“I've got paperwork to catch up on,” Alayna announced to Sadie and DeeDee, two of the café's staff members, who were going through the closing cleaning practice. “I'll be in the office if you need me.” 

“Sure thing,” Sadie replied. 

Once  in  her  office,  Alayna  pulled  out  the  duct-taped  office  chair  and  sat  behind  her scarred-up desk. After wiggling the mouse to bring the screen on the monitor to life, she opened her Web browser and punched in the address written on the back of the business card. Seconds later, a log-in screen appeared. She keyed in the information provided on the  card and pressed Enter. 

 Welcome,  Ms.  Valerian.  Master  Dane  Reese  has  granted  you  unlimited  access  to  A MASTER'S GIFT.  Please enjoy your visit to our Domain.  

A couple of seconds passed, and then the welcome screen faded. In its place, a picture of a blindfolded, bound woman appeared. 

A tingle raced up Alayna's spine, and she shuddered. 

 Explore your submissive nature and revel in developing a higher sexual awareness. 

 At the hands of your master, you will be encouraged to embrace your submission. You will learn how to give pleasure to your master, and in doing so, bring pleasure to yourself.  

Alayna navigated through the various pages of the Web site and gained some education on Domination/submission and BDSM. She'd never explored the practice before. The About  page outlined in detail the premise of what A Master's Gift was all about. Though they offered training for the variety of levels and practices of the lifestyle, the establishment's main focus was to teach clients to heighten their sexuality and sexual awareness. 

Alayna  had  to  admit  the  graphic  images  and  descriptions  of  the  variety  of  acts  depicted turned  her  on.  She  fantasized  it  was  her  bound  and  helpless,  learning  the  pleasures  of  sexual 12   
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submission. Intrigued by everything she saw on the Web site, she was awed that membership to the exclusive club was by invitation only. 

And she'd been invited. 

But  why?  Did  she  have  what  it  took  to  be  a  dominant  in  the  world  of  Domination  and submission?  She  chuckled.  No,  she  didn't.  There  wasn't  a  dominant  bone  in  her  full-figured frame. No, Master Dane must have invited her because he'd seen something  else in her. After visiting A Master's Gift Web site, she suspected she knew what. 

A submissive. 

But was she submissive? A peacekeeper, yes. A people pleaser? Perhaps to a degree. She didn't thrive on conflict, but that didn't make her a pushover. Did that make her submissive? If so, she wasn't sure how she felt about her submissive nature being apparent to a man like Dane Reese, whoever he was. 

As she scanned deeper into the site, Alayna came to realize submission was an action of personal strength. To overcome internal resistance, a submissive had to take charge of his or her desire or need to maintain personal control in the creation and delivery of all personal decisions. 

But  could  she  submit  to  just  anyone?  According  to  what  she  read,  it  wouldn't  be  to  just anyone. If she didn't currently have a partner, she would be paired with a master worthy of her needs. And as the submissive, the decision to consent would be completely hers to make. 

Would she be comfortable putting her trust in a man to see to her sexual pleasures? She wasn't so sure about that. Hell, she had enough trouble getting herself off. If she couldn't do it herself, how in the world would a stranger meet those needs? 

Alayna wondered if the man with the long salt-and-pepper hair would be a dominant match to her submissiveness. She didn't want to submit to just anyone. But for him…she might. 

“Hey,  Al.  I'm  going  to  need  some  more  jicama  and—ohmigod!”  Ariel  screeched  behind her. “You're surfing for porn. You dirty girl,” she teased, wagging a finger as she came around the front of the desk. 

The chef's coat she wore was as pristine as it had been when she'd donned it that morning, while the apron tied around her waist was smeared in an array of colors and textures from the lunchtime fare. It would find its way into the laundry before Ariel began cleaning the kitchen; she changed smocks several times a day to maintain a professional appearance when she came An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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into the seating area. Her short, usually spiked hair—a shocking shade a pink these days—poked out around a black bandana covered in skulls and crossbones. 

“It's not porn,” Alayna said in defense. “It's—” 

“It's  BDSM.  Very  nice,  Al.  I  didn't  think  you  had  that  naughty  streak  in  you.”  Ariel dropped into the chair across from Alayna's desk. 

“You know about this stuff?” 

“Well duh. Who in their right mind would want to settle for regular old vanilla sex when they  could  experience  shake-the-rafters-till-the  neighbors-call-the-cops  spontaneous  sexual combustions?” 

 Vanilla sex? Shake the rafters?  

Leaning forward, Ariel reached for the flat-screen monitor and turned it so she could see it as well. “There are different degrees and levels  of the BDSM lifestyle. The important thing to remember  is  it's  all  about  trust.  There's  a  little  something  for  every  appetite,  from  hard-core caning  and  flogging—you  know,  for  experienced  enthusiasts—down  to  less  intimidating activities  for  the  novice,  such  as  light  bondage.  Oh  and  let's  not  forget  those  folks  into exhibitionism and voyeurism.” 

“Oh no, let's not forget them,” Alayna said. “Who the hell are you?” Though Ariel was a woman, it made Alayna uncomfortable that her baby sister had knowledge in the BDSM world. 

 When the hell did she grow up on me?  

After hijacking the mouse from Alayna's right hand, Ariel began to click her way through the various pages. “Wow. This is an exclusive club. Membership by invitation only. You've been invited?” Glancing over, her green eyes sparkled with mischief and curiosity. “How'd you get an invite?” she asked. “Please tell me it was the handsome twosome that comes in here nearly every day and sits over by the window. That stud with the long hair can't take his eyes off you, Sis.” Ariel  waggled  her  eyebrows,  which  were  tinted  a  shocking  shade  of  pink  to  match  her  short, spiked hair. “How come you've never jumped his bones? He's hot for you.” 

“You've seen them?” 

“Well  hell-o! Who could miss those two?” she asked. 

“True,” Alayna said, reclaiming the computer mouse from Ariel. 
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“I wouldn't mind sinking my teeth into the ass of that blond,” Ariel purred before running her tongue over her lower lip. “How come you've never introduced me?” Alayna shot her sister a sheepish grin. “I haven't even introduced me,” she admitted. 

“That's lame.” 

“Give me a break, Ari.  I'm  not as  forward  as  you.” She turned her attention  back to  the screen. “Besides, maybe I'm waiting for the right man to come along. One who's looking for an old-fashioned  sort  of  woman.  A  woman  who  doesn't  mind  allowing  the  man  to  be  in  control. 

There's nothing wrong with that.” 

The raised-brow look Ariel shot her gave Alayna cause for pause. Was it warped of her to yearn to depend on and follow the lead of a man? Did that make her weak? She didn't think so. 

Alayna clicked on the last page she had left to peruse. When it opened, she found herself staring at the two men who regularly ate lunch at the café. She gasped. 

The blond was Dane Reese, the man who left the business card for her to find. Worry and confusion creased her brow. Did he want her as his submissive? 

Her attention focused on the image of the man who sent her pulse skyrocketing and made her panties damp. Logan Abram. 

 Logan.  

Master Logan, she silently recited over and over. Alayna liked the way his name sounded in her thoughts. She fully intended to test it aloud once she was alone. 

“Well?” Ariel's pink eyebrows lifted in question. 

“Well what?” Alayna repeated, giving her sister a sideways glance. 

“You're going to call and make an appointment to check it out, aren't you?” Ariel asked. 

 Could I?  

“Nah, that's way too far out of your comfort zone, isn't it, Al?” 

“What do you mean, out of my comfort zone?” Alayna scowled. 

“Exactly what I said.” Ariel shrugged and leaned against the desk. “When was the last time you actually went out on a date?” 

“I've had too much—” 
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“Yeah,  same  excuse  you've  been  making  since  Mom  and  Dad  died.  That  was  ten  years ago.” 

“I have other responsibilities.” 

“You've had excuses.” Ariel held her gaze. 

After  a  moment,  Alayna  squirmed  in  her  chair.  She  didn't  realize  her  actions  were  so transparent. Ariel was right; she'd been making excuses for too many years. 

“You needed to finish school. The café was our only source of income—” 

“I've been out of high school for nine years and finished off my degree five years ago.” 

“And  you  should  have  taken  the  different  job  offers  to  train  under  those  chefs  who requested you.” Alayna knew damn well her younger sister's talents in the kitchen were wasted working alongside her at the café. With her talent and her bachelor's degree in culinary arts and restaurant management, Ariel had a chance to build her career at any restaurant she wanted. 

“Puhleease.”  Ariel  rolled  her  eyes.  “If  I  had  any  interest  in  training  under  one  of  those misogynists, I'd have gone in a heartbeat. But Valerian's Root would have been a nightmare if I had left.” 

“I would have been able to take care of things,” Alayna retorted. 

“Al, you're my big sister and I love you, but we both know that's bullshit. You can't boil water without setting the stove on fire. If I wasn't running the kitchen, you'd have killed off all our customers with ptomaine.” 

Alayna  snorted  in  amused  agreement.  Her  sister  did  have  a  point,  and  she  couldn't  very well argue against it. “Still, you should have—” 

“And you could have walked away ten years ago, Al, when you were being scouted by that advertising firm in LA.” 

The surprise must have shown on Alayna's face, because Ariel simply shrugged. 

“We've both made decisions because we love each other, Al. This time you need to think about you and only you.” She leaned forward in her seat and grinned. But regardless of Ariel's words  and  accompanying  smile,  the  glint  in  her  eyes  betrayed  her  uncertainty.  “Come  on,  big sister,” Ariel continued, lowering her voice to a sexy purr. “Wouldn't you like Master Logan to strap you down and make you his sexual submissive?” 
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 Yes.  

“Do you wonder how his big strong hands would feel as they touch you, demanding your complete submission?” 

 Y-yes. She shivered at the unladylike thoughts flickering in her mind. 

“No doubt a man like that knows exactly how to bring a woman earth-shattering orgasms,” Ariel continued. 

 No doubt at all. Alayna continued to stare into the eyes of the man on her monitor. Even though she was studying only a picture of him, the intensity in his eyes was overwhelming. If she thought  it  possible,  it  felt  as  though  he  could  actually  see  her  watching  him  through  the  LED 

screen. 

“Don't  you  have  work  to  do?”  Alayna  asked,  suddenly  uncomfortable  that  her  younger sister had hit the proverbial nail on the head. The nerve of Ariel, deliberately pushing Alayna's buttons like that. 

“Yes. And you have that call to make.” 

“I'm  not  making  any  calls.  I  need  to  place  a  couple  of  orders  for  supplies  and  work  on payroll. Which reminds me, what do you need jicama for?” 

“An idea I had for a salad.” 

Alayna groaned. “Another experiment? Go, go. I don't have time to worry about you trying out your crazy ideas on our customers.” 

Ariel laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I'm going.” Tucking her thumbs into her armpits, she flapped her bent arms like wings and began clucking like a chicken as she left Alayna alone in the office. 

Alayna hated to admit it, but Ariel had nicked a sore spot. Everything she had said about Alayna putting certain aspects of her life on hold was true. But that didn't make it sting any less. 

Alayna's life had changed that night ten years earlier when she'd opened the front door to the  two  policemen  who  advised  her  of  the  car  accident  that  took  their  parents  lives.  All  of  a sudden  she'd  been  thrust  into  the  role  of  guardian,  where  Ariel  and  Ariel's  needs  were  top priority. Alayna's dreams had taken a backseat.  At the time she had known it wouldn't  be that way forever, but once that period passed, the timing had never seemed right for her to branch out and find her own path. 
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But  she  was  a  young  woman  with  wants,  needs,  and  desires,  and  it  was  high  time  she sought her place in the world. She'd hidden behind her responsibilities at the restaurant after her obligations to Ariel's care became redundant. Perhaps it was time for her to throw caution to the wind and find out what life had in store for her. 

Alayna  stood  up,  walked  to  the  door,  and  pushed  it  closed.  Once  alone,  she  began rearranging the furnishings in the office so she wouldn't again be caught off guard by a visitor sneaking up behind her. 

As she struggled to turn the desk around, she thought about what Ariel had said about her comfort zone. Her past sexual encounters had been unfulfilling to say the least. She had never achieved  orgasm  with  any  of  her  partners.  It  wasn't  that  her  partners  hadn't  tried  to  make  the experience pleasurable; part of the problem was that she didn't know what it was she needed or wanted to get the most from their intimacy. 

The filing cabinets slid slowly along the floor as she struggled to push them one at a time over to the far wall. 

Then  Logan  Abram  had  entered  her  life  and  made  her  more  keenly  aware  of  her  sexual desires. The man triggered something inside her that was foreign yet exciting at the same time. 

From the first moment she'd seen him, she'd recognized him as a man who knew what he wanted. 

One who would stop at nothing until he got it. 

Now that she knew he was joint  proprietor in A Master's Gift, she felt the need to  learn more about him. But she wasn't forward enough to approach him. Despite living in the twenty-first century, Alayna considered herself an old-fashioned girl. If Logan had given her more of an indication that he was interested in something more than casual conversation, perhaps she would be encouraged to take the step forward. But he hadn't. 

After she finished shifting the furniture, she sat down and continued to scope the Web site. 

She  learned  what  sort  of  expectations  a  Dom  might  have  of  a  submissive.  She  understood  a dominant's desire to be in control, and that intrigued her. Though the prospect of giving control over  to  another  person  was  a  bit  scary,  there  was  also  something  exciting  about  it.  Alayna wondered if making such a gift to another would bring the submissive a sense of freedom. 

If she wanted to be the kind of woman Logan Abram would be interested in, she'd have to explore his  lifestyle from  the inside. Alayna decided that was exactly  what  she would do. She 18   
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knew  he  found  something  about  her  attractive;  he  watched  her  enough.  Through  training  at  A Master's  Gift,  she  could  become  the  perfect  submissive  for  Logan.  Maybe  then  he'd  express interest. 

Deep down, she desired to be the object of his wanting. She craved to be the center of his attention. Sexual and otherwise. She wondered what it would be like to be his woman. To belong to him. 

 Belong to him? Like a possession?  Thoughts of what she'd come across on the Web site earlier  flitted  through  her  mind.  She  longed  to  be  cared  for,  to  be  desired  and  cherished.  She wasn't so sure she appreciated the term “owned,” but she wanted to be possessed. To belong. But not to just any man. 

If Dane Reese's leaving the business card for her was any indication, her submissive nature was obvious. Clearly he recognized something she didn't even know she was—or something that she might be. Was that the reason her love life had never been fruitful? Was she a submissive soul who, until now, had been endlessly searching for her master to show her the way? 

 Until now?  

Alayna scanned the new arrangement of the office. A smile curled her lips. Not so much at the layout, but at having reached a decision. For the first time in ten years, she was going to give precedence to  her desires. To see if she really had what  it took to  be a submissive, she would need  to  learn  how  to  tap  into  that  part  of  herself.  The  only  way  to  do  that  was  to  shed  her inhibitions  and  place  herself  in  the  hands  of  a  master  trained  to  assist  in  unleashing  her  inner wild child. 

And her sights were set on one in particular—Master Logan Abram. 

She gave the Web site another thorough once over. Then she reached for the phone. 
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Chapter Two 

The next morning was Sunday, and the café was closed. A jet-black stretch limousine sat alongside the curb in front of the small brick cottage-style home Alayna shared with her sister. 

When  she'd  told  Ariel  the  night  before  over  dinner  about  her  plan  to  tour  the  facilities  at  A Master's Gift and talk to Dane, Ariel's body had gone rigid with surprise for a handful of seconds before her demeanor turned encouraging. “You called. You're going to see them. You lucky girl,” she had said. 

Alayna  walked  along  the  cobblestone  path  from  her  front  porch  to  the  waiting  car.  Her nerves, which had been raging all morning, calmed to a simmer. 

“Good morning, Ms.  Valerian,” the handsome, tuxedo-clad driver said,  holding the back passenger-side door of the limo open. 

“Good morning,” she replied, lowering herself into the car and sliding toward the middle of the seat. “Thank you.” 

When the driver slid behind the wheel, he glanced over his shoulder and smiled warmly. 

“We have about a half-hour drive to reach our destination. Would you like me to stop anywhere along the way?” 

Alayna shook her head. “No, I'm fine. Thank you.” 

“Very well,” he replied. “Do you wish for me to turn the speakers on back there so you can listen to some music?” 

“Yes, that would be nice,” she said. 

“Do you enjoy a particular genre?” 

Again she shook her head. “What were you listening to?” 

“Classic rock,” he answered. 

“Classic rock it is then.” 
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Alayna watched the small business district slide into the suburbs before the greenery of the countryside began to whiz by. The music reverberating through the speakers was nothing more than white noise in the background. 

What  the  hell  was  she  doing?  This  wasn't  something  Alayna  Valerian  did.  Jump  in  the back of a limo to be driven to a place where people engaged in nontraditional sexual practices. 

What  in  the  world  had  she  been  thinking  when  she'd  picked  up  the  phone  and  called  Dane Reese? After the teasing from her sister the afternoon before, she'd allowed her neglected libido to do her thinking for her. 

Her  apprehension  began  to  brew,  and  her  palms  grew  damp.  Rubbing  them  along  her thighs, she contemplated asking the driver to turn the car around and return her to her home. In an attempt to resist the sudden urge, she inhaled, then released the breath slowly. She didn't want to  inconvenience  Dane,  who  had  arranged  his  time  to  meet  with  her,  or  the  driver,  who  had traveled all the way in from the establishment to pick her up. She didn't want to cause anyone unnecessary trouble. 

To distract herself, she glanced around the interior of the backseat and spied a rack of sorts filled with a variety of reading materials. Leafing through the numerous magazines, she plucked one  from  the  selection  and  settled  against  the  back  of  the  seat.  Never  having  experienced anything like what she was embarking on before, Alayna had no idea what to expect once she arrived wherever they were going. 

What woman in her right mind would jump into a vehicle with a strange man and allow herself to be taken to another strange man?  Good Lord, Alayna. What in the hell are you getting yourself into?  

Unable  to  rein  in  her  anxiety,  she  squirmed  in  her  seat.  The  magazine  she'd  chosen  sat ignored on her lap. The scrape of her linen skirt against the lush leather cushion carried to her ears as she turned her attention to the minibar the driver had shown her when he helped her into the  backseat.  Helping  herself  to  a  bottle  of  organic  fruit  juice,  Alayna  glanced  toward  the windshield and caught the eye of the driver. 

“Would you care for something to drink?” she asked. “There's quite a selection.” The man shook his head. “No thank you, Ms. Valerian.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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They had been driving in silence for more than twenty minutes when the driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “We'll arrive in a few minutes.” 

“Thank you,” she replied with a forced smile and a nod. 

She took a deep breath to try to calm herself. After she'd placed the call to Mr. Reese the day  before,  Alayna  had  surfed  the  Web  for  more  information  on  Domination/submission  and BDSM. Some of the sites she had come across were frightening to say the least. Several depicted women as nothing more than objects to torture. There were aspects of BDSM play that left her wondering what people enjoyed about them. No matter how much she researched and studied, she couldn't understand the attraction of blood play and cutting another person. 

Another  area  of  interest  she  had  come  across  were  those  who  dabbled  in  playing  with electricity. She'd been zapped a few times accidentally, and she didn't see the draw in allowing another person to do it intentionally. Most disturbing, however, was the activity involving one person controlling another's breathing. Although she supposed the element of danger would be a turn-on for some, that particular play was a line she wasn't interested in crossing. 

The more she had searched, the more information she'd found. Alayna had been relieved to learn  that  many  of  the  sites  she  had  come  across  didn't  represent  the  true  lifestyle.  Those particular  Web  sites  were  designed  for  titillation  rather  than  an  accurate  depiction  of  a relationship. 

Not all the information she uncovered had been intimidating. She found several Web sites dedicated to the more realistic aspects of the lifestyle: actual couples in love, with complete trust in one another, who were willing to share their thoughts and experiences with people interested in learning about D/s relationships. Alayna found those sites to be the most useful. 

The thought of a little pain combined with pleasure wasn't abhorrent. She rather liked the idea of being spanked. What she realized she liked most about it was the thought of the follow-up to the swat. She wondered what it would feel like to have a confident, warm hand caress the cheeks of her backside, soothing away the sting it had created seconds before. 

But she still had difficulty picturing herself in such a position. 

The car came to a stop in front of an old Victorian-style home. She spun around in her seat to  look  out  the back window, only  to  find she  couldn't  see the  road. She'd been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn't noticed they'd driven up a long private drive. 
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Without a word, the driver exited the car and walked around the back to the passenger side. 

After opening the door, he offered Alayna his hand. She slid her palm along his and stepped out of the car. For several moments she stood in silence, staring in awe at the three-story Victorian mansion. It was a magnificent structure, surrounded by lush, mature trees and colorful gardens. 

The front door opened, and Dane Reese strolled out. Today he was all business, dressed in a  navy  pinstriped  suit.  Standing  on  the  front  porch,  he  stuffed  his  hands  in  the  pockets  of  his pants and leaned his tall athletic frame against a square pillar on one side of the wide wooden staircase. He flashed her a grin. 

Alayna's belly somersaulted, and her knees wobbled, threatening to fail her. But she noted that the actions of her body were from nerves, not arousal. Though Dane Reese was handsome, she felt no attraction toward him. Not like what she felt for Logan Abram. After a silent moment passed between them, he pulled his left hand free and held it out to her. 

“Welcome, Alayna,” he said. 

As she stepped up onto the porch, Alayna slipped her shaking hand into his. 

“I  can't  tell  you  how  happy  I  was  to  receive  your  call  yesterday,”  he  said.  “Even  more pleased that you have come.” 

Alayna  took  a  deep  breath  and  then  exhaled  slowly.  “Now  that  I'm  here,  I'm  a  little nervous,” she admitted. 

“There's no need to be nervous. It's admirable you want to explore your sexuality. Would you like a tour of the grounds before we begin?” 

Of  course  she  wanted  to  take  a  look  around;  however,  with  her  belly  flipping  with mounting anxieties, if they didn't discuss what she came here for—and fast—she would surely back out. 

“Perhaps later, Mr. Reese,” she said, her voice carrying the same tremble of her body. “I was hoping we could get down to business.” 

A deep chuckle resonated from his broad chest. “Ahh, you're all work, work, work, aren't you?” His tone teased. “You know what they say about all work and no play.” When she didn't respond, his smile broadened. 

“All right, come. We'll talk in my office.” 
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Alayna nodded. Dane settled his hand against the small of her back and guided her through the heavy wooden front door. Upon crossing the threshold, she instantly caught the faint scent of Logan's  cologne  in  the  air.  It  was  as  if  he'd  walked  through  a  short  time  earlier.  She  inhaled deeply  and  reveled  in  her  body's  reaction  as  recognition  caressed  her  senses.  A  pleasant  hum vibrated through her nerve endings. 

Her  eyes  scanned  the  large  foyer,  hoping  to  see  Logan  enter  at  any  moment.  She  was amazed at the decor; inside, the authentic-looking furnishings reflected the era of the house itself. 

“This  is  a  beautiful  home,”  she  said.  They  walked  through  a  sitting  room,  past  a  dining area, and down a corridor. 

“My partner's doing,” Dane replied. “He's an old-fashioned soul.” 

“Mr. Abram?” 

“Yes. I sometimes wonder if Logan wasn't born in the wrong era.” 

“W-will he be joining us?” she asked, hoping. 

“I'm afraid not. Logan is a workaholic,” he said. “Though an admirable quality the two of you share, you both must learn to incorporate fun into your lives,” he said. “Stop.” His sudden unwavering, firm tone made Alayna freeze midstep. “Your head hasn't stopped swiveling since you entered.” 

“I'm in awe, Mr. Reese. Everything is simply beautiful. I can't take it in fast enough.” A smile lifted his lips. “A tour of the grounds will wait, but allow me the indulgence of showing you around the house.” 

It wasn't a question, it was a statement. Alayna nodded. “I'd like that.” They turned and walked back up the hall. 

Partway  down  the  hall,  he  directed  her  attention  to  a  small  sitting  area  with  two  large chairs positioned in front of a stone hearth. Two more chairs stood in a corner, and a small table separated them. 

“There is a larger living room for entertaining past the stained-glass French doors,” Dane said. “The view of the room from the end of the hall is stunning.” 24   
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To the left, Dane pointed out the formal dining room. A table big enough to seat a dozen people  sat  in  the  middle  of  the  room,  and  several  ornate  curio  cabinets  filled  with  expensive-looking trinkets and statues lined the walls. 

“Meals are served here,” he said. “The kitchen is through those doors. We'll see it at the end of the tour.” 

“All right. Is it as authentic as everything else seems to be?” Dane shook his head. “No. Despite Logan's protests, I insisted it be modernized.” 

“Do you enjoy cooking?” 

“I like to  try my hand at  new dishes every once in  a while.  Let  me show  you the living room, and then we'll head upstairs.” 

Alayna nodded. 

“How did you come to live here?” she asked. “Is this home your family's?” 

“The estate has belonged to Logan's family for generations,” Dane replied. 

That  information  provided  Alayna  a  sense  of  comfort.  As  well  as  being  dangerously rugged, Logan also possessed a distinguished and refined aura. This house was exactly how she imagined his home would look and feel. 

At the end of the hall, Dane directed her to the large archway leading to the living room. 

He was right; it was stunning. A large stone hearth took up half of the outside wall. Because it was summer, it sat dark and cold. 

“When  his  parents  passed,  the  estate  was  bequeathed  to  him  from  his  paternal grandparents. That was when he'd just turned twenty. He and I have been best friends since grade school and are business partners in several different endeavors.” They glanced at the furnishings of the large living room. “He personally chose each piece of furniture and artwork you see. He has an eye for antiques. And other beautiful things.” 

“I can see that,” she replied in a soft voice. “I feel as though I am in a completely different time period. I would love to learn of the history of this place.” 

“Come,  we  will  head  upstairs,”  Dane  said  and  pressed  his  hand  against  her  back  again. 

“The top floor is where the guest rooms are located, and there are eight in total. Continue up the An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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stairs, please. I'll show you those before we check out the second level.” When they reached a landing, Alayna glanced down the long hallway. Doors lined either side of the corridor. 

The  corridor  on  the  third  story  of  the  mansion  was  the  same  as  the  second.  Doors  lined each side of the long hallway. All but one stood open. With his hand still against her back, Dane led her to the first door, where she poked her head in for a look-see. 

The room was small  yet functional.  Inside was a double bed, a dresser, and a nightstand with a lamp on top. A couple of pictures hung on the walls, and a large window overlooked the backyard. 

“All  of the  guestrooms  are similar in  design. They  aren't  extravagant,  but  they  serve the purpose.” 

Alayna nodded. She supposed much of a client's time was spent one level down. Her body warmed as she thought of herself in a room, experiencing the sexual pleasures she craved. 

“There are two full bathrooms on this floor, which the guests share.” 

“I'll be staying in one of these rooms?” 

“Yes. Now, let's head back downstairs.” 

When they reached the landing, Logan's scent once again assailed her senses. It was a hint stronger  than  before,  and  she  wondered  if  he  was  in  one  of  the  rooms.  A  twinge  of  jealousy rippled  through  her  as  she  thought  of  him  training  another  submissive.  It  didn't  matter  that service was what the establishment provided; the only sub Master Logan Abram needed to work with was her. 

At the absurdity of her thoughts, Alayna gave a mental headshake to clear the ridiculous notions from her mind. This was his business, his lifestyle; she had no license to condemn his practices. She only wanted to be a part of it. At his hands. 

“This floor is where the playrooms are set up. There are ten, and each is outfitted to suit the varied  tastes  of  our  clients  and  students.  Some  are  milder  in  content,  while  others  contain implements for those more experienced.” 

“I've been doing a little research since we spoke yesterday,” she admitted as they reached the top of the wooden staircase. 

Dane nodded. “I'm sure you've come across an abundance of information.” 26   
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“That's an understatement.” She glanced up the long, wide corridor. 

A chill snaked its way along her spine as she thought of what she would encounter in those rooms. 

“Remember that not everything you've found is an accurate interpretation of the lifestyle.” 

“I understand that.” 

“Though we are open-minded here at A Master's Gift and are more than prepared to assist individuals  and  couples  in  exploring  the  various  elements  of  sexual  Mastery  and  submission, there are areas of play we will not partake or train in. Trust is key for all parties. Safe, sane, and consensual are paramount in the lifestyle, most especially in play.” 

“I understand,” she repeated. 

Dane outstretched his arm, urging her to step forward. As they strolled along the hallway, he encouraged her to glance around the various rooms. Within she found different implements for restraining a person—crosses, benches, chairs, and beds, all made of various materials, such as woods and metals. On the wall outside of each room she saw a number. 

“The rooms are numbered so when the doors are closed, other clients won't walk into the wrong room inadvertently. Yet there are some  clients who choose to leave the doors open and will welcome an audience.” 

Alayna swallowed the lump that formed in her throat. She wasn't sure she was interested in being watched, or watching someone else, for that matter. 

“Keep in mind, Alayna, men are visual creatures,” he said close to her ear, as if reading her mind. “There are women who also find watching or being watched to be quite stimulating.” She mulled that over for a few minutes and wasn't so convinced. 

“Alayna,” Dane said after the silence between them lengthened. 

“Hmm?” 

“Will you trust me?” 

“At this moment, I have no reason not to, Mr. Reese.” Again he stretched his arm out and motioned for her to continue down the hall. 

“Here we are,” he announced as they came to the last door. 
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After turning the knob, he pushed the door open. It was dark as Alayna entered, but soft light from the left side of the room cast enough illumination that she could see her way around. 

The  room  was  narrow  and  deep,  as  if  it  were  used  as  a  closet  at  some  point  in  time.  As  she glanced  to  the  left,  she  froze.  Through  a  window,  she  watched  as  a  couple  on  the  other  side engaged in a session in the next room. 

A  woman  was  bound  face-first  against  a  metal  cross,  with  her  back  to  Alayna.  She  was naked, and her eyes were covered with a blindfold. She had a voluptuous, full figure, similar to Alayna's; that made Alayna smile.  Big girls have fun too!  

A tall man with a flaming red crew cut stood to one side of the woman. His build was slim yet defined. He wasn't drop-dead gorgeous, but he was attractive. He was shirtless and barefoot, clothed only in a pair of leather pants. In his hand he held a long, thin item resembling a cane, similar  to  the  ones  Alayna  had  found  in  her  research.  The  woman's  buttocks  bore  angry  thin strips of red from the contact of the implement striking her pale flesh. 

A chill of excitement raced through Alayna's body and caught her off guard. 

“It's one-way glass,” Dane said behind her. “A mirror on that side, and a window on this. 

These rooms are used in training where clients act out their sessions, and we can observe without interfering.” 

“Does the couple know they're being watched?” she asked, feeling uncomfortable, almost like a Peeping Tom. 

“Yes. All clients and the ones training to be masters sign agreements to have their sessions observed,” he answered. 

Alayna gasped as she thought of herself in the position of the woman her eyes were glued to. Only, in her vision, the man holding the cane was Logan Abram. 

From  the  corner  of  her  eye  she  saw  Dane  fiddle  with  a  panel  on  the  wall  beside  the window. When they'd first entered the small room, silence had welcomed them, but now Alayna could hear the sounds coming from inside the room. The woman panted unevenly. Reaching out, the  man  took  her  right  nipple  between  his  thumb  and  finger  and  twisted  it.  A  gasp  of  arousal mixed with surprise slipped from the woman's mouth. 

After  releasing  the  bound  woman's  nipple,  the  man  took  several  steps  away  and  simply studied her. A light sheen of perspiration glistened on her skin. A grin of pride and satisfaction 28   
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lifted the man's lips as he continued to walk around her. Then he came to a stop beside her once again; his face drew tight and his arm rose. 

The slice of the cane cutting through the air filled the small space where Alayna and Dane stood.  When  the  whip  struck  the  back  of  her  thigh,  the  woman  flinched.  “Mmm,  yes,”  she moaned a few seconds later. 

The  man  approached  her  and  grabbed  a  fist  full  of  her  long,  dark  hair.  Pulling  her  head back, he growled in a low, sexy tone. “You don't have permission to speak, slave.” The woman's breath grew even heavier as she seemed to tamp a shudder moving through her body. “My apologies, Master.” 

The man dropped his mouth to the woman's in a fierce kiss. 

When Alayna heard a groan rumble in her own chest, she coughed in an attempt to cover it up. 

“There is no reason to be embarrassed, Alayna. To be aroused is perfectly normal,” Dane said in a soft voice. 

“A-are they l-lovers?” 

“Yes. They are engaged to be married, and they are very much in tune with each other's needs and desires.” 

Several moments passed before Alayna cleared her throat. “Um, perhaps, w-we should talk shop now,” she said. 

Dane feigned a pout when her eyes met his. “Shame. Things are about to heat up with our couple.” 

 Hotter than that?  

“I-I—” 

“You  heard  what  I  said  about  work,  work,  work,”  he  continued.  “Come,”  he  said, motioning to the door. “We'll head down to my office.” They walked through the hall, then down the staircase. As she moved through the house, she gave thought to what she'd witnessed. She had to admit, watching the couple had been very stimulating.  Regardless  of  the  stinging  of  the  thin  cane  striking  her,  the  woman  had  found pleasure in the experience. There was no doubt in Alayna's mind it hurt; she'd seen the woman An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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flinch. But perhaps the woman found it pleasurable because it had been her lover inflicting the brief splinters of pain. 

Alayna wondered  if she too  could  find that place. The place where putting her complete trust  in  another  person  to  meet  her  needs  would  bring  total  contentment.  She  wanted  to.  But when it came right down to it, would she have the strength to follow through? 

They strolled past the living room and dining room in silence. Dane guided her with his hand pressed firmly against the small of her back, steering her toward a corridor. 

“My office is the last door on the left,” he said. 

When they reached the end of the hall, he reached for the knob and, after a turn, pushed the door open. 

“Have  a  seat,”  he  said,  gesturing  to  one  of  the  wingback  chairs  across  from  an  antique desk. 

Alayna did. Once seated, she squeezed her legs together and settled her hands in her lap. 

“Let's get to it. Why don't you start by telling me how you came to the decision to give me a call?” 

“Well,” she began and then stopped to clear her throat. “Your Web site is arousing, to say the least, Mr. Reese.” 

“Dane, please. And my apologies for being so rude. May I offer you something to drink?” Feeling very dry in the mouth, Alayna nodded. “Some water would be nice. Thank you.” 

“Give me one moment before you continue.” Dane picked up the phone, pressed a couple of buttons, and then spoke into the receiver. “Yes, Shendah, will you bring a pitcher of ice water and two chilled glasses to my office, please? Thank you.” After setting the receiver back in the cradle, Dane turned his full attention on her. He didn't say a word; just a look in his eye told her to continue. 

“The idea of relinquishing control intrigues me.” 

“Complete control?” 

“I'm not sure. I want to. But I just don't know if I will be able to do so.” 

“Why not?” 
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Alayna hesitated,  reluctant  to  discuss the reasons behind  her decision with  a man whose only  reference  came  from  a  Web  site.  Her  expression  must  have  given  away  her  thoughts because Dane leaned back in his chair, his eyes cool and assessing. “If you truly want assistance, I'm going to need to know just how committed you are to learning about the lifestyle.” 

“Does that require me to tell you everything about my life?” 

“No, but some understanding of where your responsibilities lie is necessary to determine how we can help you.” 

“What details are  you looking for?” Maybe if she knew what he needed, she could limit how much to tell. 

“I know you own the café, and you have a younger sister who works with you.” Alayna nodded. “Ariel and I inherited the shop when our parents died ten years ago.” 

“You would have been, what? Twenty?” 

“Twenty-two. And Ari was seventeen, almost eighteen.” 

“And  you  took  care  of  her?”  Dane's  expression  and  tone  encouraged  her  to  fill  in  the blanks. 

A soft knock on the closed door interrupted. Dane motioned her to wait. “Enter,” he called out. 

The young woman who entered carried a pitcher and two glasses on a mirrored tray. She set  them  on  the  corner  of  Dane's  desk.  Though  average  looking,  the  woman  had  pretty  eyes. 

There  was  a  rough-around-the-edges  aura  about  her.  Long,  dark  hair  framed  her  face.  Though her  features  were  not  predominant,  if  she  had  to  guess,  Alayna  suspected  she  had  Native American ancestry. 

“May I serve you and your guest, sir?” the woman asked. 

Reaching for the pitcher, Dane shook his  head.  “No thank  you, Shendah.  I'll tend to  my guest's needs.” 

The young woman nodded, lowered her gaze, and left the office. Alayna took the chilled glass of water Dane held out to her. 

“You were telling me about your sister,” he prompted. 

Alayna lifted the goblet to her lips and took several swallows. 
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“Not  much  to  tell,”  she  replied.  “When  our  parents  died,  I  took  on  the  role  of  parent.  I made sure her needs were met, that she went to the best schools, obtained the best education. It was important to both of us that the business continue to flourish, in honor of our parents.  All business-related  matters  are  my  responsibility.  Ariel  is  a  certified  chef  and  handles  the  menus and catering. But I am in control of the financial end of the business.” Dane nodded. “What do you think we can do for you?” 

“Being  in  control  of  my  business  life  keeps  me  grounded.  But  if  I  understand  correctly, you may be able to offer me an outlet to explore giving up control. The pictures of the women on your site, they seem to be experiencing such heightened pleasure. Then, the woman upstairs… 

I've never done that, and I think I'd like to try. I think it might be just the thing for me.” 

“You're talking about relenting sexual control.” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you have a current lover?” Dane made a note on a pad of paper in front of him. 

“No. I have no time for romance.” 

“Past lovers?” Another quick scribble on the page. 

“I  have  had  two.”  Alayna  wondered  just  how  detailed  his  notes  were.  Though  she  felt uneasy  about  him  taking  notes,  she  reasoned  that,  were  she  interviewing  a  potential  new employee,  she  would  do  the  same.  Their  purposes  were  just  for  different  outcomes.  She continued  with  her  explanation.  “The  first  was  a  boy  in  high  school.  We  were  seniors.  The experience was disastrous.” In silence she recalled their fumbling around in the dark after prom. 

“The second, a gentleman I met in university. We dated for a year and a half before he broke it off. I believe his parting shot involved the word 'frigid.'” Dane grimaced, scrawled something on the paper, and underlined it. Twice. “Allow me to apologize on behalf of all men. A man who truly worships his woman will make it his personal mission to see she is sated beyond words.” He shook his head and leaned forward. “So how long has it been since you've had a lover or sexual partner?” 

“I don't know…ten, maybe eleven years. To be honest, the business and my sister are my life. The restaurant takes up so much of my time, and I don't regret doing what I do.” 

“You masturbate?” 
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“I've tried.” 

His  brows  furrowed  in  question.  The  pen  remained  poised  over  the  pad  for  a  moment before he lowered it and waited for her to continue. 

Alayna  shifted  in  her  chair,  her  nerves  gaining  an  upper  hand.  The  palms  of  her  hands began to sweat as she thought of how to answer his unasked query. Dane Reese was going to toss her out on her ear. He was likely used to dealing with women who were in tune with their bodies, knew what they liked, what they needed, and who came to him wanting to learn how to heighten those desires. In this area, Alayna struggled. 

“Okay, here it is. I-I can't come. I have a great deal of difficulty reaching climax. In fact, it doesn't  matter  how  hard  I  try,  I  just  can't,  so  I  don't  bother.  That's  why  I've  not  taken  another lover  since  the  last,”  she  said,  slumping  into  one  of  the  wings  of  the  chair.  “God,  I'm  so humiliated.” 

The smile he gave her was indulgent but not superior. His blue eyes were reassuring. 

“There's no reason to be embarrassed. I suspect you put too much pressure on yourself to find release, and therefore you don't relax and enjoy the experience. That and you've not placed yourself in the hands of the right man.” 

A chill ran up her spine as the image of Logan Abram entered her mind. “And you think the right man is here, just waiting for me?” 

Dane leaned farther forward, seeming to search her expression for some clue to the puzzle that had driven her to contact him. 

“Should you agree to a contract, you will first explore your own body with the guidance of a trained dominant, your master. It's important for you to learn how to pleasure yourself before we  introduce  intercourse  into  your  training.  Therefore  you  will  be  taught  relaxation  exercises along with masturbation techniques. Once comfortable in achieving orgasm by your own hand, you will work with your master, who will teach you how to open up to him, to trust him to meet your needs. In essence you will learn what it is you want and need to reach a deeper, heightened sexual release, and, more importantly, how to demand it from your lover.” 

“But isn't my master already supposed to know what I need and how to do it?” He nodded. “Once the trust is built from the foundation, yes, a master will know exactly what you need and how to push you beyond that to something more intense.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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Alayna sat silent for several minutes digesting what she'd just been told. She could do this. 

She  wanted  to  do  this. She  needed  this.  If  she  was  going  to  ever  be  the  woman  Logan  would want and love, she needed to find herself sexually. 

“May  I  ask  some  questions  that  may  or  may  not  be  related  to  the  present  topic  of discussion?” she asked. 

“Of course.” 

“Your home here is quite a ways from my restaurant,” Alayna pointed out. “I'm surprised you and Mr. Abram come for lunch every day considering the drive is a half an hour each way. I know my sister is the best chef in the state, but the distance alone…” 

“Though the service we provide here at the mansion keeps us busy, Logan and I work as consultants  in  an  office  kitty-corner  to  your  eatery,”  he  replied.  “We  were  impressed  the  first time we ate there. The two of us very much enjoy the food, as well as the ambiance, and we look forward to our standing lunch appointment.” 

“Ariel will be pleased to hear that,” she said. “Is Shendah your submissive?” 

“No. When Shendah came to us, she sought structure, guidance. She isn't here for sexual purposes. Her needs are met through strict routines and practices. She is a paid employee here at the  mansion.  Her  duties  include  meal  preparation  and  housekeeping  details.  We  also  have  a gardener who keeps the property in exceptional condition. You've met Keegan McAvoy, our in-house chauffeur.” 

“Do you have a slave?” 

“No, not at the present time.” 

“Does Mr. Abram?” she asked and then bit her tongue. Had she seriously just asked that? 

Dane  shook  his  head;  his  eyes  flickered  at  the  mention  of  his  friend's  status,  and  she wondered what he wasn't saying. 

“Will I be one of your submissives?” 

“Have you decided to commit?” 

“I'm not certain yet.” 

“Fair enough. Logan and I train others in the art of Mastery and submission. Right now we have several dominants in training that we work with hands-on. When we feel they are ready to 34   
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move  on  to  an  actual  sub,  then  we  make  that  happen.  We  also  have  three  couples  who  are exploring  Dominant/submissive  relationships.  Neither  Logan  nor  I  are  involved  in  a  D/s relationship of any sort right now. What is it you wish to achieve should you choose to submit?” Alayna paused, wondering if she could put what she truly wanted into words. It was worth a try. “I want to feel cared for. I want control taken away from me so I don't have to think about it. I desire to experience pleasure. By my hand and that of a lover. Well, I mean, in this case, I wouldn't have a lover, but a partner. There's a difference.” Dane's expression reflected his understanding. “There is. Do you believe you can submit to experience all those things?” 

After listening to Dane and learning Logan did not have a submissive, she'd made up her mind. “I think I can. I'd like the opportunity to explore it.” 

“We  have  a  contract  you  would  be  expected  to  sign.  It  is  straightforward,  but  you  are welcome to have  your attorney read it over. Should  you choose to submit, you will live in the mansion  for  one  month—thirty  days.  While  training,  your  contact  with  the  outside  will  be limited, if at  all. We believe that for a person to  fully commit, the less external  stimulation to sidetrack them, the better. That goes for both training masters and submissives.” 

“A month is a long time to be away from my sister and our business, Mr. Reese.” Alayna hesitated, worrying her bottom lip. She twisted her hands in her lap. “I don't know if I can be gone that long.” 

Dane stayed quiet, seeming to contemplate her plight. “How much time will you need to get your business affairs in order for an extended absence?” 

“Well,” she said, shifting her backside in the chair. “It's not that easy. Ariel kicks ass in the kitchen,  but  if  she  gets  her  hands  on  the  books,  we're  sunk.”  Alayna  laughed.  “Don't  get  me wrong, she's not an idiot. Her IQ borders on genius. There are book smarts and common sense smarts, and Ariel's don't always see eye to eye at the same time. She has always given more than 100  percent  to  anything  she  enjoys.  When  it  comes  to  cooking,  she's  in  her  glory.  Her imagination works overtime at the thought of all the wonderful things she can create. When it comes to balancing the money at the end of the day or paying invoices and utility bills, she is useless. She panics, afraid she'll do something wrong, and because of that, won't do anything.” 

“Is there anyone you can place in charge to handle the managing of the books?” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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Alayna shook her head. “No one who would last more than a week.” At his  questioning look, she continued. “Ari may not like to handle the books, but she's very territorial. She doesn't like strangers messing around in our business.” Alayna had to laugh at the antics of her sister as she  explained.  “It  took  nearly  four  months  to  hire  an  accountant  to  do  our  taxes.  Ari  had  a tendency  to  cook  dishes  that  had  ingredients  the  people  were  allergic  to.  I  had  to  promise  the only accountant who stuck it out that we wouldn't hold meetings at the café.” 

“Ah, a bit overbearing?” Dane grinned at the story. 

“Not really. Just very intent on having her way. Is there any way to get around my having to stay in residence the full thirty days?” 

Dane shook his head. “I'm afraid not. It's truly to your benefit, I assure you. But if you'd be willing to agree, I could personally see to the business aspects of your restaurant while you are here. I hold a bachelor's degree in business management—not quite your master's, but I promise your finances will be secure and safe from your sister.” Surprise  that  he  knew  about  her  degree  must  have  been  evident  by  the  stiffening  of  her body, as Dane was quick to add, “I didn't leave the card without knowing the person who would be  accepting  it,  Alayna.  It's  my  job  to  understand  businesses  and  people.”  His  signature  soft smile reassured her that no ill intent was intended. 

“Does that help with your decision?” he asked after a moment of silence elapsed. 

“If you think you can handle Ariel.” 

“I'm sure I can, Alayna.” His smile was indulgent but confident. 

“One more thing.” She leaned forward in the chair. 

“Yes.” Dane nodded. 

“Why me?” 

“Elaborate,” he said. 

“Why did you leave the card for me? Why did you want me here?” A  grin  curled  his  lips.  “I  have  a  couple  of  reasons.  One  I  will  share  with  you  now,  the other, in time.” 

“All right.” 
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“From  the  moment  Logan  and  I  laid  eyes  on  you,  your  submissive  nature  shone  bright. 

Only someone trained to see the signs will see that natural spark in a person. You will make a worthy sub for a special sort of master. And because training is what we do here, I know we can bring you all the pleasure and desire you can handle,” he said and then rose to his feet. Stepping around his desk, Dane leaned over to whisper in her ear, “And then some.” A chill snaked its way up the length of her spine. 

“W-where's that contract?” she asked, her voice dropping to a husky tone. 

Dane  walked  across  the  office  to  a  filing  cabinet  along  the  far  wall.  Opening  the  top drawer, he pulled out a large manila envelope, turned, and came back to where she was seated. 


* * * 

From his office down the hall, Logan heard Dane's office door open, so he stood up from his desk and walked across the room to catch him. His friend needed to be apprised that one of their clients had left the estate. Logan stepped through the archway but stopped when he heard her voice. 

“Thank you again for seeing me, Mr. Reese,” Alayna said. Her soft voice moved through Logan, igniting something possessive deep inside him. 

What in the hell was she doing here? 

“It was my pleasure, Alayna,” Dane replied. 

Despite  the  hard-on  her  voice  alone  stirred  to  life,  anger  at  the  fact  that  his  friend  was meeting  with  her  simmered  below  the  surface  of  Logan's  patience.  Hearing  their  footsteps  as they walked toward the front of the house, Logan peered around the corner. His blood pressure rose at the sight of Dane's hand pressed against the small of Alayna's back. 

“Keegan will take you back to your home so you can pack your things. He will pick you up at nine tomorrow morning and bring you here,” Dane said. 

“All right,” Alayna replied. 

Logan  followed  them  from  an  undetectable  distance  and  stopped  at  the  front  door  after they  exited.  Leaning  against  the  doorframe,  he  watched  as  Dane  helped  Alayna  into  the  car. 

Once the car door was closed, Dane tapped twice on the roof, and Keegan drove off. 
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Sliding  his  hands  into  his  pants  pockets,  Dane  strode  back  toward  the  house.  When  he spied  Logan in  the open doorway  with  his  arms  crossed over his  chest,  a smug  grin lifted the corner of Dane's mouth. 

“Sheila received the  call,”  Logan said  as Dane climbed the stairs to  the  porch. “She left half an hour ago.” 

“We  expected  as  much.”  Dane  gave  a  half  nod.  “She  and  Rick  advised  us  of  her responsibility at the hospital before they agreed to sign on.” 

“And what the hell were you doing with her?” Logan demanded, thumbing toward the limo as it disappeared out of sight. 

Dane shrugged and pushed past  Logan's stiff frame. “I was interviewing a new client. A very pretty, natural submissive. A more than suitable sub for just the right master.” 

“I told you she was to be left alone, Dane.” 

“We offer a service to those with an interest, my friend,” Dane said over his shoulder as they walked down the hall toward their respective offices. 

“You  are  sticking  your  nose  in  where  it  doesn't  belong.”  Logan's  tone  came  out  harsher than he intended, but he didn't correct it. Perhaps it would deter Dane from continuing to butt in. 

“No, just doing my job.” 

“I  don't  need  or  want  your  help,”  he  said  through  clenched  teeth.  They'd  had  this conversation  more  times  than  Logan  cared  to  recall.  Dane  had  made  his  disagreement  with Logan's  vow  to  never  be  someone's  Dom  again  very  clear.  It  was  a  futile  test  of  wills.  The outcome was always the same. 

Dane spun around, nearly smacking into Logan. “Well you need someone's help. Are you ever  going  to  move  on?  When  in  the  hell  are  you  going  to  allow  yourself  to  enjoy  life  again, Logan? You were never responsible for Tasha's death.” 

“The hell I wasn't.” A rumble of anger rolled in Logan's chest. 

As  expected,  Dane  held  his  ground  against  Logan's  outburst.  His  friend's  expression  did not waver as he allowed Logan time to compose himself. After inhaling a steady breath to calm down, Logan exhaled slowly before continuing. 
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“As her Dom she trusted me to be there for her, keep her safe. Fulfill her every need. And I failed her.” 

Dane shook his head. “You didn't fail her. Tasha let you down. You and your relationship. 

Everything the two of you had worked for. She didn't deserve to die, but it was an accident. You know that as well as I do. You were not responsible for her death.” Logan had found their life together more than fulfilling. Tasha had been a challenging sub, constantly testing Logan's control. Nothing was off-limits when it came to their sex life. As long as both consented, anything went. 

“We were together three years,” Logan reminded him. 

“I know that, Logan, but she wasn't a true submissive; even you admit that much.” 

“She was a challenge,” Logan excused. 

Dane shook his head. “Tasha was delving into areas you had explained many times weren't of interest to you.” 

Logan couldn't deny that. No, it wasn't him who had wrapped his hands about her slender throat, squeezing until she could no longer be brought back around. 

What he'd done was much worse. “But as her master I should have—” 

“Should have what?” 

Logan fumbled with his thoughts. 

Dane  continued.  “You  were  never  going  to  give  in  to  her  demands.  She  knew  that  no matter how she pressed, you'd never cave. What  you need to do now is  decide whether  you're going to continue to hide from life or if you're going to take the opportunity Alayna's presence here will offer.” 

“I failed Tasha. I will not make that same mistake with Alayna. I've asked you to stay the hell—” 

“You spend all fucking day in your office shuffling paper. At the consulting firm, Jordan has assumed far more than his share of responsibility. This house practically runs itself, if you recall.  And  when  you  aren't  pissing  around  with  nonsense,  you're  moping  around  this  place feeling guilty—” 
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“Do  not finish that sentence.” Logan's tone carried a heavy warning, and this time he didn't care if his friend took offense. Turning his back on Dane, he proceeded down the hall and into his own office. 

From  the  first  moment  he'd  laid  eyes  on  Alayna  Valerian,  Logan  had  wanted  her  with everything he was. The Dom he'd spent years repressing tugged at the restraints he'd placed on himself, demanding release to exert control over Alayna. He needed to bind her and feast upon her until she submitted to him, body, mind, and soul. 

Logan  didn't  have  to  test  her  physically  to  know  she  was  a  natural  submissive.  Alayna exuded  it.  He  knew  damn  well  they  were  made  for  each  other.  But,  no  matter  how  badly  he needed her, desired her submission, Logan denied himself the act of pursuing her. 

He refused to endanger her like that. 

“The  only  time  the  man  inside  you  comes  to  life  is  when  you're  around  her,”  Dane continued, following Logan into his office. “It's been years since you've actively participated in someone's training. Just how long has it been since you took a partner to your bed? It's time you moved on, Logan. For Christ's sake, come back to the land of the living.” 

“Don't tell me what I need to do,” Logan snapped, dropping himself into the leather chair behind his desk. 

“Fine.” Dane's tone was matter-of-fact. “I'll tell you what  I'm going to do. Alayna was my invited  guest  today,  and  while  we  were  speaking,  she  expressed  an  interest  in  experiencing everything we have to offer. I've decided to help her find what she's looking for.” Logan stood up. Blood pumped through his body at a dizzying rate. It was all he could do to fight the urge not to launch himself across his desk. 

“You know she responds to you, buddy, and the training of a submissive depends a lot on the dominant she chooses.” Dane's tone turned to taunting. “Up for the task? It's only proper to make you the first offer.” 

“Not all submissives require a specific dominant,” Logan retorted. His fingernails dug into the wooden surface of his desk. “Merely someone with a stronger personality than their previous lovers.” 

Dane grinned. “Are you saying you don't think you're strong enough?” Logan growled and lowered himself back into the chair. “Fuck off.” 40   
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Sliding his hands into his pockets, Dane rocked on his heels. “So you're telling me to find another Dom to train Alayna?” 

The temptation to give in to the Dom within Logan was strong. The need to be the man to test Alayna's limits and then take her beyond them to something greater burned deep in his core; it fired his blood. 

He  shrugged,  not  saying  anything.  He  didn't  trust  himself  to  voice  his  present  thoughts. 

Nothing but  bad would  come of allowing himself the pleasures of dominating  another woman again. He couldn't put himself in the position of failing another submissive. Especially not her. 

The expression on Dane's face made Logan's hackles rise. Why could he not leave things alone? 

“Who would you suggest then?” Dane continued. “Keegan? He's exceptional with a whip and knows how to find the pleasure buttons on his subs.” Keegan McAvoy had come to the mansion six years earlier seeking proper training in the Dominant/submissive lifestyle. On his way back from a research meeting in Colorado, Dane had crossed Keegan's path when Dane stopped in for a beer at his favorite watering hole. From two barstools away, Dane had watched the way the kid charmed and teased an older woman seated at the bar. Evident to a trained eye, the charm included hints at what the younger man wanted to do to  her.  Also  evident  was  the  fact  the  younger  man  hadn't  a  clue  how  to  use  the  gift  of  his dominance  effectively.  He'd  been  an  astute  and  eager  protégé,  studying  mainly  under  Dane's tutelage, though Logan had offered a few of his own experiences and opinions to the other man's sessions. It hadn't taken Keegan long to hone his interests and skills. 

Logan's right eye began to twitch at the thought of Keegan working with Alayna. He bit his tongue to silence the protest on its tip. Keegan had a reputation for getting submissives to fall for him while remaining completely detached. Logan didn't want that for Alayna. She deserved so much more. 

“I could always call Dimitri.” Dane rubbed his chin. “He and his sub parted ways a couple of months ago, and I'm sure he's looking to find a replacement.” 

“He's in Detroit. Alayna would never leave the restaurant and move out of state,” Logan countered. 
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Dane paused, then grinned. “It would take rearranging my schedule for the next month, but I would be willing to…” 

Logan growled a warning. 

Dane laughed.  “No worries, my  friend.  I won't  be participating hands-on in  her training. 

Not that I wouldn't mind. Touching her soft skin, gripping those generous hips…” Logan's  heart  pounded  so  hard  in  his  chest  he  thought  it  would  explode.  It  would  take hours in the gym with the heavy bag to work out the tension building inside him. His expression must have said  enough, because Dane continued. 

“Well then, that leaves us with Rick.” 

“Rick?  He  has  trouble  finding  his  own  dick,  and  you're  going  to  allow  him  control  of Alayna's training?” Logan scowled, more angry  with himself than anything else. He and Dane had been friends a long time, and Dane knew just which fuse to light to fire him up. “I still don't know why he's even here. And why would he stay now that Sheila's gone?” 

“He's here because he loves his fiancée. She asked him to find and cultivate his inner Dom, and he has. He is a suitable choice for Alayna, and I've made my decision.” Though Logan would never admit it to Dane, Rick had come a long way since arriving at the mansion. But the thought of him touching Alayna in any manner made Logan's blood boil. 

“It is up to Alayna to choose a master, not you,” Logan said. 

“I offered the responsibility to you at the beginning of this conversation. Would you like to put yourself up as a candidate, Logan? I'm certain you could find yourself in the running if the choice were up to Alayna.” 

Logan recognized what  Dane was doing, and he refused to  take the bait. Though it took great pains, he brought himself back to some semblance of control and shifted in his chair. 

“Rick will be fine,” Logan snarled. “It doesn't matter who you assign to work with Alayna; I'll oversee her training.” 

“I don't think that's a good idea, Logan,” Dane said, turning to leave. “Might be a conflict of interest. I don't want anything interfering with the training of this sub.” 

“She's not  just a sub, Dane. I won't interfere, but someone needs to supervise Rick. After all, he's still in training himself.” 
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“Fine.” Dane shrugged 

“Fine.”  Logan  snapped  back.  The  amusement  in  Dane's  voice  infuriated  Logan,  but  for now he'd refrain from reacting. 

He was determined this would be the only victory Dane would enjoy where Alayna was concerned. 
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Chapter Three 

 Day One 



The  following  morning,  Alayna  once  again  found  herself  seated  in  the  backseat  of  the black  stretch  limo  with  Keegan  behind  the  wheel.  Again  she  was  nervous,  though  her  belly wasn't as uneasy as it had been the day before. 

The scenery blurred as they traveled the stretch of highway en route to the mansion, and she  thought  of  Ariel  and  their  conversation  the  evening  past.  Ariel  had  been  lying  across Alayna's bed as Alayna packed. 

Ariel had nearly turned as blue as her new hair color when Alayna told her she'd be gone a month.  Her  protests  had  gone  nearly  ballistic  when  Alayna  told  her  no  phone  calls  would  be allowed during the training. 

“I don't get why you're upset; you were the one who was so enthusiastic about me being invited  to  the  mansion  of  'ill  repute.'  Where's  your  enthusiasm  from  yesterday?”  she'd  asked Ariel. 

“Oh, I'm thrilled for you, Al, I really am. But, I mean—I thought we were just bantering back and forth. I honestly didn't expect you to commit. That's all. It's a little freaky, you know. 

Not really you.” 

“Maybe it is me. A 'me' I have yet to tap into. What happened to not settling for regular old vanilla sex and shaking the rafters?” 

Ariel had shrugged. “Little jealous, I suppose.” 

“I'll see what I can do about getting you an invite,” Alayna had said, grinning at her sister. 

Ariel  was  the  more  adventurous  one  of  the  duo.  A  stint  at  the  mansion would  be  right  up  her alley. “That reminds me,” Alayna had said, zipping up her suitcase. “Mr. Reese will be here to help you.” 
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“Mr. Blond? Why? I don't need any help. The girls and I can handle things just fine.” 

“He won't be in your way, I promise. He offered to see to the ordering, account payables, and payroll. That way you don't have to get frustrated with the money end of things. I thought you'd be excited to have his ass around to ogle?” 

“How  am  I  supposed  to  ogle  it  if  he's  sitting  on  it  in  the  office?”  Ariel  had  said  with  a smug grin. “Forget it. It's fine, Al. If you'd feel better having a stranger handle our finances for a month, so be it. Besides, he's already on my shit list for keeping you locked away from me for four weeks.” 

Alayna  had  shot  her  a  sideways  glance.  She'd  known  her  sister  was  teasing  and appreciative  for  Alayna's  foresight,  but  she  was  familiar  with  her  sister's  tone  of  voice.  Dane Reese would have his hands full. Alayna's only hope was that her café would still be standing at the end of the month. 

“You know, maybe this will be good for both of us,” Alayna had said. 

“How?” Ari had rolled onto her side, propping her head on her hand. 

“Like  you said, we haven't been away from each other in ten years. Not since Mom and Dad died.” 

“We're sisters, Al. We should stick together.” 

“And we're best friends. But we're also individuals, and I don't think it's a terrible thing for us to see what else is out there for us.” 

Ari had waggled her cerulean brows. “You mean some hot, sexy Dom that pushes all your buttons and gives you screaming orgasms?” 

Alayna had laughed. “That would be nice.” 

After she had finished packing and shooed Ari out of her room, Alayna had crawled into bed. When she should have been asleep, she'd tossed and turned, replaying the conversation she'd shared with  Dane that  afternoon.  It  had bothered her that  Logan Abram  was Dane's partner in training  but  had  not  made  an  appearance  during  her  meeting.  Not  once  while  she  was  in  the mansion did he make his presence known. 

From  the  moment  she'd  made  the  initial  call  and  spoken  to  Dane,  she  had  asked  herself over and over,  why? Why did she suddenly have the urge to explore a lifestyle she knew nothing An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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about? Though her research filled her mind with as many questions as it answered, she wondered why this was something she had such a burning desire to tap into. Could she honestly see herself submitting sexual control to a complete stranger just to get closer to… 

As  she  lay  awake  staring  up  at  the  ceiling,  Alayna  came  clean  with  herself.  The  only reason she'd even considered accepting Dane's offer was to find out more about Logan. It was as simple as that. 

Alayna's  deep  sigh  echoed  in  the  interior  of  the  limo.  Keegan's  eyes  met  hers  in  the rearview. Her cheeks filled with heat at the thought of him hearing her. 

She and Keegan rode in relative silence for the rest of the half-hour trek to the mansion. 

The car then turned left and passed through an iron archway. The heavy bars on the gate closed once they entered. 

Unlike the day before, today Alayna took in the lush greenery lining the sides of the long driveway. Tall trees shaded the paved drive from the bright sun overhead. To her left, the trees appeared dense like a forest. On the right, the vibrant green of a well-manicured lawn stretched as far as her eye could see. It was truly beautiful. 

Inching closer to the passenger side door, Alayna glanced out the window in time to see the  roof  of  the  mansion  come  into  sight.  The  structure  was  impressive,  and  she  found  herself curious of its history. Yesterday Dane offered her a tour of the grounds; perhaps today she'd take him up on it. 

Keegan pulled the limousine around and came to a stop in front of the house. He exited the car and came around to open the door for her, as he had the day before. 

“Welcome  back,  Alayna.”  Dane  called  from  the  front  porch  as  she  stepped  from  the  car into the sunshine. 

As he had the day before, he extended his hand to her, and she went to him. 

“Let's go to my office to discuss your schedule. Keegan will see to your things,” he said, escorting her into the house. 

Despite the doubts in the back of her mind as they passed into the entrance, Alayna took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. 

 Watch out, Logan Abram. I am going to knock your dominant socks off.  
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* * * 

From the shadows in the living room, Logan watched Dane disappear down the hall with Alayna at his side. As she walked, the blue jeans she wore emphasized the sexy curves of her hips and roundness of her ass. Her hair was down, just the way he liked it, and the tight curls bounced with each step she took. He wondered what her locks would feel like skimming across his  abdomen,  or  better  yet,  wrapped  around  his  cock.  The  snug  pale  yellow  T-shirt  she  wore accentuated her full breasts, drawing his attention to the flash of cleavage visible in the V in the front. He wanted to pin her against the wall and give in to his craving to taste her flesh upon his tongue. 

Logan  felt  his  blood  pressure  rise.  Just  the  woman's  presence  in  his  home  pushed  his buttons. It was so much easier seeing her in her own element. When he went to her restaurant for lunch, he could drink in his fill and then leave with enough memories of her to sustain him until the next day. It  wasn't perfect, but it worked for him. He didn't deserve any  more from her. It made no difference that he was attracted to her and wanted her as his own. She would never be his. That was how it had to be. 

But  now  she  was  in  his  space.  His  domain.  He  watched  her  scan  the  entryway.  It  was almost as if she was searching for something. He wondered if it was him she sought. He was torn at the sight of her walking through the corridor of his home. He wanted nothing more than to see her, but he didn't want her here. This was his place of escape from the outside world, from her. 

And now she'd invaded it. 

Her constant presence would challenge his ability to tamp his need to dominate and claim her—or  any  woman,  for  that  matter.  It  was  something  he'd  spent  years  suppressing,  burying deeper and deeper each year. The D/s lifestyle was not his to live anymore. He continually tried to  convince  himself  it  was  no  longer  who  he  was,  tried  to  reason  that  the  lifestyle  he'd  once enjoyed so much was nothing more than learned behavior, an indulgence, and not some primal and natural instinct that was part of his genetic makeup. 

He refused to give in to Dane's attempt at forcing him to face his demons. Neither would he  turn  tail  and  flee  his  own  home.  He  could  control  himself  and  his  buried  Dom  and  reside under the same roof as Alayna for the next four weeks. He would just have to ensure their paths didn't cross at any time during that period. 
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Earlier that  morning he'd obtained  a copy  of the training schedule Dane  had devised for Alayna.  During  the  times  of  day  allotted  for  her  training,  Logan  would  be  free  to  wander  the mansion. Shendah kept to a strict schedule around meals, so he didn't need to worry about that. 

The difficulty would come when Alayna was given free time. That would take more finesse. To some it may have appeared Logan would be a prisoner in his own home, but it would only be for thirty days. This would be a test of his determination. 

 Damn Dane for interfering. His friend should have just minded his own business. Though Dane felt Logan was merely existing rather than living his life, Logan was fine with it and saw no reason it should change. 

“It's only thirty days,” he mumbled to himself. Surely he could get through the next month without  incident.  He  was  a  Dom,  after  all—or  at  least  he  used  to  be.  He  could  do  it.  When Alayna went back to her life and he his, it would be proof enough to Dane that Logan had things under control. 

The  sound  of  Keegan  coming  through  the  front  door  with  Alayna's  bags  brought  Logan from his dimly lit hiding place to intercept him. 

Before the other man reached the landing, Logan cleared his throat. “Where are you taking those?” He nodded toward Alayna's bags. 

“Guestroom four,” Keegan replied and stepped forward. 

“Take them to my suite,” Logan said. 

After learning of Alayna's commitment to the training contract, Logan had decided to give her his suite. Though the guest rooms on the top floor were functional, he wanted her surrounded by his possessions, sleeping in his bed. In his deluded rationale, he thought it would bring him a sense  of  closeness  with  her.  She  deserved  to  be  pampered  and  cherished  like  the  treasure  she was. He could at least give her that much by providing her the luxury of his suite, with minimal risk of compromising his vow or riling his inner Dom. 

“Your suite?” Keegan asked. “Dane's orders were room four.” 

“My  orders  supersede  Dane's,  Keegan.”  When  the  younger  man  still  hesitated,  Logan's irritation grew. “For the duration of her stay, Alayna will use my suite.” Logan crossed his arms over his chest when he caught the smirk on Keegan's face. “Something on your mind?” 48   
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“Yes, a couple of things,” Keegan replied. “First, I'd ask why, but I doubt even you know that. And second, a little more fiber in your diet will help with that.” The last statement confused Logan. “Help with what?” 

“Help you work out whatever's up your ass.” Keegan laughed. 

“You are going to pay for that.” Logan growled. 

“Yeah, I sort of figured.” Keegan chuckled. “That's what made it all the more fun to say. 

So, you want a go at me on the basketball court out back or in the ring downstairs?” 

“Basement,” Logan replied and blew out a breath. There'd be less chance of running into Alayna if he  was down  in  the gym.  Keegan spent  a couple of hours  each day in  the  gym,  but despite  being  eight  years  Keegan's  senior,  Logan  didn't  have  any  trouble  keeping  up  with  the younger, stronger man when they decided to take each other on in a sports-related challenge. 

“I'll take these to your suite. Where are you going to stay?” 

“I'll take room four,” he answered. “I'll get my stuff out of my suite before Dane finishes with Alayna.” 

Keegan nodded. “See you in an hour?” 

“Sounds good.” 

With her room assignment taken care of, Logan needed to find Shendah to ensure his suite was  ready  for  Alayna's  arrival.  Then  he  and  Rick  were  going  to  have  a  little  discussion  about Alayna's training. 


* * * 

After reviewing and signing the contract, Alayna relaxed in the comfy wingback chair in Dane's office. Though the experience she was about  to  embark on made  her belly quiver  with nervous excitement, she was prepared to give it everything inside her in order to be the kind of woman Logan would be attracted to. 

“So, you're ready to get started, Alayna?” Dane asked, smiling from the other side of the desk. 

Alayna returned his smile and nodded. She was more than ready to do what she needed to make Logan Abram take notice of her. 
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“Excellent. Then it's time to meet the Dominant I've chosen for you,” he said and reached for  the  telephone  on  the  corner  of  the  desk.  “Shendah,”  he  said  into  the  receiver.  “Please  ask Rick  to  come  to  my  office.  Thank  you.”  Placing  the  handle  back  in  the  cradle,  he  turned  his attention back to her. “Rick is about to finish his training, and I believe he will be a worthy Dom to assist you. He is an astute student and is anxious to begin working with you.” Alayna  hoped  Dane  couldn't  read  the  disappointment  in  her  expression.  She  had  hoped Logan would have been chosen as her master. It was from him that she truly wished to learn the art of submission. To appease her feelings of discomfiture, she reasoned her training had to start somewhere. Rick had a position to carry out, and she had a willingness  to learn everything he could teach her. Surely they'd be able to work together through her journey. 

When  a  knock  sounded  at  the  door,  Dane  welcomed  the  caller  in.  He  rose  and  moved around the desk to stand beside her chair. 

“Rick, this is Alayna. Alayna, Rick.” 

The  man  that  entered  was  the  same  man  she  had  observed  in  a  session  the  day  before. 

Feeling a little more than nervous now, Alayna rose to her feet and accepted Rick's outstretched hand. 

Rick stood over six feet tall, but despite his broad shoulders, he was lean. His flaming red hair  was  trimmed  close  to  his  head.  The  green  of  his  eyes  was  bright  and  friendly.  Alayna returned his warm smile. 

“It's nice to meet you,” he said. 

Though he portrayed an easygoing manner, Alayna could immediately tell that—sexually speaking—there was no chemistry between them. Her heart maintained a steady rhythm in her chest, whereas when Logan was around, it beat an erratic tattoo. Her palms were dry, and there were  no  butterflies  in  her  belly.  She  wondered  how  it  would  affect  her  training.  Wouldn't  she need to feel some physical attraction toward her master in order to reap the full benefits of their sessions? 

“And you,” she agreed. Though the urge was strong to add,  By the way, I've seen you in action, she refrained from doing so. Instead she said, “So you've been selected to take me on.” 

“Dane and I have spoken, and it's a challenge I'm more than prepared for.” He winked. 





50   

Jennifer Cole 



“Then the two of you will begin today,” Dane interjected. “Alayna, you read through the expected rules?” 

“The  protocols  were  in  the  information  packet.  I  read  it  over  last  night  and  again  this morning,” Alayna assured him. 

“So  you  understand  no  intercourse  will  occur  between  the  two  of  you.  The  goal  for  the time being is for you, Alayna, to master control over your own body. Consider this a journey of discovery  of  yourself.  You  must  know  who  you  are  in  order  for  your  master  to  successfully fulfill your needs.” 

Alayna  saw  Rick  nod,  his  expression  having  gone  from  open  and  affable  to  a  more restrained and focused mien. She gave her own nod. 

“Rick will assist you in learning various methods of self-gratification,” he continued. “This may require he demonstrate how he wants you to touch yourself, and he will touch you to assist in how to reach climax.” 

“I understand,” she said. 

“Very well,” Dane said. “Alayna, Keegan will show you to your room, and you will have one hour to settle in and unpack your things. Rick, you'll prepare playroom six, as it is equipped with everything necessary to teach masturbation techniques. There is a bed, a comfortable chair, various toys and lubricants. In an hour you can get Alayna. You have a copy of her schedule for this week, correct?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I  have  faith  that  you're  in  good  hands  with  Rick,  Alayna,”  Dane  said  as  they  walked toward the door. “I will be available to you if you should need me at any time, all right?” 

“Thank you,” she said. “If you are confident with Rick's abilities, then I am too.” In the hall she spied Keegan standing, patiently awaiting direction. Rick excused himself. 

“Keegan,  please  show  our  new  submissive  to  her  room,  and  then  she  will  be  in  Master Rick's charge,” Dane said. 

“Sir, Master Logan has changed this submissive's room assignment,” Keegan said. 

The  quickening  of  her  pulse  at  the  sound  of  Logan's  name  brought  on  a  slight  wave  of light-headedness  until  other  parts  of  her  body  caught  up.  He's  here.  Warmth  spread  from  her An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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lower belly throughout her frame. The tips of her fingers and toes tingled. Her nipples became hard buttons, pressing against her bra. 

As  one  of  the  owners,  shouldn't  he  have  a  hand  in  her  scheduling,  or  at  the  very  least formally meet a new client? Or maybe because she was a submissive, she wasn't his department. 

Perhaps Master Logan saw to the training of Doms. Maybe slaves were beneath him. 

 Maybe you're thinking too much.  

“Reason?” Dane said. 

“Master Logan indicated there was a problem with room four, sir,” Keegan replied with a hint of a grin. “Said something about a window in need of repair.” The  two  men  shared  a  glance  for  a  moment  before  Dane  answered.  “All  right.  See  this submissive to her room. I will speak with Logan.” 

“Very well, sir,” Keegan said and gestured for Alayna to precede him. “This way.” Keegan  and  Dane's  exchange  made  Alayna  curious,  but  she  knew  her  training  had  now begun  and  she  was  expected  to  follow  the  rules  of  a  submissive.  She  certainly  wasn't  in  a position to ask questions or speak without permission now. She would be given “free” time with Rick after her sessions to talk about what she'd learned. Now, with her training underway, she would simply have to wait for that time. 

Keegan led her through the main level of the house, past the dining area, living room, and front door, and finally down a long corridor. Two closed doors faced one another at the end of the hall. 

“You will be staying on the left,” Keegan said beside her. 

Stopping in front of the ornate wooden door, Keegan reached for the crystal knob, turned it, and pushed the door open. 

Alayna walked in, and Logan's smell assaulted her senses. She glanced around at a room that looked nothing like the guest rooms she'd seen the day before. This room was breathtaking, decorated in beautiful antiques. As she looked around, she spied a pair of men's leather loafers and a pair of stark white sneakers neatly placed along the wall beside the door. She recognized the shoes, along with a jacket hanging on a hook off to one side. This was his room. 
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Keegan  placed  her  bags  on  the  parson's  bench  under  one  window  and  turned  to  her. 

“Should you need anything, please ask.” 

“Thank you.” 

With that, he left her alone, closing the door as he exited the room. 

The room was masculine, from the tasteful black and white photographs of nude women hanging  on  the  walls,  to  the  color  scheme.  The  fluffy  comforter  was  a  dark,  liquid  chocolate color,  and  cream-colored  satin  pillows  were  propped  up  invitingly  along  the  headboard  of  the sleigh bed. 

The stands on either side of the bed, as well as the two dressers and a matching armoire, were antiques, Alayna was certain. The entire house thus far was an antiquarian's paradise. 

Dane had told her Logan was the one who loved old things, that he thought the man had been  born  in  the  wrong  era.  Alayna  had  never  really  been  into  antiques,  but  being  in  Logan's room,  viewing  his  possessions,  and  knowing  how  much  he  loved  them,  she  found  herself developing an appreciation. 

Several  vases  of  fresh  flowers  were  interspersed  around  the  room.  The  vibrant  blooms looked  out  of  place  in  the  midst  of  all  the  masculinity.  The  beautiful,  fragrant  arrangements didn't fit in with the manly decor. Why had Logan given her his room? There was nothing wrong with the guest rooms on the top floor; she would have been comfortable in one of them. Was it possible  he  had  left  the  flowers  for  her?  Perhaps  that  meant  he  was  interested  in  her  after  all. 

Warmth  blossomed  deep  in  her  belly  and  spread  throughout  her  body,  and  she  found  herself smiling. 

Realizing she'd taken nearly half an hour exploring her new living space, Alayna decided she'd better get her things unpacked and prepare for Rick's arrival. With her suitcase open, she glanced over at one of the armoires, wondering if there was room to set her clothes. When she opened several drawers, she found them empty. In the bathroom, as she sought places to store her toiletries, she found men's items in the linen closet. Out front was a bottle of cologne. After setting her own things alongside the others, she reached for the bottle and twisted off the cap. 

Lifting the bottle to her nose, she inhaled the familiar scent—his scent. 

Her  nipples  hardened  instantly  and  grew  achy  at  their  sudden  change  in  size.  A  tremor snaked  an  erotic  path  along  her  spine;  she  shuddered.  Replacing  the  top  of  the  bottle,  she An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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returned  it  to  its  place  on  the  shelf  and  pushed  the  door  closed.  On  her  way  back  into  the bedroom, she once again felt herself grinning. 

She tamped the bubbling in her belly with a couple of breaths. She couldn't allow herself the indulgence of excitement just yet. Hell, she hadn't even seen him yet. 

“Baby steps,” she said. 

But  despite  her  efforts  to  dissuade  her  emotions,  she  couldn't  contain  her  excitement. 

Surely Logan's attentions, the fact he'd given up his room to her and filled it with flowers, said something. Perhaps he had seen the potential in her and taken an interest in her and her training after all. The experience would bring her a greater sense of what Logan looked for in a woman. 

And she wanted to be that woman—the woman Logan would be proud to have in his life, on his arm, and as his slave. 

After  freshening  up  in  the  bathroom,  she  contemplated  what  she  should  wear.  Alayna wasn't  certain  what  to  expect  for  the  first  session.  Uneasy,  she  wondered  if  she  would  be expected to be completely naked. Dane had indicated that Rick would begin with teaching her self-gratification techniques, and since the session was going to focus on learning her own body, she suspected some form of nudity would be expected. She wasn't so sure she was comfortable getting  naked  in  front  of  Rick.  Aside  from  their  brief  introduction  and  an  explanation  of  her schedule and the expectations, she and Rick hadn't had the opportunity to discuss anything else. 

He seemed nice enough, but she didn't know him from Adam. After some consideration, she left her bra and panties on and wrapped a lightweight silk robe around her body. 

“You're  doing  this  to  learn  what  sort  of  stuff  turns  Logan  on,”  she  reminded  herself, looking  at  her  reflection  in  one  of  several  mirrors  around  the  room.  “Surely  you  can  swallow your embarrassment at being naked in front of Rick. He is a Dom in training, after all. You aren't the first naked woman he's seen.” 

She glanced at the antique clock on the mantle. The hour time limit Dane had given her to prepare for Rick had come and gone. The clock showed ten minutes more than the requisite hour had passed. 

“If  I  were  at  the  café  or  he  were  my  employee,  I'd  go  find  out  what  was  wrong.  I'd  see where he was and why it had taken him so long,” she muttered, gazing out the window. Then she began to pace. 
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Arms crossed over her breasts, she tapped her fingers against her upper arms impatiently. 

“I'm  supposed  to  be  following  instructions.  I'm  supposed  to  be  the  one  taking  directions,  not giving  them.”  Shaking  her  head,  Alayna  met  her  reflection  in  the  full-length  standing  mirror positioned  near  the  entrance  to  the  bathroom.  “Repeat  after  me:  You  are  not  the  boss  here, Alayna. You are not the boss here, Alayna.” She'd just started her third repetition when someone knocked on the door. 

She moved to the door and opened it, only to take a step back at the expression on Rick's face. Just over an hour earlier he'd been positive, upbeat, smiling. Now the man's pale coloring and  the  perspiration  peppering  his  upper  lip  made  Alayna  wonder  if  something  terrible  had happened to his fiancée. 

“Are you okay?” she asked, then bit her tongue. She knew she was out of place asking, but he looked…almost frightened. 

“I'm fine,” he replied, but he wasn't very convincing. “Um, shall we go?” 

“Are you sure? I'm sure Dane—” Alayna hesitated, tugging the knot tighter on her robe. 

Rick nodded, drew a deep breath, and tried to smile. “I'm sure. Let's go.” His attempt to reassure her didn't work completely, but Alayna put  aside her unease and closed the door to her room. From the brochures and information Dane had given her when she'd first  agreed to  her training, Alayna knew it was  expected of her to  follow her master with  her eyes  lowered  when  she  was  moving  through  the  mansion  and  when  on  the  grounds  in  the company of her master. 

Alayna tried to keep up with Rick as he took the stairs two at a time. She wondered, as she hurried to catch up with him, if he was trying to keep distance between them or if he was simply eager to get started. 

On the second level  of the house, Rick  rushed down the wide corridor,  passed room six altogether, and hung  a sharp right  into room seven. After  rounding the corner, Alayna entered and found herself in the middle of a playroom like she'd seen on the Web site. It looked nothing like the room Dane had described in his office. 

In  the  center  of  room  seven  stood  a  giant  X  she  recalled  from  her  research  as  a  St. 

Andrew's cross. Velcro restraints dangled at the top and bottom, waiting for a sub to bind. A chill raced up her spine as she visualized herself manacled to it for Master Logan's enjoyment. 
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But this wasn't how she'd expected them to start out on her “self discovery” lesson. How in the world would being strapped to a cross help her learn to masturbate? 

She knew she shouldn't question him, but she couldn't stop herself. “Um, I think we're in the wrong room,” she said quietly. 

For  a  split  second,  Rick's  gaze  seemed  to  zero  in  on  a  mirror  hanging  on  one  wall.  It reminded  her  of  what  Dane  had  said  the  day  before  about  one-way  glass.  Her  heart  rate escalated, and goose bumps danced on her flesh at the thought of someone seated on the other side, watching her and Rick. 

Rick didn't appear to have heard what she'd said, which was probably a good thing since she didn't have permission to speak. Deciding it best not to press the issue, Alayna pushed aside her anxieties. She was in Rick's hands now and should exercise faith that he knew what he was doing. 

When  he  still  did  not  speak  after  a  few  more  moments,  Alayna's  natural  inclination  to manage situations stepped up and decided to get the ball rolling. “So do you want me naked?” 

“Oh hell no!” Rick thrust his hands up, palms out, and shook them frantically at her. His eyes grew wide. “Please don't add to my—” 

“Excuse me?” His outburst stung her pride, and Alayna wasn't quite sure how to respond. 

“I'm sorry. W-what I meant was you don't need to be n-naked. Please don't get naked. Got anything on under that?” he asked, pointing a shaky finger at her robe. 

“Bra and panties.” 

Relief washed over his face. “That  should be safe. Okay, uh, take off the robe and, um, move over to the cross,” Rick said. His voice lacked the confidence she'd heard earlier in Dane's office. 

Without a word, she did as he asked. Rick's eyes flitted around the room, not once setting on her. Alayna stood with her back against the cross, her arms above her head, and her feet apart. 

For a handful of seconds, she held the pose, waiting for Master Rick to fasten the restraints. 

This is for Logan, she reminded herself.  This is to get close to him when it's all done. Once my training is complete, I'll be the perfect submissive for him.  
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Rick appeared distracted. A sheen of perspiration glistened on his forehead. A creak of the hardwood  floor  in  the  hallway  made  him  jump.  His  gaze  shot  toward  the  open  door.  Alayna wondered what on earth had him so edgy. His behavior was not helping her own nervousness. 

“Master  Rick,”  she  said.  He  turned  his  head  and  met  her  gaze.  “Are  you  going  to  bind me?” 

Rick blinked as if just realizing where he was. “Yeah, right,” he muttered and approached her. 

The pads of his fingers barely brushed her skin as he wrapped the thick black straps around her wrists. He turned to walk away. 

“Um,  how  about  my  ankles?”  she  asked,  lifting  her  right  leg  and  rotating  her  foot  in circles. 

Rick's  shoulder's  tensed,  and  Alayna  could  have  sworn  she  heard  him  mutter  under  his breath. He knelt and bound her ankles to the posts. Standing, he turned his back to her and took a deep breath. As he exhaled, Alayna caught the string of curses and winced at the frustration she could hear in is voice. If he wasn't interest in doing this, why was he here? Why had he agreed to train her? 

Rick alternated from stuffing his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and rubbing them across the short hair atop his head. Several long minutes passed before Alayna's irritation got the better of her. 

“Hey,” she finally snapped. “I know I'm inexperienced here, but I do know there's more to it than this.” She bit her tongue. She had been out of line speaking to her master in such a tone. 

She once again had to wonder if she truly was submissive in nature. Or had her interest in Logan driven her to act against her normal nature? 

“Sorry,” he replied, seeming to squirm. “Give me a minute to think.” 

“Master Rick, are you sure you're okay? You seem off.” The man before her was not the self-assured man she'd seen the day before, mastering his slave. Alayna recalled the confidence and  passion  in  his  voice  when  he'd  been  mastering  his  fiancée.  “You  don't  have  permission  to speak, slave.” 

Right now he wasn't even the same man she'd met a little over an hour ago. 

“I'll be fine as long as I don't…” 
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As he spoke, a familiar scent of cologne teased under Alayna's nose, and she failed to hear the rest of Rick's sentence. She inhaled deeply, and her body began to tingle. Logan. Her gaze shot to the side, expecting Logan to be standing in the entry watching them. He wasn't. She gave her head a shake to clear the lustful thoughts the scent triggered. Of course his smell would be around the house—it was his house. 

Several more moments of silence passed between them, and Alayna reached the end of her rope. “Are you even going to touch me?” she asked. 

“Uh, no,” Rick replied, glancing toward the doorway. 

“Well how in the hell am I supposed to learn anything if you don't touch me?” 

“I'm, uh, not allowed to,” he said. 

“What?” 

“Look, Alayna, we'll find a way to do this, I promise. Maybe we should start by getting to know each other. Build trust, you know.” 

“Oh,”  she  said  and  gave  that  some  thought.  He  was  right.  There  was  no  trust  between them, and that was a key component to the lifestyle. “All right.” A wave of relief seemed to wash over him, and Alayna felt her brow knit, wondering why he seemed relieved. 

“Have you toured the grounds?” he asked, dropping to his knees to release her ankles from their  bindings.  Then  he  rose,  reached  above  her  head,  and  pulled  the  Velcro  straps  free  from around her wrists. 

“No. Not yet,” she replied, rubbing up and down her arms to stimulate her circulation. “I was sort of anxious to get started.” 

“Great. Then let me show you around.” 

“All right. Let me go back to my room and put on some clothes.” 

“Good idea,” Rick said. “Meet you in the kitchen, okay?” 

“Sure,” she said as she left the playroom. 

Back  in  her  room,  Alayna  stared  at  her  reflection  in  the  mirror  and  scowled.  In  Dane's office, Rick had seemed so geared up. Why had he acted so awkwardly during their session? Day one of her training was shaping up to be a disappointment. 
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Things will be better, she tried to reassure herself. 

Dressed in blue jeans, a knit T-shirt, and sneakers, Alayna made her way to the kitchen. 

Rick was already there. 

“Do  you want something to eat first?” he asked, handing her a cold bottle of water. The smile on his face and his tone of voice were now relaxed, free from the nervousness of earlier. 

“No  thanks,  I'm  not  really  hungry,”  she  said.  After  twisting  the  cap  off  the  bottle,  she tipped it back and took a big swallow. 

“Let's start in the back then.” 

Through the sliding door leading off the kitchen, they stepped out onto a slab stone patio. 

The air was warm without being stifling, and the birds chirped merrily in the trees. 

“The property is fifteen acres,” Rick said, pointing around them. “A fence surrounds the grounds along the property line in the forest. There are half a dozen trails to walk through the forest  areas,  if  that's  something  that  interests  you.  You  may  use  any  of  the  amenities  in  your downtime. Dane told you meals are prepared and served for us. Breakfast is around eight thirty, lunch twelve thirty, and dinner five thirty.” 

As they walked along the path, they passed a gazebo with a swing similar to one usually found on a porch. The seat was big enough for two. 

“Are there other people here besides you and me? I haven't seen anyone else.” They  strolled  over  a  knoll  of  vibrant  green  grass.  To  her  right,  Alayna  spied  a  large swimming  pool  that  she  fully  intended  to  make  use  of  in  her  free  time.  Sparkles  of  sunlight danced across the water. 

“Right now there is only one other couple—I believe today is their last day—and of course the employees.” 

The pathway led them toward a ten-foot opening in the trees. Alayna decided the serenity of the mansion and the grounds would provide a relaxing getaway. She hadn't taken a vacation in so  long;  she  wondered  if  she  even  remembered  how  to  enjoy  some  time  to  herself.  If  nothing else, no matter how much she missed it, the time away from the café would do her a world of good. 
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The  café.  She  wondered  how  the  Monday  breakfast  rush  had  gone  without her.  But  that thought didn't worry her as much as what Ariel's reaction would be when she and Dane finally came face-to-face at the restaurant. Though Alayna was certain Dane could take care of himself, she couldn't help giving in to the worry that he would have his work cut out for him dealing with Ariel's eccentricities and temper. 

“Want to walk through the enchanted forest?” Rick asked in a teasing tone as they neared the mouth of the woods. 

“Enchanted?” She giggled. 

“Named it myself.” He  beamed. “When  I arrived, it reminded me of something out  of  a fairy tale.” 

“Like 'Little Red Riding Hood'?” she groused. “Is there a big bad wolf out there waiting to eat me?” 

Rick laughed. “No, he's holed up in the mansion.” 

Alayna's forehead creased in confusion. She didn't recall that part of the fairy tale. She cast him a sideways glance. “What's that?” 

Rick shook his head and smiled at her. “Never mind. Shall we venture into the woods, my pet?” 

Alayna returned his smile. “Yes, I'd like that.” 

Rick's comfort around her seemed to have returned. Recalling how he had frozen up in the playroom, Alayna wondered how Rick had come to be at the mansion at all. 

“So, if you don't mind my asking, what brought you here, Master Rick?” 

“You have my permission to just call me Rick,” he said. 

She nodded. “Thank you.” 

“My fiancée and I wanted to explore the Dominant/submissive lifestyle. Not really hard-core, mind you. There are elements the two of us find intriguing, so we wanted to learn at the hands of experts. She likes to be spanked, which is fine, but she'd like me to use things besides my hands, and I want to be sure I'm doing things right, you know, so I don't hurt her.” 

“If  you're  here  together,  how  come  I  haven't  seen  her  since  yes—”  Alayna  cut  off  her question. Her cheeks heated at the memory of watching Rick and his fiancée. 
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“I don't recall seeing  you before we met in Dane's office earlier,” he said. “But  you saw us?” 

Alayna swallowed,  and then made a  face.  “Yesterday Dane  was showing me around the house, and…we… Well, that is…he offered me a glimpse of your session.” 

“Okay, that makes sense,” he replied. 

“Does it embarrass you that you were watched?” 

“Not at all. And don't sweat it. You haven't been the first. We were told once we learned enough  and  were  comfortable  being  on  our  own,  we  would  continue  to  be  observed  but  our masters wouldn't be in the room. It was to allow us the freedom to explore.” 

“Oh.” Alayna mulled that over for a minute or two. “Will we be watched?” 

“Yes,” Rick said, and then for a brief moment, he blanched. “The master of the house will want to ensure your, um, training is moving along according to his direction.” Alayna recognized his nervousness coming back, and though she was curious, she decided not  to  question  the  issue.  For  now.  She  liked  the  calm  and  cool  Rick  and  opted  to  drop  the discussion pertaining to her sessions. 

“So, just how at ease is your fiancée with you assisting me?” 

“Well, our main focus for the time being is to work on you learning to pleasure yourself, and we will not be engaging in intercourse, so she's comfortable with us working together. Once you have worked through that issue, we will reevaluate, meet with Dane, and map our next step. 

To answer your question of her whereabouts, Sheila was here but was needed at work and left before our session was over,” he said. 

“I thought once we were here, that was it,” she said, a tad miffed that she'd been told she could have no contact outside of the mansion. 

“Whether  the  client  lives  in  residence  or  not  is  determined  on  their  training  needs  and external circumstances. Sheila is a pediatric heart specialist. Before we agreed to commit to the monthlong stay, she'd been working with the family of a very sick baby. Only a transplant would save  the  little  guy's  life.  During  our  session  yesterday,  she  got  a  call  a  donor  heart  was available.” 

“Oh God,” Alayna croaked. “Was it successful?” 
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“I  spoke  with  her  late  last  night  and  again  this  morning.  Seems  the  baby  is  holding  his own. But she wants, and needs, to stay close until she's certain he's past the critical stage.” 

“How very fortunate for one family. And so very sad for another.” 

“Yeah,” Rick agreed. “I can't even begin to imagine what either family is going through.” Through the woods they continued along the trail winding deeper among the trees. The air was cool yet comfortable within the dense forest. 

“How about you? What brought you here?” 

“To bring out my inner submissive, of course,” she said with a grin. 

“Of course.” 

“Actually, that sort of prompted me to pick up the phone and make an appointment with Dane. Then I decided I came here for a man. Can you believe it?” She laughed. 

“Boyfriend?” 

“No.  I  have  no  time  for  romance  in  my  life.  My  sister  and  I  run  our  own  business—a restaurant in the city,” she said. “Anyway,  I met this man a few months ago and admired him from afar. I'm not a very forward sort of person, and he sort of seemed kind of unapproachable. 

Do you know what I mean?” 

Rick nodded. 

“When  I  found  out  this  man  was  into  the  BDSM  scene,  I  got  the  idea  in  my  head  that perhaps the lifestyle could  be a benefit to  me. That  and  I really  want  to  experience shake-the-rafters-till-the-neighbors-call-the-cops kind of sex.” Rick burst into laughter. “I've never heard it put quite like that before.” 

“That was my sister's line. I just borrowed it.” 

“It's powerful. And sounds like a lot of fun.” 

They spent a couple of hours walking around the grounds and arrived back at the mansion in  time  for  dinner.  Alayna's  belly  rumbled  in  hunger,  reminding  her  that  she'd  missed  lunch. 

Shendah directed them to the dining room, where they found the table set for two. The flame of a single pillar candle placed off to one side danced from the air moving around the room. 

Seeing just the two table settings made Alayna a little nervous. It seemed a mite intimate for two people who'd just met and were engaged in a working sort of relationship. 
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“Why only two place settings?” she asked the woman, whose gaze was lowered. 

“I guess the other couple decided to leave early. Looks like you and I are the only clients in residence,” Rick added as he pulled out a chair for her. 

Disappointment that Logan wouldn't be joining them made her frown. She wondered if he was  still  in  the  house  or  if  he'd  left.  Alayna  lowered  herself  onto  the  seat,  feeling  awkward. 

“Dane mentioned there were others,” she said as Rick sat across the table from her. 

He gave her a playful grin. “Tired of my company already?” Alayna  gave  a  light  laugh.  “No,  I'm  sorry  if  it  sounded  that  way.  I  just  assumed  there would be a few more of us.” 

“There  are  two  other  couples  who  attend  weekend  trainings,  so  you'll  meet  them  come then.  And  several  training  masters  come  and  go,”  Rick  said,  taking  a  roll  from  the  basket Shendah  offered.  “Thank  you.  The  facilities  here  at  the  mansion  are  available  to  others  who engage in the lifestyle. So you'll probably see many different faces while you're here.” Without a word, Shendah presented the basket to Alayna. 

“Thank you.” 

As  Alayna  reached  to  accept  a  bowl  of  potatoes  from  Rick,  the  sound  of  approaching footsteps  drew  her  attention  to  the  hallway.  Just  then,  Logan  walked  through  the  entryway, wearing a pair of jeans and buttoning a shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. His long hair was damp as if he'd just showered, and his feet were bare. Alayna was thankful Rick continued to hold the dish, because in an instant, her body weakened. 

Logan stopped midstep when he saw them at the table. His eyes met and held hers for a split second, and then he looked away and inhaled a deep breath. 

Her heart began an erratic pitter-patter inside her chest. The sudden dryness in her mouth made her nearly reach out for the water glass behind her plate, but she didn't. Unsure if she'd be able  to  hold  the  glass  in  her  shaky  hand  without  ending  up  wearing  the  contents  of  it,  she  sat frozen in place. Warmth sparked in her belly and spread like wildfire throughout her body. 

“Hello,” she said. 

Logan exchanged a look with Rick, whose body went rigid. A nod and clipped “hello” was his only reply. Glancing at his watch, he muttered a curse under his breath. Alayna flinched. Her An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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heart plummeted to the pit of her stomach. Her breath was uneven as she exhaled through her nose. 

He had been eating in her café for months, and though they'd exchanged little more than pleasantries, he'd never been so curt toward her before. Even now, after he'd given her his room and filled it with flowers, he treated her like a stranger. When she'd arrived in his suite earlier, hope  had  blossomed  that  an  attraction  between  them  was  mutual.  Perhaps  she'd  wanted  it  so badly that she'd refused to consider the possibility that he wasn't interested after all. 

“My apologies for interrupting,” he said, stepping farther inside the room. “I didn't realize the time and assumed dinner was wrapped up.” 

“May  I  set  your  place,  Master  Logan?”  Shendah  asked.  “I  prepared  your  favorite  this evening. Chicken parmesan.” 

The hackles on Alayna's neck rose at the other woman's familiarity toward Logan. Her own reaction startled her. She was surprised by the possessiveness she felt toward Logan. 

“No  thank  you,  Shendah.”  When  his  gaze  settled  on  Alayna  again,  the  rest  of  her  skin raised in gooseflesh. “I don't have much of an appetite now.” It was a good thing she was seated; she suddenly felt light-headed. First he acted as if he'd never  seen  her  before,  now  he  seemed  to  be  inferring  that  she  was  the  cause  of  his  lack  of appetite. She clenched her hands into tight fists where they rested atop her thighs. 

“Late  lunch,”  he  added,  but  it  was  too  late.  “I  thank  you  for  your  thoughtfulness,”  he directed to  Shendah. “But  I'll just grab something light  from  the kitchen and eat  in  my office. 

Excuse me.” 

With that, Logan walked across the dining room, through the swinging door, and into the kitchen. 

Confused and hurt, Alayna blew out a breath. “He's eaten in my restaurant for six months, yet acts as if he doesn't even recognize me.” 

She glanced between Shendah and Rick. A soft smile lifted the other woman's lips. 

“Try not to take it personally,” Rick offered. 

Alayna scowled at him. 
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“I've been here three weeks and in  that time have learned  Logan's not  the easiest  guy to warm up to. He's probably busy with work.” 

“Probably,” Shendah said in agreement. “If you have no further need for me at this time, Master Rick, I will excuse myself.” 

“It looks and smells terrific,” he said. “What are the chances of  you coming to live with Sheila and me? I love her to death, but my baby can't cook worth a damn.” 

“That's very tempting, sir. But I'll have to pass.” 

“Thank you, Shendah.” 

The woman nodded, then turned and disappeared into the kitchen. 


* * * 

At  the  sink,  Logan  stood,  staring  out  the  window.  In  his  hand,  the  bottle  of  water  he'd pulled  from  the  fridge  remained  sealed.  The  sun  setting  behind  the  tall  trees  cast  dancing shadows across the vast expanse of green lawn. 

The  door  from  the  dining  room  opened,  and  he  heard  Shendah's  soft  footfalls  on  the ceramic tile floor. She went about tidying up the clutter left from preparing the evening meal. 

The plan he'd put in place to avoid Alayna during her stay had gone up in a single puff of smoke  on  the  first  damn  day.  He'd  been  so  focused  on  paperwork  that  he'd  lost  track  of  time. 

After a quick shower, he had conceded to the angry grumbling in his belly and went in search of sustenance.  From  the  positioning  of  the  sun  shining  through  his  office  window,  he'd  assumed Alayna and Rick had eaten and that the chance of running into her would be slim. 

He'd been wrong. 

“I've prepared you a plate, sir. Would you like me to serve it in your office?” Logan  put  his  thoughts  on  hold  for  a  moment  and  pulled  himself  away  from  the  sink. 

“Thanks,” he said, reaching for the plate she held in her hand. “I'll take it.” After relinquishing the plate, Shendah turned her attention to clearing the counter. 

When he'd walked into the dining room en route to the kitchen and spied them, he'd frozen. 

The sight of her always stole the air from his lungs. The breathlessness of Alayna's greeting had made  his  sac  tighten  with  want.  The  glint  of  heated  interest  in  her  eyes  had  toyed  with  his control. 
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Logan had craved nothing more than to lay her out across the dining room table and punish her for making him feel. His attack would have been savage as he ripped her T-shirt open simply because it kept  her from his  view. He  would have made short work of the jeans shielding her lower half, and then he would have warned her to never dress again while he was around or else she'd find herself on the receiving end of a spanking. It wouldn't have mattered that Shendah and Rick would have borne witness to the assault. Logan wanted her with everything he was. 

Instead,  he'd  replied  with  clipped  indifference.  A  part  of  him  wanted  to  punish  her  for testing his control, for making him feel again, for making him want to break his vow to never enter into another D/s relationship again. His portrayal of disinterest had hit its mark. Plain as the sexy,  pert  nose  on  her  face,  he'd  read  the  hurt  in  Alayna's  eyes.  The  line  was  drawn.  The boundaries between them reestablished. And he intended to keep it that way. 

Observing  Alayna  and  Rick's  session  through  the  one-way  glass  in  the  room  adjoining room seven earlier that afternoon hadn't helped Logan's resolve. He didn't know why he tortured himself, if for no other reason than he deserved the punishment. The sight of her in a matching pastel pink bra and panties had definitely been punishment. The moment she'd shed the silk robe covering  her,  his  cock  had  thickened  at  an  alarming  rate.  It  was  as  if  the  throbbing  length  of muscle knew that its perfect match stood on the other side of the wall. She was beautiful. His estimation of her physical features had been accurate. Her breasts would fill his hands perfectly. 

Her narrow waist flared to sensual, womanly hips. 

The  mounting  anxieties  building  within  her  had  been  evident  in  her  expression.  She'd known immediately that they'd entered the wrong room. Logan heard her question that fact. The talk he'd had with Rick after he'd left Dane's office had effectively put Rick on edge, which had been  Logan's  intention.  It  wasn't  that  he  wanted  her  training  to  fail;  he  just  didn't  want  Rick touching her. 

He could tell Rick was furious at his interference. Though the man hadn't uttered a word, his tight expression had been clear. However, Logan knew Rick would refrain from questioning Logan's  motives,  for  the  time  being  anyway.  His  error  in  taking  Alayna  into  room  seven  had earned a point in Logan's favor. Alayna had been clearly rattled. And yet, he didn't feel elated. 

Before leaving the kitchen through the back way, he turned back to Shendah. She'd been with them twelve years that coming fall and was more to them than the cook and housekeeper. 
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Throughout her childhood she'd endured sexual torture at the hands of family members and now possessed no desire for sexual intimacy. She felt no sexual desires at all. Though she thrived on strict routines, she'd become somewhat of a confidante to the men living in the home. A friend. 

Nothing more. 

“You know, you really are too good to us,” he said, reading the concern in her eyes. 

She returned his smile with ease. Her willingness to show contentment hadn't always come so easily. “It's my pleasure, sir.” 

“I hurt her,” he said. “Alayna.” 

Shendah nodded but remained silent. 

“It's for her own good,” he added to appease his own mind. 

“You know what's best, Logan.” 

The expression of empathy she wore caused Logan to turn away in shame. Shendah had been around many years; in some ways, she probably knew him better than he knew himself. She had witnessed numerous arguments between him and Dane over the issue of Logan swearing off the lifestyle. She'd been at his side the day the police arrived at the mansion to deliver the news about Tasha—the reason he'd walked away from it all. She'd heard the vow he made that night. 

Because of her past, she understood his torment and would never question his decision. 

He  was  wrong  for  interfering  in  Alayna's  training;  he  knew  it  and  understood  it.  She deserved better, but the thought of anyone other than himself touching her brought his dominant nature, his desire to claim her, roaring to the surface—the Dom he no longer was or could ever be again. But he couldn't risk harming anyone again. And the only way he knew to keep Alayna safe from him was to erect an impenetrable fortress around himself. It was for the best. 

In essence, then he too would be safe. 


* * * 

Alayna and Rick spent the rest  of their meal  in  relative silence. She tried to  reason why Logan  had  been  so  indifferent  toward  her.  They  weren't  friends,  but  they  weren't  exactly strangers either. In an effort to comfort her own hurt feelings, she considered Rick's explanation that Logan was distracted with work. It certainly seemed plausible. 
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Perhaps he had just been caught off guard because he had forgotten he wasn't the only one in the house. Or was it because it had just been her and Rick seated at the dining room table? But that still didn't excuse his behavior. Maybe he was simply surprised to see her out of the familiar element. There was also the possibility that his displeasure at her being in his home was genuine. 

But  she  wasn't  going  to  be  dissuaded  so  easily.  When  he'd  entered  the  dining  room  and glanced her way, for a second she could have sworn she saw the briefest flicker of interest in his eyes. It happened fast, but she was sure it had been there. The look had carried the same weight as the one she'd been on the receiving end of many a time while he ate at the café. 

“Pass me your plate,” Rick said when they finished eating. 

“I'll help you clear the table,” she offered. 

“No, just sit and relax; I'll just be a minute. Shendah will refuse help in her kitchen, but I like to clean off the table for her. Be right back.” Alayna went back to her thoughts. 

When  at  the  café,  Logan  exuded  such  confidence  and  power,  but  earlier  she'd  caught  a glimpse  of  vulnerability  in  his  eyes  when  he  saw  her.  It  was  overshadowed  by  something  she couldn't put her finger on. Logan seemed to be shielding himself from her, but for what reason, she hadn't a clue. She wanted to find out. Today was only day one. She had an entire month to figure him out and to prove herself a worthy submissive. 

“You  know,  with  all  the  fresh  air  and  excitement  of  the  day,  I'm  feeling  an  adrenaline crash,” she said when Rick returned. “I think I'm going to call it a night.” Rick  glanced  over  his  shoulder  to  the  floor-to-ceiling  windows  along  the  far  wall. 

Darkness was descending but hadn't quite settled in yet. 

“You okay?” 

“Yes.”  No.  She  shrugged.  “Just  overwhelmed  is  all.  Looking  to  relax.  Maybe  pull  out  a book.” 

“All right,” he said. “Let me walk you to your room.” 

“That's not necessary, Rick, but thanks. I'm going to take a long, hot bath, then crawl into that big bed.” 

He nodded. “Well, sleep tight. I'll see you in the morning.” 68   
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“Good night.” 

Once  back  in  the  suite,  Alayna  undressed  and  slipped  into  a  hot  bubble bath.  The  water soothed her physically, while the lavender scent of the bubbles eased her emotionally. 

Now that she was alone, she replayed the day's events in her mind and found many aspects left  her  confused.  Rick's  behavior  had  seemed  to  bounce  from  eager  to  nervous  to  somewhat anxious when Logan entered the dining room; then he had been keen once they were alone once again. He was nice enough, friendly and funny, yet she couldn't help but wonder if she and he weren't a good fit. Did he not want to assist in her training? If that was the case, why was he? Or was it simply a matter of Dane ordering him to do it because his own submissive had been called away and he was he was close to finishing his own training? Alayna decided his wavering could only be contributed to his fiancée's early departure. Surely he missed Sheila and would rather be working with her instead of Alayna. 

The water developed a chill and the bubbles melted away, and she realized she'd lost track of time. Pulling herself out of the tub, she dried herself off and padded naked from the bathroom. 

Exhaustion from her initiation, or lack thereof, and the long walk through the gardens and grounds afterward began to pull at her. She crawled between the silk sheets of Logan's king-size bed  and  settled  in.  Turning  the  lamp  off  beside  the  bed,  she  buried  her  face  in  a  pillow  and inhaled deeply. The pillows surrounding her were permeated with his scent. With a smile at the comfort his smell brought, she allowed sleep to claim her. 


* * * 

At the end of the corridor leading to his and Dane's personal quarters, Logan leaned against one wall with his arms crossed over his chest. Despite the internal battle with his emotions where Alayna was concerned, he was satisfied that she was where she was meant to be—in his bed—if only for the next thirty days. It pained him that he would never join her there. 

After  taking  his  dinner  to  the  office  earlier,  he'd  abandoned  it  and  gone  back  to  the adjoining sitting room to lurk in the shadows, listening to Alayna and Rick converse over dinner. 

The frustration in  her voice when she'd attempted to  discuss the day's “nonsession” stirred the guilt he already carried. 

Everything he'd done since Alayna's arrival earlier that morning had been unfair. He knew that,  but  he'd  do  it  again  without  hesitation.  Satisfaction  lifted  one  corner  of  his  mouth  at  the An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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anxiety he'd heard in Rick's voice when she'd queried about the upcoming day. Rick wasn't a bad guy;  in  fact,  if  the  circumstances  were  different,  Logan  would  consider  him  a  friend.  But  at present he was a means to an end. 

Logan  watched  the  light  shining  from  under  his  door.  Once  it  blinked  out,  he  waited  an hour before reaching for the knob. With nary a sound, he opened the door, stepped inside, and closed it behind him. Logan knew he shouldn't be in the room with her; he knew it would be too much of a temptation. Yet, knowing she would never be his in reality, surely it wasn't wrong of him to take this bit of pleasure when no one would be the wiser. 

Although the room was filled with the different fragrances of the numerous bouquets he'd had Shendah place throughout it, he could distinguish her tantalizing scent from all the others. 

The subtle blending of lilac and vanilla had stayed with him from the first moment he'd seen her. 

After the first afternoon he'd eaten at Valerian's Root six months earlier and encountered the  intriguing  co-owner,  he'd  asked  his  gardener  to  put  in  a  lilac  garden.  He'd  also  insisted Shendah  place  vanilla-scented  candles  throughout  his  room.  Just  because  he  couldn't  have Alayna Valerian didn't mean he couldn't surround himself with scents reminiscent of her. 

The  moonlight  seeping  through  the  oversize  window  along  one  outside  wall  cast  a haunting  glow over the  woman beneath  his  sheets.  Locks of her hair spread  across his  pillow, and he wanted to bury his face in their honey waves. The soft sounds of her slumber carried to his ears, their evenness a testament she was deep asleep. 

Having  toed  off  his  shoes  after  stepping  inside  the  room,  Logan  walked  across  the hardwood floor of his bedroom in his stocking feet. Ten feet from the foot of the bed were two antique wingback chairs with a small wooden table between them. Without taking his eyes off Alayna sleeping in his bed, he lowered himself into the chair that gave him a clear view of her beautiful face yet allowed him to remain hidden in the shadows should she stir. 

Subtle  lines  of  frustration  were  still  visible  in  Alayna's  face  as  she  slept.  Had  he  been initiating  her  into  the  lifestyle,  those  lines  would  be  gone,  replaced  by  the  glow  of  sexual satisfaction. Logan was sure of that much. 

Rick's  placement  of  her  on  the  cross  had  been  too  soon.  He  knew  what  caused  Rick's slipup; their talk had rattled him. Were he in Rick's place, he'd have stripped Alayna nude and 70   
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settled her in the chair. He would take her through the slow buildup of sensations created by the stroke of flesh against flesh as he instructed her in the proper stimulation of her erogenous zones. 

In  the  dark,  Logan  shifted  to  better  accommodate  the  thickening  length  of  his  cock. 

Thinking of Alayna's soft white fingers parting her pretty pink nether lips, plucking and pinching her coral-colored nipples, the musk of her arousal drifting to his nose as the chair beneath her grew  damp  with  her  arousal,  forced  Logan  to  focus  on  steadying  his  breathing  to  keep  from exploding. 

A soft sigh whispered from the bed; he stilled his breath and waited, certain that his heated thoughts had telegraphed themselves into Alayna's dreams. When she didn't wake, Logan relaxed and eased back into his seat. Coaxing his need to abate, Logan breathed slowly, drawing in the scents surrounding him. The sweet lavender and vanilla he associated with Alayna. Refusing to allow his inner dominant to reassert itself, he tried to content himself by watching her sleep. 


* * * 

Hours later, Logan startled awake at the sound of Dane's door closing across the hall. He jerked himself upright from a slumped position and realized he must have drifted off sometime during the night. A sharp pain shot through his neck and back, making him wince. He was too old to be falling asleep in chairs. 

Dawn peeked over the horizon, softly illuminating the bedroom. He lifted his left arm and silently cursed as he read his watch. It was six in the morning; he was surprised the woman in his bed was still sleeping. Perhaps subconsciously she knew she didn't need to be at the restaurant today and was catching up on sleep. Regardless of the reason, he needed to get the hell out of the suite before she woke up and found him ogling her. 

Logan stood, ignoring the angry protest of his stiff muscles. Before he reached the door, Alayna moved. The groan she uttered told him she was approaching consciousness. Stepping up his  pace  and  neglectful  of  any  additional  noise  he  made,  he  pulled  the  door  open,  slipped through, and pulled it closed again behind him. For a handful of moments, he stood with his ear pressed against the wooden surface, listening for any sound from inside to indicate she'd spotted him. 

Once he was satisfied that  he'd spent the night  with  Alayna unnoticed,  he made his  way down the hall and upstairs to the room he was supposed to be in. Despite the satisfaction he felt An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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as he climbed the stairs, he berated himself for giving in to the temptation to watch her sleep. For the sake of his sanity, he couldn't allow himself to do it again. 
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Chapter Four 

 Day Six 



The soft sound of falling rain brought Alayna awake. Dawn approached, yet darkness still hung outside the window. The day before, Rick had mentioned a storm would be moving in from the east and it was likely to rain the entire day. 

She thought by now she would have made progress regarding her sessions with Rick, but each day continued to be a struggle, both mentally and physically. They spent their time talking and  getting  to  know  one  another.  She  was  the  only  one  to  turn  their  conversations  toward  the Dominant/submissive lifestyle. Only after she'd asked for the hundredth time did Rick take her on a tour of the playrooms and describe the various pieces of equipment and implements found inside and how they were used. When they weren't sharing through chitchat, Alayna spent her downtime walking the grounds or swimming in the pool. 

To add to her discontent, she'd not crossed paths with  Logan since that first night in the dining room. She knew he was around; she'd caught the scent of sandalwood in the halls as if he'd walked through moments before her, but when she followed the fragrant trail, hoping to find him  at  the  end,  she  was  disappointed  each  time.  But  she  was  not  yet  prepared  to  give  up  on winning his attentions. 

Alayna jumped out of bed and hurried to the bathroom. After a quick shower, she dressed and left the suite. She loved the rain. The smell of brewing coffee scented the air as she walked through the house. Perfect, she thought. She'd grab a cup and sit outside under the gazebo and enjoy the rain before everyone else got up. 

“Good morning,” she said as she entered the kitchen and spied Shendah slicing a melon at the counter. 
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“Good morning, Miss Alayna. You're up earlier than usual this morning. Is everything all right?” 

“Yes, I woke to the sound of the rain. I love listening to rain and thought I'd sit outside for a while. May I help myself to a cup of coffee?” 

“By all means, of course. It would seem Master Logan also shares your enjoyment of the rain,” Shendah said. 

Alayna  returned  the  coffeepot  to  the  hot  plate  and  turned  to  the  other  woman.  “Excuse me?” 

The woman seemed to know Logan rather well—his favorite meal, the fact he enjoyed the rain. Alayna couldn't help but wonder just how close Shendah and Logan were. 

“Master Logan is sitting out back. Been out there half an hour or so.” Alayna's  belly  fluttered.  She  glanced  toward  the  sliding  glass  door  that  led  to  the  large covered patio. 

“Is he? How nice,” she replied. 

“I'm sure he'd appreciate a second cup of coffee if you'd be inclined to take one out with you.” Shendah smiled. 

At  the  thought  of  being  alone  with  Logan,  a  tingle  started  in  Alayna's  toes  and  worked upward. After the awkwardness between them on her first day, perhaps she could set her mind at ease  by  chatting  with  him  without  interference.  Alayna  returned  Shendah's  smile.  “I'd  be delighted.” 

Shendah went back to her fruit. “Very well.” 

After pouring a second  cup and  adding a splash of milk  that she knew  Logan liked, she attempted to calm the fluttering of butterflies in her belly by drawing a deep breath. She strolled across  the  kitchen  toward  the  patio  door,  pushed  it  open,  and  stepped  out.  Despite  the  rain, humidity hung heavy in the morning air. 

The sound of the rain tapping against the slats of the wooden roof over the patio must have been  enough  to  drown  out  the  sound  of  her  approach  because  Logan  didn't  move.  On  a  steel-framed chair, with thick, padded cushioning, he sat forward with his elbows on his thighs and his hands  hanging  loosely  between  his  knees.  His  eyes  were  focused  on  something  off  in  the 74   
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distance. Or perhaps nothing at all. He appeared at ease, lost in his thoughts. Clothed in a pair of worn jeans and a T-shirt, he looked sexy as sin. And his feet were bare once again. To Alayna, there was nothing sexier than a man who was comfortable walking around in bare feet. 

“Good morning,” she said, announcing her presence. 

He glanced over, and his expression drew tight. She stopped midstep, half expecting him to snap at her for invading his privacy. 

“I'm sorry to disturb your solace,” she continued and set one mug on the table beside him. 

“I came down early to enjoy the rain, and Shendah said you'd been sitting out here a while, so I thought you might like another coffee.” 

“Thanks,” he returned rather gruffly, looking at the cup. 

Several moments passed in silence as they listened to the raindrops pelting down around them. Logan went back to staring off into space. Thunder rolled in the distance. 

“Would you mind if I join you?” she asked. 

Logan's  body  stiffened,  and  he  grit  his  teeth.  Alayna  wondered  if  maybe  he  wasn't  a morning person. 

“Of course.” He gestured to the chair on the other side of the table. “You are welcome to do anything you wish during your stay.” 

Though his tone wasn't clipped as it had been days earlier, it wasn't exceedingly friendly either. 

“No,  I  meant  do  you  mind  if  I  join   you?  Would  you  like  some  company,  or  would  you rather be left alone?” 

The cool, unmoved expression on his face had Alayna ready to leave, but she saw warmth in  his  gaze;  an  almost  heated  need  that  flashed  for  the  briefest  moment  in  their  depths.  It happened so quickly, she was nearly certain she'd imagined it. 

“Sure. Please sit.” 

Alayna exhaled the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. His response surprised her. She had expected him to  send her away. She was glad he didn't.  Despite his  questionable demeanor, a sense of comfort and warmth encompassed her while in his presence. 





An Invitation: Alayna's Training 



75 



The sky began to brighten as morning crept up around them. The rain continued to fall, and the silence between them stretched on. Alayna tried to tune in to Logan's body language, but she had  trouble  deciphering  it.  His  fingers  were  now  interlaced,  his  knuckles  white.  His  breathing had become uneven, and he tapped one heel to a silent cadence on the cement beneath his foot. 

“You have a lovely home,” she said in an effort to open up conversation. 

“Thank you,” he replied after a moment, without elaboration. 

She took a sip of her coffee and held the warm cup in her hands. 

“I'd never really given much consideration to antiques before, but I have to admit, there are some beautiful pieces around. Dane was right; you have an eye for treasures.” He glanced over, and his gaze locked with hers. “That I do,” he said. The sudden intensity of his gaze stole her breath. A glint, similar to the one she'd seen moments before, sparkled in the brown orbs fixed on hers. 

Then  he  looked  away  sharply.  As  if  reining  himself  back  in,  his  expression  once  again drew tight. 

“Dane indicated this home has been in  your family a long time,” she continued, wanting him to say more. 

He nodded. 

“I'd love to learn about its history sometime if you're willing to share.” He gave another nod without definitive commitment. Silent moments passed again before he  spoke.  “I  inherited  the  estate  a  couple  of  months  after  my  twentieth  birthday.  To  save  you asking, that was eighteen years ago.” 

“Oh, I wasn't—” The knowing look he cast halted her sentence. “Okay, I was.” He chuckled, and for a moment the Logan from her café emerged. 

A few moments of silence passed, and Logan took a sip of the coffee she'd brought out to him. Glancing back toward the kitchen, Alayna fought against the curiosity that had been tripped a  few  nights  earlier  in  the  dining  room  when  she'd  witnessed  Shendah  and  Logan  exchange  a glance. Ever since then she'd been unable to get it out of her mind. Though Logan's expression had  remained  tight,  the  warm  smile  Shendah  had  given  him  made  the  lines  of  tension  ease 76   
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around  his  mouth.  As  hard  as  Alayna  tried  to  hold  it  back,  jealousy  reared  its  ugly  head.  She needed to know the other woman's place at the mansion…and in Logan's life. 

During  their  initial  meeting,  Dane  had  said  Shendah  wasn't  his  slave.  He  also  indicated neither he nor Logan had a submissive. But the woman in the kitchen sent red flags shooting up into the air for Alayna. She may not be involved with Dane, but that didn't mean she wasn't a toy Logan played  with.  Just because he  wasn't  presently engaged in  a relationship didn't  mean his physical needs weren't being met by someone. Shendah's familiarity where Logan was concerned would be an answer to that question. 

“Has Shendah been with you all that time?” she asked. 

Logan twisted his hands nervously, as if she'd struck a chord. “No, she came to live here almost twelve years ago.” 

“So she's a house slave then?” In her research, Alayna had learned there were houses and clubs  designed  to  cater  and  fulfill  the  needs  of  those  in  the  BDSM  lifestyle.  In  those establishments, if someone didn't have a submissive of his or her own, a house slave could be available to slake one's pleasures. 

Logan's  eyes  narrowed.  He  turned  his  head  to  study  her.  Alayna  swallowed  a  lump  that suddenly formed in  her throat.  Had she said  something wrong? Her research had provided her with the term, and she assumed she'd used it correctly. 

“Not in the sense that she's an  object to be used by whoever walks through our door.” The sharpness from days earlier returned in his voice. 

“I didn't mean to infer anything of the sort,” she offered as an apology. “I was just curious as to her presence, considering what is taught here.” 

“To  share  with  you  the  reasons  why  she  is  here  would  be  a  breech  in  client confidentiality.” Logan stood, his body rigid. 

“I'm sorry. I was just trying to make conversation.” 

“Shendah  came  to  us  as  a  means  of  coming  to  grips  with  past  abuse.  Her  training  is  in learning trust and confidence in her own worth as a woman as well as a person. Nothing more. 

Does  that satisfy your curiosity?” he asked. “Excuse me. I have work to do.” The brusqueness in his voice sent a chill up her spine. She interpreted his abrupt departure as a reflection of his disgust and disappointment in her butting into something that was none of An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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her business. And he was right. Shendah's presence in Logan's house, in whatever capacity, was none  of  her  business.  Whether  the  other  woman  was  a  client,  friend,  or  lover—whatever  their relationship—it was between the two of them. She contemplated calling after him to apologize but refrained from doing so. Their paths would cross again; she'd make sure of it. 

Alayna turned in time to watch him disappear through the open sliding door. Her cheeks caught fire when she saw Shendah standing a few feet away. The expression on her face was soft and contained no malice. 

“I'm so sorry,” Alayna began. “I didn't mean to pry, and the last thing I wanted to do was offend.” 

Shendah smiled. “I'm not insulted, I assure  you. In the future, please feel free to  ask me anything you wish. I am an open book. Perhaps one afternoon during your downtime, we could talk over coffee.” 

“Your past and present is none of my business.” 

“You're going to be here awhile. I'd like us to be friends. Besides, though I have no desire to  be  in  an  intimate  relationship,  I  can  understand  why  another  woman  would  worry  about  a potential rival.” 

“Oh, now t-that's just crazy,” Alayna all but  croaked. Flustered with  embarrassment,  she felt warmth creep from her chest all the way to her cheeks. She knew by the degree of heat she felt, her face was probably bright red. She rubbed her suddenly damp palms on her jeans. 

“Is it?” 

Alayna sat speechless. Were her intentions that obvious? If that was the case, maybe Logan was short with her because he didn't appreciate her unwanted attention. Perhaps she'd read into something all those months at the restaurant that just wasn't there. 

“Listen, I've been with Logan, Dane, and Keegan a long time. In that time I've seen a lot and learned a great deal about each of them. What I have never before seen is Logan in knots.” Shendah's smile grew wider. 

“Really?” Hope blossomed in Alayna's chest at the other woman's words. “Are you telling me there might be a chance?” 

Shendah shook her head noncommittally. “I came out to tell you breakfast is ready.” 78   
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Alayna laughed. “Thanks.” 

“Anytime.” 

Rick was already at the dining room table when Alayna entered. 

“Hey, there you are.” He smiled. “I stopped by your room but didn't get a response when I knocked. Figured you were in the shower.” 

“I  woke  up  early  and  sat  outside  for  a  bit.”  She  shrugged  and  took  her  seat.  “I  like  the rain.” 

“Sheila does too. Says it's relaxing.” 

Shendah appeared carrying a serving tray. After placing it in the middle of the table, she disappeared back into the kitchen. 

“Listen,”  Rick  said.  “Since  it's  going  to  be  shitty  weather-wise  today,  I've  put  together some reading material for you.” 

“What kind of reading material?” she asked, reaching for a basket of fresh-baked blueberry muffins. 

“Information on masturbation.” 

Shendah  walked  in  just  as  the  words  left  Rick's  mouth,  and  Alayna  nearly  choked  on  a mouthful of juice. She glanced at the other woman, who went about setting serving dishes on the table,  seeming  oblivious  to  the  topic  of  conversation.  Sensing  Alayna's  embarrassment,  Rick waited until they were alone before producing a short stack of books. 

“You're  going  to  have  to  get  over  that  shyness,”  he  quipped  in  amusement.  “Remember where you are.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. And I'm working on it. So what have you got for me?” 

“These are a great place to start,” he said, sliding the books across the table. 


* * * 

Shortly  after  his  exchange  with  Alayna,  Logan  stepped  inside  his  suite,  closed  his  eyes, and inhaled. Though  faint,  her fragrance scented the air. His cock stirred. Slowly exhaling the breath  he  held,  he  opened  his  eyes  and  looked  around.  At  the  sight  of  the  feminine  touches scattered  around  his  masculine  room,  he  chuckled.  The  pink  silk  robe  he'd  seen  her  in  days earlier lay neatly folded at the foot of the bed. His bed, where he'd watched her sleep the last five An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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nights. Memories of her lying beneath his silk sheets had his cock swelling. He closed his eyes and turned his head in an attempt to dissolve the visions in his mind. Several pairs of shoes were lined  up  neatly  beside  the  door.  Half  a  dozen  pictures  of  Alayna  and  her  sister  sat  atop  the bureaus. 

It must be hard for her, being away from Ariel, he mused. He suspected they depended a great deal on one another. Alayna looked so happy in the photos. He loved her smile, the way it reached all the way to her eyes. 

She was far too good for the likes of him. 

Remembering  her  hurt  expression  earlier  that  morning  on  the  patio,  Logan  reassured himself that his portrayal of indifference toward Alayna was what was best for the both of them. 

His curtness bordered on obnoxious, but it was necessary to keep her at arm's length. 

She  hadn't  done  or  said  anything  wrong  when  she  asked  about  Shendah;  she'd  been curious, nothing more. Despite the fact that there was no connection of a romantic sort between Shendah and any men living in the mansion, a part of Logan understood Alayna questioning the other  woman's  presence.  A  part  of  him  had  wanted  to  reassure  her  that  he  had  no  interest  in Shendah. But being mean to her, lashing out at her, was the easiest way to keep him from giving in  to  that desire, the easiest way to  keep emotional  distance between them.  He wouldn't  allow them to cross the line into something personal. He couldn't. 

The intense look of interest in her eyes that morning had mirrored his own, he was certain, but  he  could  not  permit  either  of  them  to  act  upon  it.  He  was  no  longer  a  man  worthy  of  the precious  gift  of  a  woman's  submission.  Allowing  either  of  them  to  act  upon  their  attraction would  be  dangerous,  and  detrimental  to  Alayna's  well-being.  Keeping  her  safe  was  Logan's priority. Not that he needed to explain his actions to anyone, but Lord knew that if Dane didn't understand  Logan's  reasons  behind  keeping  a  low  profile  and  distance  between  himself  and Alayna, then she wouldn't. It was best she be spared the humiliation of learning what a monster he was now rather than later. Later she would be mortified at the thoughts of having wasted her time with him. If he indulged in his fantasy of claiming her and she found out about the neglect of his past afterward, she would walk out of his life forever. 
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If  things  just  got  back  to  the  way  they  were  before  she'd  invaded  his  personal  space,  he would be free to indulge in getting his daily dose of watching her in her restaurant.  But if she were to find out what he was, she would certainly never want to see him again. 

If  her  feelings  were  hurt,  it  was  a  small  price  to  pay  to  keep  her  protected.  He  was  not worthy of anyone's trust. His past with Tasha was a testament to that. 

Shendah hadn't yet been in to make up the room or else Logan would have just asked her to  retrieve  some  more  of  his  things  when  she  did.  Pushing  the  door  closed  behind  him,  he glanced at his watch. He had time before Alayna finished with breakfast, and then Rick and she would  discuss  the  day's  training  schedule—for  what  it  was.  Plenty  of  time  for  him  to  linger  a while. It would be enough for him just to be in the room she occupied. The fact she slept in his bed brought him a modicum of comfort. 

He  strolled  across  the  floor  toward  the  bathroom  to  collect  the  toiletries  he'd  neglected earlier in the week in his haste to clear out. From the linen closet he collected a razor and can of shaving cream and a new deodorant stick. Her personal items looked right at home alongside his, as if they belonged. As he reached for his bathrobe hanging on a hook behind the door, he heard a sound that stopped him cold. 

The door to the suite closed, and the fragrant scent of lilac assailed him. 

 Shit! Logan pressed himself against the wall and held his breath, listening to her footfalls as she crossed the floor. There was no way out; he was trapped in the bathroom. 

“Books,” she muttered.  “He  gives me books to  read on how to  get  myself off. What  the hell is that all about?” 

The books in question were dropped heavily onto a table, and she blew out a heavy sigh. 

Logan cocked his head, listening in an attempt to gauge her whereabouts in the room. He pulled away from the wall and glanced out the bathroom door toward a full-length mirror hanging off to one side of a window. In the glass he spied her reflection. The sight of her stole his breath. The Dom in him stared hard, branding her with his gaze. 

Alayna  held  a  book  in  her  hands  and  leafed  through  the  pages.  He  gave  Rick  kudos  for making  use  of  the  vast  library  on  the  premises.  For  a  moment  she  stood  there,  focusing  on something on the page. Logan stifled a chuckle when she tipped her head one way, and then the other, and then turned the book itself as if trying to make sense of the subject matter. 
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“All right,” she said, setting the book down and reaching for the hem of her shirt. “Let's give it a whirl.” 

Logan should have alerted her to his presence at that moment, but his feet and voice failed him. He was powerless to do anything more than watch as she tugged her T-shirt over her head and tossed it on the foot of the bed. Next she discarded her bra; he groaned inwardly when her breasts came into view. The rosy tips of her nipples were just as he'd imagined. They stood at attention, silently calling to him to come out of hiding and have a taste. In an instant he was hard. 

When she reached for the fastenings of her jeans, he closed his eyes. Watching her was torture. 

He'd witnessed many sexual pairings, women in various stages of undress, as well as erotic exchanges as couples expressed their love for one another, but  this was inappropriate. He was playing voyeur, no better than a common Peeping Tom. 

Opening his eyes, he saw that her back was to him now as she picked up the book from the table. The creaminess of her skin reminded him of fine porcelain, and his fingers itched to touch her.  Her  buttocks  beckoned  to  bear  the  mark  of  his  hand.  The  fleshy  globes  were  perfectly rounded, and he envisioned his cock sliding between them, delving inside the tight hole hidden within. Logan reached for his groin, needing to adjust the painful discomfort behind his zipper. 

When Alayna crawled atop the bed and disappeared from his line of sight, Logan breathed a soft sigh of relief. This was a test, that was all—one he intended to pass even if it killed him. 

Alayna would kill him if she found him lurking in the bathroom, but he'd deal with that when the time came. Right now, his curiosity got the better of him. 

With silent footsteps, Logan crept toward the bathroom door. As he moved closer, Alayna came  back  into  view.  She  sat  stretched  out  on  his  bed,  with  her  back  against  the  headboard, surrounded by pillows. Her legs were upright and bent at the knees. The open book sat between her feet, leaned up against a pillow. 

“Okay, relax Alayna,” she muttered. Her breasts heaved as she drew several deep breaths, seeming to will herself to loosen up. 

She  glanced  to  the  book,  then  raised  her  hands.  “Caress  your  flesh  using  a  soft,  gentle touch.” 
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Logan watched her close her eyes and touch her fingertips to her cheeks. Slowly she trailed them down her face, along her neck and chest. Her fingers danced featherlike over the swells of her breasts. Her breathing remained even, her brow furrowed. 

Relax, sweetheart, he silently willed her. 

Downward across her belly, she stroked toward the V between her legs. But she didn't stop and  focus  there.  Instead  she  dragged  the  backs  of  her  fingers  along  her  thighs,  over  her  bent knees, and down the inside of her calves. When she reached her feet, her direction reversed. 

Again Logan adjusted his stiff cock and contemplated pulling it out and bringing himself relief,  but  he  resisted.  He  didn't  deserve  to  take  his  pleasure  either  from  or  through  her.  She wasn't his. It wasn't his place. Though difficult to ignore, he pushed his throbbing dick out of his mind to concentrate on Alayna. Her body deserved to be worshipped. 

The  slender  length  of  her  fingers  came  to  rest  at  the  apex  of  her  thighs.  She  hesitated  a moment before cupping her pussy. She opened her eyes and looked at the open book, then closed them again and continued. As if seeking a more suitable position, Alayna moved her hand and wiggled on the mattress. The shift in her position gave Logan a direct view of her sex. 

A groan developed low in his chest, threatening to rumble past his lips. She was bare—a pleasant surprise. Logan didn't mind a neatly trimmed nest of curls between a woman's thighs, but  with  Alayna  he  wanted  nothing  to  interfere  as  he  looked  upon  her.  The  pink  of  her  labia peaked  past  her  plump  folds,  teasing  him.  Using  her  right  hand,  she  spread  herself  and  traced over the lips inside with a finger of her left hand. She was beautiful. 

Logan inched closer to the door, the worry of being spotted no longer at the forefront of his mind. When she pushed a finger inside herself, Logan grew light-headed. After withdrawing the digit, she then pressed her fingers against her clit and began to massage in circles. First one way, then the other—fast, slow, hard, soft. Yet she couldn't seem to find a rhythm that worked. 

After several moments, she opened her eyes to look at the book. “Maybe I'm not hitting the right  spot.”  She  released  her  outer  lips,  reached  over,  and  turned  the  page.  Scanning  over  the contents, she turned to another page. And another. “No, that's my clit.” Settling back against the pillows and wiggling her backside, she returned her hand to between her legs and opened herself to his view again. 





An Invitation: Alayna's Training 



83 



Twenty minutes passed as Logan watched her. He had to fight the urge to approach and direct her in her motions. Even from his position in the bathroom, he could see her movements were jerky, unsure. Every few minutes she would stop to refer back to the open text before her to no  avail.  Twice  she  reached  up  to  pluck  at  her  nipples  in  an  effort  to  coax  her  body  into relenting. The dissatisfaction marring her features ripped at his insides. 

He wanted to take her on a guided tour of her body, touching, caressing, and teaching her what she so desperately needed to learn. In silence he attempted to channel his thoughts to her, directing in pressure and technique. He'd read through her file and knew orgasm eluded her, and that because of that, she'd given up on masturbation and sex altogether. 

She'd never truly been treated as she should have by her past partners. It  had been  years since she'd been cared for by a lover. He knew he, however, could bring her the release she so frantically struggled for. 

Her delicate fingers worked faster against her clit; every so often she stopped to slide one inside her pussy. Her squirming on the bed looked more like she was pained rather than writhing from pleasure. 

“Fucking shit.” She growled. Her ministrations ceased. 

The disappointment in  her voice was more than  he could  stand. His own frustration  and desire took root. His body trembled with need to slip from the shadows to guide her properly. He curled his hands into tight fists at his sides to stop himself from reaching out to her. It was torture to watch her struggle as she strived to find release. In that moment, Logan conceded to his inner Dom.  He  stepped  toward  the  bathroom  door.  After  punishing  her  for  breaking  through  his defenses with her display, he would reward her with the completion she sought. They could sort out the rest of the shit later. 

A knock on the suite door stopped him in midstep. 

“Alayna?” Rick's voice called from the other side. 

In  an  instant,  Logan  was  brought  back  to  his  senses  and  his  fantasy  of  claiming  Alayna dissolved in his mind. The image of her reflected in the mirror was one he never wanted to see again: from the corner of Alayna's right eye, a tear spilled forth. 





84   

Jennifer Cole 



“Just  a  minute.”  Her  voice  wavered.  She  swung  her  legs  over  the  side  of  the  bed  and reached for the robe at the end. Pulling it around her body, she tied the belt and straightened the tousled comforter on the bed. 

“Come in.” 

The door opened, and Rick poked his head in. “Hey, how are you making out?” She shrugged and started to walk toward him. Now she was out of Logan's line of vision, but he could predict her whereabouts by the sound of her steps. 

“Fine,” she answered. 

She wasn't fine at all. Her tone of voice betrayed her words, but Rick seemed to not pick up on it. Logan took a couple of steps back into the bathroom and stood quietly. 

“I know I said I'd leave you to reading the books and stuff, but I got to thinking maybe it would be helpful if we did it together,” Rick said. 

“That would probably be better,” she said. “But I noticed it stopped raining. I think I'd like to go for a walk and get some fresh air. If that's okay?” 

“Sure, sounds good. I'll let you get dressed. Meet you in the kitchen?” 

“Yeah, I'll just be a few minutes.” 

The door clicked closed, and Logan heard Alayna's bare feet pad across the floor. With her attention more acute now, Logan didn't chance moving a muscle. He only prayed she didn't come into  the  bathroom  for  anything.  No  one  was  listening  to  his  silent  litany  as  he  watched  her reflection in the mirror as she approached the bathroom. 

Stifling the curse on the brim of his lips, Logan hurriedly stepped behind the door and held his breath. Alayna's heavy sigh topped the sound of water spilling from the faucet she turned on. 

The floral scent of the gel soap from the pump dispenser on the counter perfumed the air. A few moments later, the water was turned off. He didn't need to see her to know she dried her hands on the terry cloth hand towel hanging on a brass hook beside the sink. A soft squeak of the metal signaled the return of the towel to its place. 

The soft footfalls of her bare feet told him she'd left the bathroom and once again padded across the bedroom floor. Only then did he allow himself to exhale the breath he'd been holding. 
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After several moments passed, the sound of the door opening and then closing carried to the bathroom. Ten minutes more elapsed before Logan ventured out of the bathroom and across the  room.  On  his  way  past  the  bed,  his  mind  replayed  the  scene  he'd  just  witnessed  in  vivid detail. He recalled her utterances of frustration, and new guilt took up residence beside the old. 

Logan was solely to blame for her anguish and feelings of failure. Due to his forbiddance of Rick touching Alayna in any way, the younger man had resorted to giving her books to aid in her search of self-gratification. Though it was admirable of Rick to take that initiative when his hands  were  otherwise  tied,  what  Alayna  needed  was  to  be  taken  on  a  guided  tour  of  how  to pleasure herself, by the loving hands of a man who truly worshipped her. 

Logan was shaken that he'd come so close to breaking his vow, so close to taking Alayna. 

So  very  close.  He  was  furious  with  himself  over  his  inability  to  keep  his  Dom  at  bay.  Never before had he been tested as acutely as he had moments before. His Dom knew what it wanted—

Alayna. The war to maintain control over that darkest part of him would be a battle he wondered if he could win. But he had to. He intended to. He owed it to Alayna to stay as far away from her as possible. 

His anger at himself getting the better of him, he decided he needed to get out of his suite and downstairs to the gym to work out his frustrations. 

Pressing his ear against the door, he listened for any sound on the other side. Satisfied the hall was vacant, he opened the door and slipped from the suite empty-handed. 

As  he  rounded  the  corner  at  the  end  of  the  hall,  he  smacked  right  into  Alayna.  Instinct made  him  reach  out  and  grip  her  around  the  upper  arms  to  steady  her.  When  her  hip  made contact with his still semihard cock, he grunted. 

“I'm sorry,” she said, glancing up at him. 

The interest he'd become familiar with when she looked at him sparkled in her blue-green eyes. The urge to dip his head and capture her lips between his was strong. 

His will, however, was stronger. “It's fine. I was distracted.” 

“Oh, okay.” Alayna stepped away. “Were you looking for me?” He discerned a hint of hope in her voice, but he refused to respond to it. He let his arms fall back to his sides and narrowed his eyes at her question. “No. Why?” 86   
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Alayna looked around him, up the hall, and then back at him. A confused look crossed her face, and her brow creased. It took him a moment to realize there were only two doors down the hallway. She occupied one of the rooms. The other was Dane's suite. 

“What? Are you feeling  curious again?” He winced inwardly at his clipped tone. He knew it wasn't right to take his anger out on her, but he had no other choice. “I'm not in the habit of explaining myself to anyone, let alone a training sub.” A glint of rebellion flashed in her eyes, and her full lips drew tight.  He'd pissed her off. 

Good. Now maybe she'd take the hint and stay clear of him. Though that would prove to be a difficult feat since they were stuck under the same roof for another three weeks. 

“No,” she snapped back. “Don't worry, I learned my lesson earlier,  sir. Excuse me.” She pushed her way past him and stormed down the hall. 

After she disappeared into the room, Logan clenched his fists at his sides and stomped off. 

 How in the hell am I going to last till the end of the month like this?  
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Chapter Five 

 Day Nine 



After  a  morning  jog  through  the  woods,  followed  by  a  swim,  Alayna  and  Rick  ran  into Dane  in  the  main  hall  of  the  mansion.  The  chance  meeting  with  Dane  made  Alayna's  missing Ariel keener. It was painful being apart, and the fact that they couldn't speak on the phone made it worse. She wondered how Ariel was fairing in her absence. More importantly, how were Ariel and Dane getting along? 

“Hey there, Rick. Alayna. How are things going?” Dane asked Rick. 

“Good. Good,” Rick replied. “This submissive is a quick study, sir.” Dane's  gaze  settled  on  her.  Alayna  met  his  eyes  for  a  moment  before  shooting  a questioning look at Rick. Things hadn't been going well at all. In fact, she had begun to consider perhaps her being at the mansion was a mistake. 

So far her time at the mansion had been a letdown, to say the least. Not once had she and Rick  spent  more  than  an  hour  a  day  discussing  or  engaging  in  their  “training  sessions.”  The majority  of  their  allotted  time  was  spent  with  Rick  giving  lecturelike  tutorials  and  tips.  He'd insisted  on  an  anatomy  lesson,  courtesy  of  a  medical  journal  he'd  come  across  in  the  library. 

Afterward, she had once again taken the text back to her room to try a more hands-on approach. 

It had turned out to be as futile an exercise as the last. 

Regardless  of  the  fact  Logan's  cologne  scented  the  air  heavily  in  the  suite  or  that  his handsome face entered her thoughts, no matter how hard she tried, Alayna still could not bring herself to climax. To say she was frustrated was an understatement. 

Though  she  enjoyed  the  time  she  and  Rick  had  spent  getting  to  know  each  another,  it wasn't what she'd signed on for. Her intention in coming to the mansion had been to learn about 88   
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herself sexually and  gain  experience in  the lifestyle in  order to  learn about  what  it was  Logan sought in a submissive. 

“We're progressing well, sir,” Rick said. 

Alayna was about to argue Rick's take on their sessions when she remembered that while in  the  mansion—unless  otherwise  directed—her  role  was  that  of  a  submissive,  and  as  such  it wasn't her place to interrupt the masters as they spoke. Rick's leniency with her regarding that rule probably wouldn't bode well in front of Dane. Pursing her lips, she dropped her chin to look at the floor. 

“I decided this submissive has been working very hard and deserved a bit of a reprieve, so we've been enjoying the pool this afternoon,” he continued. 

Alayna  lifted  her  gaze  to  Rick  once  again.  He'd  lied  to  Dane.  It  was  true  they'd  been swimming, but the part about their sessions being a success was a bold-faced lie. 

“Excellent,” Dane said. “Well, I just came out to the house to collect some files, and now I need to get going. The restaurant awaits. Keep up the good work, you two,” he added and smiled at her. “I'm looking forward to reading your report, Rick.” 

“Thank you, sir. You won't be disappointed.” 

When they were alone again following Dane's departure, Alayna jumped in front of Rick. 

“You lied to him,” she said. “Why? I don't know where you've been, but from my perspective, things aren't that great.” 

Rick inhaled a deep breath and held it several passing heartbeats. “I've got an idea, Alayna. 

Tomorrow we will begin a hands-on approach to the masturbation techniques I gave you to read up on, together.” 

“Really?”  She  nearly  cheered  with  excitement.  Finally.  Maybe  they'd  get  somewhere. 

However,  her  excitement  was  short-lived.  While  she  was  anxious  to  finally  get  down  to  some nitty-gritty aspects of her training, there was only one man she truly wanted teaching her about her body and how to achieve climax. And he was being a giant ass. 

Though she'd only crossed paths with Logan three times in the nearly week and a half she'd been at the mansion, his scent lingered throughout the house, and it was driving her crazy. When she caught a whiff of his cologne, no matter where she was, it assailed her and caused her body An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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to  hum  with  need  she  couldn't  explain.  Each  and  every  morning  she  woke  to  his  scent  in  her room, as if he'd been there through the night. But she knew that couldn't be. 

Determination  fired  her  blood.  Alayna  wasn't  going  to  turn  tail  due  to  Logan's  curt behavior toward her. No. She'd felt the weight of his stare for six damn months, seen his eyes flicker  with  need  when  their  gazes  met.  The  stubborn  ass  was  interested,  and  her  being  there should be enough to prove to him that interest was reciprocated. 

If it was the last thing she did, no matter the cost, Alayna intended to get him to act upon his attraction. 
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Chapter Six 

 Day Ten 



The morning after their exchange with Dane, Rick made good on his promise that things were about to change. 

Alayna blew a damp strand of hair from her brow as the need to scream slowly built inside her—the  need  to  scream  with  frustration.  Again  and  again  Rick  directed  her  in  what  she  was supposed to do to bring herself to climax, but the build of arousal wasn't there. A subtle tremor moved through her body, but  nothing earth-shattering. They'd been in playroom  six for hours, and she had experienced nothing more intense than the tingle of an electric shock similar to the reaction that occurred when rubbing one's socked feet along a carpet before touching something metal. 

It was like the other day when Rick had given her the reading material on masturbation and she'd lain atop the bed in her suite, propped up against the headboard, spread-eagle, her fingers working a furious rhythm against her pussy. And just like the other day, she was struggling. Her thoughts of giving up altogether must have been evident on her face, because Rick spoke up. 

“Keep your hand there, Alayna,” he ordered. The firm tone and resolute gaze she'd become familiar with were in place. Just as his expression was familiar, so was the glimmer of unease she could spot in his eyes. 

“Yes, Master Rick,” she responded in  as demure a tone as she could  muster, despite the irritation growing inside her. 

It was her. It always had been. Perhaps her ex was right; she was frigid. Despite her efforts, she wasn't even the least bit damp. 

“Softer, Alayna,” Rick instructed, watching, seated at the foot of the bed. “You're trying too hard; use a gentler touch.” 
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Easing up on the pressure, she continued to concentrate her attentions on her sex. Alayna lost track as time passed. What was minutes felt like hours as she pressed firm circles against her clit  to  no  satisfaction.  There  was  no  tingling  of  her  skin,  no  hardening  of  her  nipples,  no clenching of her intimate muscles as Rick said there could be as her arousal climbed. 

She was nowhere near aroused. 

“Take  a  couple  of  deep  breaths,  Alayna,”  he  continued.  “You're  tensing,  and  not  in  an orgasmic sort of way.” 

She did as he suggested and attempted to wiggle out the tension in her shoulders. 

“Keep it up,” Rick said. He stood up from his perch on the bed. 

Once on his feet, his head turned toward the mirror on the wall. She saw the muscles of his bare shoulders tense. It happened so fast that if she hadn't been watching, she would have missed it. 

Her cheeks flamed at the thought that someone could be watching them through the one-way glass. She suspected someone might be and wondered who could be standing on the other side,  observing.  Rick  had  informed  her  the  facilities  at  the  mansion  were  also  used  by  other Dominants  from  time  to  time.  Anyone  could  be  watching  her  masturbate  from  the  adjoining room. Whoever it was, if anyone, was witnessing her failure. 

“I have a couple of toys for you to try.” Rick's voice drew her attention from the mirror. 

He walked across the room to an armoire and pulled a door open. From inside, he collected a bottle of lube, a cylindrical object, and another that appeared to be a giant bulbous head on the end of a wand. A long cord dangled from the end of the latter. After plugging the cord into the wall beside the bed, he knelt just shy of settling himself between her splayed thighs. 

Rick  set  the  wand  with  the  big  head  on  the  bed  and  popped  the  cap  on  the  lube.  The vibrator  in  his  left  hand  possessed  a  black  shaft  tipped  with  gold.  Its  smooth  length  glistened with the lubricant he smeared on it. Though the object was long, its girth was narrow. 

“Enough,” he ordered and dropped the bottle of clear gel to the bed. “I want you to squeeze those pretty nipples of yours,” he said, bringing the toy close to her body's opening. 

“W-what are y-you going to d-do with that?” 

“Have you never used a vibrator or a dildo while masturbating?” 92   
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She shook her head. 

“This vibrates on multiple speeds, but we'll start off with low. It will create new sensations. 

I want you to concentrate on how it feels against your pussy. Okay?” Alayna nodded, wondering why in the hell she'd never thought to try a sex toy in the past. 

If that was all there was to it, using something made to help a woman reach climax, she might have solved her own problem ages ago. 

Rick's hands trembled as he reached for her. He slid the tip of the vibe along the parted lips of  her  pussy  several  times.  The  lube  was  cool,  and  the  device  itself  was  hard  and  unyielding. 

When he reached her clit, he reached over with his free hand and gave the dial at the end a turn. 

The vibrator came to life, pulsating against the knot of nerves. She jumped. Clicking it off, Rick pulled the toy away and glanced up at her. 

“You okay?” 

“That felt…weird.” 

“It'll get better. It's just new and an odd feeling. Give it a chance; it will feel good.” Again she nodded. 

Rick dragged the vibrator along the length  of her inner lips a second time before slowly pushing the tip inside. 

“Pinch your nipples, Alayna. Tune into the various sensations.” Sweat peppered Rick's upper lip and brow as he worked another inch of the vibrator inside her. With his free hand, he reached for the other toy he'd brought to the bed and turned it on. 

“This  is  called  a  magic  wand,”  he  said.  He  touched  it  to  her  inner  thigh.  The  contact tickled, making Alayna shift her position away from it. “I won't turn the vibrator on again, but I am going to press this against your clit, Alayna. Ready?” Again she nodded and continued to palm her breasts and tweak her nipples. 

The slender tube's gentle manipulation against her vaginal walls felt good, but Alayna still didn't experience a tightening of her belly that was supposed to signal her arousal's ignition.  It simply  wasn't  there.  Then  Rick  touched  the  broad  head  of  the  wand  to  her  clit.  The  intense vibration against her intimate flesh startled her. The toy pressed against her, humming like mad, An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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felt awesome. She squeezed the semihard peaks of her breasts harder, trying to make them firm and achy. 

“Close your eyes and enjoy the sensations,” he told her. 

Alayna  closed  her  eyes,  but  despite  her  best  efforts  to  find  the  pleasure  Rick  was attempting to show her, she soon grew disappointed. Moments passed in virtual silence. The only sound  in  the  room  around  them  was  the  low  hum  of  the  magic  wand,  which  on  anyone  else probably lived up to its name—working magic. But with Alayna it was no use. No matter how badly she wanted to, she wasn't going to come. 

Frustration gaining the upper hand, she sighed in exasperation and opened her eyes. When she  met  Rick's  gaze,  she  wasn't  sure  what  to  make  of  the  look  on  his  face.  It  wasn't  one  of censure;  it  was  more  like  acceptance  mixed  with  a  hint  of  confusion.  She  understood  Rick's bewilderment:  with  all  that  wonderful  vibration  against  her  pussy,  she  should  have  achieved orgasm. So why in the hell couldn't she? 

“Are you all right?” he finally asked after he silenced the toy and pulled the vibrator free. 

Realization hit her upside the head like a wooden plank. It was most definitely her with the problem. Alayna shrugged, blinking back the burn of tears building in her eyes. “I suppose so,” she replied. 

“I am not giving up,” he added as if reading her thoughts. “And I'm not about to let you give up either. We are going to make this work for you, Alayna.” Rick's  expression  and  words  carried  sincerity,  yet  Alayna  wasn't  so  sure  they  could succeed. 

Excitement seemed to flicker in Rick's eyes as his gaze dropped from her face to her chest. 

He  hitched  his  chin  and  gave  her  a  smile.  “We're  making  progress,”  he  said.  Alayna  glanced down  to  see  what  he  found  amusing.  “There's  perspiration  between  your  breasts.  That's something.” 

Alayna returned his smile, and chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose it is, huh?” Rick  nodded.  “Come  on,  let's  change  into  our  swimsuits  and  jump  in  the  pool  before dinner.” 

As he helped her up from the bed, Alayna held his hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. 
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“Thanks,” she said. The quizzical look on his face prompted her to continue. “Though it doesn't seem like it, you are helping me.” 

“I know. Now come on. We've got less than an hour, and Shendah will be pissed if we're late for dinner.” 


* * * 

Logan sat at his desk, staring at the same contract lying on the blotter in front of him as he had for the last half an hour. He hadn't been able to concentrate on anything since he'd observed Rick using toys on Alayna in room six earlier that day. His thoughts were so unfocused he hadn't read past the date on the sheet of paper. 

Sliding his chair away from the desk, he leaned back, crossed his ankles atop the corner of his desk, and interlaced his fingers behind his head. 

After witnessing her failure when she'd attempted to bring herself to climax while he hid in the  bathroom,  Logan's  guilt  had  gotten  to  him.  He  should  have  left  well  enough  alone,  but  he couldn't.  It  was  because  of  him  that  her  training  hadn't  been  going  well.  A  few  days  after  his encounter with Alayna in the hallway outside his suite, he'd cornered Rick and changed up her schedule, offering up several suggestions on how to assist her—including the toys. But despite Logan's  good intentions, the Dom in him had put  up a fight  to the thought  of Rick's hands on Alayna. So Logan had impulsively announced he would observe their session from the adjoining room. Once the words left his mouth, he could read the unease and frustration on Rick's face. 

Logan  had  tried  to  reassure  himself  that  it  was  the  only  way  to  control  the  situation between  Alayna  and  Rick,  to  ensure  Rick  followed  his  direction  to  the  letter.  Logan  couldn't stand  the  thought  of  another  man  touching  what  should  be  his.  But  then  he  realized  that  with those words, he'd sabotaged things for them. For Alayna. Yet again. 

During  the  actual  session  in  playroom  six,  Rick  hadn't  been  able  to  stop  glancing  at  the one-way mirror, which had made Alayna anxious. His nervousness was obvious; the man's hands had  trembled  slightly  whenever  he  got  close  to  Alayna.  She  had  clearly  picked  up  on  his discontent. And behind the glass, each time Rick's hands neared her exposed body, Logan had held his breath and clenched his fists. Emotionally it was torture to observe from the other side of the wall, waiting for the other man to cross the line. 





An Invitation: Alayna's Training 



95 



Logan  attempted  to  shake  off  the  new  guilt  worming  its  way  under  his  skin—he  had enough of the old shit to contend with. He sighed. His vacillating motivations were confusing, especially to  him. On one hand he wanted to  help  her—that was the service they offered at  A Master's  Gift—but  on  the  other  hand,  he  wanted  to  keep  a  wall  between  them  and  hopefully discourage her from investing any emotion in him and further tempting his inner Dom. Why in the hell could he not just stay away from her? Her presence in his home was pushing him closer to releasing the final thread of control to which he clung. 

When Alayna left the mansion, he and Dane were going to have a long talk. He intended to make  clear  to  Dane  once  and  for  all  that  the  issue  of  Logan  never  entering  into  another  D/s relationship was now off-limits between them. Dane was welcome to his opinions on the subject, so long as he refrained from sharing them with Logan in the future. He wanted the discussion to happen sooner than later, but for now, it would have to wait. With his partner agreeing to take on Alayna's  responsibilities  at  the  café  along  with  his  duties  with  the  consulting  firm,  Dane's presence  around  the  mansion  had  become  scarce.  That  and  Logan  was  certain  his  friend  was avoiding him because he knew Logan was less than pleased with him. 

Six months earlier when he'd first laid eyes on the curvaceous Alayna, Logan had briefly entertained the twinges  of need she  caused to  stir within him. There were several  times in  the beginning when he'd given serious consideration to approaching her. Her submissiveness flashed like a beacon in dark waters, calling to his dominance. What a perfect fit they'd make. However, every time he allowed himself a thought of  what could be between them, Tasha entered his mind. 

Tasha had known about the lifestyle, having lived it most of her adult life. She knew what to expect and what to give in order to make it a most satisfying experience for herself and for her master. But she hadn't been entirely submissive; she'd merely enjoyed playing the part. 

Alayna knew nothing of the way of life he'd once enjoyed. At least nothing more than what she'd learned from the Internet, which was a piss-poor interpretation at best, and her experiences thus far with Rick, which hadn't been a truthful portrayal either. 

But  Rick  wasn't  all  to  blame  for  her  lack  of  knowledge;  in  fact,  he  shouldn't  be  held responsible in the least. He wasn't true Dom material. He'd come to the mansion at the request of his fiancée, and he had done well where Sheila's needs were concerned. The two of them would 96   

Jennifer Cole 



be very happy with  the  knowledge they had  gained from  their sessions. Their experience  at  A Master's Gift was solely for them; Rick didn't possess what it took to dominate other women. 

Logan's  curiosity  as  to  why  Alayna  accepted  Dane's  invitation  regularly  hovered  in  the back of his mind. True she was a natural submissive, but he was certain she had no idea what that  meant  or  how  to  tap  into  it.  With  the  right  training  and  the  right  master,  she  would  be amazing. 

He'd known she didn't have a lover long before reading her interview profile. If she didn't have a lover, he wondered why all of a sudden she felt the need to explore her submissive nature. 

Did she have yearnings to be dominated? If so, then she must have had a specific dominant in mind. Jealousy ripped through him before he could assimilate the emotion. It was crazy. Perhaps she'd confided in Dane more than what was written in her file. Had Logan's undercover detective work—stalking was probably the more appropriate term, he now admitted—failed to uncover a lover or interest? Just because she didn't admit to being in a committed partnership didn't mean there wasn't someone who stirred her desire. 

Images of her struggling to reach orgasm flashed in Logan's mind. No, there wasn't anyone in Alayna's life who would even come close to lover—committed, casual, or otherwise. Until the right master came along, her sensuality would go untapped. Her needs unfulfilled. 

That would be a shame. 

Logan  knew  damn  well  she  was  oblivious  to  the  power  harnessed  within  her submissiveness. What he wanted to know was why the hell she was at A Master's Gift. Logan didn't buy the notation scrawled in Dane's chicken scratch about Alayna wanting to explore her inner submissive. 

Something didn't add up. 

He'd  seen  the  interest  in  her  eyes.  Read  it  in  her  body  language.  It  was  obvious  she  felt something toward him. Could it be she thought he was the right Dom for her? If she did, she'd made  a  serious  miscalculation.  He  would  need  to  make  more  of  an  effort  to  dissuade  and discourage her. She had no idea just how wrong she was about him. 
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Chapter Seven 

 Day Twelve 



On  Alayna's  second  Friday  at  the  mansion,  Rick  proposed  a  day  off.  Twice  more  they'd used the toys to no avail. She'd been in the mansion for nearly two weeks now, and she was no closer to achieving orgasm than when she'd arrived. 

That  morning,  Alayna  made  use  of  her  free  time  to  read—both  for  pleasure  and  her training.  She'd  brought  a  couple  of  erotic  romance  novels  with  her,  and  when  they  lost  her interest, she pulled out the books Rick had given her. 

But  she  found  the  reprieve  left  her  with  too  much  time  to  herself;  her  mind  wandered places  it  probably  shouldn't.  She  began  to  question  why  she  was  sticking  things  out  at  the mansion  when  clearly  she  wasn't  making  any  progress.  Then  she  recalled  the  reason  that  had brought  her  to  A  Master's  Gift  in  the  first  place.  Logan.  The  man  had  proved  to  be  irritating, frustrating, exasperating, and his aloofness was annoying as hell. So why did she still want him so badly? 

She hadn't seen him in over a week, since the day she'd run into him in the hall. Perhaps he was disappointed in her and uninterested because her training wasn't going well. Despite seeing the glimmer of interest in his eyes when he looked at her, his tone of voice and avoidance of her proved the contrary. She knew there was more to the Dominant/submissive lifestyle than she'd learned  through  her  research,  but  if  she  couldn't  get  herself  past  her  inability  to  climax,  she would never have the opportunity to experience the rest. She'd been so certain that she had what it  took  to  be  a  submissive  worthy  of  Logan's  attentions.  But  with  each  passing  day,  the possibility that she didn't was looking more and more like the case. 
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A rumbling in her belly reminded Alayna she'd missed lunch. Setting her book aside, she walked across the suite toward the door. Lunch at the mansion was usually something light, like soup or salad and sandwiches, and she knew she'd find something in the refrigerator. 

On her way down the hallway, she ran into Rick. 

“Hey, there's a movie on pay-per-view I've wanted to see. Wanna watch it with me?” he asked. 

“Hmm,  is  it  some  dumb  guy  movie?  The  kind  where  shit  gets  blown  up  and  people  get shot?” 

Rick nodded. “Well yeah. Is there any other kind?” 

Alayna rubbed her hands together. “Perfect. I'm up for a little violence.” They  collected  the  lunch  leftovers  and  drinks  from  the  kitchen  and  made  their  way  to  a large room in the back of the mansion set up as a home theatre. Besides the kitchen, it was the only room not adorned with antiques. A fifty-two-inch plasma television hung on one wall, and several recliners were placed around the room for optimum viewing. 

Alayna  welcomed  the  distraction.  She'd  been  spending  too  much  time  thinking  about Logan.  Maybe  that  was  the  reason  she  had  so  much  difficulty  with  her  training.  The  ass  was wreaking havoc on her mental state, as well as her libido. She needed to find a happy medium before he pushed her over the edge. 

The movie Rick chose finished just before dinner. As usual, Shendah prepared a wonderful meal.  Alayna  enjoyed  the  reprieve  from  life  and  her  worries  watching  a  movie  with  Rick provided, so she suggested they take in another following dinner. 

When the second movie ended, she stretched.  “That  was  great.  And  I think  I'm  ready to call it a night.” Alayna stood and collected their glasses and dessert dishes. “I think I'm going to take a hot bath and go to bed.” 

It  was  still  early,  but  she  was  tired.  Tired  of  her  own  failure,  frustrated  with  Logan's indifference,  and  fed  up  with  the  day.  The  constant  disappointment  in  herself  had  given  her  a headache. 

“I'll walk you to your room,” Rick offered. 

“Okay, but you don't need to.” 
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“There's something I'd like to discuss,” Rick added. 

Back in the kitchen they cleaned their dishes and put them away before Rick escorted her to her room. 

“I'd like to start a trust-building exercise, Alayna,” he said as they walked down the hall. 

“All right. How so?” 

“This  morning  Dane  and  I  were  speaking,  and  I  think  it  would  be  beneficial  to  your training to try sensory deprivation.” 

The  prospect  of  being  deprived  of  her  senses  sent  alarm  racing  through  her.  She  didn't understand how that would make things better. 

“For  instance,  if  I  took  away  your  sight,  you  would  be  dependent  on  me  to  ensure  your safety. Hence, you would be placing your trust in me.” His explanation made sense. 

“One of our obstacles is trust. There isn't any between us.” 

“That's not true,” she argued. “I trust you.” 

“As a friend, yes. But as a master, you don't. In order for us to break through the barrier where you keep your trust so carefully guarded, I think this would be an excellent exercise for us to start with.” 

In silence she mulled it over as they continued through the house. When she failed to offer a comment either way, Rick went on. 

“We'll  start  off  slow,  a  short  period  of  time.  We'll  do  it  in  your  suite  where  you  are comfortable so you get a feel for what I'm talking about. How's that sound?” Alayna nodded. “Okay. I'm willing to give it a try.” Arriving  at  her  room,  Rick  opened  the  door  and  urged  her  inside.  As  they  crossed  the room, she spied a blindfold on the edge of the bed, and she grew nervous. 

“I agree with Dane that you put too much pressure on yourself and therefore have trouble reaching orgasm. The blindfold serves two purposes. The first is by my placing it on you, you are putting trust in me to see to your safety and comforts. Trust between us is important; we aren't going to be able to accomplish anything if we don't have trust.” 

“All right, I get that part.” 
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“The  second  is  by  depriving  you  of  sight,  you  will  need  to  tune  into  your  other  senses. 

Smell, sound, touch, and taste. By focusing on those senses, I believe your arousal will heighten and you will reach climax easier.” 

In  theory  it  sounded  logical,  but  she  wasn't  so  sure  it  would  work  in  practical  purposes. 

The truth was she didn't think it would work for her. 

“Trust me?” he asked with a grin. 

“We've established that, more or less,” she admitted, returning his smile. 

“I'll take it. I want you to remove your shirt and jeans.” As  she  reached  for  the  hem  of  her  T-shirt,  her  belly  fluttered  with  nervous  energy.  Her reaction  was  ridiculous.  She  was  here  to  study  about  the  lifestyle  that  Logan  Abram  found fulfilling.  This  was  part  of  it.  Besides,  Rick  had  seen  her  naked.  He'd  been  between  her  legs. 

He'd  used  sex  toys  on  her.  Any  modesty  she'd  had  when  she  arrived  at  the  mansion  was  long gone. 

Alayna wasn't convinced this approach would help, but she swallowed her pride, pulled her T-shirt  over  her  head,  and  dropped  it  on  the  bed.  She  blew  out  a  breath  and  reached  for  the button and zipper of her jeans and undid them. Over her hips and down her legs, she pushed her pants to the floor and stepped out. She knelt to pick them up, then added them to the discarded shirt. 

Warmth hit her cheeks as she pulled herself upright in front of Rick. 

“You are a beautiful woman, Alayna.” His smile brought a smile to her lips too. 

He collected the black fabric blindfold from the bed and held it up for her to see.  It was thick and plush, covered in soft silk. A wide elastic band attached at each side would hold it in place around her head. He gripped the band with one hand and the front of the blindfold with the other. He slid it over her head, plunging her into a world of darkness. For several moments she was disoriented. Once he was satisfied with its placement, his hands vanished. 

“Now,” he said in a soft voice. “I want you to sit on the edge of the bed. I'm going to go and run that bath you were looking for.” 

She half expected him to help her to the mattress, but when he didn't, she bent and reached around for the bed. It took a moment for her to recall it was to her right. When her hand made contact, she turned and sat down. 
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“While  I'm  gone,  I  want  you  to  listen  to  the  sounds  around  you.  Try  to  identify  them. 

Think  about  how  they  make  you  feel.  But  whatever  you  do,  the  blindfold  stays  in  place. 

Understand?” 

The last was said in an authoritative tone that she wasn't expecting from him. She nodded. 

“I need to hear you say it, Alayna.” 

“Yes. Yes, I understand.” 

“Good. Don't move. I'll be back for you when the bath is ready.” Alayna tuned into Rick's footsteps as he walked away. A moment later, the gush of running water carried to her ears. A breeze drifted through the open window, causing her to shiver as it caressed along her bare skin. The music of crickets in the garden outside her window competed with  the  rushing  water  from  the  bath.  When  Rick's  hand  slipped  into  hers,  she  jumped.  She'd been so focused on the sounds around her that she hadn't heard his approach. 

“I'm sorry to startle you,” he said. 

She stood and allowed Rick to lead her to the bathroom. Inside he instructed her to remove her  bra  and  panties.  She  did.  Then  he  piled  her  hair  atop  her  head  and  pinned  it  in  place. 

Whatever inhibitions she had possessed earlier dissipated. Taking her hand again, he led her to the tub and encouraged her to step over the side. A purr rumbled in her throat as her foot slipped below the water. It was hot—just the way she liked it. 

The blindfold threw her equilibrium off, and Alayna feared falling as she lowered herself into  the  deep  tub.  The  hot  water  swirling  around  her  felt  like  heaven.  The  tickle  of  bubbles danced on her skin as she settled against the back of the tub. 

“This is incredible,” she murmured. “I don't remember a bath ever feeling this good.” Rick allowed her several minutes to bask in the soothing water. Then he began to instruct her through her bath, directing her to soap the cloth and where to wash. She found his instruction very  annoying;  she  wanted  to  lay  back  and  enjoy  until  the  water  turned  cold.  But  it  was  his exercise, so she decided to indulge him a little longer. 

The tension headache she'd developed earlier when contemplating Logan's actions began to ebb,  yet  he  remained  in  the  forefront  of  her  mind.  Why  in  the  hell  was  she  continuing  to  put herself  through  this?  She  was  doing  nothing  more  than  setting  herself  up  for  disappointment. 
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And  it  was  pissing  her  off  that  she  was  permitting  Logan  to  get  under  her  skin.  She  was beginning to think he didn't deserve the efforts she was making to gain his attentions. 

After rinsing the bubbles from her body, Rick helped her from the tub and allowed her to dry herself. Still blind to her surroundings, she allowed him to lead her back into the bedroom and put her to bed. Her ire gained momentum as his actions made her feel as though she were a child. But as she settled against the pillow and he drew the blankets up and over her body, she snuggled in and silently forgave him. 

“The blindfold stays on, Alayna, all night. In the morning you may remove it and get ready for breakfast. Understand?” 

She stifled a yawn. Suddenly she was wiped. “Yes, I understand.” 

“Good night.” 

“Good night, Rick.” 

The click of the door signaled its closure. 

Physically she was exhausted, but it was more the emotional and mental overload that had sent  her  seeking  bed  early.  Their  last  session  had  been  by  far  the  most  exhausting  on  her emotionally. He'd pushed her hard to reach orgasm, wanting her to succeed as badly as she did. 

But she let them both down. Again. She still had yet to figure out where his hesitation stemmed from, but he appeared to be making an effort to strengthen the trust between them. Why couldn't she  meet  him  halfway  and  climax?  Though  he  displayed  no  outward  signs  of  being  frustrated with her abilities, or lack thereof, she suspected his patience was wearing thin. 

Feeling the tug of sleep, Alayna decided she'd figure out whether or not she belonged at the mansion in the morning. 


* * * 

As he had  every  night  since her  arrival in  his  home,  Logan sat  in  his  suite and watched Alayna sleep. Nights of doing nothing more than watching her. Between his sheets, she tossed and turned restlessly. The past few days had been especially hard on her. Rick had been giving an incredible effort, despite the restrictions Logan had posed on him, but Alayna still failed to reach climax. 
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Rising  to  his  feet,  Logan  crossed  the  room  to  stand  beside  the  bed.  His  regret  at  his interference in her training had continued to grow over the last several days. He knew he could bring her a peaceful night's sleep. He was confident his nearly twenty years of hands-on practice in the lifestyle provided him the patience and mental tools to succeed where Rick had failed. In the relaxed state of slumber, Alayna's mind would be open and accepting to allow her body the release she struggled toward. For his responsibility in the difficulty she experienced during her training sessions, he owed her that much. She'd never need to know he'd helped her. 

The  windows  were  open,  allowing  the  cool  night  air  to  drift  in.  The  temperature  in  the room would be comfortable for sleeping naked, covered with just a sheet. The moonlight shining through the window illuminated her bare shoulders, telling him Alayna  had done just that. He smiled. 

Logan dropped to one knee beside the bed. 

Alayna lay on her back, her face turned away from him, with one arm bent above her head on  the  pillow,  the  other  outstretched  across  the  mattress.  The  satin  top  sheet  lay  between  her parted legs and barely covered her breasts. 

“I'll help you with what you need, Alayna,” he whispered. “But just this once.” Logan  tensed  when  she  turned  her  head  toward  him.  The  evenness  of  her  breathing indicated she was still asleep; his voice hadn't disturbed her. He gave a silent thanks to Rick for implementing the blindfold. Every night when Logan watched her sleep, he feared Alayna might wake and find him lurking in the shadows. Tonight he'd let what would happen, happen. If she stirred, he'd do his best to convince her he was Rick attempting a new strategy in her training. 

“Now  nice  and  slow,  bring  your  left  arm  down  and  slide  it  under  the  silky  sheet,”  he continued in a quiet voice. Patiently he waited, simply enjoying watching her sleep. After a few minutes her arm moved. 

“Good girl,” he said. “Now, stroke your hand over your soft belly down to that sweet spot needing  relief.”  Moonlight  bathed  the  room  in  a  mellow  glow,  and  through  the  dimness  he watched the sheet move as her hand settled between her legs. 

“Concentrate on the sound of my voice, Alayna.” 

A sound mimicking a purr rumbled from her chest. 
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“Slip your long, slender middle finger between the plump lips of your pussy. You're wet, Alayna, very wet. For me.” 

Logan closed his eyes and imagined the sheet no longer hid her from his view and he could watch the length of her finger disappear. Against the now snug confines of his jeans, his cock strained.  Opening  his  eyes,  he  exhaled  a  breath  and  brought  himself  back  to  a  semblance  of control. 

“I want you to slide your finger inside your body, Alayna. I want it slick with your sweet cream.” The sheet moved as her hand worked against her mound. A wisp of a gasp slipped past her lips. “Stroke in and out, baby. Make yourself even wetter for me.” Alayna's breathing picked up slightly in  tempo. The sheet  between her legs continued to dance before his eyes. 

“Now I want you to withdraw your finger and caress that swollen clit of yours. And it is swollen, Alayna, and aching to be touched. Gentle pressure, soft circles—it doesn't need to be complicated. Just feel. Rub that sensitive kernel for me.” Silent moments passed; the only sound in the room was her labored breathing. 

“I want you to caress a little bit harder, and faster, baby…but only a bit.” The  sheet  between  her  legs  moved  as  her  strokes  gained  momentum,  sliding  lower  to expose the pale globes of her breasts. Their darker-colored tips stood erect. Logan ached to lean over and drag his tongue across the stiffened peak, to taste her. Though he'd already crossed the line  by  coming  to  his  suite  each  night  to  watch  her  sleep,  he  knew  that  actually  touching  her, tasting her flesh, would push him past the point of no return. Once her flavor touched his tongue, there would be no stopping him from claiming her. 

“Feel the fire in your belly, baby. Climax is within reach.” Her  breasts  heaved  as  she  drew  ragged  breath  after  ragged  breath  into  her  lungs.  The perspiration  coating  her  flesh  glistened  in  the  moonlight.  Wet  sounds  of  her  fingers  rubbing against the dampness of her pussy sent a pulse through Logan's body. Not once since Rick had begun training her had she been moist, no matter how intensely he worked to help her orgasm. 

Yet in a matter of moments, if not seconds, she was drenched for Logan. 

“You're so close, Alayna.” 
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A soft mewl slipped past her lips as her hips undulated against her hand. From side to side her head turned as her arousal escalated. Her feminine scent wafted from under the sheet to taunt his senses. Logan inhaled deeply, savoring her unique fragrance. 

“You can feel it, baby,” he encouraged. “There's no holding back. I want you to come for me.” 

For the first time in close to twenty years, he fought for control of his body as he watched the woman in his bed climb toward release. He rubbed his hand along the hard length of his cock where it pressed painfully against the front of his jeans. 

“Logan,” she whimpered in a sleep-laden voice. 

Logan went rigid at the sound of his name from her lips. 

A  moan  rumbled  from  deep  in  her  chest.  Alayna's  back  arched  off  the  bed,  and  she stiffened. Her body trembled. With the aid of the moonlight shining through the window, Logan could see the whites of her teeth biting into her lower lip. The harsh panting of her breath kept time with his. The erect tips of her nipples stood proud, beckoning the rasp of his tongue. 

Several  tense  moments  passed.  Frozen  in  place,  Logan  watched  for  signs  that  Alayna's climax had awakened her. Only when her back once again settled against the mattress and the rough breaths  she had expelled while climaxing turned into the deep breathing of slumber did Logan allow himself to exhale the breath he'd been holding. 

A contented sigh slipped past her lips as she turned onto her side, facing away from him. 

The fragrance of her spent passion scented the air around them. He inhaled and savored it. 

Soft sounds as her breathing grew shallow and even assured him she'd fallen deeper into sleep. 

The sight of her lying in his bed, sated, made his body yearn to be buried deep inside her. 

He needed to be close to her, to touch her. Needed to inhale the intoxicating scent of her skin after climax. 

After pulling the silk sheet and comforter up over her sexy, sleeping body, he gently settled himself atop the down comforter and draped his arm over her. With caution, so as not to disturb her, he buried his nose in her hair and inhaled deeply. 

Heaven. 
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Christ, he groaned in silence. For months he'd ached to have this woman in his arms, and now here she was. 

A soft feminine whimper escaped her lips as she pressed her back more firmly against his chest. Instinct made him tighten his grip around her midriff. The thickness of his comforter did little to keep the heat of her sensual curves from seeping through and singeing his skin. 

Holding her and not acting on it any more than he already had would be a testament to his willpower.  Once  he  allowed  himself  this  one  night,  he  could  assure  himself  his  control  was intact. 

But  as  he  felt  himself  drifting  off  into  sleep,  feeling  more  content  than  he  had  in  years, Logan knew he was fooling himself. 

This one night would  never be enough. 
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Chapter Eight 

Day Thirteen 




The sounds of birds chirping drifted through the open window along with a cool morning breeze. As Alayna drifted closer to consciousness, her mind replayed flashes of her dream from the night before—the most wonderful dream of Logan sleeping beside her in the bed. The deep resonance of his voice echoed in the back of her mind as it coaxed her toward orgasm until she'd found release. 

Remembering the blindfold, she pulled it off and tossed it onto the bedside table. Alayna opened her eyes and smiled. This morning she felt…incredible. Contented. If she hadn't known any better, she'd swear she was sated. Sexually. 

Rolling  onto  her  back,  the  scent  of  Logan's  cologne  hit  her  full  force.  Wide-eyed,  she propped up on one elbow and glanced around the room, looking for him. She was alone. But his scent was heavy, heavier than usual, so much so that she was almost certain he had to be there. 

With narrowed eyes, she scanned the room again and cocked her head, listening for any sound other than the singing birds beyond the window. After confirming what she already knew—that she was by herself—she dropped back down to the mattress on her side. What a dream. Her hand flopped against the pillow beside her. 

She gasped. It felt warm. 

Sitting  up  again,  she  glared  at  the  pillow  so  hard  she  wondered  if  it  would  burst  into flames. There was a dip in it, as if it had been slept on. The comforter was wrinkled the length of a  body.  A  large  male  body.  Pressing  her  face  to  the  center  of  the  pillow,  Alayna  inhaled.  His scent  infused  the  pillow.  The  reaction  of  her  body  surprised  her.  Her  nipples  tightened,  and  a delightful throbbing tingled between her legs.  Well of course it smells like him. This is his bed. 

But it was so strong. It didn't make sense. Shendah had dressed the bed in fresh linens the night 108 
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before. There was no way in hell his scent should still permeate the bedding; she'd been sleeping in it for nearly two weeks. 

The only way his scent would have gotten on the pillow was if he'd actually slept in the bed alongside her. 

“Which is ridiculous.” She dismissed it as her imagination, wishful thinking. Logan hadn't shown any interest in her; in fact, he'd shown the opposite. It had to have been a dream, a result no doubt of her overactive fantasies when it came to one Logan Abram. 

Tossing  the  comforter  and  sheet  aside,  she  swung  her  legs  over  the  side  of  the  bed  and stretched. The clock on the nightstand read quarter to eight. She had time to shower, dress, and be in the dining room in time for breakfast. She was starving. 

As she walked across the room toward the bathroom, her mind raced over the events of the last two weeks, and Alayna couldn't shake the thought that her being in the mansion was a waste of time. Stepping over the side of the bathtub, she pulled the curtain around her and turned on the water. When the initial cold blast showered over her, she jumped. 

After finishing her shower, she tugged on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and stood in front of  the  mirror  in  the  bathroom  as  she  worked  her  hair  into  a  French  braid.  Despite  feeling  as though she'd had the best night of sleep in weeks, Alayna wasn't in the mood to entertain the idea of another disappointing training session. She knew Rick was trying hard to assist her, but in her opinion,  they  were  no  further  ahead  than  the  first  day.  She  found  the  friendship  they  were developing was a plus to her situation, and she couldn't wait to meet Sheila. But, she reminded herself, making friends wasn't what she'd signed on for. 

After  straightening  a  wingback  chair  that  was  out  of  place  and  ensuring  her  things  were picked up, Alayna left her room. 

“Hey there. Good morning,” Rick said as she entered the dining room. 

“Good morning.” 

A barrage of delicious smells coming from the adjoining kitchen filled the air. As if she'd been watching for her entrance, Shendah appeared carrying a steaming mug of coffee. The other woman waited as Alayna pulled out a chair and sat down before placing the mug on the table in front on her. 

“Thank you,” Alayna said. 
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Shendah  nodded.  “Breakfast  will  be  ready  in  a  few  minutes,”  she  said  and  then  left  the room. 

Alayna  picked  up  the  mug  and  inhaled  the  rich  aroma  before  taking  a  mouthful.  Rick folded up the newspaper he was reading and leaned over to slide it under his chair. 

“So, did you sleep well?” he asked. A glint of concerned curiosity flickered in his eyes. 

Alayna realized she was tense, which had caused her to frown, and assumed that was from where Rick's concern stemmed. 

“Better than I have in a long while. Why?” she replied, setting the cup back on the table. 

“Well, you're sporting a rather sexy glow this morning, yet you're knitting your brow.” He chuckled. 

Alayna smiled, recalling how she'd felt when she had awakened that morning. 

“I  know  this  sounds  ridiculous,  but  if  I  didn't  know  any  better  I'd  swear  I  had  sex  last night,” she said. 

A look of surprise crossed Rick's face. “Come again?” 

“I'm serious. It's been a very, very long time since I felt any semblance of sexual afterglow, but that's what I feel like.” 

Rick shrugged. “Wet dream, perhaps.” 

She  didn't  feel  the  urge  to  elaborate…or  recall  her  foolish  suspicions  that  Logan  had actually  been  in  the  room.  Hell,  the  more  she  thought  about  it,  the  more  she  suspected  she'd imagined what she'd seen and what she'd smelled earlier. 

“It  seems  logical  that  your  subconscious  is  finding  a  way  to  unload  and  process  what you're having difficulty achieving while you're awake.” 

“It's not from lack of trying,” she complained. 

“I  know.  But  listen,  I  honestly  believe  what  Dane  says  about  you  putting  too  much pressure on yourself. You tense up. You have trouble relaxing when we're together, and you are not to blame for that, so don't even think it.” 

“I wasn't going to say a word,” she lied. 

Rick laughed. “Sweetheart, you didn't have to verbalize it. What you're thinking is written all over your face.” 
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“Nice. I'm that transparent.” 

“No, you're not. Listen, we're on the road to building trust between us, and that's a great thing, but there's more to it than that. We need to get you relaxed. When we get you there, I think we'll  make  even  better  progress.  Women  carry  the  weight  of  the  world  around  on  their shoulders.” 

“So you're saying we're high maintenance?” 

That brought another laugh from him. “No way. The thing is, where most men generally fly by the seat of their pants, women keep everything running smoothly. They are the caregivers, nurturers, providers; women do it all, and therefore, subconsciously, everyday stresses keep them tense. Tension hampers some women's ability to reach climax, no matter how badly they want to achieve it.” 

That made sense. 

“You miss your sister,” he said. 

“Very much,” she replied. 

“You're concerned with the restaurant, about how Ariel's fairing without you.” Alayna nodded. 

“Well, I think those are very valid reasons why you're having trouble.” 

“Okay, you're probably right.” 

“Before  you  came  to  the  mansion,  you  had  the  stress  of  business  interfering  with  your needs.” 

Alayna shrugged. “Sure, I suppose so.” 

“All right, then I suggest we try a new approach. Let's not focus so intensely on helping you reach orgasm…” 

Alayna was about to protest. That was the reason she had come to the mansion—to find herself sexually. Well, that and to find out what made Logan Abram tick. If they didn't focus on it, there was definitely no way she'd ever achieve orgasm. 

“Hold on a minute. Let me finish. We're just going to put that aspect of your training on the back burner for the time being. You've only been here two weeks; we've got lots of time,  I An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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promise. What I'm thinking is, let's focus on getting you relaxed. Get your mind off the stresses, and then we'll get back to tapping into your inner submissive.” Shendah appeared from the kitchen, carrying a large serving tray with several dishes on it. 

Setting  the  tray  on  the  stand  against  the  wall,  she  proceeded  to  set  the  different  plates  on  the table. After emptying the tray, she excused herself and disappeared back into the kitchen. 

“Well, what do you think?” 

Rick  picked  up  a  plate  of  French  toast  and  offered  it  to  Alayna  before  serving  himself. 

After helping herself to two slices, she reached for the syrup. 

“What do you have in mind?” she asked, unsure where the conversation was leading. 

She  had  always  been  under  the  impression  that  sex  made  people  relax,  but  now  Rick thought they should take a different approach. All Alayna could think about was that Rick really wasn't interested in helping her out as the Dom in their Dominant/submissive arrangement. He'd been trying to assist her in meeting climax for over a week, and she'd done nothing more than let him down. Well, let them both down. 

Although, perhaps he did have a point. She was tense for a variety of reasons. She missed Ariel and wondered how she was making out in Alayna's absence. She missed her customers and usual routine. She missed seeing Logan at the restaurant, because he wasn't the ass there that he was here at the mansion. 

“Well, there's a gym set up in the basement. Complete with a regulation-sized boxing ring, all sorts of equipment like elliptical trainers, treadmills, and exercise bikes. What do you say we expend our energies on some of that equipment?” 

Alayna contemplated Rick's suggestion and nodded. “Okay. Let's give it a try.” After breakfast, they helped clear the table and then ventured into the basement. 

“Here we are,” Rick said when they came to a closed door. He gave the knob a turn and pushed it open. 

“It's  about  time  you  dragged  your  ass  down—oh,  hey,  you  two,”  Keegan  said,  turning toward them from a punching bag hanging from a joist on the ceiling. 

Alayna glanced around. The room was open concept, and she guessed it was at least half the square footage of the main floor of the house. Various pieces of exercise equipment lined two 112 
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of the outer walls, and in  the center of the room stood a boxing ring. A  couple of heavy bags hung  from  large  hooks  from  the  ceiling.  Along  one  wall,  shelves  held  a  variety  of  gloves  in different sizes and colors and different styles of head protection. 

“You were expecting someone else?” Rick asked. 

Keegan  smiled.  His  flesh  shone  with  a  coat  of  sweat,  and  his  broad  chest  heaved  as  he drew breath. “Why  yes I was. But  you, little lady, are a welcome surprise.” He gave Alayna a wink. 

“Our presence won't interfere with what you'll be doing, will it?” Rick asked. 

“Not  as  far  as  I'm  concerned.”  A  mischievous  gleam  danced  in  Keegan's  eye.  “This  is going to be fun.” 

“What is?” she asked. 

Keegan smiled down at her, but he didn't answer. “So, what brings the two of you to the dungeon?” he asked Rick. 

“I'm frustrated,” Alayna said. 

The  grin  on  Keegan's  face  widened.  “Mmm,  well  you  came  to  the  right  man.  I  can certainly help you with that,” he said in a sexy tone. 

Keegan was good-looking, actually bordered on drop-dead gorgeous, but Alayna didn't feel a single twinge of attraction toward him. She sort of wished she had. Then maybe jealousy might trigger some reaction out of Logan. 

Behind  her,  Rick  laughed.  “Can  you  show  Alayna  how  to  tackle  the  heavy  bag?  We're going to work on bringing her to a more relaxed state before we get back to the sexual part of her education.” 

Alayna's cheeks heated, and she turned to confront Rick for announcing to Keegan that she was frigid. 

“Remember where you are, pet. Keegan is an instructor here as well and therefore knows about each and every client and their needs,” Rick clarified. 

“Oh. I thought you just drove the limo,” she said sheepishly. 

“Come on.  Let's  get  you outfitted with  some gloves,” Keegan said,  motioning her to  the wall of supplies. 
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Alayna walked across the gym. “So, you're a Dominant?” she asked Keegan. 

“Sometimes,” he replied. “Though I like being in the dominant role, I don't mind switching with the right partner.” 

“What does that mean?” 

At the wall, Keegan took his gloves off and, after wiping his hands on a towel, took her hands in his. Turning them over as if checking their size, he studied them for a moment and then turned his attention to the gloves on the shelves. 

“Let's try these,” he announced, pulling a pair down. “I'm not submissive, but I don't mind offering control to my partner during our session if it's something she can handle and wants to experiment with. Here, slide your hand in. Don't bend your fingers; they'll curl into the end of the glove.” 

“Hmm, interesting. I thought a Dominant was dominant all the time. But not all Doms are comfortable with relenting control, right?” 

“That's right,” Keegan said and began to lace the glove. “In fact, some consider the role reversal to be a sign of weakness.” 

“What about you?” she asked, glancing at Rick, who was fitting himself with gloves. 

“As far as I'm concerned, sex should be fun. If you aren't having fun with the person you're with and what you're doing together, then you shouldn't be doing it,” he replied. 

“I agree. Here, slide into this one,” Keegan continued, holding the other mitt up for her. 

Once gloved up, they walked over to one of the red leather-covered bags. 

“Okay,  now  settle  into  a  comfortable  stance,  Alayna.  Something  like  this,”  Keegan  said and positioned himself in front of the bag, with his legs slightly parted and one foot in front of the other. 

Alayna mirrored him. 

“Let her rip. Take a shot at the middle of the bag,” he said. 

She drew her right arm back and thrust it forward, hitting the bag square in the center. The bag swayed from the impact. 

“Nice,” Rick called over. “What do you think?” 

“I think I like it.” 
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“Do it again,” Keegan said. 

Alayna took  a deep breath  and threw several  jerky punches at the bag.  Stepping back to catch her breath, she felt a trickle of sweat race down the small of her back. 

“You're  a  natural,”  Keegan  praised.  “Now  let's  try  switching  up  those  shots.  Try  this,” Keegan  said,  stepping  in  front  of  the  bag.  In  slow  motion,  he  showed  her  a  couple  of combinations over and over until she mimicked him almost to perfection. Keegan then stepped behind the bag. He held it in place and directed her to perform what he had just shown her. 

On the bag beside her, Rick began to follow the directions Keegan gave Alayna. She had no idea how much time passed as Keegan continued to show her different combos and stances in order to get the most out of her workout. Everything in her mind washed away as she punched the bag over and over. 

After what seemed like an hour, she stopped, took a step away from the bag, and bent over. 

“That…is…so…awesome,” she gasped around raspy breaths. With her gloved fists on her knees, Alayna struggled to draw breath. The neat braid she had put her hair in that morning had worked itself loose, and now damp curls matted against her face and neck. “But I n-need a minute to c-catch my breath.” 

The floodgates of release opened, and elation flowed through her nerve endings and veins, breathing new life into her. What a rush. She loved the supreme satisfaction she felt beating the hell out of the bag. Rick and Keegan had been right: this was an ideal way to relax. 

Beside her, Rick stopped beating the bag and came to her side. Keegan came around the bag to stand in front of her. 

“Are you okay?” they both asked. 

Still bent over, she nodded. “M-my right forearm is s-sort of pulsing though.” From her hunched position, she saw Rick's gloves drop to the floor. He reached under her with a towel in hand and wiped her sweat-dripping face. 

“Stand up and drink a little water,” he said, urging her to stand up straight. 

When  she  did,  he  brought  a  water  bottle  to  her  lips  and  tipped  it  up.  Keegan  took  her gloved hand in his and stretched out her arm. 
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“Just  a  muscle  spasm.  Let  me  massage  it  out.”  Placing  the  glove  between  his  bicep  and body to hold it in place, he began to rub her forearm and upper arm. 

When she wavered on her feet a tad, Rick moved in behind her and placed a hand on her hip to balance her. “Whoa there.” 

“You did a great job, Alayna,” Keegan praised. “I mean it. You're a natural with that right hook.” 

“Her left jab isn't bad either,” Rick said. 

“We should call Shendah down here  and  get  the two of  you in the ring,” Keegan  added with a smile. 

Alayna laughed. “Shendah's quiet, but she looks like she could kick my ass. No thanks.” A  few  moments  passed,  and  Alayna  moaned  at  how  good  Keegan's  manipulation  of  her cramp  felt.  As  she  felt  the  cramp  ease,  a  scent  tickled  under  her  nose.  In  the  same  moment, Logan's voice boomed. 

“Do you three need a few more minutes?” 

Alayna's  heart  ceased  to  beat  for  a  handful  of  seconds.  Beneath  her  T-shirt,  her  nipples hardened, straining painfully against her bra. Between her legs, her panties dampened from both perspiration and sudden arousal. Mostly the latter. With Rick still pressed against her back, she glanced over her shoulder toward Logan. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Keegan's lips lift in a smug grin as she turned her head. 

“Perhaps,” Keegan said in a tone Alayna wasn't sure how to interpret. It was a combination of challenge and playfulness. “Do we need a little more time together, Alayna?” 

“Christ, Keegan, don't rile him,” Rick muttered, releasing his grip on Alayna's hip. 

When Alayna's eyes settled on Logan, she stifled a gasp. He wore a muscle shirt that did its job too damn well. It showed off all the bulges and ripples in his arms and shoulders. A pair of shorts  hung  low  on  his  hips.  His  long  hair  was  pulled  back  and  fastened  in  a  ponytail.  At  his sides,  his  hands  were  clenched  into  fists.  His  expression  was  tight,  his  eyes  gleaming with…anger, maybe. She wasn't certain. But she had to admit, she kind of liked seeing him fired up. 
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“Things were just about to get a little more  intense,” Keegan continued. He slid his hand up the length of her arm to her shoulder and squeezed. “Weren't they, Alayna?” Behind her, Rick groaned a curse under his breath. Logan's expression remained tight, and his chest expanded as he inhaled a deep breath as if attempting to calm himself. 

It  took  Alayna  a  moment  before  she  realized  Keegan  was  playing  the  part  of  a  shit disturber. 

“I had a cramp  in  my arm,” she said  to  Logan, stepping from  between the two men and turning to face him. “Keegan was just massaging it out for me.” The tension lines around Logan's mouth softened. 

“And he and Rick were about to show me how to use the speed bag,” she said, pointing to the small brown bag hanging twenty feet away. 



When  Logan  entered  the  gym  and  saw  Alayna  between  Rick  and  Keegan,  he  took  great pains  to  stop  himself  from  running  over,  grabbing  her,  tossing  her  up  over  his  shoulder,  and carting her off to his suite where she belonged. The sound of her labored breathing mixed with the sight of perspiration glistening on her skin brought visions of the night before to his mind. 

The white T-shirt she wore was wet from her exertion with the heavy bag. The swells of her breasts were visible through the damp fabric. His mouth watered at the thought of tasting her, of sliding his  tongue between those perfect  tits.  Inside his  shorts, his  dick came to  life.  Logan shifted  in  an  attempt  to  hide  the  evidence  of  his  straining  cock.  Inhaling  a  deep  breath,  he recalled  the  scent  of  her  arousal  when  she  had  climaxed  in  her  sleep  just  by  listening  to  his words. There was no doubt in his mind Alayna would be a perfect submissive for him, but he reminded himself that giving in to that urge would only hurt them both in the long run. 

The urge to turn tail and leave grew. It was different when he ate in her restaurant or when he watched her sleep. Being in the spacious area of the gym, Logan began to feel claustrophobic. 

She would never be his, and he was beginning to realize he should have kept complete distance right from the start. With each passing day, he lost a little more of himself in the idea of being with her. He definitely should not have slept in her bed the night before. It infuriated him that after all these years he was struggling to keep the Dom in him under control. 

“Then I'll leave the three of you to it,” he said, turning to leave. 
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“Why are you leaving?” Alayna asked. She placed her gloved hands on her hips. 

Judging by the tone of  voice and rigidness of her body,  Logan thought  she looked a tad pissed. 

“Yes, why, Logan?” The smug grin on Keegan's face made Logan clench his fists again. 

“You came down here to work out, so work out. We won't get in your way.” He sidled himself up to where Alayna stood and draped an arm across her shoulders. 

When Keegan leaned over and inhaled against the top of Alayna's head, Logan seethed and then caught himself. 

 She isn't yours.  

“You smell like a basket of fresh fruit, baby,” Keegan said to Alayna, yet he glanced over at Logan. “Suddenly I have a craving to taste something  plump and  juicy on my tongue.” Logan growled a warning. Alayna seemed to miss it, but Rick didn't. 

“For the love of God, Keegan.” Rick groaned in anguish. “Shut the fuck up.” Alayna turned her head toward Keegan and cocked a brow. With a shake of her head, she muttered, “Oh brother, please.” 

After rumbling like some alpha wolf in the wild, there was no way to walk away with any semblance of dignity. But Logan had to leave. The strength of his urge to stalk toward her and toss her over his shoulder was frightening. The Dominant inside was growing restless because of his  proximity  to  her…and  her  proximity  to  other  men,  and  it  was  growing  more  and  more difficult for him to keep the beast under control. 

“I've got some paperwork to look over,” Logan said. 

“Paperwork?” Alayna echoed. “That excuse is becoming tiresome.” 

“It's not an excuse.” Who was she to question his motives? 

“You  know  what  I  think?”  she  asked  and  took  a  couple  steps  away  from  Keegan.  “I'm thinking you're afraid to work out with a little estrogen scenting your testosterone-laden gym.” His eyes narrowed; he didn't care for her challenging him so aggressively. Estrogen wasn't what Logan feared. His life had been so much simpler before she'd stormed into his home, his heart, and his head. Everywhere he went in the house, the scent of her perfume lingered. Logan studied her for several moments and realized that since she had come to the mansion, he'd been 118 
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following her around like a lost puppy. Only she didn't know that. No one did. And he intended to keep it that way. 

Logan  didn't  want  to  think  about  would  happen  if  he  gave  in  to  his  driving  need  to dominate Alayna. He would surely hurt her, let her down, or disappoint her. Or worse. Due to his ineffectiveness in protecting his submissive, she could wind up dead. Just like Tasha. 

“I'm not afraid of any such thing,” he said with as much disinterest as he could muster and stepped farther into the gym. He could maintain some sort of control. He could run a few miles on  the  treadmill,  spend  some  time  on  the  cross-trainer,  even  with  Alayna  in  the  same  room. 

Couldn't he? “When you're finished playing girlie games, Keegan, perhaps you won't be too tired to go twelve rounds in the ring.” 

Alayna's huff of irritation as Logan brushed past her ripped at his insides. With his back to her, he could almost feel her narrowed eyes boring holes in the back of his head. It was for her own good that she stayed clear of him. He was determined the next two weeks would be different than the previous two. He would not go to his suite again to watch Alayna as she slept. He could do this. On the treadmill, Logan pressed the keys setting his speed and hit Start. Staring straight ahead, he tried his best to ignore the beautiful woman glaring at him. She lowered her eyes after a  moment  and  spun  away  from  him  and  toward  Keegan.  Keegan  still  wore  a  smug  grin,  and Rick's expression had turned stoic. 

The  hum  of  the  machine  he  was  on  eliminated  any  chance  he  had  of  hearing  the  trio converse. That suited Logan fine. Her voice sent his pulse racing and created a tightening in his groin that took hours to ease. From the corner of his eye, he watched Keegan lead Alayna over to one of the speed bags dangling from the ceiling and demonstrate how he wanted her to hit it. 

Alayna fell into a rhythm, effortlessly alternating the combinations with either hand. Logan watched her connect with the bag over and over again. It was as if she'd been doing it all her life. 

Though  he  hadn't  seen  her  throwing  punches  at  the  heavy  bag,  he'd  heard  Keegan  and  Rick commenting on her ability. They were correct. The woman was a natural. 

As he continued to watch, Logan wondered if Alayna was imagining the bag was his head. 

He  wouldn't  blame  her  if  she  was.  His  blatant  disregard  of  her  just  minutes  earlier  had  been despicable. After several moments, she stopped beating the bag, and the three of them burst into laughter. It irritated Logan at how comfortable she was with the other two men. 
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That  should  be  you,  the  harping  voice  in  the  back  of  his  mind  chimed.  She  should  be laughing with you. 

When Alayna once again began to hit the bag, he watched Keegan place his palm against the small of Alayna's back to position her at a better angle. More than once he brushed the stray damp curls behind her ears, which only served to fire Logan's fury. Keegan was taking liberties with  his woman. The other man displayed no regard for Logan, who was watching from the other side  of  the  room.  But  why  would  he?  Logan  had  all  but  pushed  her  aside  by  his  actions  and clipped remarks. 

Keegan's blatant caresses along her arms and shoulders were nearly enough to bring Logan across the room. 

Nearly. 

She's not yours, the annoying voice of his subconscious taunted. 

No she wasn't, but that didn't stop his body from wanting her. If his dick got any harder, he was  going  to  lose  his  rhythm  and  fall  flat  on  his  face.  The  perspiration  glistening  on  her  skin made him want  to lick every salty drop from  her body. He wanted to  spend hours, days even, paying homage to the incredible creature she was. A woman like Alayna deserved to be placed upon a pedestal and cherished. 

Despite the satisfaction he'd given her the night before and her apparent comfort with Rick and Keegan, the need for something more showed in her face. His feet pounded along the belt beneath him.  Not. Worthy. Never. Each blow emphasized the words echoing in his head.  Keep. 

 Her. Safe.  

But,  the  niggling  voice  in  his  head  whispered,  is  it  her  you're  trying  to  keep  safe?  Or yourself? 





120 

Jennifer Cole 





Chapter Nine 

 Day Fifteen 



Two days later, at the tail end of another failed training session, Alayna was at the end of her rope. 

Though it pained her to admit it, she'd finally come to the conclusion that Logan's absence and  his  behavior  toward  her  was  proof  positive  that  he  saw  her  as  nothing  more  than  a  stain marring the perfection of his home. She was certain that anything she thought she'd seen when he was at the café was just that—her imagination. Deep inside, she had wanted him to desire her, to want her for his own, but it was clear now that she'd been deluding herself. 

The  purpose  of  her  agreeing  to  be  trained  at  the  mansion  had  been  to  tap  into  her submissive nature, and it was getting her nowhere. Alayna wondered why she was putting off the inevitable. She would never be the submissive Logan wanted. 

She confronted Rick in the hallway outside the dining room. “Listen, I've had enough of this,” she said. “I can't do it anymore. The failure, the disappointment—I just can't. It's a drain on my emotions, Rick. Though it's hard to admit it, I think I'm ready to throw in the towel.” Understanding crossed his features, and a placating smile curled one side of his mouth. 

“Before  you  make  any  rash  decisions,  pet,  you  should  speak  to  someone  you  trust, Alayna.” Rick handed over his cell phone and motioned her inside the library. 

“I trust  you, or at least  I'm working on it. Besides, I'm not allowed outside contact,” she protested, wondering if the offer was some sort of a test. 

“Sweetheart, you don't trust me enough,” he said and flashed a grin. “Believe me, there's been a ton of shit happening that's out of the norm.” Rick's comment piqued her curiosity. What was he talking about? 
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“So go ahead. I'm your master—in theory anyway—and if my weight carries anything, I'm giving you permission. Go.” He pushed the phone into her hand and settled his palm against the small of her back, urging her through a doorway. 

Inside the library, windows stretched from the floor to the ceiling along the length of the outside wall. The three inside walls were lined with hundreds, if not thousands, of books. Several Edinburgh chairs were scattered in various locations around the vast openness of the room, and beside each stood an antique wooden table with a lantern-style lamp sitting on top. Two oblong tables  without  chairs  around  them  sat  lengthwise,  opposite  one  another  in  the  middle  of  the room. A selection of newspapers was stacked neatly in one corner. A subtle mustiness from the ancient volumes lining the shelves scented the air, yet not in an unpleasant way. Taking a seat in one of the  chairs overlooking the lush  green lawn that stretched out  behind  the house, Alayna flipped open the phone in her hand and pressed the buttons. 

“Thank  you  for  calling  Valerian's  Root.  How  may  I  help  you?”  DeeDee's  cheery  voice sang. 

“Dee, hi, it's Alayna.” 

“Hi back. How's the vacation?” 

From her perch by the window, Alayna scanned the acre and a half of verdant grass and the swimming pool on the far side of a small knoll in the middle of the lawn. Just then a jackrabbit sprinted across the yard. 

“The scenery is breathtaking,” she replied. 

“I hope you're taking a ton of pics,” DeeDee continued. 

Alayna grinned as her mind wandered to the photos she'd seen on the Web site a couple of weeks earlier. “I'll be sure to,” she said. “Listen, Dee, I'd love to chat, but I don't have a lot of time. Is everything going well?” 

“Sure. Things are fine,” she said, but Alayna picked up on the slight hesitation in the other woman's voice. 

“Dee, what's going on?” 

“Al, you know me, I don't want to cause problems. You're on holiday and all—” 

“Spill it.” 
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“All  right,  Ari  and  Dane  are,  you  know”—her  voice  dropped  to  just  above  a  whisper—

“like oil and water.” 

“Oh no.” Alayna sighed. 

“It's not  that bad, Al, honest,” DeeDee quickly amended. “It's just,  you know what Ari's like with someone new poking around. That's all. By the way, thanks for sending that studmuffin here while you're away. He's is way yum.” 

Alayna  giggled  and  rolled  her  eyes.  Poor  Dane.  Not  only  was  he  tolerating Ariel's…eccentricities…but she hadn't given any thought to Sadie and DeeDee drooling all over him. When this was over, he was getting his lunches on the house for a month. At least. 

“Is Ari busy? Can she spare me a few minutes?” 

“Lunch was a madhouse today, Al, but you know Ariel; she took it all in stride. Hold on, I'll get her.” 

“Thanks,” Alayna said. 

A moment later the line clicked as someone picked up the phone. 

“Al,  what's  up?  I  thought  you  weren't  supposed  to  make  any  calls?  What's  wrong?” Though the query was casual, Alayna honed in on the underlying anxiety in Ariel's voice. 

Alayna smiled at the sound of her sister's voice. Warmth spread throughout her body, and she settled into the chair. The first two weeks apart had been something to get used to without her. Perhaps the call would help. 

“Hey there, baby sister. Miss me?” she teased. 

“Damn straight. That wannabe Dom is useless on the register.” 

“You  were  paid  on  time,  right?”  she  asked,  attempting  to  keep  the  nervousness  and disappointment she felt  at  her own situation  out of her voice. “So that's an upside.  And how's Dane making out with ordering your supplies?” 

“I'm fine. Money's not everything, and let's not talk about supply orders.” 

“All right, fine, we won't talk shop,” Alayna conceded. “How are you holding up? What's new? How are you and Dane getting along? He hasn't said anything.” Alayna had only crossed paths with Dane twice in her two weeks at the mansion, and his only response when she asked about Ariel and the café had been a gruff “everything's fine.” His An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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tone  had  played  on  her  insecurities.  Alayna  loved  her  sister  with  all  her  heart,  but  she  knew firsthand just how difficult Ariel could be when she wanted to be. 

“It's going. It's going. I'd rather hear all the details of your training.” Ariel laughed. “Is that sexy Logan tying you up or tying you in knots?” 

“Oh, I'm in knots all right.” Alayna huffed out a breath. “But I've only seen the sexy Logan a couple of times since I arrived.” 

“Logan isn't around? I thought he owned the place with Dane?” 

“He does.” Alayna sighed. Absently her fingers began flicking at a tassel hanging from the corner of a mustard-colored pillow beside her. “But apparently Logan is too busy to bother with the training of subs. Maybe he works with the Doms. I don't know. Rick is great though.” 

“Rick? Who the fuck is Rick?” 

Alayna  jumped  at  the  sharpness  in  Ariel's  voice.  Knowing  it  wasn't  directed  at  her,  she settled against the high-back chair. 

“The fellow Dane set me up to train with. You'd like him, Ari. His sense of humor reminds me of you.” 

“But he doesn't 'do it' for you.” 

“Not even a little. It's me, I'm sure of it.” 

Day after  agonizing day it was the same thing.  She'd set  out  with  the best  of intentions, only to return to her room at the end of the day disappointed. 

She had been thankful when Rick introduced her to the gym in the basement a couple of days earlier. It had been helpful to take her frustrations out on the heavy bag suspended from the ceiling. With Keegan's assistance, she had learned the proper stance and breathing techniques to get the most out of the exercise. She planned to have a bag installed in the basement of her own home when she returned, and perhaps a second in  the cellar of the restaurant.  That  way when Logan showed his face there for lunch, she could head downstairs and beat the hell out of the bag and  imagine  it  was  him.  He  didn't  even  need  to  be  around  to  frustrate  her.  Though  now  she wasn't only sexually agitated, she was simply pissed off. 

“No, Al, there's no way it could be you. You haven't done anything wrong.” 

“You're too sweet,” Alayna said. 
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“I want to know about this training.” 

“You mean my lack of training,” Alayna grumbled and punched the pillow at her side. 

“What? Are they that lame?” 

She'd placed the call in search of her sister's support; Alayna realized she needed to come clean. “This is really embarrassing,” she began. “Our sessions are a futile endeavor. Sure, Rick and  I have developed a  bond, a friendship, but  he doesn't  do anything to help  me tap into my inner sub.” Though he seemed to be trying, she neglected to voice aloud. 

“So maybe you just need someone who makes you want to submit.” 

“Ari, I came here because I want it to be Logan…but…” Alayna wasn't ready to confess to her sister that during her residency he'd all but snubbed her. Instead she offered up a white lie. 

“Since  he's  more  or  less  MIA,  I'm  wondering  what  the  hell  I'm  still  doing  here.  This  is  a  big waste of time. I think I made a mistake coming here. This isn't for me, I guess.” 

“Are you sure about that? I mean, you seemed so interested in being a submissive.” 

“Yes, I did. But who I want doesn't seem to be interested in me.” Ariel muttered something that sounded like, “Sounds like we have the same problem.” 

“What's that?” Alayna asked, not certain she heard correctly. 

“Nothing, nothing.” 

“What's going on, Ariel?” Alayna didn't like the angst in her sister's voice. 

“If it's Logan you want, can't you request he be the one to train you?” 

“Ariel?” Alayna's voice took on the parental tone she'd given up using when Ariel turned nineteen. Realizing the tone wouldn't work any more now than it did back then, she allowed her concern to ring through. “What is going on with you? And don't try to bullshit me.” 

“I don't like having Dane here. That's all. Let's keep this focused on you. If you're thinking about  quitting,  why  are  you  calling  me?  Why  don't  you  tell  them  'I'm  out  of  here'  and  come home?” 

“Well, Rick suggested I talk to someone I trust. I'm thinking about throwing in the towel. 

And there isn't anyone in the world I trust more than you, baby sister.” Rick really was a terrific guy. Alayna wished she could meet him halfway in their sessions. 
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“I love you too, Al. But I want you to be sure. Is there any chance you'll be happy if you give up now? Or will you regret not taking this chance?” 

“You know me,” Alayna admitted. “Eventually I would regret not seeing this through. I'm so frustrated here,” she growled. 

“I thought you'd be getting laid like every day.” 

Alayna laughed. “Not once since I've been here. My first obstacle is to learn how to  get myself off, but the information Rick gave me on masturbation techniques isn't helping either.” 

“Damn, that sucks!” Ariel spat out. “They gave you brochures? No hands-on stuff?” Not  enough  to  help.  Alayna  groaned,  recalling  the  failed  attempts  of  him  helping  her  to reach climax through masturbation. She leaned forward in the chair. “I'm destined to never come in my life, Ari. Never.” 

“Wait a minute. Are you saying you have a hard time getting off?” 

“Well,  yeah,  I-I…”  As  close  as  the  two  were,  Alayna  was  fearful  of  confessing  her problem.  “I  can't  orgasm.  That's  why  I  wanted  to  come  here.  I  was  hoping  someone  might  be able to teach me. But it isn't working out well.” 

“It's okay, Al.” Ariel sighed. “I'm in the same boat.” 

“Really?  Why  didn't  you  say  something?  Have  we  never  had  'the  talk'?  How  can  we discuss everything under the sun but not something as important as this?” 

“Eww, that would be like walking in on Mom and Dad when they had sex.” 

“Nice, Ari. Like I didn't have enough on my mind. Now you present me with that visual.” 

“I love you, Al, but discussing the birds and the bees with your big sister is not my idea of a good time. Have you talked to Rick about the issue?” Only every day.  

“Rick's aware, and in the beginning was eager to help me out. But now all we do is talk. 

I'm supposed to learn about my body and what turns me on before Rick and I can go further.” 

“It's all in the clit.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Well, it is, at least according to Dane.” 
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“Dane? You've been discussing this with Dane but not me?” Alayna asked, trying to keep the surprise from her voice. What did Dane have to do with this? 

“I wouldn't exactly call it discussing… Never mind. Listen, don't give up.” 

“Oh no  you don't,” Alayna said.  “You keep turning this conversation back on me, and  I want to know what's going on with you.” 

“It's nothing, I swear.” 

Alayna was far from convinced. “Are you and Dane—” 

“It's between Dane and me, and we're working it out. Kinda.” The  tone  of  Ariel's  voice  mimicked  her  own  frustrations.  “Ari,  you're  struggling  with something. Tell me; I'm here for you.” 

“I love you too, sis, but I need to take care of this on my own. I need to figure it out. I don't want you to give up.” 

“You're leaving me feeling uncomfortable, Ari. Do you want me to come home? Because I will; you say the word.” 

“I only want you to come home if you think you can't get what you need there.” 

“If  I  leave  now,  down  the  road  I'll  kick  my  ass  for  not  seeing  this  through.  But  I'm  so frustrated. Maybe I should speak with Dane. If I decide to leave, I have to give notice.” 

“Talk to him.” 

“I will, I promise. I'll let Rick know I need a meeting, and he'll get in touch with Dane.” 

“Sounds  good.  I  want  you  to  be  happy,  Al.  And  satisfied  with  your  decision,  and  not because I'd love to have you back home and the surf bum out of my hair.” 

“Thanks. I want  you happy too, but  you don't sound it right now. Listen, I know I'm not allowed calls here, but take down Rick's cell number. If you need me for anything, you call it, and he'll get the message to me.” 

“Thanks.” 

“All  right,  I've  got  to  go,  kid,”  Alayna  said  after  Ariel  updated  her  on  the  happenings around the café. “I love you. Behave. And please, please, please try to get along with Dane until I come home. I'll be back before you know it.” 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I love you too, Al. And come home when you're ready.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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After flipping the cell closed to disconnect the call, Alayna stood and walked toward the window. 

What  the  hell  was  Ariel  keeping  from  her?  Alayna  couldn't  help  but  wonder.  The uneasiness in her sister's voice and words played right alongside Dane's lame-ass “everything's fine” comments. Were things that bad between the two of them? She prayed not. In the ten years following their parents' passing, Alayna had always put Ariel first. She didn't begrudge Ariel the love, time, and energy she'd put into her younger sister. Ariel was her life. But right now Alayna had  enough  to  concern  herself  with  here  at  the  mansion.  She  hoped  their  time  apart  would strengthen their relationship, not rip it apart. 

Though lost in her thoughts replaying the strange conversation with Ariel as she gazed out the  window  over  the  yard,  the  sound  of  footsteps  on  the  hardwood  floor  out  in  the  hallway gained her attention. 

“Rick?”  she  called  out.  When  he  failed  to  respond,  she  turned  toward  the  open  sliding doors. “Rick? I'm all finished. Come on in if you want.” Still he didn't come into the library. 

Alayna shrugged, deciding her mind was playing tricks on her. 


* * * 

In his office, Logan sat at his desk going over a new proposal for the firm. As usual since her arrival, his attention was elsewhere. 

Earlier, from the shadows, he'd watched Alayna through the half-open doors leading into the library. She'd broken the terms of her contract by phoning her sister and therefore should be punished. Her natural submissiveness called to his dominance as if demanding it be set free. This time  Logan  had  struggled  a  near-losing  battle  fighting  the  beast  back.  He'd  overheard  her conversation, heard and felt the anguish in her voice, her words. The frustration she felt tugged at his insides. 

What he had done to compromise Rick and Alayna's training sessions was hurting her at every turn. But as long as she resided in his home, Logan was determined no other man would touch her. If another man touched her, his battle would be lost. The Dom he once was wouldn't stand for it. If another man touched her, there was no way Logan could rein himself in. 
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Tackling  the  mounting  paperwork  on  his  desk  was  futile,  so  he  pushed  the  files  aside. 

Logan  stood  from  his  desk  and  crossed  the  room.  He  contemplated  scrounging  the  fridge  for food to appease the growling in his belly. 

Logan wasn't surprised when Rick's knock sounded at the door of his office; actually, he was surprised it had taken so long in coming. 

“May I come in?” Rick asked when Logan opened the door. 

Though Rick's breath  was a touch uneven, his  gaze held  steady, unwavering as it seized Logan's. Without breaking the tense visual connection between them, Logan stepped to the side, leaving  the  entering  of   his  lair  up  to  his  caller.  When  he'd  opened  the  door,  he  had  hoped  his unyielding  expression  would  deter  Rick,  yet  he  was  pleased  to  see  it  hadn't.  Rick  was  clearly nervous, but he walked past Logan and into the office. Logan gave the other man credit: he had done very well with tapping into his internal dominant. Rick's fiancée would be pleased with the effects the last couple of weeks had offered. 

Rick refused to sit when Logan gestured to one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “May I speak frankly?” 

“Of  course,  Rick,”  Logan  replied,  his  voice  carrying  a  hint  of  warning  to  Rick  to  tread carefully. Logan already suspected what the man's visit was about. 

“What the hell is going on?” 

Logan's hackles rose at Rick's demand. “I don't owe you an explanation for my actions,” Logan retorted evenly. 

“It's clear you want to be in my shoes,” Rick continued. “So why in the hell aren't you the one working with Alayna?” 

Logan crossed his arms over his broad chest and lifted his chin. His eyes narrowed as he glared  at  the  other  man.  “Once  again,  I  do  not  explain  myself  to  you.  You  have  some  nerve coming to question me. Who in the hell do you think you are?” Rick sighed in  exasperation  and squared his  shoulders. “I am  a man who was just about finished training with my fiancée when she was called away. And despite what you might think, Logan, I did a damn good job while Sheila was here.” 

“I  won't  argue  that,”  Logan  agreed.  “Both  Keegan  and  Dane's  reports  were  above favorable. So?” 
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“I was prepared to pack up and go home with Sheila when she left, but when approached with Dane's proposition to assist Alayna, I readily agreed to extend my stay. I was honored Dane thought enough of me and my ability for the responsibility.” 

“Upset because you aren't fucking her?” Logan sneered. 

“I  don't  want  to  fuck  Alayna!”  Rick  stopped.  He  inhaled  a  deep  breath  and  exhaled  it slowly before continuing. “I want to help her find the person inside her that she wants to find. 

That's  all.  She  is  an  incredible  woman,  Logan,  and  I  consider  myself  lucky  to  have  the opportunity to get to know her. We've developed a friendship which will continue long after our stint in this place.” 

Logan growled low, but Rick held his position in front of him. 

“You've tied my hands where Alayna's training is concerned. And I don't think I can fulfill what has been asked of me.” 

“That's not very confident talk coming from a master,” Logan chided. 

“The  corner  you've  backed  me  into  isn't  fair  to  either  her  or  me,”  Rick  countered.  “But especially not to Alayna.” 

“You are a Dominant, Rick. This is what you've been training for.” Logan shrugged, arms still crossed. 

“I'm a Dominant for my Sheila, Logan. I never pretended to be anything else.” Rick was talking semantics, and Logan ignored him. “So I've placed an obstacle or two in your way. Use the skills you've acquired and work around it,” he challenged. 

Rick traded a glare with him as several moments passed between them in silence. 

Logan gave Rick points for standing his ground. 

“You  should  know  I've  requested  time  with  Dane  for  Alayna,”  Rick  said.  “She's considering leaving.” 

Regardless  of  the  fact  he'd  just  overheard  her  tell  her  sister  that  very  thing,  Logan  felt himself waver as his mind raced. Hearing the words leave Rick's mouth affected him more than he  liked.  To  mask  the  weakness  in  his  legs  at  the  thought  of  Alayna  leaving  his  bed  and  his domain for good, he adjusted his footing and maintained Rick's angry gaze. 
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When  Logan  refrained  from  commenting,  Rick  snorted.  With  a  shake  of  his  head,  he stormed from Logan's office and slammed the heavy wooden door behind him. 
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Chapter Ten 

 Day Seventeen 



Two days later, in front of the mirror in her room, Alayna recited the points she intended to discuss once she entered Dane's office. She wiped her sweaty palms on the thighs of her jeans. 

She was already nervous, and she hadn't even left the room yet. After running through her speech one last time, she turned away from the mirror and strode across the floor. 

The  house  seemed  eerily  silent  that  morning,  which  only  contributed  to  her  mounting anxieties. She'd overslept and therefore missed breakfast. Her belly growled its displeasure. After the meeting, she'd raid the fridge. 

Her conversation with Ariel two days earlier had shed the light Alayna had been looking for. Last night, as she had attempted to lose herself in a romance novel and failed, she'd made her decision. Now she needed to share that decision with Dane. She appreciated his efforts, but the time had come to put an end to the charade. 

Rounding  the  corner  to  the  offices,  Alayna  glanced  at  the  closed  door  to  Logan's  before turning her attention to Dane's. She inhaled a deep breath and held it for several heartbeats. Then she slowly exhaled. 

With a sharp knock, she rapped on the wooden door. 

“Enter,” Dane called from inside his office. 

She turned the knob and pushed the door open. 

“Alayna, please have a seat,” he said after she entered. “My apologies for you having to wait until today to meet.” 

“It's all right, Mr. Reese,” she said, seating herself in one of the comfy wingback chairs. 
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“That's an understatement.” He chuckled. “And please call me Dane.” 

“Oh  hell,”  Alayna  groaned,  recalling  the  tension  in  her  sister's  voice  from  the  call  she'd sneaked a couple of days before. Though she felt twinges of guilt for breaking the rules about contact with the outside world, she decided to refrain from admitting she'd made the call. If Dane brought it up, then she'd address it. “What's she up to? Give it to me straight.” 

“Nothing I can't handle, I assure you,” he replied, rubbing at his shoulder with a grin. His expression seemed a blend of satisfaction and amusement, but if he was thinking of her sister, she doubted he'd have such a cat-in-cream look. Ariel brought a more drenched, pissed-off-kitty scowl to men's faces. 

He didn't sound convincing, but she was hardly in a position to question. “All right. But only if you're sure.” 

“Promise. So, what can I do for you?” 

“I have to be honest, Dane, things aren't working out here like I thought they would,” she said. Things weren't working out at all, in her opinion. 

“How so?” 

“Well, I wasn't expecting a miracle, but I'm even more frustrated now than I was before I came here. Sexually and otherwise. I told you there was the odd time I could bring myself off through masturbation, but since being under Rick's tutelage, I haven't come at all,” she told him. 

“So you have need for release and Rick is denying you?” he asked, leaning forward in his chair. His blue eyes gazed steadily into hers. 

“Yes.  No.  No,  it  isn't  that,”  she  said,  shaking  her  head  with  annoyance  at  her  own indecision more than anything else. 

Across the desk, Dane sat silent. 

“I  want  out,”  she  said.  “Don't  get  me  wrong.  Rick  is  terrific.  We  talk,  and  he's  a  really funny  guy.  I  like  him  as  a  friend,  but  he  doesn't  do  squat  for  my  sexual  submissiveness.  He's barely  even  touched  me.  Says  he  can't.  You  promised  I  would  find  my  inner  submissive  and experience a part of myself that I've repressed.” 

“And you can—” 
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Alayna shook her head, cutting him off. “I don't think so. I'm pretty sure it's me. I give off some  kind  of  vibe.  I'm  cold,  frigid.  I've  been  told  that  before.  Hell,  Rick  doesn't  even  put  his hands on me. What am I supposed to think?” 

“Alayna, believe me, it's not you—” 

“It is. Hell, I can't even make myself come without going at it for, like, forever, and even then I'm let down.” Alayna sighed deeply. “It's me. It always is. I am just not destined to enjoy submission like you think I am. Or like I want to. Listen, there's no sense in wasting Rick's or my time any longer. I want out. I need out. I just don't think this is for me. I'm really sorry.” Dane nodded. “As per the terms in your contract, you owe me twenty-four hour's notice, Alayna. Will you allow me that time to search out a solution?” 

“Dane, please. This is embarrassing enough for me,” she said, squirming in her seat. 

“There  is  no  reason  for  you  to  be  embarrassed.  I  chose  the  wrong  master  for  you.  Even though it wasn't my choice to make, I made it. And for that, I owe you. The choice of a suitable master was for you to make, not me.” 

“Dane, please—” 

“The contract states either party must provide the other twenty-four hours notice, Alayna. 

Allow me that.” 

Several moments of silence passed between them before she conceded. “All right. Twenty-four hours, and if I still feel the same way, you'll let me go?” 

“You have my word.” 


* * * 

Logan  stood  at  the  window  in  his  office,  watching  Alayna  walk  across  the  yard.  In  her hand she carried a towel, and he knew she was heading toward the pool. It pissed him off that once she ventured over the hill, he wouldn't be able to see her anymore. It pissed him off even more that there was nowhere around the pool area he could observe her unnoticed. 

The sound of his office door slamming into the wall drew his attention. Taking his time, Logan turned to find Dane had entered. 

“Something I can help you with?” he asked, frowning at his friend. 

“Alayna wants to leave,” Dane said. 
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Logan's heart plummeted. Yes, in the beginning he would have been relieved for her to go back home to her life and he to his. But the thought of her actually leaving his home when she belonged here was something he hated to consider. “Why?” 

“Because she isn't getting what was promised her.” 

“She  has  two  weeks  to  go,”  Logan  protested  as  he  vacated  the  spot  at  the  window  and crossed the room to his desk. 

Dane  shrugged.  “You're  aware  of  the  release  clause  written  into  the  contract.  Her expectations have yet to be met. She wants out, and I'm inclined to let her.” Logan didn't respond. 

“I've heard you've made it difficult for Rick to give one-hundred percent to her training.” Logan refused to acknowledge the accusation. 

“You  do  realize  that  by  threatening  Rick  you've  essentially  reneged  on  our  contractual obligation to Alayna, right?” Dane continued. 

Logan dismissed Dane with a grunt and a wave of his hand. 

“Damn it, Logan,” his partner said with a shake of his head. “I know she's the one that has your balls in a twist.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Logan snapped. 

“It's more than obvious,” Dane said. “You didn't participate in her intake interview—” 

“That was your doing,” Logan snarled, pointing a finger at Dane. “You blindsided me by bringing Alayna here and not saying a fucking word to me.” 

“Because  she's  your  match,  you  ass.  And  for  months  you've  refused  to  act  on  your attraction to her.” 

“You don't know fuck all.” 

“I'm  smarter  than  you're  giving  me  credit  for.  You're  involved  in  her  training,  but  not hands-on. Or rather, you've seen to it that Rick can't assist her. You insist Alayna sleep in your personal suite, in your bed. The first week you were content with sitting and watching her sleep. 

But then that wasn't enough. Now you're crawling in beside her after she's fallen asleep.” Logan was caught off guard by Dane's statement. “You knew?” 

“Of course I fucking knew. I know everything that goes on around here.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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“How?” Logan demanded. 

“Shendah  smells  you  in  the  room  when  she  makes  it  up.  Your  cologne  is  all  over  the sheets. Stop dicking around, Logan. Take the fucking bull by the horns and go after what  you want—” 

“Fuck you,” Logan growled at his best friend of thirty-plus years. 

Logan didn't want to rise to the bait, but memories of Tasha flashed in his mind. 

“Get off the cross, man,” Dane said. “Tasha made her choice. You need to make yours.” 

“I have,” Logan snapped. 

“No.” Dane crossed his arms over his chest. An expression of disgust and pity deepened the lines bracketing his mouth and the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. “You've been hiding and avoiding making a real choice for five years.” 

Logan didn't reply. He had failed to keep Tasha safe, and he would live with that for the rest of his life. 

“So, you're going to spend the rest of your life jacking off? Never touch another woman because Tasha couldn't push you to give up your personal ethics? That's fucking lame, Logan.” They'd been over this ad nauseam, and Logan wasn't interested in hashing things out  yet again. 

“Christ, Logan, you want Alayna. But what I don't understand is if you want her so bad, why don't you claim her, mark her, collar her—something? Why keep her at arm's length?” 

“It's not that simple,” Logan finally said, dropping into the chair behind his desk. 

“Seems pretty fucking simple to me. You're attracted to her and not just for the purposes of taking her as a sub, and damn, she is a natural sub, my friend. She needs that tapped. But there's more to it than that, any fool can see. Hell, if you aren't interested in marking her, maybe I'll add her to my harem.” 

A vicious sound erupted from Logan's throat. “You don't have a harem.” Dane  shook  his  head  and  chuckled.  “Maybe  I  should  start  one.  Hell,  the  older  sister  is probably easier to control than the younger one.” 

“Back off, Dane.” 





136 

Jennifer Cole 



“You know what, buddy? Sometimes a Dom meets his match in a sub, and that's nothing to be  ashamed  of.  Alayna  rocks  your  control,  challenges  you.  So  embrace  it.  Learn  from  it. 

Strengthen your control where your woman is concerned. Alayna isn't Tasha.” 

“I know that,” Logan snarled. “Why can't you just leave it be?” Dane threw up his hands in defeat or exasperation; Logan wasn't sure which. “You're right. 

You know what? Fuck it. Throw away what you could have with Alayna while you wallow in your self-pity and guilt over something that was out of your control. Leave her to me. Yup, that's what  I'm  going  to  do  for  you,  my  friend,”  Dane  said,  turning  toward  the  door.  “I'll  take  over Alayna's  training.  Personally.  Then  your  control  will  remain  intact  and  you'll  have  nothing  to worry about.” 

He closed the door with the same solid  thud he'd used to open it. 

Logan  picked  up  the  penis  paperweight  Keegan  had  given  him  as  a  gag  gift  for  his  last birthday off his desk and hurled it at the door. Later he'd make Dane pay for that remark. There was no way in hell anyone but Logan would mark Alayna. 

She belonged to him. 


* * * 

That  night  Logan  awoke  with  a  start,  drenched  in  sweat.  His  breathing  was  harsh  as  he gasped to draw air. His body shook. He reached over to touch Alayna, the thought of waking her the furthest thing from his mind. He exhaled a shaky sigh of relief that she was still beside him. 

She hadn't even stirred. 

Images from  the dream  that woke him burned fresh as if he were still asleep.  It  was the dream  that had haunted  him every night  for the  past  five  years. The significant  difference this time was the dead woman he held in his arms hadn't been Tasha… It had been his Alayna. 

The dream was all the proof Logan needed to confirm what he already knew: he couldn't keep her safe. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 Day Eighteen 



The next morning Alayna once again woke to the heavy scent of Logan's cologne on her skin and on the blankets covering her. But she wasn't complaining. She loved his scent. It made her think of power and dominance and safety. Though lately, waking up every morning to the smell of him had also wreaked havoc with her growing frustration. 

The twenty-four hours Dane had asked for the day before was nearing an end, and Alayna was still coming to grips with the fact that her mission to gain Logan's attentions had failed. She wasn't as cut out to be his submissive as she'd hoped. 

Tossing  the  sheets  back,  she  removed  the  blindfold  Rick  still  insisted  on  placing  on  her each night, as well as during their sessions, got up from the warmth of the bed, and crossed the room to the bathroom. It was early, just after seven thirty. Deciding to make the most of her last day at the mansion, Alayna pulled on her bathing suit, grabbed a fluffy bath towel from the linen closet, and left the suite. 

Following an hour's worth of laps in the pool, she went back to her room and jumped in the shower. It was for the best that she was returning to Ariel and the café, and as soon as possible. 

Getting  back  to  her  routine  would  help  keep  her  distracted  from  the  ache  she  was  certain  to experience  in  her  heart.  Perhaps  after  their  interactions  these  past  two  weeks,  Logan  wouldn't come into the café again. That would be a shame. She didn't want to never see him again; but maybe it was for the best. 

Naked, she walked through the suite and contemplated whether or not she wanted to grab a bite  to  eat  before  packing  up  her  things  and  asking  Keegan  to  take  her  home.  She'd  missed breakfast, but she could make herself some toast. 
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A knock at the door caught Alayna by surprise. In the time she'd spent at the mansion, no one had come calling before ten in the morning. Pulling on her silk robe and fastening it around her waist, she walked across the room. When she opened it, Rick was standing on the other side, smiling. 

“Ready to go?” 

“I'm sorry? I thought we weren't getting together for another hour. If at all,” she replied, slipping the towel off her head. “Have you not spoken with Dane?” 

“Change  of  plans  today,”  he  said,  reaching  for  her  hand.  With  a  tug,  she  was  in  the corridor, and Rick pulled the door closed behind her. 

“Hey, I'm not ready,” she protested, stumbling to keep up with him. “I'm not even dressed, Rick. Where are we going?” 

“Dane has arranged a surprise, and I've been directed to prepare you,” he answered. 

Alayna's pulse raced. What had Dane done? What sort of surprise had he planned? Did this have something to do with their meeting the day before? Her belly somersaulted as she and Rick rounded the corner toward the stairs. They climbed to the second floor and the playrooms lining either side of the hallway. 

Had he assigned her a new master? God, she hoped not. Though she'd come to really like Rick as a friend, her experience in submissive training had been a bust. Now all she wanted to do was go home and get on with her life. 

Rick led her to a room she'd only been in when he'd shown her around and pushed the door open. After allowing Rick to usher her inside, Alayna stopped and gazed around the room. It was as  she'd  remembered  it.  A  bench  of  sorts  sat  in  the  middle  of  the  room.  It  was  padded  for comfort,  yet  the  restraints  around  it  appeared  a  little  threatening.  The  straps  were  made  of leather, and the large metal buckles looked rather unforgiving. 

The shelves were lined with familiar items she'd seen in the other rooms, such as lotions and  lubricants  of  a  variety  of  scents  and  consistencies.  Additional  implements  like  vibrators, dildos, and butt plugs were displayed on other shelves. Paddles and floggers hung from beautiful brass hooks on the walls. 
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A  familiar  musk  scented  the  room,  making  Alayna's  body  react  in  the  most  indecent  of ways. The smell of  Logan's cologne had Alayna inhaling,  attempting to  absorb every  airborne molecule of the masculine aroma into her body. 

“I love that smell,” she murmured. 

“I thought it would help with the atmosphere,” Rick said. “Come on, we don't have a lot of time.” 

“What are we doing?” 

Rick's brows were knit in concentration when he turned to look at her. “It really isn't my place to say.” He pulled her toward the bench. 

“Don't hand me that,” she argued. “You'd better spill it, buddy.” 

“Oh fine. Dane's going to kill me for this,” he said, shaking his head in defeat. “Come on, time's ticking. Give me your robe, and lie down on the bench. I'll talk while I strap you down.” Alayna  stood  in  place,  set  a  hand  on  her  hip,  and  raised  a  brow.  It  took  a  handful  of seconds to pass for Rick to realize she hadn't moved. 

“Come on,” he growled with a hint of irritation in the tone. “I don't want to be here when Logan walks in.” 

“Logan? W-what does he have to do with this?” 

“He's your surprise. Or at least that's Dane's plan,” Rick replied. “So move your ass, babe.” In an instant Alayna dropped the silk robe to the floor and bolted toward the bench. “On my back?” she asked. 

“Yup. Arms above your head. Legs together for now.” 

“Okay, stop tormenting me. What's going on?” 

Rick  walked  around  the  bench  to  where  her  hands  were  and  began  fastening  the  thick leather straps around her wrists. 

“Logan is the reason we've had a tough time.” 

Alayna narrowed her eyes and glanced up at Rick. “But why?” 

“When Dane announced I'd be working with you, Logan pulled me aside and threatened to castrate me without anesthetic if I touched you.” 

“Why?” 
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“Hadn't a clue at the time. But Sheila and I have sort of grown attached to my balls, so I made certain there was no physical contact between you and me. Or at least very little.” 

“I don't understand. He's made it abundantly clear he doesn't want me for himself, so why would he care if you helped me?” 

“Oh but he does, my pretty pet.” 

“What?” Alayna's heart raced. 

“All  Dane  said  was  Logan  was  struggling  with  something  from  his  past,  and  he'd  been denying himself what he enjoys in the lifestyle ever since.” It  didn't  take  much  for  Alayna  to  put  two  and  two  together.  She  wasn't  sure  if  she  was pissed or somewhat turned on. For the moment she decided to go with pissed. “The bastard.” Rick moved to the foot of the bench and gave her ankles the same treatment as her wrists. 

“I'm being sacrificed as a pawn. The sons of bitches. Untie me,” she demanded and began to  struggle  against  the  restraints.  But  they  successfully  carried  out  their  purpose;  she  couldn't move. 

“Rick,” she growled a warning as he began pushing her legs apart after fastening a separate strap across each thigh. 

“Forget it,” he answered. “There's no time.” 

“But they're using me,” she told him in a raised voice. “That's not part of the game.” 

“Sweetheart,” Rick said as he locked the leg sections in place, leaving her splayed wide. “I see how your eyes light up at the mere mention of Logan's name.” 

“They do not.” 

“Yeah, right.” Rick gave her an unconvinced glare. “Logan,” he snapped and then grinned. 

“Now look at your nipples.” 

She didn't need to. They were hard, erect little buds. 

“They never perked up for me.” 

“You sound jealous.” 

“Maybe a little.” 

“You're an ass.” 
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“I've been told that before.” He grinned wide, and then he scanned the room. “Now where is that blindfold? Ah, there you are,” he said when his eyes settled on something across the room. 

Alayna  watched  him  walk  toward  a  dresser  along  one  wall  and  pluck  something  off  the surface of it. “So  I've got a thing for Logan, big deal. That still doesn't mean I'm interested in being used.” She tried to bluff. 

“Dane said to tell you, this is the second thing. Said you'd know what it meant.” Alayna's mind raced. Without a word, Rick slid the blindfold over her head and covered her eyes. 

“Hey! Wait a minute. I don't understand what that means.” 

“I gotta go,” Rick said. 

Alayna knew he wasn't beside her anymore, but it took a few seconds for her to realize he'd moved to the door. 

“Wait!” she called to him. 

“I can't. He'll be here any minute, and he'll castrate me if he finds me.” 

“I'll  castrate  you  when  I  get  out  of  here,  you  ass,”  she  threatened  through  gritted  teeth. 

“And I'll use my bare hands.” 

“Okay, sure, no problem. We'll pick this up later then.” And with that, the door clicked closed. 

“Men!” Alayna's breath came quickly and in harsh pants, she was so furious. 

What the hell was going on? Damn it, she wanted answers. She was going to kill Dane and Rick. When she got loose, they were dead. She contemplated calling out for help but realized it would be pointless to do so. The rooms were soundproof. 

As the silence continued around her, she began to think on Dane's message. 

“This is the second thing.” What did that mean?  Think, Alayna.  

Taking in a couple of deep breaths, Alayna willed her body to calm down. What was the worst that could happen? Logan wouldn't come, and she'd lay there tied up until someone came back  to  release  her.  Both  Dane  and  Rick  knew  where  she  was,  and  she  hoped  someone  was keeping an eye on the door to be sure Logan showed up. 
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Why was  Dane setting  his  friend up? And why  did  he feel  the need to  use her to  do it? 

There  was  something  in  Logan's  past,  Rick  had  said.  But  what  did  that  have  to  do  with  her? 

There was no question she found Logan attractive. Rick was right. All it took was the mention of his  name  to  set  her  body  on  fire.  When  she'd  walked  into  the  room  a  few  minutes  earlier,  his scent had stopped her dead in her tracks. 

“This is the second thing.” 

Did  Logan  find  her  attractive?  Was  that  what  this  was  about?  Then  why  hadn't  he  just overseen her training sessions? Why had he never made anything more than casual conversation when  he  visited  the  restaurant?  The  questions  surging  through  her  mind  gave  her  a  headache. 

When  someone  came  for  her,  she  planned  on  marching  into  Dane's  office  and  demanding  an explanation. 

This was wrong on so many levels, she decided. Being left tied to a bench for a man who'd barely  spoken  to  her.  He'd  given  her  the  brush-off  when  their  paths  did  cross.  That  said something  right  there.  If  Dane  thought  he was doing his friend a favor by leaving  a  ripe little morsel for him to toy with, he was seriously delusional. The whole situation was fucked up. 

This was the second thing, Dane had told Rick to tell her. Suddenly those words clicked into place in her mind. 

“I have a couple of reasons. One I can share with you now, the other, in time.” Dane had said those words the day she arrived for training. With her breath under control and  her  pulse  back  to  normal,  she  thought  about  all  of  the  conversations  she  and  Dane  had shared. Something from their meeting the day before flowed to the forefront of her thoughts. 

“I don't think so, Dane. I'm pretty sure it's me. I give off some kind of vibe. I'm cold, frigid. 

 I've been told that before. Hell, Rick doesn't even put his hands on me. What am I supposed to think?” 

“Alayna, believe me, it's not you—” 

Dane knew. He knew why her sessions had failed. Logan was the key, but she just wasn't sure why or how. Then she replayed what Rick had said moments ago. 

“Logan is the reason we've had a tough time.” 

“But why?” 
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“When Dane announced I'd be working with you, Logan pulled me aside and threatened to castrate me without anesthetic if I touched you.” 

“I don't understand. He's made it abundantly clear he doesn't want me for himself, so why would he care if you helped me?” 

“Oh but he does, my pretty pet.” 

If  Logan  was  so  opposed  to  another  man  touching  her,  then  why  hadn't  he  seen  to  her training himself? Why did he avoid her? It just didn't make any sense. Did his opposition mean he was attracted to her? That he wanted her? Why did it take Dane setting Logan up to get him to come to her? 

Simply  thinking  about  Logan  walking  through  the  door  and  seeing  her  like  this  made Alayna's body sizzle with anticipation. She wasn't  certain she'd ever been more aroused in her life.  Her  nipples  had  yet  to  recede  since  Rick  said  Logan's  name,  and  the  damn  buds  were becoming painful. A sensation she'd never experienced before was tingling between her legs. She actually felt herself growing wet. 

All it took to bring her to this state of arousal was the thought of Logan Abram. Now all she needed was for the blasted man to come into the damn room and assuage her desires. 

A thought of horror ripped through her. What if he caught wind of Dane's plan and left the mansion?  Or  worse,  what  if  Logan  had  watched  Rick  come  to  the  room  with  her  and  leave alone? If he had, Logan would have had the opportunity to grab Rick and follow through on his threat of separating Rick from his beloved balls. 

Alayna  was  so  caught  up  in  her  thoughts  that  the  sudden  rush  of  air  at  the  door  being forced open and the sound of it banging against the wall made her jump. 

Logan. 

The air in the room changed with his presence. He'd come. 

His crisp, woodsy fresh scent taunted her in combination with the harsh breath she could hear him trying to restrain.  In her mind's eye,  she imagined his expression as he looked at her nude  body,  splayed  before  him  on  the  padded  bench.  Wrists  tied  above  her  head,  legs  spread wide and bound at the ankles. Her back arched slightly, jutting her breasts skyward. Knowing the first thing he saw when he walked into the room was an unobstructed view of her damp pussy only made her heart beat more erratically. 
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“So this is what it takes to get you to come to me,” she said through gritted teeth. “Your friend setting you up.” 

It didn't matter that she wanted him and that she was willing to submit to him even though he'd made the first two weeks of her training less than fulfilling. Logan Abram needed to know she was hurt by his antics. She resented the fact that trickery was what it took to bring him to this room, to her. 



When  Logan  burst  into  playroom  nine  and  crossed  the  threshold,  he  froze.  He  blinked several times, expecting the vision before him to vanish into thin air before he'd looked his fill. 

Moments  earlier  when  Keegan  had  advised  him  that  Dane  was  training  Alayna  in  this room, Logan had been blinded with rage. He hadn't been able to climb the stairs fast enough in an effort to intercept before Dane put his hands on Logan's woman. Clearly he'd been tricked. He had not been expecting this. 

He  knew  he  should  turn  around  and  leave  immediately.  But  seeing  Alayna  spread  out before him, bound for his pleasure, overrode his logic. He stepped inside the room and closed the door behind him with a soft click. He wondered if Alayna could feel his eyes caressing her flesh as he took in every delectable inch of her naked body. 

The Dom in him wanted to punish her for making him feel again. For making him want her so damn bad. Need her. To teach her a lesson for taunting him for months. For challenging his authority as a Dom. 

“So  this  is  what  it  takes  to  get  you  to  come  to  me,”  she  growled  through  gritted  teeth. 

“Your friend setting you up.” 

Several moments passed between them after her question. 

“It's  complicated,”  he  finally  answered  in  a  gruff  tone  and  immediately  wished  he'd softened his voice. 

“I'm sorry.” The hurt in her voice and the turning of her head away from him tore at his gut. She continued, quieter than before. “I know I haven't been given your permission to speak.” Pain ripped through his chest at the thought of her never being his. He could never take her as his, because he could never keep her safe. The man in him wanted to scoop her up in his arms and make tender, passionate love to her, to show her he could be gentle and caring. 
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“You don't need my permission, Alayna,” he said. “You're not mine.” 

“Yes, I am,” she said lifting her head again. “I know it, and now you need to know it.” The  footfalls  of  his  sneakers  were  soft  as  he  walked  across  the  hardwood  floor,  never taking his eyes off her. Surprisingly she appeared to be calm, very much in control. The even rise and  fall  of  her  chest  confirmed  it.  He  wondered  how  she  remained  so  composed.  It  was  the complete opposite to how he felt. Logan's body was tight, trembling, and he felt sweat popping out from his pores. His own breath was harsh and uneven. 

If he was smart, he'd turn and leave the room and put substantial distance between him and the woman who'd been tormenting his dreams despite the fact he'd slept beside her every night for  days.  During  those  nights,  he'd  done  nothing  more  than  inhale  her  sweet  scent,  stroke  her beautiful dark hair, and listen to the sexy, soft sounds she uttered in her sleep. 

Her head turned to follow him. 

“I sense  your every movement,” she whispered. “You don't have to make a sound. I can smell you and feel you without even seeing you.” 

The soft rub of his jeans as he walked seemed to echo in the room around them. The rasp of  his  own  breath  surprised  him.  She  was  tuned  into  her  senses.  This  told  Logan  she  wasn't opposed to sensory deprivation, and that heightened his arousal even more. Would she shiver at the light stroke of a feather? Would she utter a throaty feminine groan as he slid a vibrator inside her body? She had the most beautiful, full breasts; he wanted them decorated with his jeweled nipple clamps. Would she squirm as the metal tines squeezed the tight, sensitive peaks? 

“I ache, Master.” 

Her voice sent a sensual quake rolling through his body that made Logan stop, inhale, and close his eyes. A moment passed before he opened them again. His resolve began to crumble as the urge to touch her, to take her, overwhelmed him. 

“I don't deserve that,” he said. 

“What?” she asked. The cocking of her head signaled her confusion. 

“You calling me master, Alayna,” he replied, hoping she didn't detect the desperation in his voice. 

He wanted her submission with every fiber of his being. But he didn't deserve it. 
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“Submission  is  mine  to   give,  Master,”  she  said  with  a  touch  of  defiance.  “Not  yours  to take.” 

No one knew the rules of play better than he. He'd been practicing for almost twenty years. 

“I'm not worthy of your gift,” he announced. 

Her head lifted off the headrest of the bench. Logan suspected if he pulled the blindfold off, her eyes would be ablaze. 

“I know you  are,” she growled back. 

Unable  to  fight  the  need  to  touch  her  any  longer,  he  reached  out.  Over  her  knee,  he feathered a light touch. The softness of her skin made his breath catch. Her sharp intake of breath sent his heart racing. He cursed his weakness. His finger traveled along the inside of her thigh, stopping short of making contact with her pussy. Heat burned from the point of contact up the length of his arm. He wondered if Alayna felt it as well. 

His eyes settled between her legs. Wet desire glistened on her plump outer lips. The folds of her inner lips were swollen and a teasing shade of pink. The urge to dip his head and slide his tongue inside to  feel her inner muscles  grip him was strong.  But  before  his  will failed  and he gave in to the temptation completely, Logan trailed his finger back down her leg. 

He allowed a smile to play on his lips as goose bumps began to dance along her flesh. Her tight, puckered nipples had yet to recede from when he'd first entered the room. Their usual light coral color had darkened with arousal. The way she responded to his soft caress made his chest swell with pride and his cock ache with need. 

A frown turned down her lips when he withdrew his touch. Logan reached up to cup her chin. Alayna turned her head, pressing against his palm. The pad of his thumb brushed across her lips. When they parted, he slipped the digit inside. Her lips closed around him, and she applied gentle  suction.  A  moan  tore  from  his  throat.  As  her  tongue  flicked  around  his  thumb,  he imagined his cock sliding past her lips and her tongue creating that same magic on the head of his shaft. Another frown marred her features when he pulled his thumb free of her mouth. 

“I don't  think  you realize the seriousness  of the game  you're playing.” To emphasize his point, Logan delivered a well-placed swat against the side of her left breast. 

Alayna  gasped,  and  her  body  stiffened.  Just  as  fast,  she  relaxed  and  blew  out  a  shaky breath. “Thank you, Master.” 
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The Dom in him let out a roar of triumph. He wanted to restrain her to a cross where he could mark her properly. He craved to witness how the kiss of his whip would welt her delicate white skin, knowing it was his punishment and care she cried out for. 

“I know what I want,” she said. 

“What is it you want?” Logan held his breath as he dragged the backs of his fingers over the distended tip of her right breast. The puckered bud grew harder from his caress. 

She turned her head in his direction. “I want you,” she said with conviction. “I  need you. 

You are the reason I came to the mansion.” 

At  her  words,  Logan's  heart  momentarily  ceased  to  beat.  She'd  come  here  for  him? 

Everything he'd fought so hard to keep buried surfaced and left his body at the same time, as if the horrific memories couldn't flee fast enough, trampling one another on their way to freedom. 

An immense weight lifted from his chest. Yet this wasn't how it was supposed to be. There was so much on the line. At one time Logan had considered the personal cost, his personal cost, too high if he relented to his needs. But now, in this moment, he realized he was willing to pay any price. All  that mattered was the here and now. Her body demanded  action. How could  he deny her? In this moment, he knew he couldn't fight it any longer. 

If it was the last thing he ever did, Logan had to give Alayna what she asked for. Despite the  continuous  fight  he  had  with  himself  to  maintain  distance—though  not  as  valiantly  as  he should have—she'd placed him in the role of Dominant. Her Dom. Though he didn't merit the accolade, he couldn't help himself. Alayna deserved so much more than what he was, but as her chosen Dom, he would see to her sexual fulfillment. 

From  the  cabinet  along  the  wall,  he  selected  a  condom  from  the  drawer  where contraceptives  were  kept.  Then  he  approached  the  bench  where  she  lay  strapped  down. 

Unzipping his jeans, he reached inside the opening to release his straining cock. He pushed aside his silk boxers, freed his throbbing shaft, and sheathed it in latex before crawling atop the table, still clothed, and settling between her thighs. 

“You don't  know what  you're asking of me.” As he spoke, his  cock slipped between the wet folds of her sex; the heat of her cream coated him, singeing his hard flesh through the thin layer of rubber covering him. 

Logan was that much closer to nirvana. 
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Only  then  did  her  lower  lip  quiver.  Her  once-steady  breathing  became  uneven  as  she struggled  to  draw  air.  The  bob  of  her  throat  as  she  swallowed  was  nearly  his  undoing.  For months he'd only dreamed of this moment. With a painful ache he'd never before experienced, he needed to bury himself inside her, desired to take her hard and fast to alleviate his suffering. 

“This has all been for  you, Master. So I could  get  close to  you.  I've only  wanted  you to notice me.” 

Bringing a hand up, he pulled away the blindfold that shielded her eyes and dropped it to the floor. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust from the darkness. He ran his fingers through her honey curls and then clutched a fistful, relishing the silkiness of the coils in his hand. The brilliance of her blue eyes sparkled as she held his gaze. Her full lips parted, and wisps of her sweet breath caressed his heated flesh. He knew at that moment the man she looked at was on the verge  of  losing  it.  He  felt  his  own  tight  expression,  recognized  the  fierce  gleam  of  a  predator reflecting back at him from the shimmering pools blinking up at him. Still she continued to hold his gaze. 

“I noticed everything about  you,” he  confessed,  pushing the tip of himself inside of her. 

Her chest heaved beneath him, pressing those beautiful tits against him. Logan levered himself off  her  chest  to  cup  her  right  breast.  Between  his  fingers,  he  pinched  and  rolled  the  bud. 

“Everything. Always. The luscious curves of your body. The innocence and vulnerability in your eyes.  Your  determination  and  confidence.  Everything,”  he  repeated  in  a  whisper.  “You  are  a lethal drug to me, Alayna. Over the months and especially these past two weeks, you have put my control to the ultimate test.” 

Still holding her lust-laden gaze, Logan dipped his head and closed his lips around her left nipple. With urgency he drew on her flesh. The taste of her on his tongue was like nothing he'd ever sampled before. Her feminine mewls  were  music to  his  ears. He suckled harder until  she writhed beneath him. When he released her nipple, he savored her struggle to draw breath. 

“You make me feel things I buried a long time ago. I swore I'd never allow myself to feel them again. It's for your own good to stay away from me, but damn it… I can't keep my distance any longer. Now that I've touched the softness of your skin, I can't deny it anymore. Right now I feel the warm snugness of your body, ready to welcome me inside, and I'm about to explode. I don't think you understand exactly what it is to be submissive to me. I will push you, dominate An Invitation: Alayna's Training 



149 



you;  it's  in  my  nature.  I  will  expect  complete  control.  Though  I've  tried  to  stay  away,  I  can't continue fighting it.” 

“I've not come into this completely blind,” she said. “I've been doing my homework. I have a pretty good idea of what I'm in for, Master.” 

“Logan,” he said in a strangled voice. “Say it. Say my name.” 

“Logan,” she repeated in a low, sultry tone. 

“I'm  going to take you. Every hole  you possess. Mark you,” he growled and brushed his lips along hers. “Every inch of you will be mine.” 

“Yours,”  she  said  simply.  “Everything  I  am  is  yours.  If  all  I'm  going  to  have  of  you  is today, right now, then I want everything you are, Logan. Please.” 

“You don't understand what I'm saying. This isn't just for today. Not just about right this fucking minute. And this is not something to be taken lightly. I'm like an alpha wolf in the wild: I mate for life. When I mark you, you will belong to me, Alayna, and only to me.” 

“Yes,” she whimpered. “Make me yours, Logan.” 

With a thrust of his hips, he slid completely inside her. Fighting the urge to close his eyes and howl in triumph, he held her gaze and reveled in her cunt as it pulsed and adjusted around him. Her full lips parted in a silent gasp, and her eyes grew wide. 

“Jesus,” he groaned, not bothering to maintain control of his wavering voice. 

For  months  he'd  ached  for  this  moment.  The  past  several  nights  of  sleeping  beside  her, inhaling her scent, touching her flesh, had been torture. 

“There will be no one else.” His voice was hoarse with need. 

Her body gripped his cock, milking him, pulling him deeper. Her blue-green eyes flickered as he thrust slowly, then quickened his pace. He alternated between smooth, shallow strokes and rough, demanding pumps. Her sobs of pleasure were music to his ears. 

“No one else, Logan, only you.” 

“For  either  of  us,  Alayna.”  He  stopped  the  pounding  of  his  hips  and  kissed  her  deeply. 

“There will be no one else for me. You are all I need.” 150 
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Beneath  him,  she  arched  as  much  as  she  could  under  his  weight  and  against  the  straps holding her to the bench, pressing herself against him. Withdrawing from her addictive taste, he pulled his hips back slowly and hesitated a moment before plunging back inside of her. 

“You deserve better than this,” he croaked. 

“I'm with you,” she gasped between thrusts. “Oh God… Right there… Yes!  Yes! That's all that matters.” 

A moment later Alayna froze beneath him. “My belly feels funny.” She gasped. 

Logan stropped thrusting. Her brow was furrowed. “Baby, what's wrong?” 

“My lower belly is contracting. Feels odd. And my nipples…” Together they looked at her breasts. Her nipples were erect, swollen little buds. They were angry red in color and looked painful. He'd been so focused on sliding himself inside her, he'd neglected to pay her luscious body proper homage. He'd make up for it later. 

Then he felt her pulse around his shaft. 

“You're going to come,” he said. 

“That's what it's supposed to feel like?” 

Logan  chuckled.  “You're  just  getting  started,  baby,”  he  said  and  then  pressed  into  her again. “It's going to get a hell of a lot better.” 

Dipping his head, he captured the puckered tip of her left breast between his teeth and bit down. Alayna's hips thrust up to meet his, and she arched her back as much as she was able. A sexy, throaty moan erupted from her throat. 

“Oh my God,” she gasped. Her body stiffened. 

With a  pop, Logan released her nipple and studied her face. Wide-eyed, she met his gaze, her mouth gaped open in a perfect O. Perspiration peppered her flushed skin. 

With sharp convulsions, the snug muscles in her pussy tightened. Pulsing and gripping at his  flesh,  her  cunt  demanded  even  more  of  him.  Beneath  his  weight,  her  body  trembled  and shook. Her wide blue eyes held his the entire time. Drawing out her pleasure, Logan slowed his momentum, ensuring each measured stroke hit her sweet spot. 
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In  those  glittering  depths,  Logan  saw  the  heat  of  desire,  excitement,  and  something  that alarmed him—uncertainty. Recalling what he'd come across in her file, Logan realized they were sharing a first. Alayna had never climaxed with a man's cock buried deep inside her. 

It was all too much. Logan's body joined hers in release. The clenching of her snug hole kept him rooted inside her. The fluttering of her vaginal walls milked his cock to a near painful degree. If possible, Alayna's eyes grew even wider as his member discharged with what seemed like an atomic force. For the first time in his life, Logan saw stars. Her body continued to pull on his, but the waves began to weaken. He couldn't have moved even if his life depended on it. 

“Am I dead?” she asked in a whisper. 

Logan shook his  head  and dropped his  mouth to  hers. Despite the spine-tingling orgasm he'd  just  experienced,  his  kiss  was  demanding,  almost  bruising  as  he  sucked  out  what  little oxygen she still held in her lungs. 

She  gasped  for  air  when  he  pulled  away.  “I  think  I'm  dead.  I  can't  feel  my  toes.  Or  my fingertips. In fact, my whole body is numb.” A sexy smile curled her full, swollen lips. “I think I like it,” she purred in a smoky voice. 

When  it  should  have  been  spent,  Logan's  dick  sprang  back  to  life  with  newfound enthusiasm. When he attempted to withdraw a fraction of an inch from her, her cunt spasmed, holding him inside. 

“That's a very dirty trick, baby,” he growled, peeling his shirt from his body and tossing it aside. 

“What?” she asked, confusion evident in her tone. 

Logan chuckled. “Tightening those sweet pussy muscles around my dick.” Alayna moaned with pleasure as Logan's cock jerked inside her. 

“I didn't—” She began only to stop short from the unconvinced look on Logan's face. 

“Save it, wench,” he said and dipped his head to snag her right nipple between his lips. 

She was powerless to stave off the climb toward another orgasm he elicited using shallow, swift  strokes.  Her  body  coiled  tight  like  a  spring  as  he  began  to  stroke  deeper  and  faster.  Her muscles gripped and pulsed around him until her vision blurred  as the burn inside her ignited. 
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The flames of climax licked from within. It took Alayna moments to realize the savage sounds of completion were coming from her. 

This time as she lay trembling on the bench, reveling in the aftershocks of another orgasm, Logan pulled himself free of her body. 

Alayna uttered a protest as he lifted off her. 

“We're not done,” he said. “In fact, I don't see you ever seeing the light of day again, lady.” A soft giggle escaped her lips as he reached to unfasten the restraints binding her ankles to the  bench.  This  was  the  man  she'd  dreamed  of  being  with.  Dominant,  confident,  assured  of himself. All that mattered to her was that she was his. 

“You see, my precious Alayna,” he continued and walked around to where her arms where bound above her head. “You must be taught a lesson for taunting me with your sexy curves for all these months.” 

“Taunting  you?  Taught  a  lesson?”  she  quipped  as  he  unbuckled  her  wrists.  She  winced when she attempted to bring her arms back to her sides. 

“Just  a minute.”  Logan  stopped her by taking her hands in  his.  “Your  muscles are tense from being in that position for so long. Let me massage your arms to get the circulation going again.” 

As he rubbed her shoulders, arms, hands, and legs, he studied her face. Alayna studied his body. When her eyes settled on the engorged organ between his legs, it bobbed as if begging for her attention. 

“May I touch you?” she asked, reaching for him. 

He grabbed her wrist. “Not right now. I've gained some semblance of control. Don't rob me of it just yet.” 

“Logan,” she simpered, batting her long, dark lashes at him. 

“Roll  over.”  He  shoved  his  jeans  to  the  floor  and  kicked  them  aside.  “Hold  onto  the handles above your head. Place your feet on the rails on either side of the bench. And hang that sweet  ass  of  yours  over  the  edge.  You've  already  exercised  your  free  pass.  From  here  on  out, there is no coming until I say you can.” 
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Her pulse racing, she did as he asked. She'd barely had time to grip the handles when he slipped inside her again. 

“Oh God,” she croaked and wrestled beneath him for purchase. 

Logan's  need  matched  hers,  and  he  took  her  with  such  force  that  she  struggled  to  stay centered on the bench. His large hands settled on her buttocks and spread them open. When the wet tip of his finger brushed over the tight pucker of her anus, she tensed. 

“Have you ever taken it in your sweet ass, baby?” he asked. 

“N-no,” she stammered. 

“Not right now,” he assured her. “But soon. Real soon I'm going to take you here.” His finger penetrated her. The foreign sensation made her cry out. As he worked it deeper, her pussy convulsed around his stroking shaft. 

“Yes, baby.” He groaned. “Squeeze my dick.” 

“For the love of God, Logan.” She whimpered as he continued to thrust inside her. “You're killing me.” 

Without  warning  the  waves  of  release  slammed  into  her.  Dampness  trickled  along  the insides of her thighs as the walls of her pussy quivered around Logan's cock. She struggled  to draw air into her lungs. Her body was on fire. 

A sharp swat to her ass cut through the air. 

“What  did  I  tell  you  about  coming  without  permission?”  His  firm  tone  made  her  stiffen more than the sting to her right butt cheek. 

A  sensual  shiver  made  her  body  tremble.  “I'm  sorry,  Master,”  she  simpered.  “What  will you do to me?” 

“Punish you for disobedience.” 

Logan  withdrew  his  cock  from  her  body.  She  moaned  when  his  fingers  threaded  in  her hair. He tugged gently on the locks as Alayna pushed herself up from the bench. Her breath came out in harsh pants as he turned her head toward him and captured her mouth with his. Pushing past her lips, his tongue slid along hers. When she returned his kiss with the same demand, he pulled away from her. Something dangerously erotic glinted in his eyes. Her body trembled. 

“To the cross,” he directed, still gripping her hair. 
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They walked across to the far corner of the room where the St. Andrew's cross stood. 

“Face it,” he said, releasing his hold on her locks. “Raise your arms, and spread your legs.” Reaching  up,  he  wrapped  the  wide  leather  band  around  her  right  wrist  and  fastened  the heavy buckle. After paying the same attention to her left wrist, he bent down and restrained her ankles. Before he stood, he ran his hands the length of Alayna's spread legs, over the swell of her buttocks,  and  up  her  sides.  When  he  pressed  his  lips  against  the  small  of  her  back,  a  moan rumbled  in  her  chest.  As  Logan  rose,  he  smattered  kisses  along  her  back.  He  moved  her  hair aside and continued across her shoulders and neck. 

“I'm  going to  mark  you, my Alayna,” he whispered in  her ear. A tremor moved through her. “I know  you are nervous, but  I must do it. First,  because for months  you have tested and challenged my control.” 

“Y-yes, Master.” 

“Second, because you defied me by climaxing without my permission.” 

“Yes, Master.” Confidence grew in her voice. 

“And third, because I want to see your beautiful soft skin red and covered with stripes from the leather falls of my flogger.” 

Again her body shuddered. 

“In  time,  my  precious  treasure,  I  will  use  my  quirt  whip  on  this  sexy  ass,”  he  said  and delivered a smack to her left ass cheek. Alayna flinched. “I won't lie to you; it will sting, but I promise to show you the pleasure to be had in a little pain.” 

“Yes, Master.” 

Alayna  turned  her  head  and  watched  Logan  cross  the  room  toward  the  selection  of implements hanging on the wall. Despite craving to experience this part of his lifestyle, she was a tad nervous. True, excitement made her flesh tingle, but this was new to her. Everything about her visit to the mansion had been new. Within her chest, her heart raced in anticipation. Her body sizzled with need. She desired to please him. Regardless of the niggling of apprehension she felt, Alayna knew she was safe in Logan's hands. Knew he would never hurt her. The lifestyle was an important part of who he was, and she wanted everything he was. 

She glanced away as he selected a flogger with a brightly polished aluminum handle. 
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After  catching  her  breath,  Alayna  again  looked  over  her  shoulder  as  he  strolled nonchalantly  back  toward  her.  Threading  his  fingers  through  her  soft  curls  once  again,  he gripped and pulled her head back so he held her full attention. 

“Are you ready, love?” 

“Yes, Logan.” She wanted everything he could give her. 

He captured her mouth in a rough, demanding oral attack. His taste fed her hunger. Logan ceased his assault, released her hair, and took several steps away. 

“Brace yourself,” he warned and readied the implement. 

When it connected with the cheek of her ass, Alayna gasped, and her body went rigid. He allowed her a moment to assimilate the new sensation before he struck her again. 

Logan  took  his  time  as  he  moved  from  her  backside  to  her  thighs  and  across  her  back. 

Above her head, her hands clenched into tight fists. 

Following several  more  carefully  placed falls, the sound of the flogger being  abandoned carried to her ears. 

“You are beautiful, Alayna. Your flesh is red with my mark,” he said, his voice hoarse. 

Alayna's body shook, and her breath was raspy. She wished she could see his mark upon her. 

“Such grace,” he added. 

The warmth of Logan's naked body pressed against her back. He leaned down and pressed his lips to her shoulder. 

“Are you all right, my love?” he asked, sliding his tongue from her shoulder to her ear. 

“If anyone other than you had meted out my punishment, Master, I wouldn't have enjoyed it as I did.” And she spoke the truth. She'd never felt anything more fulfilling in her life. She was his in every way that mattered. His lover, his submissive. She belonged to him. 

Logan wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her hips back against him. Bending his knees, he grabbed the length of his cock and worked it against her, seeking entrance into her body. With ease he slipped inside her wet, snug sheath and buried himself to the hilt. Reaching around  her,  he  cupped  her  breast  and  began  toying  with  her  nipple.  While  he  held  her  tightly 156 
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against him, he plucked at the distended tip, rolling the bud between his thumb and forefinger. 

Against her ass, his groin slapped as he thrust a demanding rhythm within her. 

“You were so beautiful the way you took to the flogger, baby,” he praised. “So beautiful.” 

“Logan,” she whispered. “I ache. Please.” 

Lost in his possession, Logan nipped at the spot where her shoulder and neck met, and she whimpered. Abandoning her breast,  his  hand dipped between her legs. His  fingers delved into her folds and found her clit. Against the swollen knot, he pressed firm circles in first a clockwise direction, then reversed. 

“Please.” Alayna's tone turned to begging. 

“Yes, baby. You've been such a good girl for me; you may come,” he said in her ear. 

A hoarse sob burst from her lips as her cunt clenched around him. 

He reached up and released the safety catch on the restraints around her wrists. Against his shoulder, she dropped her head and grasped the arm he still had wrapped around her. 

The panting of heavy breathing was the only sound in the room for many minutes. When she shifted, signaling her strength was returning to her limbs, he loosed his hold. 

“That's the other way around,” he said. 

He pulled his cock from her and knelt to unfasten the buckles from around her ankles. 

“Mmm, what's that?” She purred, unmoving. 

“You're the one killing me.” He chuckled. 

For several moments Logan simply stroked his hands up and down the length of her back, and over her backside using a gentle caress. Alayna rested her forehead against the center bar of the cross. 

She inhaled a deep breath and savored the fragrance of their lovemaking that scented the air. 

“That feels soooooo good,” she moaned, wiggling her ass in his hands. 
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Chapter Twelve 

They  made  love  three  more  times  in  the  playroom,  delighting  in  their  shared  newfound passion.  Alayna  had  lost  track  of  the  time  until  Logan  suggested  a  change  of  scenery.  He scooped  her  up  in  his  arms  and  hurried  across  the  playroom  floor.  Flinging  the  wooden  door open, he burst into the corridor and raced up the hall toward the stairs. 

“Shit.” Alayna heard Rick's voice. 

For a moment she was mildly embarrassed that they'd fled the playroom naked—but just mildly—which  was  ridiculous  because  Rick  had  seen  her  naked  before.  Her  limp  arms  were wrapped around Logan's neck, her face buried in the crook as she savored the scent of him. The two of them were disheveled, coated in sweat from their deliciously rough lovemaking, and no doubt reeking of sex. 

“Oh hell, is Alayna okay?” Rick asked. 

Alayna lifted her face from the crook of Logan's neck and managed a feeble yet sated grin. 

“Weak knees,” she admitted. 

“Thatta girl.” Rick smiled. “I knew you had it in you.” Logan growled as he pushed past Rick. 

“Wow, you'd think you'd have worked off some of that hostility.” Rick stepped back, his hands raised in mock surrender, amusement lacing his voice. “You were locked in that room for hours.” 

Dane's laughter drew her attention to where his tall, lean body was angled against the door frame leading into the dining room. “We'll be lucky if we see Alayna again this month. Logan's got several years worth of pent-up frustration to work off.” Over Logan's right shoulder, Alayna grinned at Dane and mouthed a simple  thank you.  
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Dane  winked  and  glanced  at  his  watch  before  she  lost  sight  of  him  as  Logan  rounded  a corner and raced them down the hallway toward his suite. 

Once inside, he kicked the door closed and carried her toward the adjoining bathroom. 

“As  much  as  it  pleases  me  that  you  are  covered  in  my  cum,  you  are  probably uncomfortable,” he said, setting her on the countertop. 

Sometime during their time in the playroom, they had discarded the condoms. Logan had told her he hadn't been with anyone in several years, and she confessed she'd not had a partner since  university,  and  birth  control  was  covered.  Alayna  welcomed  the  absence  of  a  barrier between them. She wanted to feel Logan's body sliding into hers without restrictions. 

“Not at all,” she replied. 

Unconvinced, he cocked a brow at her. 

“All right, fine.” She rolled her eyes, giving in to him. “I am a tad sticky.” Logan leaned down and turned the water on to fill the old-fashioned claw-footed bathtub. 

“I have yet to taste between your legs,” he said, standing back up and positioning himself between her thighs. “And though I don't mind the taste of myself, I don't want anything mixing with your cream as I intend to spend hours sampling you.” 

“Hours?” 

“Yes,”  he  said,  seating  himself  inside  her  once again.  “Mmm,  hours.  The  playroom  was merely a warm-up.” 

Alayna clutched Logan's forearms as he slowly stroked in and out of her body. 

“Watch,  baby,”  he  said,  dropping  his  gaze  between  their  bodies.  “Watch as  I  make  love with you.” 

Alayna lowered her eyes and moaned aloud at the sight of their bodies joined. When Logan withdrew his length, it glistened with moisture. His shaft was hard and veined and pulsing as if taking  on  a  life  of  its  own.  Each  thrust  back  inside  her  was  more  demanding  than  the  last, threatening to leave her teetering on the precipice of agony and ecstasy. 

“Touch yourself,” he said. 

Her head shot up, and she met his heated gaze. 

“Rub your clit while you watch my cock pounding away inside your sweet pussy.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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Alayna moved a shaky hand between their bodies, and before doing what Logan asked, she placed a fingertip at the root of his shaft and dragged it across his stiff length as he withdrew. 

“That feels nice and looks even more amazing, baby, but that's not what I told you to do.” Though his eye flickered with intense heat and desire, his tone was layered with warning. 

Alayna sank her teeth into her lower lip as she pressed her fingers against her sensitive clit. 

A silent gasp opened her lips. 

“Tender?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she admitted. “She's never seen so much action.” She groaned as her orgasm began to build. Her lower belly spasmed and clenched. She felt the muscles in her aching pussy pulse and  knew  she  was  close.  The  sensation  of  Logan  relentlessly  pounding  himself  inside  her combined  with  her  fingers  stimulating  the  already  sensitive  flesh  of  her  swollen  clit  was  too much. 

“Don't let go, honey. You don't have permission.” 

Her wide-eyed expression brought a grin to his lips. Jesus, the man was sexy. 

“Jesus, Logan. I might never walk again,” she groused. 

He laughed. 

Her body stretched tighter, like the string of a crossbow clamoring for release. 

Logan's eyes remained locked on her face, studying every bite of her lips, each flutter of her eyelids. The heat of desire swam in the dark pools, so full of promise and fulfillment. Never before had she wanted to please anyone as badly as she did him. 

“I'll never get enough of being inside you.” 

Alayna didn't know how much more she could take before she disobeyed again. She dug her fingernails into Logan's forearm as a subtle warning. 

“Just a little longer,” he countered, dipping his head to lick her nipple. 

“Logan!” 

He released her nipple to press his lips against hers. 

“Go ahead, sweetheart.” His mouth muffled her cry, and her body released. 
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Alayna  was  powerless  to  control  her  body,  which  was  weakening  by  the  second  as  the waves of her climax rippled through her. Without an ounce of strength left, her body went limp, and she collapsed against the mirror behind her as Logan met his own release. 

“I'm  sorry,”  she  uttered  and  winced  as  he  pulled  himself  from  her.  “I  wasn't  much  of  a participant for you there at the end.” 

Logan chuckled and reached down to shut off the water. 

“I've been very hard on you today,” he said, picking her up off the counter. “Feet down,” he told her after he'd stepped into the big tub with her in his arms. 

Logan  lowered  himself  and  leaned  against  the  curve  of  the  porcelain.  Then  he  held  his hand out to her, urging her to do the same. Alayna sat down between Logan's powerful thighs and settled her back against his broad chest. 

“You will be sore, baby. And for that I'm sorry,” he whispered in her ear when she rested her head against his shoulder. “Put your legs over mine; open yourself up. Let the water sooth away some of the discomfort.” 

Already giving into the healing effects of the hot water swirling around them, she did. A moan of contentment resonated from her chest as the water washed around her folds. 

“This is nice,” she said. “Now I know I'm dead.” 

Closing her eyes, Alayna delighted in the postsexual bliss they were sharing. Logan's arms tightened around her. She never wanted to be anywhere else except in his arms for as long as he wanted her. She couldn't help but wonder what he was thinking. She'd heard what he said earlier, before they'd had sex, but now that they had—and it had been beyond spectacular every damn time—did  he still feel the same way? Though she'd been doing  her best  to  keep up with  him, Logan seemed to have an insatiable carnal appetite. She was more than anxious to explore her new sexuality, but now that he'd had her, maybe he'd decide she tired out too soon. 

“Sweetheart?” he said against the top of her head. 

With the last of her strength zapped from sitting in the delightful bathtub of warm water, she couldn't manage anything more than a feeble, “Hmm?” 

“There's something I need to tell you.” 
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Alayna's  eyes  shot  open,  and  she  lifted  her  head  from  the  comfort  of  Logan's  shoulder. 

Here it comes, she thought. One large hand emerged from under the water and pushed her head back down onto his shoulder. 

“Relax. You are at a disadvantage in that you don't know anything about me,” he said. 

“Sure I do,” she retorted, staring at the tiled wall at the foot of the tub. “Monday you like black  forest  ham  with  Swiss  cheese  and  a  light  spreading  of  Ariel's  homemade  Dijon  on  rye. 

Tuesday is slow roasted beef on a ciabatta bun with a side of au jus for dipping.” 

“Alayna—” he said against her ear. 

“Generally  you're  health  conscience  and  always  order  a  side  salad.  You  mix  up  your dressings. But Friday is your let-loose day. You go all out and have a toasted BLT with spiced mayonnaise, with a side of sweet potato fries. Your favorite soup is minestrone, and you detest chicken noodle—” 

“Introducing humor to break up a tense moment, very smooth,” he said, cupping her right breast in the palm of his hand, squeezing the erect nipple between his thumb and index finger. 

Alayna exhaled a nervous puff of breath. 

“Things were going so well, Logan. Or at least I thought they were,” she said, feeling her heart on the verge of breaking. “But any conversation beginning with 'there's something I need to tell you' or 'we need to talk' doesn't usually end well.” 

“It doesn't have to be like that, Alayna. And it isn't going to be like that this time.” Logan's voice took on such a serious tone, and Alayna couldn't help but be on edge. 

“All right,” she said and attempted to relax. 

“I  said  you  were  at  a  disadvantage,”  he  repeated,  stroking  a  single  fingertip  over  her exposed  right  nipple,  which  bobbed  just  above  the  waterline.  “You  see,  I've  had  months  to research and learn about you.” 

“You've been…investigating me?” 

“Sort of. I told you I wanted you from the moment I saw you, but I was prepared to deny myself  you  to  my  dying  day,  because  I'm  not  worthy  of  your  affections,  or  the  gift  of  your submission. It's for that reason I decided if I couldn't have you, I could at least learn everything about you. Seemed like the perfect punishment for me.” 162 
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“Logan,” she said, feeling very confused. “Why do you think you should be punished? I don't understand.” 

“I know you don't, baby. You asked me earlier why it took setting me up to come to you, and you deserve to know why. So I'm going to explain it. It isn't pretty, but you need to know before  we  can  go  any  further.  Actually,  you  should  have  known  before  the  playroom,  so  you could have tossed me out of your life before I took advantage.” 

“Stop right there, buddy. You didn't take advantage of me. I came to this place of my own free will, knowing what went on here. So don't give me that shit.” 

“Stop talking, woman, or I will ball gag you,” he said, giving her nipple a sharp squeeze. 

Alayna squealed. “You wouldn't dare,” she challenged. 

“To stop that vicious tongue of yours from wagging? You're damn right I would.” Alayna gripped a handful of hair on Logan's leg and tugged. 

“Wench,” he growled. 

“Truce?” 

“Yeah,  yeah,  truce.  But  you're  going  to  pay  for  that,”  he  said  and  pressed  a  kiss  to  her temple.  “Alayna,  something  bad  happened  five  years  ago,  and  I  vowed  I  never  wanted  to experience anything like that again.” 

The sudden pain in his voice tore at her heart. “Oh, Logan.” She wanted to turn and fold him in her arms and take his pain away. “You are so hurt. I can hear it.” 

“Her name was Tasha.” 

Alayna stiffened. 

“We'd been involved in a Dominant/submissive relationship for three years, and for several months before it ended, she'd been researching some rougher elements of the lifestyle. Things I was opposed to executing. You see, there are a variety of activities—” 

“I know some of that. The spectrum of experiences and fetishes are as broad as the people who engage in them. Everyone's tastes are different.” 

“That's right.  I take pleasure in  sexual  dominance. Safety is  always a top priority in  this lifestyle.  It  is  my  main  focus  to  fulfill  my  lover's  wants  and  needs.  I  like  to  push  my  lover's buttons  and  limits  to  see  just  how  far  she  will  go  for  me,  and  in  doing  so  to  gain  the  most An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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pleasure for herself. If my lover enjoys the implement of toys or perhaps foods in our play, I am more than happy to indulge her desires. My pleasure comes from seeing my lover bound for me, helpless and powerless while I take what I need from her. But a good master  never takes without giving.” 

“I understand,” she said. 

“Although I am a believer that anything is acceptable between consenting adults, there are lines I won't cross. For instance, I'm not into cutting for pleasure. That just isn't something that turns me on.” 

“I don't think it would me either.” 

“Well, Tasha developed a craving for the darker side. She was seeking out ways to indulge in  her new fetishes behind  my back. One night  she came to  me wanting me to  asphyxiate her while we had sex. She claimed it would bring her a heightened release.” 

“That  is  so dangerous,”  Alayna said.  She knew a little about sexual asphyxia, enough to know it could—and had—killed. It was a game some people played, either alone or with friends, and many lost their lives. 

“It is, and it's a game that I refused to play. She refused to listen to my advice. We fought. 

A week later, I ended our relationship.” 

“All that because you wouldn't choke her?” she asked, not bothering to hide her disgust. 

“Well,  I  suspect  there  was  more  to  it  than  that.  There  were  several  things  I  wouldn't  do because the lifestyle to me isn't about hurting my partner. Yes, pleasure can be found in pain. But hurting someone is a different ball game altogether and one I have no desire to play.” 

“What happened?” 

“Two weeks after that, Tasha was found dead in her apartment.” 

“Oh God. Were you the one who found—” 

She felt him shake his head behind her. “Her neighbor.” 

“What happened to the guy who did it?” 

“When he heard the news, he turned himself in.” 

“Well, that's something.” 
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“I suppose. He wasn't experienced in the lifestyle, and even less so with sexual asphyxia. 

He claimed it was a consensual act between them that went too far. He admitted he didn't know the first thing about it and that he'd been taking direction from Tasha until she passed out. When the  police  paid  me  a  visit,  I  told  them  about  her  wanting  me  to  do  it  and  my  refusing.  And  I agreed I thought it probable their experience had been consensual.” 

“He just left her there even though she didn't wake up?” 

“Yeah. In his defense, he was just a kid.” 

“That's a piss-poor excuse.” 

“Perhaps, but he found himself caught up in a way of life he knew nothing about and had an older woman to show him the ropes. He has to live with the consequences of his actions for the rest of his life.” 

“And you're living with the guilt.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why should you feel guilty?” 

“A master makes a vow to his sub to keep her safe and to see to her needs. I failed Tasha.” 

“I  thought  vows  were  only  exchanged  during  a  collaring  ceremony.  Were  you  two committed by contract or collaring?” 

“My little beauty  has done her homework,” he teased. “No, we didn't have anything legal or  otherwise  binding  us,  but  I  had  still  vowed  to  protect  her  and  fulfill  her.  In  that  I  failed.  I failed to keep my promise to her, and she died.” 

Alayna noticed the water around them had chilled, but she didn't want to leave the tub just yet. Logan was pouring his heart out to her, sharing his darkest secret, and to make any sort of sudden movement to exit would shatter what she suspected was a rather fragile emotional state. 

But the damn water was cold. She was starting to shiver. 

As she levered herself upright, Logan's hands released her without protest. 

He drew his legs up and gripped the sides of the tub to lift himself out. “I'm sorry, Alayna. 

I just wanted to tell you. You deserved to know,” he said. “I'll go and get you something to put on.” 
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Alayna turned and pressed her palm in the middle of his chest. “I'm not going anywhere. 

We  aren't  finished  talking.  The  water's  just  cold.  I'm  going  to  warm  it  up  for  us,”  she  said, pushing him back against the porcelain. “Relax.” 

Once she was satisfied he wasn't going anywhere, Alayna turned back around and pulled the plug to drain some of the cold water. Then after turning on the hot water tap, she used her hands to  push the warm water  around the tub.  Once the water began to heat,  she put  the plug back in the drain and continued swirling her hands around in the water. 

“Why would you want to stay with me after hearing what I just told you?” Logan asked. 

“You didn't do anything wrong,” she replied. “You weren't responsible for Tasha's death.” 

“I was responsible for her safety,” Logan snapped. 

Ignoring his outburst, Alayna turned the tap off and settled herself back against his chest. 

When he didn't wrap her in his arms, she reached for his hands and pulled them across her body. 

“You  said  she  was  going  out  behind  your  back  while  you  were  still  together.  Were polyamorous relations, swinging, or sharing part of your agreement?” 

“No,” he answered. 

“You told me you ended your relationship two weeks before she died.” 

“Yes, that's true.” 

“Well  then,  I'm  confused.  If  she  was  cheating  on  you—and  I'm  sorry,  Logan,  but  that's what it sounds like to me—your responsibility for her concluded the night she left. She decided she didn't want you to take care of her any longer. Your commitment to one another was null and void.” 

Silent minutes passed, and Alayna suspected she'd crossed the line with her last statement. 

But the situation had seemed pretty clear-cut to her. “I'm sorry. That was rather harsh of me.” 

“No, sweetheart, it wasn't. You're speaking the truth.” 

“Well then,” she began  and then stopped. Turning in  his  arms, she looked into his  eyes, studying his tense expression. “At what point do you allow yourself to let go of the guilt that isn't yours to carry and embrace life again?” 



She sounded just like Dane, but she was definitely a hell of a lot sexier. 
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“I  began  my  new  life  six  months  ago,”  he  said.  Her  expression  dropped.  “When  I  met you,” he added. “I just refused to acknowledge it at the time.” A sexy smile turned up the corners of Alayna's mouth. “Talk like that will get you laid, Mr. 

Abram,” she said. 

“I'm counting on it, baby. Come on, let's get out of here. You're wrinkling up on me.” When  they  came  out  of  the  bathroom,  they  saw  Shendah  had  brought  a  tray  of  food, leaving it in the middle of the big bed. 

“Looks like we had company,” Alayna said and climbed onto the bed. Pulling the bottle of champagne from the ice bucket beside the tray, she grinned. “Are  you going to do the honors, Master?” 

Taking the bottle from her hand, he returned her smile. “It'll be my pleasure.” After clearing the tray of the fruits and pastries they'd been brought, Logan placed the tray in the hallway. After he closed the door and engaged the lock, he turned and stalked toward the bed. Sitting in the middle of the bed, Alayna looked to him with wide eyes. There was no doubt he  looked  every  bit  the  predator  he  felt.  A  hint  of  vulnerability  flashed  in  her  eyes,  but  trust outshone it. 

“I'm ready for desert,” he growled, climbing atop the bed. 

Alayna reached for him. As he brushed his lips along hers, she pressed harder against his mouth.  Logan  allowed  her  the  briefest  moment  of  dominating  the  kiss  before  exerting  enough force to ease her back against the pillows along the headboard. 

Once  she  relaxed  against  the  mattress,  Logan  grasped  her  hands  where  they  cradled  his face and raised them above her head. From the nightstand, he produced a set of bindings similar to the ones attached to the cross she was bound to in the playroom. Without saying a word, he looped the metal chain connecting the leather wraps behind the center support of the headboard and fastened them around her wrists. 

After testing the give of the restraints, she met his gaze and gave him a sexy smile. She seemed  to  enjoy  bondage  very  much,  which  was  a  good  thing.  He  fully  intended  to  keep  her tethered to his bed at every opportunity. 
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She  looked  decadent  leaning  back  with  pillows  surrounding  her,  her  bound  wrists effectively restraining her to his bed. The silk robe she wore had parted slightly, and the swells of her beautiful breasts were visible through the split. 

Logan urged her legs apart and settled himself between them. He took her mouth with his, swallowing her soft sigh. He slid his  tongue along her tongue, using slow, purposeful strokes, savoring her taste. If he lived several lifetimes, he'd never get his fill of her. Against his thigh, his cock lengthened, growing thick and heavy with need. 

With a nip to her lower lip, Logan pulled away to look at her face. Desire flamed in her eyes. Her pert nose flared as she attempted to tamp her harsh breathing. The tip of her tongue ran sensually across her lip. 

“Will you trust me to see to your pleasure?” he asked. 

“With everything I am,” she whispered. 

Against the column of her neck, Logan peppered a smattering of kisses and love bites until Alayna trembled with soft tremors. Down her chest, his mouth explored until he reached the pale globe of her right breast. Logan slid his hand between their bodies to untie the belt around her waist. He pushed the silk fabric away, exposing her luscious curves. Once the offending material was  out  of  the  way,  he  cupped  her  left  breast,  massaging,  reshaping,  and  simply  enjoying  the weight of it in his hand. 

The  pink  tip  of  her  breast  stood  firmly  at  attention,  beckoning  his  mouth.  Not  one  to disappoint, Logan dipped his head and captured the straining peak between his lips. The hunger he possessed for Alayna was more powerful than anything he'd ever experienced. He rolled his tongue around her nipple. Each time he flicked the bud, Alayna moaned. 

The  way  she  responded  to  his  touch  made  Logan  silently  kick  himself  for  being  such  a jackass over the past six months. Hell, if he'd just given in to his need and conceded to Dane's constant badgering, he and Alayna would have had six months of bliss under their belts already. 

Before turning his oral attention to her left breast, he sank his teeth into the peak between his  lips.  The  sharp  hiss  she  expelled  made  his  balls  tighten.  His  cock  ached  and  throbbed, announcing its impatience to be inside her. 

Logan feasted upon her breasts like a starved man. He couldn't get enough of her taste on his tongue, the feel of her flesh beneath his touch. Atop the mattress she squirmed as his mouth 168 
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worked  more  urgently  against  her.  Feminine  sounds  rolled  in  her  throat,  vibrating  all  the  way down to his hands where they held her breasts as he went from one to the other and back again. 

“Please, Logan,” she begged in a whisper. 

A chuckle rumbled in his chest.  It would take time to train her to enjoy the pleasures he could  bring  and  stave  off  her  need  to  feed  his.  He  looked  forward  to  the  challenge  she  would present. He'd brought her many orgasms since entering the playroom that morning, and she was certainly making up for lost time. 

The attention he paid to the underside of her breasts when he abandoned his assault on her nipples brought a savage growl from Alayna. Logan grinned against her belly as he descended lower toward the scent that had taunted him since they'd sat down to eat. 

The  fragrance  of  her  arousal  was  an  aphrodisiac  to  Logan's  senses.  Judging  by  the heaviness of feminine musk swirling under his nostrils, he suspected she was wet. 

From between Alayna's splayed thighs, Logan glanced up. Her eyes blazed with heat, her lower lip quivered, and her breasts heaved with each breath she drew. 

“You will keep your legs open for me, baby. If you don't, I'll tie them open.” Holding her  gaze,  Logan used his fingers to  part her folds and expose the pink  petals in between. His suspicions  were confirmed. Her lips were swollen with  need and  glistening with moisture. He dipped his head forward and dragged the flat of his tongue from the bottom of her opening all the way up to her clit. Alayna sucked in a breath and held it. When he made a second swipe along her slit, she squeezed her eyes closed and blew out a shaky puff of air. 

Logan  closed  his  lips  around  her  clit  and  suckled  gently,  ripping  a  cry  from  Alayna's throat.  Her  essence  on  his  tongue  threatened  to  finish  him  off  before  he  even  entered  her.  He tamped  his  own  need  as  best  as  he  could  and  focused  his  attentions  on  the  woman  writhing against his mouth. 

Over  and  over,  he  flicked  his  tongue  across  her  clit.  He  alternated  between  licking  and kissing. As he delved inside her pussy, her muscles gripped his tongue, quivering against him. 

Her legs began to press in against his shoulders. 

“Do I need to tie your legs open?” At being interrupted, his tone was firm. 

Alayna's eyes popped open, and she met his gaze. He knew the warning was clear in his expression. A shudder moved through her. 
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“N-no, sir,” she replied and opened her legs back up. 

“That's my girl,” he praised. 

With one hand he held her lips spread, and using a finger from his other hand, he trailed a single digit from her clit down to the entrance to her body, rimming it before pressing inside. 

“Oh Logan,” she sighed as he sank deep. 

Several times he pumped his finger in and out of her pussy, becoming lost in the feel of her gripping him and the sexy sounds whispering past her lips. Her moisture made it easy for Logan to  add a second finger and continue stroking. Curling his  digits, he sought out  her G-spot and applied  gentle  pressure  to  bring  the  spongy  tissue  to  life.  A  long,  low  growl  rolled  from  deep within her chest like the thunder of an approaching storm. 

Logan continued to stimulate her. The tissue swelled against the pads of his fingers, and he resumed  lapping  at  her  clit.  Alayna  wiggled  her  ass,  pressing  harder  to  his  tongue.  The  raspy sounds of her struggling to draw a steady breath urged him on. Against the restraints binding her wrists, she yanked. The grinding of metal along the hooks fastened to the headboard echoed in the room. 

Alayna was close; he could feel her climb around his fingers. Her body tensed and relaxed as she fought the need to give in. Logan smiled at her self-restraint. Without words, he continued his  ministrations  until  her  teeth  sank  into  her  lower  lip,  and  he  knew  she  could  withstand  no more. 

“Let go, baby. Let me taste you.” 

As  her  muscles  clamped  around  his  fingers,  her  flavor  danced on his tongue. A keening sob burst from her mouth. Her body trembled as the waves washed over her. Logan persisted, not allowing her a moment's reprieve, and drew a second climax from her. 

Before her muscles stopped spasming, Logan withdrew his fingers and mouth and rose up to his knees between Alayna's legs. Placing her ankles over his shoulders, he pressed forward, sliding his cock through her wetness. 

Alayna cried out again, squeezing her pussy tighter as he seated himself fully. 

The position allowed him to plunge deeply inside her, to feel every wet inch of her body wrapped snugly around him. Logan leaned over, gripped her hips in his hands, and began to ride her. 
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A sheen of perspiration coated her flesh. Fiery need danced in her eyes, and she held his gaze. Savage mewls erupted from her and filled the room as he pushed her higher. Against the cheeks of her backside, his balls slapped as he plundered harder and deeper. In control, Logan thrust  long,  measured  strokes.  Every  moment  or  two,  he  switched  his  rhythm  and  used  short, shallow thrusts. 

The flush of her skin announced the rush of another climax. She was so responsive to him. 

Made just for him. Her body began to milk his, and he grinned. 

“You aren't going to come without my consent, are you?” He chuckled. 

“Not if I can help it,” she panted. A sexy smile curled her lips. 

Logan dipped his head to nibble the swell of her left breast. Abandoning the ample globe of  flesh,  he  lifted  his  head  to  sip  at  the  corner  of  her  mouth.  Urgency  and  need  flavored  her breath. The scent of her arousal wrapped around them, promising fulfillment. 

“I can't hold on, Logan, not anymore.” 

“Come with me then, baby. I'll meet you in the middle.” An Invitation: Alayna's Training 
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Chapter Thirteen 

 Day Thirty 



Logan awoke to the sounds of soft movements around his bedroom. For the first time in nearly two weeks, he reached over to find Alayna's side of the bed empty. Forcing his eyes open, he  spied  her.  He  pushed  himself  up  on  his  elbow  and  watched  a  moment  in  silence  before  he realized what she was doing. 

“What's going on?” he asked, sitting upright. 

“I'm sorry. Did I wake you?” 

“No. But why didn't you?” 

A sexy smile lifted her lips. “You were sleeping so soundly. I didn't want to disturb you.” 

“What are you doing?” 

“Packing up. Today is my last day,” she said. 

“You're not leaving.” His tone was resolute. 

“I'm needed back at my restaurant.” 

“You're needed right here,” he stated. 

She stared back at him in silence. 

“I don't want you to go,” he admitted. 

“I'm  not  leaving  us,  Logan,”  she  said  with  a  smile.  “I  need  to  get  back  to  work,  to  my sister. I miss her.” 

“I know you do. I'm sorry. I'm being selfish.” 

“I'm  just  as  selfish  because  I  don't  want  to  leave.  I've  become  quite  comfortable  here  in your mansion of ill repute.” 
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He wasn't about to allow her to leave him. They'd come so far. She'd shown him how to enjoy life once again. He realized just how meaningless his was without her in it. 

“I'll come with you,” he said. 

She looked back at him, confusion knitting her brow. 

“Alayna,  I wasted five  years of my life struggling with  the  grief of Tasha's death.  Right from the start, that path she was on was beyond my control; therefore the outcome was out of my hands.  Then  I  met  you,  and  my  life  took  on  meaning.  I  regret  not  making  a  move  on  you  six months ago, but now that we're here, I refuse to let you go.” 

“You don't have to let me go,” she said, placing a folded sweater on the bed beside him. 

“Because I don't intend to let you go.” 

“Baby, I'm a 24/7 dominant. It's who I am, and I won't settle for anything less. I want you to move into the mansion with me, where I will protect you, keep you safe. It will be my honor to see to your every need, want, and desire. We will build a life together,” he said. 

Her eyes brightened, and her smile deepened. Contentment settled in her expression. He'd offered her exactly what she wanted, yet her hesitation worried him. 

“Logan,  I  love  you.  You  are  a  very  important  piece  of  me,  but  you  aren't  the  only component. I am a sister, a friend, an employer, and most recently I've become a lover. As well as wanting to be taken care of by you, and you make me feel safer, among other things, than I've ever felt before—I am independent, an individual. I've come a long way in my life, Logan, and I can't and won't give up who I am.” 

“Stop what you're doing.” His tone was firm. 

Alayna did. 

Holding  her  quizzical  gaze,  Logan  settled  his  back  into  the  pillows  propped  against  the headboard. “Undress for me,” he said, then added, “nice and slow.” A seductive grin lifted the corners of her mouth. She reached for the small pearl buttons marching down the silk blouse she wore. 

“What I meant was, I want to be by your side, baby,” he said, watching as she pushed the soft, shimmering material  off her shoulders  and let the garment  fall to  the floor. “Me and  you taking on the world.” 
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Her slender fingers flicked the button on the black, pleated slacks that hugged her hips, and she slid them down over her smooth thighs. Her eyes continued to hold his, and her smile grew sexier. “Don't you think being under each other's feet will get annoying after a while, Logan?” 

“Yes, I absolutely do,” he said. 

Clothed  in  her  lace  bra  and  matching  panties,  she  walked  toward  the  bed  where  he  lay. 

“The rest,” he ordered in a husky voice. 

Alayna  cocked  her  head  as  if,  for  a  moment,  she  was  contemplating  refusing  his  soft-spoken demand. The sparkle in her eyes sent a jolt to his sac. 

“I  won't  live  any  other  way,”  he  added,  finishing  off  his  earlier  statement.  Tossing  the sheet that covered him aside, his arousal rested heavily against his thigh. 

After sliding her thumbs into the waistband of the pretty blue panties that hid her from his hungry view, she wiggled her hips teasingly from side to side and pushed the scrap of fabric to the floor. Defying him by leaving her bra in place, she climbed onto the bed and straddled his groin. 

“Your blatant disregard of my request has earned you a punishment,” he pointed out and reached up to release the front closure of the offending bra. 

“I can hardly wait,” she purred. 

Alayna sighed as her breasts spilled free. When his hands cupped her, his thumbs brushing across the hardened tips, she threw her head back, pressing the mounds of flesh against him. 

“Take me inside you, baby,” Logan said. 

Bringing  her  gaze  back  to  him,  she smiled  and  reached  for  his  shaft.  Lifting  her  ass  up, Alayna shifted and aligned the throbbing head of his dick with her body. 

“Are you wet for me?” he asked as she began to lower herself onto him. 

“Always,” she purred, and her slick pussy swallowed his cock. 

Her  bright  white  teeth  sank  into  her  bottom  lip,  and  her  eyelids  lowered.  Alayna  leaned back, resting the palms of her hands atop his thighs as her hips began to rock. In his hands, her breasts  heaved  as  her  breath  grew  labored.  Around  his  cock  he  felt  the  first  ripples  of  her approaching orgasm, and he dropped his hands to her waist. For a moment he encouraged her to increase her tempo, to give in to her building need. 
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“Not yet, baby,” he then said, his voice throwing off her rhythm. 

Wide-eyed, she met his gaze, and her lower lip quivered, matching the pulsating around his dick. 

“W-what?” she asked, her voice hoarse with need. 

Logan smiled and shook his head. “I'm not ready yet,” he told her. He dropped his hands lower, to her still hips. Then he urged her to move against him once again. “You must learn that my pleasure will feed yours.” 

A groan resonated from deep within her heaving chest. “That's not fair,” she whimpered, bringing her hands around in front and pressing them against his chest for support. “I-I'm so c-close,” she begged. 

Logan watched her expressions shift from yearning, to anxiousness, and finally desperation as her need climbed. Pride coursed through him as she controlled her arousal. He knew she was so very close. Hell, he teetered on the edge himself. 

The soft sounds  she had uttered when they'd first  begun were replaced with hoarse cries pleading with him to give his permission for her release. The sweet scent of her sweat teased his nose as tiny rivulets of the tantalizing salty liquid trickled between her breasts. The harder she rode his cock, the heavier the perspiration glistened on her heated flesh. 

“Go ahead, baby,” he said. “I've always got you.” 

And she did. 


* * * 

Late  in  the  evening  and  buckled  into  Logan's  Mercedes,  the  two  drove  through  the countryside  toward  the  city  and  Valerian's  Root.  In  the  leather  passenger  seat  of  the  luxury automobile, Alayna enjoyed a sense of contentment, along with heavy anxiety. 

“I'm not sure how receptive Ariel is going to be to my new living arrangements,” Alayna said, glancing over at Logan. “It's just been her and me for so long. She's going to feel as though I'm abandoning her.” 

Logan reached for her hand. After wrapping his fingers around hers, he squeezed tight in support. His energy traveled up her arm, spreading warmth throughout her body. Alayna knew with Logan in her corner, she could handle anything life threw her way. 
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She'd have to address her moving from her and Ariel's shared home very carefully. 

“We'll bring her to the mansion so she can check things out for herself,” he replied. “And she is welcome there any time she wishes.” 

“Whenever she wants?” 

“Yes, baby.” 

“And when she wants to spend the night?” 

“She gets Dane's suite,” Logan said. 

Alayna laughed. 

“Have  you  ever  thought  of  implementing  an  early  dinner  menu  at  the  café?”  he  asked, following several moments of silence. 

“Ariel's  been  clamoring  to  bring  in  a  dinner  menu,”  Alayna  admitted.  “I'd  love  nothing more than to  give it to  her.” She blew out  a sigh. “But  we just can't  swing it financially  right now.” 

“Well I can,” he announced, glancing her way. “I'll invest in your restaurant and front the extra costs to hire additional staff and whatever else you will require.” Alayna turned toward Logan to find him smiling. 

“You're serious.” 

He nodded. “Very much.” 

“Logan,  while  I  appreciate  the  gesture,  it  may  cost  a  small  fortune  to  bring  in  another seating. I don't know when I'll be able to pay you back.” 

“My  love,  money  is  of  no  concern  to  me.  I  have  more  than  I'll  ever  spend,  and  I  don't expect you to pay me back. If this is something you want, then I will spend every penny I have to bring it to fruition for you. All I desire is to make you happy.” He squeezed her hand again. 

Alayna's chest felt like it was going to burst. She was so full of love. Contentment wrapped her in  its secure embrace. She was exactly where she was meant  to  be.  Logan  was everything she'd ever looked for in a partner, a lover. A friend. The future lay at their feet. 

Together they would conquer any obstacle. 
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For the remainder of the drive, they bounced ideas off one another regarding the endeavor. 

By the time they pulled up to the curb out front of Valerian's Root, Alayna had accepted Logan's proposal to invest and was excited to present their idea to Ariel. Her sister would be thrilled. 

Alayna  waited  while  Logan  walked  around  the  car  to  open  her  door.  He  offered  her  his hand; she slipped her hand along his palm and stepped out and onto the sidewalk. Logan slid his arm around her waist, his hand resting possessively on her hip. He pulled her close against his side and pressed a kiss to her temple. 

As they approached, the CLOSED sign hanging on the door was turned outward. Several recessed lights along the back of the eating area cast sufficient illumination that a passerby could see inside. Alayna grinned as she glanced in the windows. Their parents would be proud of what they'd done with the place. No, they'd never make millions, but they were passionate about their love of the family business. 

“Let  me  find  my  key,”  she  said.  Before  they  reached  the  door,  Alayna  began  rifling through her purse. 

When she pulled her keys out,  Logan held  out  his  free hand for them.  She handed them over and returned his smile. She could certainly get used to having him doing little things for her. 

After unlocking the door, he held it open for her. Then after they entered, he relocked it. 

Loud voices floated from the kitchen, both feminine and masculine, making Alayna pause. 

”Damn,” she said looking up at Logan. “I figured they'd get off to a rocky start but hoped after all this time Ariel would have started playing nice with Dane. Guess I was wrong.” 

“I'm sure things are fine, honey.” 

“Are  they  arguing?”  she  asked  as  they  continued  through  the  eating  area.  “I  can't  tell. 

Things sound intense. I hope she isn't killing him.” Logan pulled her tighter against him in an embrace of assurance. “I don't think that's what's happening, sweetheart.” 

When she glanced up, he was smiling. 

“Dane can be very persuasive when he believes in something,” Logan added. 

She had firsthand knowledge of that. Which reminded her, once Ariel calmed down about having Dane under her feet over the past month, Alayna would beg her to prepare him one of her 
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award-winning dishes to show her appreciation for everything Dane had done to bring her and Logan together. Though Dane's methods had been sneaky, she was willing to forgive him. 

The voices in the kitchen dropped to a tone that was reminiscent of a couple engaged in an intimate conversation. 

Logan  followed  behind  her  as  she  walked  down  the  hallway,  his  hand  still  on  her  hip. 

When  they  turned  the  corner,  he  pushed  the  double  doors  open,  and  together  they  entered  the kitchen 

Alayna gasped at the sight before them and stopped mid step. 

“I guess that's one way to kill a guy.” Logan chuckled. 
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