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Content Warning 
and Author’s Note
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Thank you so much for wanting to read Alice and Reuben’s story. You need to know a few things. 

This book isn’t a sweet, lighthearted romance with a sexy ripped man and a sweet submissive woman. So if that’s what you’re expecting, turn back now. These two break rules. 

This book contains depictions of self-harm, intent and thoughts of suicide, mention of child abuse, and rape. It also contains graphic scenes of some BDSM acts that are often referred to as “edge play,” and may be upsetting or triggering to some readers. This content includes knife/blood play, choking, spit, face slapping, degradation/humiliation, heavy impact, hypnosis and brainwashing, and consensual non-consent. 

Please do not take this story as a blueprint or a realistic representation of a lifestyle relationship. My characters make mistakes and break the rules, and I do not advocate for most of the decisions they’ve made within this story. Please enjoy it for what it is, get consent, vet your partners, make good choices, and communicate. 

This is, at the end of the day, a fiction novel. Yes I know it’s weird to have characters who have visions of the future and who can read minds. Stick with me and enjoy it for what it is.

Lastly, if you know me in real life and you somehow find this book, please, I’m begging you with whipped cream and sprinkles and extra chocolate sauce, just skip this one (or at least don’t tell me you’ve read it). No, really. Mom, put the book down and go read Sarah Sundin or Karla Sorensen instead. 

With lots of love and spankings, 

~Lindsay 
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Dedication
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To all the brats and tamers out there who fight against the stigma, keep fighting. #viva!

To all the beautiful misunderstood souls, I hope you find your shelter and your home.
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Part One
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There is a moment in any new dynamic where the submissive pushes back for the first time. It is usually subtle: a hint of attitude, an eye roll, perhaps choosing a piece of clothing that wasn’t approved by the dominant. This is the submissive attempting to challenge the dominant. A wise dominant will shut down the rebellious streak immediately. Reinforce the lines of the relationship, provide a punishment, and have a conversation with the submissive that provides guidance on how to push back appropriately without resorting to topping from the bottom or being a brat. 

Bratting is not a form of submission, and is generally considered to be manipulation. 

~ Safe Power Play, Chapter 4, by Reuben Weston

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1
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“I will destroy you.”

Every night, I dreamt of her. Every morning, I rose to those words digging themselves deeper into my brain, searing themselves into my soul. 

A galaxy lived in her eyes. They were dark blue with streaks of lighter blue, and a supernova of purple, gold, and red flecks. Her Cupid’s bow lips were painted dark red, plump and pouty. Her hair was raven-black, long and thick, framing her face in a full-bodied disaster that had a life of its own and would not be tamed.

She wore a black leather collar fastened around her neck, swirls of purple decorating the leather, and my name stamped into the material. Property of Reuben Weston. A look of gratitude and wonder filled her face. 

And that phrase, over and over. I will destroy you. I will take everything you know and love. I will be ruthless. I will put you in the ground. There won’t be anything left by the time I’m done. Only ashes. Every morning for the past twenty-four years, I woke with those words and that pretty face etched into my mind. 

I had no idea who the girl was, but I’d been looking for her for over half my life. The dream had started off vague and grown more specific as time went on. But it never faded or changed; it only got stronger. 

Throughout my life I had a variety of visions and dreams, some of them coming true, some of them fading away, and some changing when someone made a decision that affected their future. So far, this was the only one I got every night, without fail, and was the only one to never change, and never fade. She only got brighter. She only got closer. 

My sub. My girl. The girl I was looking for, the one I was supposed to find. The one I was waiting for. I knew when I found her, my life would change. 

Was it me she would destroy? Or was I to destroy her? I didn’t know, but I had a feeling it would be worth it no matter what. At this point, being without a submissive, a companion, or a lover for nearly six years, I was ready to find her and start the hunt. I was hungry for it; for the thrill, the adventure, the slow discovery of her, the unveiling of the layers of her soul. 

Inside me, the Beast stirred. Find her. Catch her. 

All in good time, I told my inner demons, pushing them down. Be patient. She’ll turn up. 

Even if it wasn’t time to pursue her, to catch her, I ached to know who she was and what she was like. 

Stifling a groan and rolling over, I checked my phone. 4:59 A.M. I dismissed the one-minute left on my alarm, forced myself to my feet, and got to work. 
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The daily grind had become a coping mechanism for the boredom and frustration. Eat breakfast. Run for twenty minutes and try to lift some weights. Take a shower while the coffee brewed. Boot up the laptop. Answer emails. Pack the suitcase. Drive to the next meeting, hotel, restaurant, or whatever else was on my agenda for the day. It was always different, always changing, and always a mess... and yet it was always redundantly the same. A chaotic, well-practiced routine. I really needed a personal assistant but I didn’t have it in me to train someone new right now. 

Today, the email on the top of my inbox was the best possible thing that could have happened to my stress level. My all-day meeting was postponed, freeing up my time. But the day wasn’t a waste. I visited each of the restaurant chains in the area that I hadn’t spent much time at lately, doing a random walk-through and checking the quality of the food when they weren’t expecting me. As always, I was satisfied. 

That was one thing I could say for my businesses. They worked like well-oiled machines because I was ruthless in my hiring and training. 

More walkthroughs. A room inspection at one of my hotels. A conversation with a new manager who was struggling with some of the processes. A spontaneous training session with a new chef. A few new mixed drinks tested out at one of the hotel bars. Then force a salad down my gullet, bed by eleven, and repeat the next day. By the time I returned to my house I was stir-crazy and frustrated, and the only thing I wanted was a glass of wine, a home-cooked meal, and a pretty girl by my feet. Specifically, I yearned for my black-haired mystery submissive, who was still hiding from me. 

The past few years had become monotonous, but they’d made me a lot of money. Not only that, I knew I’d done a lot of good. It was hard to see it sometimes because pain and suffering surrounded my life. Since the meeting was canceled, I spent the extra time at the Weston House treatment center, and then visited The Lounge for dinner, hoping to see some of my friends.

Several years after I’d made a killing with my high-end luxury restaurants, I bought a failing sports bar up here in DC and revitalized it, with one exception: the upstairs had been turned into a dungeon. It started as an exclusive, invitation-only club but evolved into one of the safest, most well-trusted BDSM clubs in the area. 

Even though I spent a significant amount of my time in DC, I tended to avoid The Lounge. It made me crave what I needed and what I missed. But I also missed my friends, so I tried to force myself to go by when I had the time. 

Becca’s face lit up when she saw me, and she hurried over to me, throwing her arms around my neck. “God, it’s good to see you,” she said against my chest. 

I rubbed her back and held her close for a minute, allowing myself a rare moment to do nothing but feel the closeness of one of my most trusted friends in my arms. 

But Becca was struggling more than I was right now and I reminded myself of that as I pulled away and made her look at me. “How are you?” I asked. She’d recently gotten some bad news about the health of her Master. 

“Well,” she pursed her lips. “I’m angry.”

I nodded. 

“I’m scared,” she whispered. 

“I know. It’s going to be okay. I’m here for you.”

“I know that, Reuben. You always have been, and I trust you.” 

I hugged her again, and whispered, “I’ll call you later so we can talk.”

I greeted the rest of my friends, and then forced myself to glance over to where Megan was sitting at the bar, sipping her drink, chatting with Julia. 

She was smiling. 

It had been so long since I’d seen her smile. Her face was flushed, her lips were pink, and her eyes were dilated. She was excited, engaged, and turned on. And she had a collar around her neck. 

A weird flash of cold went through me. Jealousy? Anger? Loss? It had been so long since I’d seen Megan happy, and even longer since she’d been owned. It looked strange to see a collar on her neck that wasn’t mine. 

He’s good for her. Let it go. But I couldn’t turn it off that easily. Megan had been mine for over three years. While we both stood by our decisions to end our dynamic, it was still uncomfortable, and I harbored a lot of guilt about the way things had gone. 

I felt Mike’s hand on my shoulder, and I tore my eyes away from Megan. I nodded to her while looking at Mike. “She okay?”

Mike and Becca both assured me she was happy. I felt another twist in my gut. I wasn’t sure if it was relief or disappointment. 

No time to think about that right now. 

“How long will you stay?”

“Just the evening. Heading home tomorrow.”

“Will you come by The Weston House in the morning?” Becca asked. “I have a guy who I think you should talk to. I think he would be good for Mia.”

I nodded. It would put me behind and I would get home late... but the chance of placing one of the girls with a good guardian was worth it. 

I spent the rest of the night catching up with my friends and allowing myself a rare cocktail.
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It was hard to sit in The Lounge and watch when I couldn’t participate. That was half the reason I’d avoided coming by; these days it felt like everyone was happily partnered but me. Becca had her pup bound and gagged at her feet, and Mike Black had Stormy by his side. Julia, a former playmate of mine, was lying on her back with her head in Paul’s lap, staring up at him with stars in her eyes while he stroked her hair and talked with Jackson, who held Nicole firmly in his lap. Everywhere I looked, I found people grouped into little clusters with their friends and partners beside them. 

My friends are beside me, I told myself. But it wasn’t the same. I wanted my own. I needed my own. I missed having a submissive, someone who I could tease and spoil and play with. I dreaded the long car ride home, and the empty house that waited for me when I got back. 

I felt someone come up beside me, and I glanced up to see Megan smiling down at me softly. 

“Hi, Reuben.” 

“Hello Megan,” I whispered. The angel who I failed. 

“Um... How are you?” She sat on the arm of the couch. It reminded me of all the times when she would sit by my feet, staring up at me with her big glassy brown eyes. 

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Busy. Tired... but I’m well. I presume all is going well with you,” I nodded to her collar. 

She smiled and brushed it lightly with her fingers, but her face fell slightly. “Reuben, I’m a little worried about you.” She said it softly, so nobody else would hear. “You look miserable.”

I looked away from her. 

I wasn’t sure if miserable was the right word to describe how I felt. Lonely, maybe. Bored, probably. Overworked and under-stimulated, absolutely. Did that equate to misery? The numbness was comforting, though. A cold, boring, silent fading away of my demons, because I didn’t have to face them when I was alone. 

“Becca noticed it too, but she won’t say anything because she doesn’t want to pressure you.”

That was unsurprising. Becca would dominate anyone who would let her, but she had never once attempted to top me. Very rarely did she ever give me any pushback on things, even now that she was no longer my submissive. Nevertheless, she tended to call me out if she felt like I was doing something stupid. But there were some lines even she wouldn’t cross. 

“Is there anything I can do?” Megan continued. 

I shook my head. 

“Still waiting, then?” 

“Yes.” Megan knew about my visions. We had shared everything with each other about our dreams and futures... when she was mine. 

I’d often thought about just finding a playmate for a casual relationship until I found my raven-haired Destroyer, but I had a tendency to get attached to my subs. I always wanted more from them. Knowing my luck, I would find myself a submissive and get attached to her, and then my mysterious Destroyer would show up. 

But what if I never found her?

No. The visions don’t lie. 

I looked back at Megan. “If you find a black-haired gothic masochistic princess with blue and purple eyes, give her my number.” 

She smiled and left her spot by my side to return to the bar. I forced myself to sit for a while longer before I escaped. 
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My restaurants and my hotels were a machine that generated money and made up a series of hoops I had to jump through, but my life’s work was my treatment center for trafficking victims. Becca, Mike, Simon, and a few other friends had helped me start it almost ten years ago. They had all outvoted me on the name, so The Weston House was born, and became the thing I poured myself into. 

The girls who spent time at the center were given access to healthcare, therapy, safety, and education, and then placed with guardians to transition them to independence. Finding trustworthy guardians was hard, and I occasionally reached out to BDSM Dominants and caregivers who I trusted to honor their boundaries. 

The conversation with Mia’s soon-to-be guardian went well, and I asked him to submit the necessary paperwork to adopt her. I would follow up with him, get to know him, and vet him myself. If I thought he was a good match, Mia would leave The Weston House and go to live with him. He would act as her caregiver and continue to provide therapy and education to her until she was ready to be on her own. 

I also got to chat with Mia. She had done so well over the past few months. She stood tall with her head lifted instead of cowered, she made eye contact, and she spoke clearly, a huge improvement from the last time I’d seen her. Even though I knew I would get home late, it was good to see how much she’d changed and grown. Some of the other girls at the center greeted me by name, and Rachel gave me a hug. 

This was the right choice, I thought. I needed to see the good, to have a reminder that I’m doing this for a reason. That all this work and exhaustion means something. 

I had no meetings for the next two weeks. I could have stayed at my house up in DC, but I missed my house back in the mountains, and I was looking forward to working from home and spending time at the church clubhouse with my Cullowhee friends. It was a long drive back to the North Carolina Appalachian Mountains, so I made some phone calls to keep my mind busy.

Mike and I talked about his brother, who he was worried about because he was being incredibly stupid about the girl he liked. “I know he’s a sadist, and I know he hates himself for it. He won’t talk to any of us about it.” I promised to check in on Jamie as subtly as possible and try to give him some direction.

I called Anthony, just to touch base and see how everything was going at The Underground, and he voiced his concerns. “There’s a lot of he-said she-said about blood, hospital trips, and safewords being ignored. I might need some advice, or at least an outside perspective.” I promised to swing by the club and give him some advice when I had a chance.

I finally called Becca, knowing that putting it off wasn’t going to make it easier on either of us. 

“Hey. What’s the diagnosis?”

“Lung cancer,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

“Oh, Bec. I’m sorry.”

“I’m terrified, Reuben. I’ve been with him for so long! It’s been years, he’s all I know, he’s all I remember... he’s all I want to remember. What... What am I going to do?” I knew she wasn’t truly asking those questions, just voicing them to get them out of her head. 

“What’s going to happen to you is... you’ll be taken care of. You know that.”

“Yes. Yes I do.”

“How long does he have, Bec?”

“A year, maybe two, if he does the treatments. He won’t admit it, but I know he doesn’t want to do them.”

“You need to talk to him.”

“I know, but,” I could hear her fighting back tears. When she spoke again, her voice was small, which seemed foreign coming from the bold, bright creature that she was. “I don’t want him to fight and stick around, and suffer and be in pain, just because of me.”

“You need to talk to him, Becca Huxley.”

A deep breath, and a long sigh. “Yes Sir.” 

“Good girl. Now go torture Benny, have a drink, and get laid or something. It’ll help.” 

She laughed. “We both know I don’t get laid anymore.” 

She hung up, and I looked at the clock. Six more hours of driving. 

I listened to some music. I put on an audiobook of Abigail Rose’s new novel. I listened to Jase Black’s old podcast episodes, Leather and Lace. I stopped for a coffee, and then put on more music. 

Frustrated and bored, I shut off the radio, and mentally went through my newest visions to update my friends. 

I’d seen a vision of Sophie and Mark, two of my very best friends. Sophie was going to be confronted by a very painful person in her past soon, and I needed to warn and encourage her that she could handle it. 

I’d seen a vision of the girl at our clubhouse who we just called Cat, because she had no name, facing her fear and following her passions again, even though she knew it was dangerous. I knew she was an artist and a dancer, but I wasn’t sure if there was something else she’d kept quiet about. A word of encouragement could make or break a decision like that. 

I’d seen a vision of Matt Greenwood holding a dying girl in his arms, his heart breaking and his whole life changing because of just one decision that hadn’t been made yet. Matt was off saving the world in a Special Ops unit, so there wasn’t anything I could do other than pray. 

And, of course, my beautiful mystery girl. My Destroyer. I saw her every night. 

The visions had started when I was sixteen but stopped shortly after I’d chosen the trajectory of my life. I’d gone what some would call the worldly route. I left my church and my faith, took what I wanted, killed my conscience, and fed the Beast. I’d followed that path for much of my life until the accident a little over six years ago had forced me to confront my choices. 

My legs still hurt sometimes when I thought about the months in physical therapy. But I could walk, which was more than I could say for the other people involved. 

I shut the whole experience out of my mind. We aren’t going there right now. We aren’t doing this. What’s done is done. You made your choices. Grow up, move on, and keep pushing forward. 

One thing was certain. My life had changed after the accident, and I’d learned my lesson. 

Listen to the Master. The visions don’t lie. And if you love something more than Him, He’ll take it away to regain your attention... as a good Master should. 
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I got back to Cullowhee close to midnight. It was an easy drive all things considered, with light traffic and no bad weather. I hit a pothole I didn’t know was there, got detoured because of a rockslide on the mountain, and almost hit a deer and a bear cub, but I made it home alive. 

When I pulled into my driveway, the outdoor light didn’t turn on, and the garage door wouldn’t open. 

Shit. Not again. 

Leaving the lights of my car on so I could see, I hurried across the porch and unlocked my door, flicking the switch by the entryway. 

Nothing. Great. 

Not wasting time, I checked the refrigerator with trepidation. Sure enough, as soon as I opened the fridge, the stench of rot and mold hit me. 

I’d been traveling for over a week. Who knew how long the power had been out? 

God, I miss Dahlia. I shut that thought down. Dahlia was a service submissive I’d found up here at the university years ago. Through college, she had stayed here and served me while I was in town, and cared for my house while I was away. She was sweet, but I didn’t miss her any more than I missed any of my former PA’s, submissives, or playmates. What I missed was having someone I could trust to deal with shit like random power outages, or flooding, or mudslides, so that when I got home from a trip, I wouldn’t walk into an empty house with a small ecosystem living in my refrigerator. I missed having someone to climb into bed with at night, someone to share a meal with. I missed the rush of affection and pride I felt when my girl realized I was home and fell to her knees in front of me, thrilled to be in my presence again. 

I missed having someone who was mine. 

I shut the fridge and decided I’d deal with the uprising anarchy in the vegetable drawer when the sun was out. Trying not to stomp around my house like a child having a tantrum, I grabbed a change of clothes and a bottle of wine, hauled myself back into my car, and drove fifteen minutes back down the mountain to the Greenwood Valley. 

There weren’t many people in the church clubhouse when I arrived. It was July and we were a college town, so school was out, and with it ninety percent of our members. Alex was back from Russia. Sophie and Mark lived there full time, so they were around. Jake and his sister Maggie had just moved in as well. Cat never left campus, so she was someone I could always count on. There were a few others: mostly the summer students, members of the sports teams who were training, and members of the marching band who had camp, but other than that it was pretty empty. They’d have a room for me to crash in for the weekend, and I could call the electric company on Monday to get the power fixed. Maybe I could even borrow a generator from Andy Greenwood so I could take care of the fridge tomorrow. 

When I walked in the front door of the church, I was greeted by Jake’s warm grin and firm handshake. “Good to see you, Reuben,” he said. 

“You too, Jake. You hear from your brother?”

“Not since the last postcard.”

“Well, he’s in our prayers. And I’m confident he returns home.” 

Jake smiled back at me with a mix of relief and gratitude. His brother being in the army and unable to contact him was taking a toll, but he made an effort to trust that his brother would stay safe. 

I’d left the area after High School many years ago. When my father died several years later and I returned home to take over his bar, I’d met Jake and his brother Matt. Over the years, we became friends. Our significant age difference had never been an issue; Jake and Matt had asked me to come on campus to their weekly hangouts, pizza parties, and community service events, essentially forcing me back into the Cullowhee community and making me connect with people again. 

Mark Baker came in from the side-door and gave me a hug. I’d known him as long as I’d known the Greenwood twins, and had given him some guidance and mentorship when he’d discovered his own proclivities were in line with mine. While he grew up in the ghetto on the border of Tennessee, he was now a college graduate, the building manager of the church, and worked part time at a local auto shop. The relief at seeing him happy and successful was an instant mood boost. 

“Was there a storm recently,” I asked them both. 

“Not recently, but we had a thunderstorm about a week ago,” Mark answered. 

“Well, that explains the situation in my fridge.” 

“Oh shit, did you lose power?”

“Power, groceries, and most of my patience.” 

Sophie snuck out of the kitchen when she heard my voice and gave me a timid smile. Sweet, beautiful Sophie was a breath of fresh air every time I saw her. She was a curvy little kitten, submissive as hell, and not nearly as innocent as she appeared. With bright blue eyes, silky brown hair tied up in a ponytail that curved into a bouncy “S” shape, black-rimmed glasses, coffee-colored skin, and a cute knee-length dress, she was the embodiment of adorable. Her skills in the kitchen were almost as good as most of my chefs in my restaurants. She always looked up at me with bright-eyed innocence. 

I’d adored her from the moment I’d met her; everyone did. Although I’d nearly fallen in love with her the moment I’d met her, I’d decided early on not to pursue her. I was far too cruel of a Dom for her. She’d ended up falling in love with Mark, and I thought they were good together. 

She took one look at me and my suitcase and asked, “Enchiladas, or Broccoli Casserole?” 

I handed her the bottle of wine as an offering for her service. “You, my dear, are far too good to me. Enchiladas please.” 

“She’s too good for everyone,” Mark said, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her neck affectionately. “Especially me.”

“Don’t you forget it,” I said, giving him a serious glare. He smirked in response. Sophie ducked her head shyly, then trotted happily back to her kitchen with her hands cradling the bottle of wine. 

Cat appeared a minute later, cheeks flushed and a baby on her hip. Her long dark hair was tied up in a messy knot on the top of her head. The little one she was holding appeared to be just under a year old, and was trying very hard to continue crying into Cat’s chest despite the comfort she was receiving. 

“You’re up late,” I said, approaching the two, cocking my head at the little girl. “Aren’t you sleepy?”

The young child shook her head and buried her face back in Cat’s breasts, her fists gripping her shirt. 

“New?” I asked. Recently, the church had started taking in unwanted children, and Cat ran the nursery. 

Cat nodded and rubbed the child’s back. “She got here last week. This is Emily.” She kissed Emily on the top of her head and hugged her again. Cat looked up at me. “I’ve got room 401 ready for you.”

“You knew I was coming, didn’t you?”

She gave me a wink, tapped the side of her head twice, and took the grumpy child back into the nursery. 

Cat had only arrived a few months ago, but she’d thrown us all for a loop when we discovered that she, like me, had visions of some of our futures. I’d picked up on some major kink vibes from her, and we’d become pretty good friends. She was a switch dealing with the loss of her husband and submissive, and we’d vented our frustrations to each other over whiskey several times over the past few months. 

“Come upstairs and play monopoly with us,” Mark said. “Sophie will bring your food up when it’s done.”

“How’d you get her to fall in love with you, anyway?” I asked him. 

“Man, I have no idea. She’s crazy about me and I can’t tell you why.” He scratched at the messy excuse for a beard he was attempting to grow, glared at the bandage on his hand covering his new tattoo, and then nodded to the stairs that lead to the game room on the second floor. 

I settled in a recliner across Mark, and beside Alex and Jake. Alex looked up at me in a silent greeting as she prepared the game for the number of people we had. 

“Alice,” she said, “Come sit with us and play.” Her thick Russian accent had intensified from the past seven months she’d spent overseas. Whoever Alice was, she didn’t answer and didn’t obey Alex’s request.

Maggie, Jake’s little sister, came and sat beside me with her typical glittering smile. “It’s midnight, little Greenwood,” I said. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“I’m twelve. I can stay up now. Besides, it’s the weekend.”

A whole twelve years old. I tried not to laugh. I remembered when she was born. “You can stay up past midnight on the weekends?”

“I’m up until midnight almost every night, because I have rehearsals.” She lifted her chin proudly, and for a moment, she looked just like her mother. 

“I see.”

“Alice!” Alex said again. “Stop ignoring me. I know you can hear me.”

“Nah, I don’t think so,” said a voice I didn’t recognize. I glanced over my shoulder to see who the mysterious “Alice” was but couldn’t see her. DeVon and Lou were blocking my view. 

Cat came upstairs, shaking her arms out. “Well, no need to go to the gym this week,” she sighed, and collapsed on the sofa beside Maggie, yawning like she was about to fall asleep and then laying her head on Maggie’s shoulder. 

Maggie giggled and let Cat playfully lay on her. 

“Alice Benson.” Alex tried to recruit her friend again. “Your spot awaits.”

“I’m not playing, you can’t make me!” A loud, snotty voice cut through. 

“Why not?”

“Because... I will destroy you.”

My breath caught, and I felt my body freeze in anticipation. Was it really her? Not likely. No, not here, not today, not out of the blue like this... 

And then my world came crashing down. 

She stood up and came out from behind DeVon and Lou, her strange, beautiful eyes glowing in excitement, a light flush on her ivory cheeks, her hands gesturing emphatically. Her voice was serious, but there was a hint of playful sarcasm to her words. 

“I will take everything you know and love. I will be ruthless. I will put you in the ground. There won’t be anything left by the time I’m done. Only ashes. Ashes of your dignity and your honor. You will bow to me, you will praise my name, and you will burn that game as a sacrifice to the board game gods because you will never want to suffer that kind of slaughter ever again... And the worst part is? You’ll like it.” She circled her wrist and then pointed at Alex before dropping her hand, sticking one hip out and putting the other hand on her hip, her lips pursing into a little pout. 

The others in the room were laughing, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Alice Benson. Her light denim shorts were tattered at the edges and showed off her curves. She wore a pair of fishnets underneath. A dark blue tank top brought out the indigo of her eyes and showed off the hint of a tattoo above her breast. She sauntered around the room in her black studded Doc Martens, still spouting some bullshit about her competitive streak, all the while rocking her hips and withdrawing a stick of dark red lip-gloss from her cleavage. She painted her perfect lips and smiled, charming literally every person in the room. 

Oh. Hell. No. 

Brat. 

The Destroyer, the girl I’d dreamed about for the past twenty-four years, was right here, in front of me. She was drop-dead gorgeous. She checked every one of my boxes. And she was a snotty, loud-spoken, obnoxious brat. 

No, she can’t be. There’s no way. You wouldn’t do that to me. Out of every possible person you could send my way, you wouldn’t send me a brat to deal with. 

Alice tucked her lip-gloss back into her cleavage and withdrew a tootsie-pop seemingly from nowhere. She unwrapped it, balled up the paper, and flicked it at Cat, hitting her right in the face. Alice snickered and guffawed as she opened her mouth, wrapping her lips around the candy. I caught a glimpse of a piercing in her tongue. 

Her eyes fell on me, our gaze meeting directly for the first time. The light caught the glittery stones in her ears and the gloss on her plump lips. She smirked as she popped her lips off her lollipop. 

I practically jumped out of the recliner and hurried out of the game room and back down the stairs before I did something really, really stupid. Like get involved. 
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Earlier that week...

“Welp, third time’s the charm,” I said, trying to sound more cheerful than I felt. Third move to a new state. Third clean slate. Third time running away from my problems. Who knew, maybe this time it would stick?

Who am I kidding? Nothing ever sticks. 

I stared up at the building in front of me. The old historic hotel had been rebuilt and revitalized into a clubhouse and dormitory. The hotel sat in the middle of a massive valley, the surrounding landscape covered in green grass. A thick forest of trees rose along the perimeter of the valley, hiding the church away from the outside world. Several small cottages and cabins sat around the main building. There was a large playground on one end, and a beautiful pool behind the hotel. From what I knew of the place, the woods behind the compound went on for several miles, and there were tons of wild animals back there. 

It was beautiful, and exciting, and I was scared out of my mind. Could I really do this again? Start another life? Another job? Another set of friends to disappoint? 

Alex’s voice invaded my thoughts. {“Everything will be okay. You’re supposed to be here. I know you are.”} 

I looked over to my weird psychic friend. “Has anyone ever told you that’s really annoying?”

{“What?”}

“Talking to me in my head instead of with your voice. You have a mouth, put it to good use.”

The words were out of my mouth before I even realized what I’d said. I’d heard that phrase so many times over the past few years that it just popped out. 

Alex’s face didn’t change. Even though she could see the onslaught of thoughts and memories invading my mind right now, and the explicit and graphic details that went along with them, her face remained blank and stoic as ever. 

“God, that must have taken so much practice,” I murmured as I studied her complete lack of response. I reached out and poked her in the cheek, just to confirm she wasn’t a computer-generated hologram. “Will you teach me how to do that?”

“No.” She opened the trunk of my car, grabbed three of my suitcases, and made her way to the front door. 

“If I didn’t know you liked me, I’d think you hated me!” I shouted after her. 

{“Stop being dramatic. Get your stuff. Come on. Everyone is excited to meet you.”}

“Damn clairvoyants, with their weird mind-reading and mind-talking and not having facial expressions,” I muttered to myself, but I did as she asked, grabbing my few remaining things and following her. 

Alex Victor, spy for the CIA and savior of my dignity, had rescued me from homelessness. I thought she was dead after being kidnapped by the Russian mob. But no, she was Alexandrovna Victorova, and was too cool to be assassinated. So of course, she’d lived, escaped from the Mafia, came back to DC to debrief with my boss, and tracked me down when she found out I’d been fired. 

Yep. I was the Regional Director’s Executive Assistant fired from the CIA... over some paper clips. 

It wasn’t really about the paper clips. I knew that. It was about reallocating my salary into my boss’s bonus. But it wasn’t like I could prove that. I was interviewing for a bartender’s job when Alex found me with her weird super-powers, convinced me to leave DC and move home with her to North Carolina, and live in their compound for free so I could get back on my feet. 

She called it a church, but the way she described it, it was more like a gang. A community service oriented, Jesus-loving gang made up of college students, abandoned children, and homeschoolers. 

Sounded like an adventure, and I’d already lost my apartment and was living out of my car, so I didn’t have much of a choice. 

As I walked in, I was struck by how gorgeous and big the place was. High ceilings, beautiful woodwork in the molding, and carved columns gave it an elegant rustic feel. The floor-to-ceiling windows let in the golden afternoon light and made the place look like a castle. The lobby still resembled a hotel lobby from its first life, but the vibe worked. 

“Alex, this is gorgeous.”

“I know.”

“And your boyfriend’s family did the work?” 

Before Alex could answer, the boyfriend in question approached. I recognized him right away from her file. And yes, I had read it, cover to cover. She needed me to, so she could read my mind and find out what they were hiding from her. Long story. 

“You must be Jake! Wow, nice to meet you.” His photos didn’t do him justice. He was a gorgeous man. Over six feet tall, broad, muscular, dark skin and warm brown eyes. His teeth flashed in a wide happy smile, and we shook hands. 

“Welcome to Mountain Valley Baptist Church, Alice. Everyone is excited to meet you.”

I looked back at Alex. She was studying her fingernails. “Oh no. What did you tell them?” I asked. She ignored me. 

I rolled my eyes and looked back at Jake. “Russians.” 

He snickered. “Just you wait until you have to live with her. C’mon, you need to meet Sophie.” 
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Sophie turned out to be super cool, and I very quickly decided she would be my new best friend. She had on a cute pink dress with a lace trim at the bottom, Mary-jane style heels, and a sparkly necklace around her neck that looked oddly similar to a collar. We hit it off immediately and she gave me a tour of the clubhouse and introduced me to everyone. Afterwards, we chatted while I set up my room. She helped me hang up my dresses and put away my shoes while I organized the menial random things that had been in my car when I went on the run. 

“So, Alex said you were wrongfully fired from the CIA?” she asked me. “Oh my gosh, this dress is adorable.” 

“Amazon, girl. Thirty bucks. Yeah, I put some materials in the shred box and forgot to pull the paper clips off them, and it jammed the shredder. But I know it was a money thing.” 

I was about to tell her about the apartment situation, but the sound from my closet had stopped. I looked over at her and waited anxiously. 

Sophie was holding up a tight leather mini-dress with a deep v-cut down the back, staring at it with big eyes. “Wow,” she whispered. “This is beautiful.”

“Thanks,” I said, not sure what to expect as far as her reaction. I lost most of my kink gear last month due to a circumstance I only referred to as the situation. I wasn’t ready to let my mind go there yet. Last month when everything went down, I had jumped in my car and left, only taking the things that were already in the trunk and the back seat, not bothering to pack anything. I’d forgotten about the trash bag of kink clothing that I’d shoved under the seat. 

Shoot. They’re a church. This could get me in trouble.

But the wide-eyed look on Sophie’s face told me I was with a co-conspirator. She bit her lip and hung it up gently. 

“Do you... want to see the others?” I asked. She looked at me with a timid smile and nodded. 

I grinned and locked the door. “Okay. I have quite a collection. See, I know this girl who does leatherwork...”

I spent the next hour showing her my skirts, dresses, and the few harnesses I had left. We swapped stories, kinks, and fantasies. And lo-and-behold, I found out Sophie was actually one of the uber-popular BDSM writers whose work I’d read, and wrote under the pen name S. L. Baker. 

She introduced me to her fiancé, Mark, and I smoked a joint with the two of them on the balcony like we were long-time best friends. Sophie asked if I wanted to do a movie night with her and Cat. 

“We are going to watch The Emperor’s New Groove,” she said shyly. 

“Oh my gosh that’s my favorite!” 

“Dude, calm down,” Mark laughed. “It’s almost midnight. We have a noise curfew.”

I whisper-yelled back to them, “I can’t calm down, I just found kinky friends who I don’t have to hide from!” I was over the moon ecstatic. 

Mark laughed and leaned back in his chair, kicking his feet up on the glass coffee table in front of him. He was the epitome of a bad boy; messy brownish-blond hair, a full sleeve of tattoos on one arm, a piercing in one ear, and he grew weed in his room. He wore tattered denim jeans and a thin wife-beater tank, and kept reaching over and petting the top of Sophie’s head, like she was his beloved pet. 

It was the best feeling; to know you were accepted for who you were. I liked them both instantly. 

“Cat is excited to meet you, too,” Sophie said. “She’s a switch. You’ll like her.”

“Just wait until she meets Ben,” Mark grinned. 

“Oh dear...” Sophie took another long drag on her blunt. “That will be a complete disaster.”

“You think?” he asked. “He’s not as scary as he looks.” 

“She’s a brat. He’s practically a Gorean Master.”

“Nonsense,” I shook off her worries. “Everyone loves me. You’ll see.” 

That night, the howling of wolves outside lulled me to sleep. 
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Alex put me to work almost immediately. She needed me to coordinate the service events, programs, registration, email lists, and fundraisers for the upcoming semester, and she said she’d let me live here rent free if I did the work. I had more than the required experience, so she got me a laptop, keys to the office and the lobby reception desk, and set me loose. It wasn’t nearly enough work to keep me busy, but at least it was something to satisfy my ADHD and keep my mind off the things I didn’t want to think about. 

That Saturday, I met the famed “Ben” who Mark was so excited to have back in town. Alex was trying to get me to play monopoly, which I didn’t know how to play. But I’d jump out the window before I admitted that. He turned to look at me, glaring at me with an expression I didn’t understand and didn’t have time to process before he stormed out of the room.

But I could process that he was a scary fucking sadist. 

He was definitely the biggest guy I’d ever seen: well over six feet, huge shoulders, and a little chunky around the middle. But honestly, I was totally all over that. He wore a beautiful suit that was clearly tailored to him, and it looked delicious, though a little rumpled. His dark hair was just long enough to be combed over to the side, but it was messy, like he’d run his hand through it too many times, and it was starting to grey. He had a few days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks and the shadow of a mustache, like he’d forgotten to shave over the past few days. His head was squarish, his nose crooked and a little too big, and he had a pursed look on his face like he’d just tasted something awful. 

My word vomit ended when I saw him. Dark, deep set eyes locked onto mine, and anger burned behind his eyes. His nostrils flared like I’d personally offended him. Alarm bells went off in my head. 

Before I got another word in, he’d jumped from his chair and strode purposefully out of the room, as if he were too frustrated to deal with my bullshit. 

I was quite used to that look. I considered it an accomplishment. But so damn quickly and with just a little bit of sarcasm? Come on. 

“What did I say?” I asked as he disappeared down the hall, trying not to be offended. 

“The magic words, apparently,” Alex muttered in a low voice. Beside her, Cat was trying not to laugh. 

“Well... boo on him, I guess.” 

“He’ll warm up to you.”

“If you say so.”

That evening after everyone went to bed, I texted Sophie while I browsed Reddit and Discord. 


Alice: So who was that guy? The tall scary one?

Sophie: That’s Reuben Weston!


I sat straight up in bed. No freaking way. That was Reuben Weston? I’d heard his name plenty of times in my circles in DC but I’d never actually met him. 


Alice: Reuben Weston goes to church?

Sophie: He’s a founding member. Helped take over the business stuff when Alex was stuck in Russia. He grew up here.

Alice: Holy balls, batman. 

Sophie: lol. 

Alice: He’s hot. Like, scary, but hot. 

Sophie: He’s very kind. I have a lot of respect for him. 


Kind? That wasn’t the word that came to mind when I heard Reuben Weston’s name. 

I knew he’d started a club in DC, and I’d attended it a few times. It was geared more towards beginners or soft players rather than edge players like my community, but I also knew he was popular for his books, articles, and instructional videos. I searched “Reuben Weston BDSM” and found a few links. 

Holy balls was right. 

The content I found was a few years old, and he looked much younger. Scary, sexy, clean shaven, and a little less chubby around the tummy, but still intimidating as hell. In the first video I found, he was talking about consent while he flogged a pretty blonde strapped to a Saint Andrew’s. In another, he explained orgasm control and brainwashing, and consensual mind-fucks, whatever that was. In another video, he demonstrated different spanking techniques on a faceless girl with short strawberry blonde hair and a chain tattoo down her back, calmly talking with a cold, low voice, a subtle smile on his face, oozing confidence. 

He’d made appearances on Leather and Lace, a popular kink podcast. He’d appeared in YouTube videos, demonstrating Shibari techniques. He taught workshops. He had a blog. He spoke at conferences around the country. He owned multiple BDSM clubs around the eastern states, not just the one in DC. He lived and breathed this stuff. At least... he had. 

The message boards on Reddit were a little more enlightening. One conversation talked about how several years ago he’d released all his subs and linked a video clip of an interview. Reuben sat and stared at the camera, dismissing the idea that his submissives and slaves had done anything wrong to warrant their release, and it was solely his decision. The conversation in the comments varied between supporting him, and bashing him. 

A few other threads I found were about the aftermath of playing with him. Many of his former subs and playmates had jumped on to support him, saying they would scene with him again if the opportunity presented itself. But all of that was fairly old. 

I couldn’t find any recent content or discussion regarding him at all. In fact, the last thing I found was a blog post he had done explaining that he would be answering questions, teaching, speaking as requested, but that he was stepping back to focus on his jobs and his personal life. Which I was pretty sure was secret code for, “something happened and I’m scared.”

It made me curious. What happened to Reuben Weston, a man who was fully invested in kink culture and total power exchange, to make him drop seven submissives and a slave, and disappear from the scene for almost six years?

And for a brain like mine, that was a dangerous thing. 

Don’t get involved, I told myself. You’re not his type. After reading his articles on consent, negotiation, respect, and submission, I’d gathered he was old-school in his thinking. He liked service subs and slaves, the kinds of girls who would drop to their knees and worship him with a glance or a snap of his fingers, who got off on serving him, who were thrilled to be ignored because it meant they knew their place. 

Not my jam at all. We’d piss each other off and both just get hurt.

I needed someone silly and laid back, someone willing to play my games. Someone who was excited about reminding me that he was stronger than me, that he was in control of me. Someone who showed me love by forcing me to accept their decisions, whether I liked them or not, because they wanted the best for me, even when I wanted to self-destruct. Someone who wouldn’t let me go when I went a little crazy. Someone like Daddy. 

I miss my Daddy. 

The thought invaded my brain before I had time to stop the mental train wreck that was about to happen. I closed his blog and switched to YouTube, searching for something funny or cute to distract me from the immense pain that welled up inside. 

It’s not real. It’s just emotions. It’s just brain chemicals. This is what happens to you. Too much emotion, too high intensity. It’s not real. It doesn’t fucking matter!

I said the words over and over again, hoping I would believe them, trying to stop the inevitable crash and burn. 

It didn’t help. I ended up throwing my phone across the room, screaming into my pillow, and beating it with my fist until it broke open, leaving feathers everywhere. I held my breath until the only thing I could focus on was oxygen, and then gasped and panted, hoping to overwhelm my system so I would pass out. 

It was an old trick I learned. 

Took me a few tries, but it finally worked. Memories and horrors temporarily locked back down, I fell back into darkness.
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Chapter 3
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I avoided the clubhouse over the next few days. I found myself running harder and longer during my morning workout, skipping meals, working longer hours, drinking more coffee, and doing everything in my power to ignore the fact that she was just five miles down the road. I was angry, because I’d chosen to come home so I could spend time in the Valley House, but now she was there, and I didn’t want to deal with that. I didn’t want to be around her. I couldn’t even think about her without getting angry. 

I wasn’t even sure what I was angry about. Angry at God? Angry with myself? Perhaps after all this time, I was wrong about the vision. Perhaps I’d misunderstood it. Because I could never see myself with someone that obnoxious. All the things I felt for the past few years: the yearning, the wishing I could find her, the desperation to know who she was so I could start the hunt; it all seemed like a fever dream and a waste of time. The visions of her sitting by my feet quietly evaporated. What a load of bullshit. 

She hadn’t tried to speak to me again after I’d stormed away that night. I ate my dinner downstairs in silence, and then went straight to the room Cat had prepared for me. I left immediately the next morning without even saying goodbye. 

But it wasn’t fair that she could be there and I couldn’t. They were my friends first. I was a founding member of the church. So, I forced myself to return a few days later, telling myself I would not allow myself to be affected by her, that it was no big deal. She was just a girl. 

Besides... Maybe she isn’t as bad as that first impression led me to believe. 

In the time I’d avoided the clubhouse, Alice had won over every resident and member with her gothic beauty, strong personality, and snarky sense of humor. Sophie adored her, Cat mothered her, Jake and Alex played games with her in their free time, and The Murphy’s encouraged her verbal sparring. I tried to look and act unaffected by her presence, but it was remarkably hard. She was impossible to ignore. 

The day in question, everyone was spending time by the pool, attempting to stay cool in the August heat. I’d come by per Sophie’s request because she needed her kitchen knives sharpened, and I needed to do mine anyway. After we finished, we migrated outside with the rest of the group. 

I felt a twist in my gut when I saw Alice lounging in the sun with a pair of sunglasses, rubbing sunscreen into her skin. Cat, Sophie, and Mark were all chatting about some TV show they were watching, so I sat with them and put on my own sunglasses, pretending not to stare at Alice. 

My mouth watered at the sight of her. She wore a simple black two-piece swimsuit made up of boy shorts and a halter top. The halter lifted her full breasts, giving her a stunning cleavage line. Her legs and ass were curvy, plump, and begging for some affection. But what really got me were her tattoos and her piercings. 

She had an intricate tattoo of a snake that began on her left shoulder blade, went over her shoulder, circled under her collar bone, and disappeared into her breasts, only to reappear right above her belly, splitting into three snake heads that circled and framed her navel, their fangs and tongues extended. A little sparkle of jewelry winked at me as she turned to get into the water, and I realized she had a belly button piercing too. 

Not fair.

She also had the beginnings of an unidentifiable tattoo near the back of her hip, but I couldn’t tell what it was. The rest of her was unmarked, which was a shame, because skin that flawless really needed some decoration. 

Knock it off. She’s not yours, and she never will be. You don’t do brats. 

Alice got a scheming look on her face, and cannon-balled into the water right beside Cat, causing a large splash of water to come up and soak her. Alice rose to the surface, her hair hanging heavy down her back, cackling like a little witch. Cat spluttered, tossed her wide-brimmed hat aside, and jumped into the water after her to wrestle her into a forced apology. 

She’s just going to keep doing shit like that if you reward her behavior, I thought to myself. But it was no use telling Cat that. She knew. She was playing her game. 

That wasn’t a game I was willing to play. 

“Okay, okay,” Alice laughed. Cat had caught her foot and was tickling the bottom of it, and giving us a rare, genuine smile. “Oh my God, stop! I surrender!” As soon as Cat let go, Alice kicked the water hard, splashing Cat again. 

I looked away. Nope. Not a game I was willing to play. If Alice wanted to be snot, she could do it to someone else. Shit like that just stressed me out, and I had plenty of stress on my plate. 

At least that was what I kept telling myself, because part of me wanted to catch her by the hair, drag her up out of the water, push her down over the railing, and spank her plump ass until my handprint could be seen from the parking lot. 

Jesus, Weston, knock it off. 

“Do you ever smile?” 

Her voice was right beside me. Bracing myself, I removed my sunglasses and looked her dead in the eyes. 

Fucking hell those eyes. Strange, dark blue with a splash of light and a sprinkling of gold, they were the kinds of eyes you could lose yourself in. 

They’d look lovely if she were crying. 

My hand went to my bad knee, and I dug my fingernails into my leg. We are not getting involved. 

“No.”

Alice scooped up her hair, twisting it to wring out the water, and knotting it on the top of her head. The action forced her breasts to shift, giving me an even better look at her cleavage and her tattoos and the red and black rhinestone glittering from her belly. The rhinestones in her ears and the little stone on the side of her nose glittered in the light. I tried to ignore the droplets of water sitting on her skin, raised up against the oil of the sunscreen. 

“I bet you’d be in a better mood if you laughed once in a while,” she said. 

“Doubtful.” I replaced my shades and looked down at my phone. 

“I bet I can make you smile.”

“Unlikely.”

“Wanna bet?”

Do not engage. Just ignore her. I waited about two minutes, staring down at my phone. She didn’t move. She didn’t say a word. She just stood there, waiting. 

“Go away, Alice.”

“No, not until you smile.”

Fine. She wants to play? I set my phone down and removed my shades, staring at her. As soon as I made eye contact, she grinned widely, her whole face lighting up. She stuck her tongue out for just a moment, giving me a quick peek at another piece of jewelry. A silver ball sparkled in the light. 

I wonder what else is pierced?

Damnit if this girl didn’t tick every one of my boxes. I’d bet money she had leather and latex miniskirts hidden away in her room somewhere too. 

I refused to let my face move in response to her childish behavior. 

“No good? Okay, how about this?” And then she started dancing. 

Some rap song was playing on Jake’s Bluetooth speaker by the pool, and she started gyrating, rocking her hips, snaking her arms up in the air and running them through her hair, giving me a coy smile and a wink, mouthing the words. It wasn’t overtly sexual or offensive, but just suggestive enough to make me want to grab her and drag her across my knee. Her ass was made to be punished. 

In my peripheral vision, I could see Scott and Brian had both stopped their arguing and were staring at her open-mouthed, and Jake was pointedly not looking at Alice. 

Oh for fuck’s sake. Someone spank this little snot before she does something stupid. 

Then the bass dropped in the song, and she started doing a horrible impression of the Gangnam Style dance that went viral a few years ago. 

Scott had come up beside her, smiling widely. “What are you doing’?”

“Making a complete fool of myself. Watch.” She took a step towards the pool, grabbing Scott by the arm with both hands as she fell backwards into the water. He screamed like a little girl and kicked wildly as they both splashed in, Scott’s face twisting into a hilarious expression. I covered my face with one hand, trying not to let anyone see the little quirk of my lips that had escaped. 

When I removed my hand and looked up, Alice had moved to the edge of the pool nearest to me, and folded her arms up on the edge and under her breasts. She’s doing that on purpose because you can’t stop looking at her tits. So stop looking at her tits. 

I rolled my eyes and looked down at my phone again. 

“Well, not the reaction I wanted, but I’ll take it.” She pushed away from the wall, and started kicking. 

I jumped to my feet. “Alice Benson I swear to God, if you get my shoes wet–” 

“You’ll what?” she yelled. “Come in after me?” 

I’ll grab you by the ankle, toss you over my shoulder, and make sure you regret the day you decided to fuck with me. 

No. Do not say that. Do not play her game. 

I turned around and went inside before I lost my temper. As I left, I heard her shout, “That’s what I thought!” 

Little. Fucking. Brat. 
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Chapter 4
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The school year started a few weeks later and my days got a lot more interesting. With Sophie and Cat’s help, as well as the help of some other new friends in the church, I started a new mentorship program for high schoolers, started a Facebook page for the children’s ministry, and helped Jake and his dad organize an outdoor adventure club for college students. 

There were people everywhere and it was always busy. We constantly had new visitors coming in to learn about the programs, get involved, and become members. With my help, the empty rooms in the upstairs floors were very quickly filled or reserved for next year. 

It still wasn’t enough. 

That was the thing about having a brain as busy as mine. I needed a lot to keep me busy, to keep me occupied and interested, because the minute I got bored... well. 

Let’s just say, pain has always been my medicine. But inflicting it on myself? That’s a little more dangerous than letting someone I trust do it for me. 

I tried a wooden spoon. I tried borrowing Cat’s TENS unit. I tried a flogger. Ever tried to flog yourself? Yeah, boring! No fun at all. 

Sophie caught on to my craziness and confronted me one day. She and Mark had just gotten back from their honeymoon, and I had missed her company. She invited me over to their new cabin to smoke a joint, and I accepted immediately, hoping the weed would chill me out. Although I knew from my limited experience that it usually just made me horny.

But this time, things were different. This time, I didn’t have an outlet. I didn’t have a weekly meeting with my playmate and Dom. This time, the past few weeks had built up inside me with nowhere to go. And I was so tired of hiding all the constant mood swings and emotional shifts I was experiencing that when I smoked that joint, I just started crying, because I didn’t have the energy to hide it anymore. 

And oh, my God, it was painful. 

That was the worst part about my disorder. Happiness felt like ecstasy, but sadness and depression? It made me want to die. 

I escaped when the emotional onslaught started, claiming a stomachache and food poisoning, and ran back to the clubhouse and up to my room, praying nobody would see me. Locking myself in my room and throwing myself on my bed, I cried and screamed until I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t even get myself to pass out. I was just sad, and hurt, and angry, and depressed, and everything else horrible, and there was nothing to stop it. 

I am never smoking again, I told myself. But I also knew I wouldn’t stick to it. And that just made me hate myself more. 

I needed something major. Something intense to shock me back to home base. I needed to drain the emotions from my body, through whatever means necessary, until I was an empty shell. Then I would be able to breathe again. 

It was Cat that saved my ass that night. She came running up to my room, banging on the door and demanding I let her in, or she was going to get the key from the office and let herself in. 

“Go away!”

“Not a chance.”

I didn’t let her in. And she did end up going down to the office to get the master key and she let herself in. She sat with me on the bed and held me and let me cry into her chest like the fucking child that I was, rubbing my back, until I was numb from catharsis. 

“Why did you come in here,” I murmured, barely having the energy to speak. “How’d you know?”

She grabbed a tissue from the box by my bedside and handed it to me. I dabbed at my ruined eye makeup. “Because I’m a freak,” she said. 

“Me too. What’s your poison?”

“Sometimes... I get visions.”

“Visions?”

“Yeah. I see things. Dreams, mostly, but I also see other things sometimes. Little flashes and snippets. Like photographs. Happens when people make a decision that may or may not change the trajectory of their lives.”

“What did you see that made you run up here,” I whispered, knowing exactly what she saw. 

She hesitated, but finally said, “I saw you trying to take your masochism out on yourself and failing miserably. Why the hell do you even have a flogger like that, Alice?”

“Because it feels good,” I snapped at her, trying to pull away from her tight embrace. 

“Nope. I’m confiscating it until further notice. And if you don’t stop struggling, I will tie you up.” 

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I said, still struggling.

“Alice, stop. Seriously.”

I growled and squirmed a little more, but she was stronger than me, so I gave up and just let her hold me until the numbness faded away and I felt more like a human.

“Okay, you’re going to drink a full glass of water after that outburst,” she said. 

“Yeah right. We both know I don’t drink water.”

“You’ll drink it willingly, or I’ll funnel it down your throat.”

“Not my kink.” But I stood up and filled my tumbler from my sink and forced myself to sip on it until it was empty. 

Cat confiscated my studded flogger. She also took my razor, my scissors, my nail clippers, my letter opener, and everything else she could find that was even remotely sharp. 

“If you need something, ask for it,” she said softly as she left my room. I refused to answer her. Crying and struggling against her was the emotional release I needed, and now I didn’t need anything, because I felt drained and empty. Now, I just needed to sleep. 
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After that ordeal, Cat forced me to talk to Lisa and Alex about what was going on, and what I needed. I refused to tell them about my old Dom and the most recent series of events I’d suffered through, because I could tell Lisa was vanilla as hell and I didn’t want to freak her out. But I did tell them about my personality disorders, my mood swings, and my need for mental and emotional release. 

Lisa gave me a new cocktail of prescriptions to try. Alex told me if I didn’t speak to Lisa every three days and take my meds daily, she was going to send me to a mental hospital. I had no doubt she was serious, and she would know right away if I was faking my medication. Cat reiterated her comment from before. “If you need help, ask for it. I’m here for you.” But Cat was a mommy-domme, not a sadist, and I didn’t want to be a sympathy-toy. So I just shrugged and went back to my room. 

I hated it when my friends held me accountable. Anger bubbled up inside me, and it took all my effort to push it down. Cat’s demand to see Lisa felt like a betrayal of trust. And even though I knew she was my friend, part of me wanted to cut her off. 

Privately, when I’d gone back up to my room, Alex spoke to me.

“We do care about you, Alice,” she said. {“You know that. You saved my life, and I consider you a friend. Sophia is an excellent judge of character, and she adores you. You are important to us.”}

“I know, but sometimes I don’t believe it. Knowing something and feeling it are two different things.”

“Maybe you could find what you need here,” Alex started, but I cut her off immediately. 

“No. No more Doms, no more lifestyle bullshit, no more collars, no more nothing. No way, no ma’am.” 

“Alright, well... if you need to take your frustration out on someone...” {“you can use me. Jacob and I do it all the time.”}

I laughed. I’d seen those two wrestle and spar out in the grass when they thought nobody was watching. Alex trained in like four different kinds of martial arts and could hold her own against her three-hundred-pound muscular boyfriend. And part of her weird clairvoyant abilities involved her healing really fast if she got hurt. Maybe I would take it out on her. 

But the next time I got overwhelmed and bored, neither Alex nor Jake were around. It was fall break and they were off on some week-long camping trip. Most of the residents were gone on vacation or home for the week, and I was bored out of my mind. 

The medicines Lisa had given me reduced some of my anxiety and helped with my ADHD but didn’t help dampen my extreme moods at all. If anything, they just made me tired, which was worse, because I didn’t have the energy to control myself. And after a few more weeks of using every bit of effort I had to control my reactions and emotions, I quit the meds and needed an outlet. 

Cat still hadn’t returned my sharps. I briefly debated folding a belt over and beating my thighs, but I knew from experience it just wasn’t the same. Unfortunately, since I had no other way to distract myself from my inevitable volcanic eruption that meant running my mouth to whoever would listen until I forgot about my problems. 

That turned out to be annoying Cat and Reuben Weston, who were both sitting outside on the porch drinking whiskey. I ran outside in an almost blind panic, feeling like a total piece of trash for needing attention. A reaction, a facial expression, a comment. Something. Anything. Just to know I wasn’t invisible. 

I stumbled out onto the porch, saw them, and my mouth took off on its own. 

“Did you know that if you fell into a black hole, you’d burn to death? People used to think you’d stretch out like spaghetti but they proved that wrong a few years ago. And also, there is probably one in our galaxy, but we can’t see it or haven’t found it. We’ll have one eventually, though, because the sun will explode one day, and turn into a black hole. So even if the earth lives through that, and it won’t, we’ll still fall in. Or whatever is left of us.”

They both looked at me in confusion for interrupting their conversation. Whatever. Black holes are awesome, okay?

“And also, you can’t directly see a black hole, because it absorbs all the light and color around it. So we can only see the effects of one, meaning it isn’t actually black, it just absorbs light and color!”

Cat pursed her lips and nodded, lifted her whiskey glass, and finished her shot. Mister Weston topped her off before she had a chance to set her glass down. 

“And, it’s basically a hole made of gravity, so it doesn’t suck stuff in, stuff just falls in on its own. Also, because there is a black hole, there has to be somewhere for it to go, so—”

“Alice,” Mister Weston interrupted. “Is there a point to this?” He pinched the bridge of his nose, his voice low. 

“Yeah,” I said, sticking my hip out, because I was fucking cute like that. “Black holes are cool. Unlike you. Can I have some?” I nodded to the whiskey. 

“I get the feeling you wouldn’t like it,” Cat said. “It’s rye.”

“I like whiskey!” I drew my head back, insulted. Screwball was my favorite. That shit was like liquid candy that was also forty-five percent alcohol. 

“Okay,” Cat said, and handed me her glass. “Try this and if you like it, I’ll get you your own glass.” 

I took a sip. It was absolutely horrible, but I drank it anyway. Because I said I drank whiskey and I wasn’t going back on that shit now. 

“Also did you know that Sirius isn’t just one star, it’s actually two that are really close together?” I coughed on the afterburn of the whiskey. 

“Alice.” Both of them stopped my verbal exposé on space, and I took another sip of the alcoholic poison in my hand. 

“Fine, whatever,” I said, handing the glass back. “Be boring.” I turned to go back inside. Sophie was cooler than Mister Weston anyway, and Cat was clearly in one of her grumpy moods.

But Cat’s voice stopped me. “Alice. Sit, calm down, and shut up.”

I huffed, but sat, and tried to shut up while I listened to them talk without being too much of a bitch. I did feel a little less like I was falling into my own black hole.

“As I was saying,” Mister Weston said with a hint of irritation in his voice, “an unexpected hard limit like that shouldn’t be unexpected. That’s something that should be vetted for before the dynamic even starts. The situation shouldn’t come up, because the conversation should have happened before ever participating in a single scene. Though I’m finding that vetting is becoming a lost art form... I might do a class on that...” He trailed off in thought. 

“In a perfect world, sure, but it doesn’t always work out like that. So how do you deal with it when you’re already in a committed relationship, married or collared, and something like that comes up? Someone has a need that the other can’t meet? Or maybe the sub experiences trauma and a new trigger forms?”

“Sacrifice and negotiation,” he shrugged. “You should always renegotiate when needs change. If you want to maintain the dynamic, someone is going to have to make a sacrifice to protect their partner’s limits. Unless they’re Master-slave, in which case the Dom’s decision is final, and the conversation is moot. But if you’re in a Master-slave dynamic without having had that conversation or creating a contingency plan, you may not be ready for that kind of dynamic anyway.”

“Doesn’t matter. Masters don’t care what the slave wants anyway,” I muttered under my breath. 

“In a proper Master-slave dynamic, it doesn’t matter what the slave wants, because a slave’s highest desire is to please their Master. But a good Master will still take into account their slave’s needs,” he argued. “By the time a submissive agrees to be a slave, they should be willingly giving up their safewords and their limits because they trust their Master and choose to serve them with their obedience and sacrifice. But even with their limits removed, a Master will always keep the wellbeing of their slave as their priority. Otherwise you break your most prized possession.” 

“Isn’t that the point of owning a slave?” I asked. 

“What?”

“To have someone to break?”

His eyes flashed in anger. Damn, I thought. That’s the first time since the pool he’s actually displayed any emotion other than complete apathy.

“No, absolutely not. Anyone who purposely tries to break their slave is not a Master. They’re an asshole.”

I rolled my eyes and looked away. Mister Reuben Weston, know-it-all of the BDSM lifestyle, had never met my Master or his associates. That was for damn sure. 

What would that be like, I wondered, to trust a dominant so much that you were willing to give yourself over to them completely? To have someone who valued you and your needs and limits, and respected them, even with your limits lifted? 

My hand went to my neck, and I rubbed at the red scar that hadn’t quite healed yet. It had been several months, but it was still there. I knew if I put some cream on it, it would probably go away. But I’d left it there as a reminder not to fall victim to the same lies as before. 

“Seems so simple when you say it like that.”

“Yes, well, it is simple, if you follow the rules. Patience always pays off.” Mister Weston nodded proudly. “Careful vetting, communication, talking through each scene before you do it... it always results in a well-balanced relationship. Everyone is satisfied, nobody is surprised, and nobody gets hurt. It’s the only safe way to participate in the lifestyle.”

“You talked through every scene,” Cat asked. 

“In the beginning, yes. Until we had established ourselves and figured out the lines of what our dynamic looked like. And before Megan became my slave, I negotiated almost everything with her in extreme detail. I didn’t stop until she signed her contract.” 

“Contracts,” I scoffed quietly. Absolute bullshit. A piece of paper with agreements and signatures that had absolutely no weight in the eyes of the law, but that some lifestylers seemed to value more than the law itself. Contracts were used to brainwash submissives into letting themselves be used like objects, gaslighted into doing things they weren’t okay with, and then protecting the dominants from any repercussions. 

We are not doing that again. We are not doing any of this again. 

Something nudged my foot and I jumped, shouting in surprise. 

“Hey,” Cat said, catching my hand as I jumped up. “You okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah of course.” I pulled my hand away from her and backed up, not meeting her eyes. I didn’t want to sit here and listen to Reuben and Cat talk about ideals. Not when we all knew that relationships like that didn’t actually exist. 

On my way in, I almost ran over Scott Murphy, who caught me by the shoulders before I fell, and grinned down at me with a sweet and pleasantly surprised look on his face. 

“Hey guys,” he said, looking right at my boobs. “We... uh...” He forced himself to look up at the other people sitting behind me. “We’re playing truth bomb. Come play.”

“Oh my God I hate that game,” Cat said. Mister Weston didn’t say anything, but he sighed and his shoulders shrugged slightly.

“Perfect,” I said. “You grab her, I’ll grab him, and together we’ll take over the world.” 

Scott laughed and let go of me. He held out a hand to Cat and she glared at him for a moment before accepting it. She stood and ruffled his hair like a puppy and trudged into the house, and he trotted happily after her. 

Reuben was a little harder to get in the house. I reached for his hand, but he lifted it out of my way. Even sitting down, when he raised his hand above me, I couldn’t reach it. 

“Come on,” I whined.

“I think I’ll head home.”

“Please?” I said, shifting my shoulders and giving him my best, sweetest princess smile. 

“No.” His voice was harsh and he stood up suddenly, towering over me. My eyes widened as I remembered how much taller he was than me. 

As he walked away, I shouted, “You’re just scared you’re going to have to answer a personal question and then everyone will know you’re a human not a robot!”

He didn’t stop. 

“I’ll sit on your lap!” I added. No response. 

Then I saw my ticket. I grabbed the bottle of Rye whiskey he’d left behind, and clutched it to my chest, walking quickly towards the clubhouse door. 

“Guess Cat and I will share the rest of this whiskey then! Goodnight, Ben!” 

That got his attention. He turned around and glared at me, and then hurried my way. I ducked into the clubhouse and ran towards the stairwell to the game room, thinking he was still a fair distance behind me, but he was faster than he looked. He caught me by the elbow, spinning me around. It was so unexpected that I dropped the bottle. He caught it before it hit the ground, his eyes boring into mine with ferocity. 

“First of all, you little brat,” he growled, his voice harsh and low. “You don’t get to steal what belongs to me. Second, there are exactly three people in the world who can call me Ben, and you are not one of them–”

“Ben.”

“Stop it.”

“Make me.” 

He clenched his jaw shut, his eyes flashing. His pupils dilated and a low, rumbling growl started in his throat. My mouth popped open at the sound. 

Excitement ran through me. My inner demons sang at the sound of his growl and the glow in his eyes. C’mon, big scary man. Do it. Try to break me. Prove you can. 

For the first time since I’d arrived in Greenwood Valley, I was hooked. Something about Reuben staring at me like that, angry and vicious for no apparent reason, but holding himself back due to the self-imposed rules he put on himself was more exciting than anything I’d experienced in years. 

Also, fuck was he hot when he was mad. Hot damn. The energy coming off him was making my blood hot. I bit my lip in expectation. 

He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and dug his fingers into his leg. That seemed to settle him. His breathing regulated, and he opened his eyes again, his face shifting back into that apathetic place where he refused to let himself cave to my bullshit. 

“Oh, man, you are so much hotter when you’re angry.” 

No reaction. 

“Great. Back to the stone face. Guess we’ll have to start allllll over.”

“You and I need to have a conversation about your behavior, little girl.” 

“Yeah, that’s not really my learning style. But choking works well.” 

I was interrupted by Sophie’s voice. “Mister Weston, are you going to play with us?”

His face softened and he turned around to look at her. She held a tray of chocolate chip cookies, and she smiled up at him like the little angelic service sub that she was. 

If she begs, he won’t say no, I thought. And then maybe I can ask him questions. 

“Please stay, Mister Weston,” I said, and tried to make my voice as sweet as possible to match Sophie’s. It didn’t work. He just glared at me. 

“Yeah,” she agreed. “It would be really fun. We’ve missed you. And, I made cookies.” She held the tray up just a little higher, as if it were an offering. 

He closed his eyes and sighed in defeat. 

“Yes,” I hissed, and stole a cookie from Sophie’s tray. And then I snatched the bottle of nasty rye whiskey from his hands while he wasn’t focused on it. 

“Hey!” 

I jogged up the stairs into the game room, a feeling of euphoria coursing through my veins. God I loved fucking with big scary men with pretty dark eyes. 

I settled next to Cat and handed her the bottle of whiskey. Reuben appeared at the stairs a moment later, his hair messed up, panting slightly, looking mad. Cat took one look at him and burst out laughing.

I set the whiskey on the table. “You can only have it back if you stick around.”

Reuben made his way to an empty armchair, directly across from me and Cat, and poured himself another shot, glaring at me. 

I smiled sweetly, and let my eyelashes flutter. His eye twitched. 

I studied his face as he fumed, soaking in the details. He looked ferocious when he was angry: his dark eyes flashed, deep creases appeared in his forehead, and I could see the muscles in his jaw flex as he clenched his teeth together. A shadow fell across his face, making the crookedness of his nose a little more prominent, and the darkness of his eyes even more intense. His black hair was rumpled from him running his hand through it in frustration. His broad shoulders were slightly elevated from how frustrated he was with my simple action. Reuben wasn’t handsome... but something about him made my stomach flip. 

I wasn’t even that bad, I thought. This barely scratches the surface of the brat-meter. 
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I decided I had found my new hobby and distraction for the next few months: annoying the absolute shit out of Reuben Weston. 
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Chapter 5
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The dreams about Alice didn’t stop, they only got worse. While before I just saw her face, now I saw her standing before me in a black leather dress, fishnet stockings, and her studded Doc Martens. She stared at me with her supernova eyes, all dark and big and mysterious, a look of deep gratitude and respect painting her face. The collar I had made for her years ago sat securely around her neck. 

Every time I saw her at the clubhouse, the urge to dominate her, to take her, grab her, make her mine, and make sure she knew it, got worse and worse. Even though I knew taming her would be deeply satisfying, I was fighting it with everything I had.

Because I knew from other lifestyle friends that one never truly tames a brat. Brats liked to break rules, to frustrate their Dom on purpose because they wanted attention and punishment, to manipulate them into getting what they want. Nothing about that is appealing to me, I told myself. Besides, I do not have time for a brat. But my body wasn’t getting that memo. 

For the first time in years, I was waking up aroused. I was shocked at first because I was pretty sure the thing had shut down on me permanently. Hardly anything affected me anymore. Maybe I was so jaded, so over-exposed, that nothing seemed to hold my interest. When I’d given up sex, I’d barely missed it. The thing I’d truly missed was my sadism and the companionship of having my own little sub to do with as I pleased. But the look of serenity and pleasure on Alice’s face in my vision was enough to get my blood pumping the right direction. 

Her piercings and tattoos only added to that. 

When I saw her around the clubhouse, she was always dressed in her gothic style: leather, fishnets, crop tops showing off the tiniest hint of that jewelry in her belly, and perfect eye makeup that I was desperate to see ruined and running down her cheeks.

Damnit. This is not good. 

I thought back to her comments and her scoffing at my discussion with Cat. Her attitude was the exact reason I couldn’t stand brats. They didn’t follow the rules, they had no respect for tradition or authority, and they held middle fingers up to what the lifestyle was all about: respect, communication, service, and what submission really meant. 

No, I was not going to cave to her antics. Alice could keep on being a little bitch, I wasn’t interested. At least, that’s what I told myself while I tried to block out the visual of my collar around her neck, and her big eyes looking up at me while I put her on her knees.

I resumed my regular schedule, refusing to let Alice’s presence affect my visits with my friends. Unfortunately, her new favorite hobby seemed to be finding ways to annoy me. That’s fine, I told myself. She can try. If I don’t respond, and if I ignore her long enough, she’ll stop. 

She did not stop. 

It was little things, mostly. On top of the verbal back and forth, the arguing, and the whining, she liked to do little things to mess with me. She sat a few seats down from me during lunch one day and blew the paper from her straw directly into my face, giggling and laughing like a maniac when I jumped and swatted it away. 

Another day, she sat beside me, occasionally reaching over and moving my glass of water just slightly, for no particular reason. An inch to the right, then a few minutes later, an inch to the left. Back and forth, reaching over and moving my cup, and then resuming her meal. She never spoke, never looked at me, just kept moving my cup. When I moved it to the other side of my plate, she repeated her game with my napkin until I just gathered my things and moved to a new seat. 

And she always had a lollipop in her mouth. The girl seemed to live on candy. And she only ate the red ones, staining her lips and tongue an even darker color than they naturally were, and making her breath smell like cherries. Sometimes while sucking on one, she’d glance up at me, make eye contact, and flick her tongue, running the piercing in her tongue against the hard candy. 

I did my best to ignore her, but it was making my blood pressure rise. She knew she was getting to me, and the only option I had was to ignore her or engage with her. And I knew that engaging with her would just make it worse. 

I was looking forward to the week of meetings I had scheduled in DC, because it meant I could get a break from her. Although that mood soured quickly when some unexpected issues came up and I had to throw almost twenty grand into one of the restaurants because of water damage that we hadn’t known about when we’d bought the building. 

Then there was a situation in the steakhouse with someone not changing their gloves while cooking shellfish, and a customer had an allergic reaction. 

Then there was a fire in the Atlanta branch of Reuben’s because someone had put a wet fry basket in the fry cooker.

And then there was a girl at The Weston House who tried to jump out of a window. 

The week ended with me arriving home on Saturday night, exhausted and pissed off. I fell asleep in my clothes and once again seriously considered finding myself a service sub or a live-in slave and PA who wanted a non-sexual relationship, regardless of my future relationship with Alice Benson. 

The next morning, I debated skipping church, but elected to go and try to relax with my friends. Sophie was rumored to be making her famous chicken-fried steak, and I needed some decent soul food to ease my suffering. Though my waistline lately was demanding a protein shake and a salad. 

That Sunday afternoon during our weekly church potluck, Alice plopped down across from me with two Hawaiian sweet rolls, some chocolate spread, and a blended chocolate coffee drink topped with whipped cream. She ignored me, smiling down at her treats, and began dipping pieces of the rolls into the chocolate spread. She sighed and closed her eyes, then sucked on her fingers and licked the chocolate off, smacking her lips obnoxiously. 

She’s messing with you. You’re a forty-year-old professional Dom, and you have the willpower to ignore a snotty little girl. 

Having finished her rolls, she dipped her finger into the jar of chocolate spread, sucking that off too, exhibiting the most sexual consumption of dessert I’d ever witnessed. Although she sat directly across from me, she never once made eye contact or acknowledged me. 

You want some chocolate, Alice? How about I tie your hands behind your back and feed you that shit off my– 

Nope. Cut it out.

Then came the Frappuccino. She adjusted the straw so that she could sip the whipped cream off the top, making an obnoxious slurping noise with every pull.

“Alice,” I snapped, my voice harsher than I’d intended it to be. She looked up at me, straw still in her mouth, cheeks still hollow from sucking. 

Oh, don’t you dare look at me like that. I snatched the drink away from her, pulling the straw out of her mouth. Her mouth popped open in shock. 

“Genuine question, and I want a serious answer.”

“Sure, boss.”

“Are you going out of your way to annoy me, or are you always this obnoxious?”

She studied me, blinked, licked the chocolate off her lips, and said, “I’m trying to annoy you.”

“Well, stop,” I said, lowering my voice. “Because I’ve had a really long week and I’d like just two hours of you not being a little asshole.”

“Two hours is a long time,” she said. “I can do one, take it or leave it.” 

“One, and eat some real food.”

She made a face, pretending to gag, but only for a moment. “Okay, fine, but give me back my coffee.” She reached for it, making grabby-hands. 

I held it out of her reach. “After you’ve had a vegetable.” 

She glared at me for a moment but rolled her eyes dramatically and stood to go through the buffet line. Honestly, I was surprised she did it, and a little trickle of satisfaction went through me as I watched her angrily pile lettuce onto her plate. 

Sophie was making her rounds, gathering up trash and refilling napkins on the table, even though we all told her to sit down and eat with us. But it was who she was, always running around and trying to serve people. She giggled when she saw me holding Alice’s drink. 

“I think she likes you,” she whispered as she took my plate. 

“Oh, you got that, did you?” 

She laughed again, and I shook my head at the idea of Alice and I being anything close to a couple. 

“You should ask her out,” Sophie said. 

“Sophie... Can you really see me with a brat?”

“Not really,” she shrugged, “but I think she really needs a Daddy.” She smiled shyly and walked off, gathering more plates as she went, greeting everyone by name. 

She really needs a Daddy. 

A pair of sky-blue eyes and a head of golden waves intruded my thoughts, but I pushed it away. 

Well, that’s not me, I thought. If that’s what she needs, she won’t find it here. There were some roles I couldn’t fill. Not anymore. 

I held Alice’s coffee while I checked my phone. After the situation with the girl at The Weston House, it was very possible I would have to go down there today or tomorrow, but I was hoping everything was under control. 

I got a text from Becca. We’re handling it. 

Reuben: I can come down if I need to.

Becca: No, stay with your friends. We’ll discuss it during our weekly meeting tomorrow. 

I put my phone away and looked up to see Alice sitting across from me with a remarkably healthy-looking salad on her plate. Granted it was completely smothered in dressing and croutons, but at least there was some fiber to speak of. 

“I’m impressed, Benson.”

She shrugged. “I can act like an adult if I need to... I don’t like it. But I can.”

I chose not to respond to that comment, waiting until she’d eaten half of her salad before sliding her coffee back over. She wiped the dressing off her lips and took a sip. “Wow, chocolate and blue cheese goes amazingly well together.” I chose to ignore that statement in hopes that she didn’t speak to me again, but no such luck. 

She finished her salad and smiled up at me. “Satisfied?”

Why did her eyes have to be that stunning? And her makeup was done in a way that made her eyes look even bigger, a dark sharp cat-eye, long lashes, and bright blue and gold eyeshadow decorating her skin and bringing out the colors in her eyes. 

She’d look beautiful with those eyes filled with tears. 

“Temporarily appeased?” she asked again. But she distracted me from answering by biting her lip and raising a perfectly shaped eyebrow. 

“Come on, Reuben, I’m trying really hard here.” She took another sip of her coffee milkshake, and then handed her cup back to me. “Want a sip?”

“No.” 

“It’s really good.”

“I bet.” 

“Do you ever smile?” she asked. A tootsie pop appeared from nowhere, and she ran her tongue piercing along it, making a strange hollow sound against the candy. 

“Not if I can help it. Do you ever eat real food?”

“Not if I can help it.” 

I shook my head in mock disgust. “Who hurt you?”

That was clearly the wrong thing to say, and I got my wish to see her cry, though I regretted it immediately. Her eyes flashed with hurt, then welled with tears. She clenched her jaw as a single tear escaped, rolling down her flushed cheek. 

“Who hasn’t?” She tossed her candy onto the paper plate in front of her, and practically ran out of the room towards the elevator. 

Her behavior was so unexpected that I sat there for a moment, trying to figure out what had just happened. Someone sat beside me. Cat looked up at me expectantly. 

“I’m getting whiplash,” I whispered. 

She pursed her lips. “Tell me about it. She’s even worse when you’re not here to entertain her.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Last week, she taught the first-graders a new version of the “clean up” song that went something like ‘I don’t wanna do my chores!’” She sang the last line, rolling her eyes as she did so. 

“Before that, she bet Scott and Brian that she could out-drink them, which was dumb, considering those boys could out-drink an alcoholic at sixteen and still walk a straight line.” She shook her head. “If she’s not off-the-wall excited and happy, she’s so depressed I think she’s going to slit her wrists. She pulls it together in public, but barely. I’m worried she’s going to say something stupid next Wednesday at the meeting with Social Services. I’ve talked to her about it, but I’m nervous.” 

“What’s the meeting about?”

“Getting us approved to keep the orphans,” she said. “We would be able to find local families if we thought it was in their best interest, or keep them here, depending on what was best for them. We’re an approved location for temporary housing, but the kids could be pulled and re-homed at any time. Right now, they’re only here because Charlotte owed Sophie a favor, and Sophie warned she’d make a stink if they took them away. We’re hoping that if we can get approval to keep them full-time, we can give them stability.”

“And you worry Alice’s bratting is going to get in the way of that?”

“Not her bratting, just her general chaos. Then again, she can be super professional when she wants to be. Alex said not to worry about it, and she’s seen her in action. I mean, she used to work for some big corporate office as a PA I think.”

I felt my eyes widen. “Really?”

“Yeah. Kicked ass, apparently. So far she’s fine here except for the occasional bullshit, like singing “baby shark” nonstop, trying to flog herself, and painting her fingernails with white-out.” 

“Do you want me to be here for the meeting?”

Cat looked like she really wanted to ask me but was embarrassed. “It’s just me, Sophie, and Brad. Jake has to work and can’t get coverage, and Alex is on a job. I’m worried that with us two women, and Brad being the kind-hearted gentleman that he is, they’ll walk all over us.”

“Date, time, and place.”

“I’ll text you the details.”

“I’ll speak with Alice.”

I went upstairs to go find Alice’s room, assuming it would be fairly easy to locate, and I wasn’t wrong. I found her on the third floor, her door decorated with a poster of the Andromeda galaxy, glittery cutouts of stars and asteroids, and glow-in-the-dark plastic stars stuck on. Random glitter stickers adorned her name, which was cut out of black glitter paper. 

For fuck’s sake. On top of being a brat, she’s also a glitter slut. 

She was playing music loudly and didn’t hear me knock. The door wasn’t closed all the way, so I nudged it open and peeked inside. 

Alice was sitting at her vanity table, dabbing at her eyes and trying to redo her eye makeup while listening to “Make Me Wanna Die” by The Pretty Reckless, mouthing the words to herself. 

I watched as she closed her eyes, another tear escaping her lids. She carefully set her eye pencil down and clutched the edge of the desk, her knuckles turning white with the effort. Her lip quivered. She bit down harder and harder until I saw the smallest trickle of blood run down her chin. 

She folded her arms over on her desk and dropped her head into them. Her whole body shook with the effort of keeping in her sobs, and she eventually took a deep breath, wiped her makeup off, and started over. 

My heart squeezed painfully in my chest. What the hell had I said to make her hurt that badly? Or remind her of her hurt? I was about to open the door all the way and talk to her, but the song switched to “Flawless” by Dorothy, and she raised her head and plastered a smile on her face. After a minute or two, it looked genuine, and she laughed once. She checked her phone, her mouth settling into a smirk, and resumed her makeup, singing along with the song loudly. 

Whiplash, I swear. This girl experiences more emotions in fifteen minutes than I do in a week. 

I didn’t want to make it worse, so I decided to confront her another time. Backing away from her door and closing it almost all the way like it was before, I turned around to walk back downstairs, but almost tripped when I turned around. 

Sophie was standing right behind me, staring at me quietly. She studied me for a moment, then looked down at her hands, and snuck past me and into Alice’s room, letting the door click shut behind her. 

From inside, I heard Alice say, “Sophie, oh my God I have the best idea ever!”

I went downstairs, thinking about what I’d seen, trying to decide what I was going to do. Alice was clearly mentally unstable. Her reaction earlier, as well as her emotional mood swings, had to be a trauma response, or a sign of mental illness. Maybe her bratting wasn’t about her being a bitch; maybe there was more to it. 

Still, today wasn’t the day to talk to her about it. I would arrive a few hours early and speak with her personally before the meeting and apologize for upsetting her. Maybe I was triggering her unknowingly, or maybe she saw me as a threat or a challenge. Either way, it was time to have an actual conversation. And unfortunately, I was going to have to be the one to initiate it. 
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I arrived three hours early to the meeting on Wednesday, expecting to see Alice at the reception desk, but she wasn’t around. Double-checking my phone to make sure I had the right day and time, I looked around and headed for the conference room Cat said we would use. When I entered, I was surprised to see three men and a woman, all dressed in suits, talking quietly and looking through file folders. 

Sophie sat awkwardly one seat away from the woman, and I recognized her as her former social worker. Sophie sat up tall in her seat and looked at Charlotte straight on, but I could tell she was uncomfortable.

Alice stood at the end of one table, talking with one of the men. She wore a tightly fitting black pencil skirt, a pair of modest black pumps, and a simple high-collared white blouse edged with lace. Her makeup was conservative, and her hair was pulled up in an elegant French twist. She looked like a completely different person, and smiled and nodded at whatever the man was saying as if she were completely engrossed in the conversation. 

When she saw me, her face lit up. “Mister Weston,” she smiled politely. “I’m so glad you were able to come in early. Please, have a seat,” she gestured to the empty seat at the head of the table. 

I tried to hide my surprise as best I could, and took my seat as directed. I set my briefcase down and she leaned over beside me, setting a notepad and a pen in front of my spot. As she did, she whispered in my ear quietly. “They arrived three hours early. I know it was on purpose.” 

I turned to look at her straight on, putting our faces remarkably close together and getting a closeup look at her eyes. “Really?”

“Yes sir.” 

My breath almost caught. Finally, something besides bullshit coming out of your mouth. Hearing her say that was disarming enough that I didn’t immediately answer.

Alice straightened and looked at me with a polite smile on her face and a sparkle in her eye, and I knew she’d thrown me that bone just to get on my nerves. Before I could do anything, she asked, “Would you like a coffee?”

“Black.”

“Just a moment.” She disappeared, gliding out of the room like a swan on a lake, except for her perfect ass that rocked just subtly enough to be distracting. One of the men beside me stared at her, glanced at me, gave a suggestive eyebrow raise, and continued listening to his colleague’s discussion. 

Alice returned not a half a minute later with a cup of coffee for me. She set it by my elbow. “Cat is just finishing up and should be in soon. Unfortunately, Brad is in a counseling session off campus, and is unavailable until two o’clock.” 

I gestured for her to come closer. She approached me, and I swiveled in my chair so I could speak to her without being overheard. She stood close enough to touch and leaned forward slightly so I wouldn’t have to stand up. 

“It was on purpose?” I clarified.

“An attempt at a blindside.”

“Tell Cat to wait by the door for twelve minutes.”

“You got it, boss.” Before she left, she handed me a copy of the same folder the others had. 

“Let’s get this done quickly,” I said loudly, interrupting the other conversations. “I wasn’t expecting to have to come in this early, and I’m missing a phone call to be here, but we try to be accommodating to other people’s time here at Mountain Valley Baptist Church.” 

I gave them a smile that was more of an insult than a nicety and opened the folder. “Can you four please give me a rundown of what you need in order to make this happen?” I said, flipping through the folder and finding copies of the church’s financials, summaries of the children’s programs, and bios and credentials of the people who worked with them. 

I was surprised to see Alice’s profile on the list as well, and had to work to hide my shock when I saw she was listed as a former executive and personal assistant to the regional director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

She wasn’t kidding, I thought. She can act like an adult when she needs to. 

“Oh, yes, of course,” one man started. “I thought we were waiting for Catherine–”

“Her name is Cat, not Catherine, and I’m sure she’ll be here soon. Her priority is the children who are currently suffering trauma from being unwanted by their families, not bureaucratic meetings that are happening three hours earlier than they were supposed to.” 

I could feel the power in the room shift right into the palm of my hands. We were no longer trying to convince them that we were good enough. They were trying to convince us they were competent. 

Two of the older gentlemen in the room went back and forth with me on some of the finer details, and the younger man attempted to take notes. I checked my watch twice, flipped my pen in my hands, crossed out a meaningless note on my notepad, and refused to let my face fluctuate at the bullshit they were spouting about “normal family units.”

I cut one of them off. “Sophie, would you like to elaborate on your experience with ‘normal family units,’ since you were placed with one each time you were moved around?”

Sophie and I had talked about this, and I knew today was the day of that vision I had seen. Sophie didn’t like to talk about her experiences, but she’d decided to try to be open and honest today. 

“Actually, I would, thank you.” She sat up straighter, and told a few stories of her own experience in the foster system, all of which were awful. “The exceptions were the Cormon’s, who adopted me, and the single woman who ran the temporary house where I stayed through my Junior and Senior year of high school. Both of those homes, out of the fifteen I remember, were the best experiences I had. Here at our facility, they’ll have access to observe and be a part of both normal family units, but also a larger community of individuals. It’s the best of both worlds.”

“Our families are very carefully vetted–”

“So was Mister Dunley. And he sodomized me and five other children.”

That shut them up for about three seconds, and Cat took that as her cue to enter. “Sorry, guys,” she said, looking a little frazzled. “I had a scraped knee and a botched craft project to rescue, and nap time isn’t for another few hours.” 

Despite her having dressed nicely, her hair was a bit of a mess, which just added to her overall appeal. She looked like the epitome of a soccer mom: as put together as possible for her situation, but she’d be damned if her lipstick wasn’t on. 

“This is all to say,” I redirected the conversation, pulling out a chair for Cat, “we aren’t here to debate whether this is the right place for the children. We are asking you what we need to make it happen. We have solid programming, educational opportunities, finances, space, mentors, extracurricular activities, three excellent schools in the area, and transportation arranged. If you’d like my personal references, I can give you information on my rehabilitation center as well. I’m sure you’ve heard of The Weston House, and our sister organization, Monica’s Palace?”

Four pairs of eyes widened slightly. My name finally clicked into place for them. 

“I’d like the paperwork necessary to finish this conversation by the end of the week so we can all get back to doing our jobs in the most timely manner possible.”

The oldest man stammered for a moment, and then nodded. “Where should we have it faxed over?”

I hadn’t even noticed when Alice had snuck back in, but she spoke up from the corner of the room where she was sitting on a small stool, ankles crossed, back straight, a laptop resting on her knees. “The fax, email address, and mailing address are all on the front page of your dossiers, sir,” she said. 

“Ah,” he said, looking down at the page with the information right under his nose. “Yes, thank you, miss.” 

“Benson,” she smiled, knowing he hadn’t asked, but offering it anyway. 

“Miss Benson. Thank you.” The man stood, gestured to his team, and they awkwardly slunk out. Sophie got the door for them and escorted them out. 

Cat practically melted back into the chair behind her. “God, that was stressful to listen to.”

“Thank you for trusting me.”

“Thank you for killing it!” 

Sophie skipped back into the room, a huge grin on her face. “So, we did it, right?”

“I have very little doubt.” 

“You’re the best!” 

“Glad someone thinks so,” I murmured. Sophie gave me a shy little side hug before skipping off to whatever it was she did all day. Cat patted me on the back twice, threw me a half smile, and went back to the nursery to take back over her job of rearing the children.

Alice rose and began clearing up the room, her heels snapping smartly on the ground as she collected the coffee cups and barely-used notepads. 

“Alice,” I said. 

She didn’t say anything, she just turned to me and raised an eyebrow. I could already see the attitude seeping back into her face. 

“I’m impressed.” 

She worked to hide her smirk. “I told you I could behave if I needed to.” 

“Was that a skill you learned from the CIA?”

“No. It was a skill I learned from working for a defense attorney for almost ten years. He got me the job at the CIA.” She clicked a pen closed and smiled at me. “No, the skills I picked up at the CIA were... much more interesting.” 

She trashed the paper coffee cups and was about to leave the room when I spoke again. “I’d like to apologize.” 

She spun around slowly, studying me like she didn’t quite believe the words that came out of my mouth. Staring at me like I was a lion about to pounce on her, she took one slow step at a time until she was right in front of me, gripping the notepads firmly in her hands. 

“Why?”

I measured my words before I spoke. “First, because I said something to you on Sunday that was clearly very upsetting, and that was not the intended effect. I meant it sarcastically, but I’m afraid that is an art form I have yet to master, and I missed the mark spectacularly.”

She rolled her lips into her mouth like she was holding something back. I took her silence as an allowance to continue. 

“Second, because I misjudged you as a childish, unprofessional, self-centered brat, and I can see now there is significantly more to your personality than what I initially assumed.”

She blew out the breath she was holding. “Well, you weren’t wrong about your initial reaction, but you aren’t wrong about your epiphany either. So... apology accepted. Thanks for putting those four corporate assholes in their place and letting me watch. Also... your hour is up.” She resisted a smile, but her jaw moved to the side slightly. “And I’ve had a really long day of dealing with a lot of bullshit, and I fully intend to take it out on you. Fair warning.”

“Why me,” I asked, knowing I’d probably regret it. 

“Because you’re so sexy when you’re pissed off.” She winked and sauntered out of the room, rocking her hips far more seductively than she’d done earlier in the meeting. 

I shook my head as I watched her go, wondering what exactly was in store for me next, and wondering if I was really dreading it as much as I had before. I had assumed Alice was annoying me because I was the last one yet to win over, or because she found it entertaining... not because she felt any attraction towards me. It felt... novel. 

As they usually did, my thoughts jumped to what I wanted to do to wipe that snarky smile off her face, and I had to shove those thoughts down before I lost my mind and my self-control. There was something so exciting about the idea of being the one to get her under control that I almost went after her. 

You do not have time to deal with her shit on a daily basis. Shut it down, Weston. 

I didn’t exactly like Alice... but she certainly wasn’t boring. And if I wasn’t careful, I was going to start acting out my fantasies of taming her. She may be a clever scheming brat... but I was a lonely, frustrated, under-stimulated sadist, and she wanted my affection. 

Bad combination. 
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Chapter 6
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Mister Weston came out a few minutes later, his face rearranged into his typical brooding stone-cold expression. But I could tell he was less stressed than normal because the lines between his eyebrows had softened. 

That was one thing I noticed. He was so stressed all the time, but when I distracted him, he stopped thinking about his problems long enough to give those frown lines a break. And his eyes always lit up, like he was working really hard not to brat me right the hell back. While initially I’d started annoying him because I thought it would be entertaining, I now saw him as a challenge. Would the super-old-school, rule-following, contract-loving Master break his rules to put little ol’ me in my place? I was keeping track of my actions and his reactions in my notebook and using stickers to track my progress. 

Today, though, this would be a piece de resistance. I’d either win my streak by a longshot, or I’d get my ass handed to me. Either result was ideal. 

I stood by the coffee machine, pretending to write in my notebook while he fixed himself another cup. “Have any more meetings for the rest of the day?” I asked. 

“Three, all at home.”

“Skype?”

“Microsoft Teams,” he sighed. 

“Eww.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Well... that’s perfect then,” I smiled conspiratorially. I turned and walked quickly away, looking over my shoulder once to see him staring after me in concern. 

“Why?” I didn’t answer, just walked faster, almost breaking into a slow run. Which was hard in heels, but hey, I’d picked up a lot of skills at the CIA. 

“Why, Alice?” I shouted after me and began to walk briskly my way. 

Perfect. I knew after that whole conversation he wouldn’t be able to resist following me to see what I had planned.

I ducked into the stairwell where I’d hid my weapon of mass destruction, slipping out of my heels and sliding on my tennis shoes, and grabbing the device. Mister Weston appeared just a few moments later, running into the stairwell. He froze for a split second when he saw what I was holding. A lock of shock, horror, and disgust settled on his face. 

Before he got a chance to say anything, I’d soaked his t-shirt with a high-powered squirt gun. Of course I was feeling extra violent today, so I’d mixed fine-powdered glitter into the water. 

Hey. I never said I was a good person. 

As soon as I’d gotten a few good squirts in, I dropped the gun and raced up the stairs, making it to the next landing before he had a chance to chase after me. He followed me up the stairs, shocking me by the speed at which he pursued me. I managed to escape by the skin of my teeth, locking my door moments before he caught me. 

I slid down my door and collapsed on the floor, grinning wildly and panting from my run. My whole body buzzed with excitement and adrenaline, and I felt euphoric and high from the excitement and the look of shock on his face. 

He banged on the door of my room. “Alice Benson, you little snot! Open this door right now!”

“Uh-oh, whatcha gonna do, big scary man? You gonna punish me?”

“I just might...” he muttered. 

Oh, my God, that would be amazing, I thought. The thought of Reuben pulling me over his knee and spanking my ass had me blushing and squirming. And yes, I’ll admit, it wasn’t the first time the thought had popped into my mind. Actually it may have been about forty percent of my motivation for all this nonsense. 

It’s not like I set out to pick on him in the beginning. It’s just, he was so big, and mean looking. He wouldn’t hold back. He’d beat me until I cried, and laugh at me for it, that was for damn sure. And I hated myself for practically begging for his attention because I’d already sworn off Doms. Yet here I was, making a fool of myself for a man’s hands around my throat. 

My brain and body were still buzzing from the excitement and I knew I’d have a hell of a crash later, but the look on his face of horror at my glitter-water-bomb would hopefully be enough to get me through the worst of it. 

“Give me a good reason to let you in,” I laughed. 

“Alice...” he groaned. He sounded tired. 

Well that wasn’t at all what I wanted. I wanted him mad enough to slap me in the face, not upset. I stood up and unlocked the door, and cracked it open, leaving the chain lock on so it wouldn’t open more than two inches. 

He leaned against the door frame, his eyes closed, panting from his sprint up the stairs. He opened his eyes and looked at me. 

There was a monster in there, just begging to be let out. 

Come and get me, big boy. 

“You’re making me want to break the rules, little girl,” he growled quietly under his breath. At his tone, goosebumps rose on my flesh. 

“You’d better make it worth it,” I whispered back. 

He closed his eyes and let his head drop into his arm. “You...” he laughed once, but it was more like a choking cough. “You really are destroying me, you know that?”

“Maybe you should get me back for it.”

“Maybe you should ask for what you want,” he snapped back, straightening and scowling down at me. “Maybe you’ll actually get it.”

“Boring!” I sang. And, in my experience, completely moot. Doms did what they wanted, not what you asked for. The hack? Trick them into it. 

He unbuttoned his shirt quickly, his large fingers flying nimbly over the tiny buttons. He yanked the shirt off, leaving a thin tank top and his blazer over his arm. I could see thick dark curly hair on his chest through the soaked tank top and I bit my lip at the sight. 

He bundled up the glitter-soaked shirt and shoved it through the crack in my door. “I expect that clean by next Thursday’s party, or there will be consequences you won’t enjoy suffering through.” Then he buttoned his blazer jacket all the way up and walked briskly down the hallway. 

“What kind of consequences?” I yelled back. 

He shouted back over his shoulder. “Destruction of property, assault, harassment, and a restraining order.”

I doubted very seriously that Reuben Weston would go to the police about a glitter-bombed shirt, but then again... he seemed to have connections and a name that meant something. 

I slammed the door shut, put the shirt in my bathtub, and got to work. 
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I didn’t see Reuben on Sunday, but I knew I’d see him on Thursday for our Holiday party. The church celebrated Thanksgiving and Christmas at the same time so the students could participate. On Thanksgiving, the team and I decorated the downstairs with white and green painted pumpkins, Christmas trees and wreaths, lights, and glittery ribbons all throughout the public areas. We opened up the collapsible walls between the fellowship hall and dining area, turning it into one large room. The buffet line took up a whole wall and featured turkey, ham, roasted lamb, every side imaginable, and enough dessert to put a small army into diabetic shock. 

It was nine in the morning when Mister Weston arrived with his four girls. They were a range of ages, and looked a little intimidated to be here. They were all dressed for the party.

Sophie had warned me they were coming. 

“I don’t think they’re his submissives,” she’d told me, “but he’s bringing some girls from DC to help with the party. I guess they like to help with stuff like that, and they want a chance to get out of the state and meet some new people.”

“I thought he let all his subs go,” I said. 

She practically danced around the kitchen, checking temperatures, switching pots from one burner to another, and shuffling casseroles in and out of the oven in a perfectly-choreographed routine, talking while she did so. “He did, about six, maybe seven years ago. It was before I met him. He won’t talk about what happened... but he still works with submissives in DC, and I think he works with battered women too. Some of the girls he’s bringing today are rescued from yucky situations.” 

“Hey,” I said softly, coming up beside her. “I heard what you said in that meeting with the social workers... I didn’t know that about you.” 

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m in a much better place now. And Mark and I are both seeing a woman who specializes in sexual trauma, and it’s helped me a lot. It’s really sweet of you to say.” She smiled at me. 

So I’d been mentally prepared to see his four “girls” when they arrived. I was glad Sophie warned me, because they didn’t look like what I’d expected battered women from “yucky situations” to look like. They looked hopeful, excited, shy but confident, and had beautiful perfect smiles, flawless posture, and elegant body language. They looked like princesses. 

I greeted them and memorized their names, and brought them back to Sophie. I ran off to help Alex and Mrs. Greenwood make sure everybody got something nice from the gift exchange. 

I passed Mark and Reuben as I jogged back out to the Christmas tree. They looked funny next to each other; Mark wore a pair of ratty jeans and a stained t-shirt, and Reuben wore his normal black dress pants, white shirt, and a jacket. Did the man live in formal wear? 

Mark and Reuben were looking at the diagram of the tables and the buffet line I’d drawn up. Jake was fiddling with the giant TV in the fellowship hall, trying to get the Macy’s parade playing, since The Murphy’s and their family band were singing. And of course, the local university’s marching band was once again leading the parade. So it was kind of a big deal for the locals. 

I loved a good party, and I loved hosting and coordinating one. As exhausting as it was, I was totally in my element making sure the food was set up, the music was playing, and the whole thing ran smoothly. And the past week of planning had been enough to keep me busy to the point where I hadn’t completely lost my mind at every mood swing that came my way. So that was nice. 

The tables were full. People ate and laughed and watched the parade. Brad spent five minutes giving a very short, encouraging mini-sermon on friendship and community, Jake explained how the gifts would work, and then Alex surprised everyone by coming in dressed in her old Sugar Plum Fairy tutu and pointe shoes, bringing a rolling cart by each table with sparkling cider, hot cocoa, and a variety of alcoholic drinks for those inclined to partake. 

While Alex was serving drinks, I caught Reuben sneaking away from his table. I knew where he was going and I was looking forward to messing with him. 

I’d purposefully worn a kind-of naughty elf costume today. It was a little short, but hey, I wore shorts underneath just in case! My hair was curled, my makeup was done, and I put on a pair of red heels to match my eye makeup. I looked like a Christmas snack. And Mister Weston was Santa Clause. 

Sophie had talked him into it when our other Santa had bailed last minute. I’d learned that Reuben was physically incapable of saying “no” to Sophie, and I’d asked her to tell me her secret. Her answer? “You have to be a good girl.”

Boring!

After putting on his costume, Reuben made his way to the nursery where the kids would come to see him. The big red gift bag was already stuffed with presents and hidden behind the Santa chair. The perks to having a clairvoyant mind-reader on site was we knew what each kid wanted, and could orchestrate getting them something they’d like. It was a fun trick, and I couldn’t wait to watch the shock on their faces. 

Reuben sighed and settled down in the big red and gold chair that Mister Greenwood had made and painted, waiting for Cat and Sophie to lead the kids in to come see Santa, and I snuck in the side door with my own gift for him. 

He was sitting in the chair and rifling through the giant red bag when I slid onto his lap, putting my legs over his. “I’ve been a really bad girl, Santa,” I purred, giving him my naughtiest bad-girl look. 

He stared down at me with the most unimpressed expression I’d ever seen. 

I shifted my hips a little, hoping that would do the trick. No dice. 

“Can I tell you what I want for Christmas?”

“Did you finish cleaning my shirt?”

“Patience, grasshopper,” I said, raising a finger and putting on a bad accent. 

“Alice.” 

“Santa.”

“Alice.”

I held up the gift-wrapped shirt. He snatched it out of my hands, tore it open to make sure I hadn’t sabotaged it worse, and nodded in satisfaction before setting it aside. 

“Now, about my present.”

“No presents for bad girls,” he said, completely deadpan. “Just coal. Now please get off me.” 

“It’s not even a want at this point,” I said. “It’s more like a need.” 

God this man’s face never changed, did it? How was I ever going to get him to laugh? 

“I think... I really need a spanking.” I bit my lip in anticipation. 

His eyes darkened. “Yes, I think I’d agree with you on that point.” 

I blushed at the idea. “A good smack in the face... or, you know... wherever...” 

He continued, dashing my hopes. “Unfortunately, you’re probably a masochist, so that would be a reward, not a punishment.” 

“Oh come on!” I shouted. “You said I had to ask! What more do you want from me! You’re tearing me apart!” 

“I respect that reference but refuse to cave to your manipulation.” 

“Don’t you ever get tired of being boring?” I was so tired after the past three days of keeping myself under control, I needed a little splash of chaos to mix things up, and he was my drug of choice. I shifted my hips again in hopes of getting any kind of reaction, and low and behold, I struck gold. He resisted reacting when I pushed up against him, but he closed his eyes for just a minute, as if to steady himself. 

“I’m not boring.”

“No, but you’re numb.” 

He froze, holding his breath and staring at me. 

“Don’t you ever get tired of feeling nothing? Of being so damn in control of yourself that you don’t feel anything? Doesn’t it make you want to slam your head against a wall?” Or your big meaty hand against my ass cheeks?

“I think you feel enough for the both of us, Alice. Don’t you?”

Before I could say anything, he pushed me out of his lap, dumping me on the floor, right as the door opened and the kids came scampering in. 

I scrambled to my feet and glared back at him, only to see a subtle glint of humor in his eyes. 

Not the reaction I was going for, but hey. I’ll take it. And that little bit of a hard-on was enough evidence to renew my motivation. 

The kids lined up to see Santa. Some sat on his knee, some were too shy so they stood beside him instead. Adults stood nearby taking photos, and I waited by the door, collecting the scraps of wrapping paper torn off of the gifts and handing out lollipops to the children before they left. 

Mister Weston was a surprisingly good Santa Clause, and it made my heart melt a little. He never made any of them sit on his lap unless they wanted to, and he could tell if they were uncomfortable. There was one little girl who was very anxious, and Cat was trying really hard to get her to go up to him, but she shied away, hugging her leg and refusing to get any closer to him. 

Instead of trying to get her any closer, he withdrew the gift from the red bag with her name on it, and handed it to me, motioning for me to bring it over. I did so, and the girl clutched the gift and ran away. Cat sighed, letting the next child go up. 

I watched the little girl out of the corner of my eye. For the next twenty minutes, she stared at the wrapped box, unsure if she was willing to open it. She had to be five or six years old, and I knew she was one of the kids who had been abandoned on the doorstep of the church. She was very shy, and I hadn’t heard her speak to any of the other kids. Cat was the only one she would let touch her. 

Finally, she began opening the paper, tearing it off bit by bit. I watched her eyes grow wider and her bottom lip start to tremble as she gazed down at the stuffed puppy, holding it tightly in her little hands. She looked back up at Reuben, sitting on the red throne. 

Most of the other children had received their gift and left the room, and only a few kids and their parents remained. Reuben was talking with Cat quietly. I watched the little girl drag herself to her feet and tip-toe closer to him, an anxious look on her face. I cleared my throat pointedly, and Reuben stopped talking and looked over at the little girl. 

She stood awkwardly, her toes pointed in, clutching the stuffed dog. He motioned with a finger for her to come closer, and she did so, just a few steps at a time. He was patient, watching her, his mouth hidden by his fake beard, but I could see a softness around his eyes. 

Finally she stood just a few feet away from him. 

“Do you like it,” he asked quietly. His voice was different from the low rough sound I’d grown used to hearing. He sounded gentle and kind. 

The little girl nodded, and her lip quivered again, eyes welling with tears. They began to spill over and she hiccupped. She made a fist and scrubbed at her face, then dropped her head and covered her face with her hand. 

Reuben stood up and took a single large step towards her, and knelt on the ground in front of her, placing a single gloved finger under her chin to bring up her face. 

“Brave, pretty girl. Never be ashamed of your tears, little one. Never be embarrassed for being honest about how you feel.”

At his words, she opened her eyes and met his gaze, her ragged breathing evening out. He didn’t wipe away her tears, he didn’t try to get her to stop. He just watched her until she finished crying, and she wiped away her tears when she was ready. 

From behind his back, he withdrew a lollipop. “Merry Christmas, Rosa.” 

A soft smile twitched on her lips. She took the sucker, held her stuffie against her chest, and ran off. 

I didn’t know my eyes were burning until he looked over at me. My throat felt thick and my whole body was hot. Was it anger? Was it shame? Jealousy over a little kid? I had no idea, but I knew one thing for sure. Reuben Weston would never tell me I was too emotional about something. Reuben Weston would never tell me not to cry.

I felt the tears slipping down my cheeks as he took slow steps my way. It was impossible to keep his gaze as he neared me, and yet I had to. I couldn’t look away. 

Never be embarrassed for being honest about how you feel.

As he had with the child, he tilted my chin up with a finger, and then he whispered softly, “You are far too beautiful when you cry.” 

I wanted to smack him. I wanted to scream. I wanted to fall on my knees and wrap my arms around his legs. I wanted to crawl into his lap and lay my head on his chest. And I wanted to kick him in the balls. 

Damn my fucked-up brain. None of this is fair. None of this is valid. It’s all fake. None of it is real. But telling myself that never helped. It just made me angrier because it added ‘useless piece of emotional garbage’ to the list of reasons why I hated myself. 

I bit my lip, knowing exactly how hard I needed to bite to draw blood. That little bit of pain, the clarifying release I needed was so far away, and biting my lip wasn’t enough, but it might help me be able to walk upstairs to my room without making a scene. 

He fished another tootsie pop out of his pocket. The cherry ones, just like I preferred. 

My emotions clarified, refocusing slightly, enough for me to take the lollipop and smile. “I knew you liked me,” I whispered, and stretched up on my tip toes, planting a quick kiss on his cheek. 

Then I ran upstairs for a shower and a cry before I did something really, really stupid. Like fall in love. 
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Chapter 7
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The holidays were a busy time for me, and I didn’t see Alice for several weeks. I had a Christmas Eve party planned at The Lounge, and was excited to see my friends again, but that afternoon I got a text from an unknown number. 


Unknown number: Mario Kart. 

Reuben: Who is this?

Reuben: Rachel?

Reuben: Are you okay?


No response. 

Mario Kart was a safeword one of my girls used, because it was a videogame her and her father used to play together. It was one of her only good memories, and I’d never heard anyone else use it before. If it was Rachel on the other end of that phone, that meant she was with Pete. I gave him a call. 

“Reuben, hey!” He answered on the third ring. He sounded a little tipsy. “Merry Christmas.”

Pete was an old friend of mine and a longtime member of The Underground and of The Lounge, though he’d gotten in a fight with another good friend of mine, and I’d told them both to stay away for the time being until things settled down and we got the stories straight. I’d called him later to figure out what happened. Apparently, his slave had ghosted him, and losing her had really messed him up. 

I’d sent Rachel to his place for the holiday because she was excellent at running parties and entertaining. She didn’t want to move to a caregiver, but she was getting stir crazy sitting around The Weston House, so we’d agreed to have her stay with him for a short time, mostly to test the waters on her confidence and independence. I knew Pete needed company after his slave ghosted him, and I thought it would be a good distraction for both of them. 

“Hey Pete, how are you?”

“Not bad. We’re having a little get-together here.”

“How’s Rachel doing?”

“Oh, she’s doing great,” he laughed. There was something in his voice that made my skin grow cold. 

“Good, very good. Can I talk to her?” 

“Uh, she’s... a little tied up at the moment.” 

“I’m hoping you mean figuratively, since bondage is a hard limit for her.” 

“Of course,” he laughed. But he sounded nervous. 

I grabbed my wallet and my travel kit and got in my car. “What’s she tied up with, then?”

“Oh, she’s entertaining for my party. Like I said, I have some friends over.” 

“Well, I’ll stay on the line until she’s free.”

A hesitation, and then he said, “Oh, of course. Uh, let me just see if she’s... done. Hold on.”

This is not good, I thought. This could be devastating. I climbed into my car as fast as I could. Please let me be wrong about this. Please let this be a false alarm, or a prank text, or me reading too much into Pete’s behavior... 

I couldn’t hear anything on the line; either he muted himself, or he left the phone in the other room. I was in my car and speeding over to Pete’s house as fast as I could. Finally, Rachel’s breathless voice came on the line. 

“H-hello?” 

“Hi Rachel. How are you?”

She cleared her throat. “Oh, hi Mister Weston. I’m okay,” she said. Either I was on speaker phone, or someone was there with her. Or I was reading too much into this whole situation, and someone was fucking with me. 

“Pete told me you were helping with the party.” 

“Yes,” she said. “Uh, he has some people over. And I’m... um, taking care of whatever they need. I mean, food and snacks, and drinks, and stuff. They’re playing some games...”

I could hear her safeword on the tip of her tongue. But she couldn’t say it, because someone was standing beside her, and she was afraid. 

“What does he have you doing? Cleaning the kitchen?”

“Yeah. Dishes, laundry... trash and garbage...”

She’d told me about how her former owner had called her garbage. It was a trigger word for her. If Rachel was speaking her own trigger words out loud, this wasn’t a joke.

“Well,” I said, “I’m making my rounds, and I’m only in DC for the rest of the evening, and I have your Christmas gift. I’d like to touch base with you and get it to you.”

“I’d love that,” she said a little too desperately. 

“I’ll be over in about twenty minutes, okay?”

“Yes sir. Thank you.” 

I did everything I could to keep her on the line, but Pete grabbed the phone and told me he’d see me soon and hung up. I accelerated faster. 

I had lied to Pete and Rachel; I was only five minutes away. 
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I’d been to Pete’s house plenty of times, especially recently, since I tried to get a good feel for the current mindset of a Dom I was placing a sub with. The living room was well kept and modern, and a hallway and a stairwell led to a basement downstairs. Today, those rooms were disheveled and covered with plates, spilled food, and bottles. 

I entered his house without knocking and went straight down the stairs, holding my closed knife in one hand. The door to his playroom was cracked open, and I peeked inside... and I saw red. 

Rachel was naked on her knees, her ankles buckled into a spreader bar, her arms cuffed behind her back. She had red marks on her skin and her hair was matted. They were hosing her off, as if to hide whatever evidence was left on her skin. She was shaking, her eyes squinted closed against the cold water. 

There were three other men besides Pete who I didn’t know, and they were wiping down equipment. One of them was buttoning his pants and griping about how he never got his turn. 

I kicked the door open and barely resisted killing Pete. The other guys scrambled away from the room and ran up the stairs, knowing that as soon as I got Rachel out, they would be in huge trouble. 

Let them go, I thought. It doesn’t matter. I’ll get their names. 

Pete was saying something about how she’d consented, signed a contract, and all kinds of other bullshit, but I whirled around and hit him in the side of his ribs with my fist. He clutched at his side and shouted at me. 

I knelt down in front of Rachel. She was shivering, her teeth chattering and her eyes dilated. 

“I didn’t—He didn’t—”

“I know. Let’s get you out of here. Hold still.” I cut the cuffs and the collar off with my knife, and then the cuffs around her ankles from the spreader bar. Holding her under her arms, I guided her onto her feet, wrapped my jacket around her shoulders, and escorted her out as quickly as I could. 

Pete was shouting about something, but I blocked him out until I got Rachel safely in my car. After shutting the door, I turned around and strode back into the house, shoving him out of my way. There were some advantages to being a big man; Pete had nothing on my size. Nobody ever did. 

Pete was extremely defensive, shouting about calling the cops for assault and trespassing, but I could tell he was drunk and I wasn’t even sure how much of this he would remember. I ignored him as I stalked through the house, looking for Rachel’s belongings. There wasn’t much she’d brought with her, but I knew she had some clothes and some possessions of hers that mattered to her. In the bedroom that had clearly been hers, I gathered up her things and shoved them in her bag. But I also found something that sent a cold stab through my gut. 

On the wall were posters of planets and galaxies. The closet door was decorated with foam cut-out letters that said “Brat Stash.” And in the corner of the room, a medium-sized telescope sat pointed at the open window. On the side were glittery letter stickers that spelled out “Bratscope.”

“What is that?” I asked, pointing at it. 

“That was my slave’s. She left all her shit here when she ghosted me.”

“Did you break her hard limits, too?” I shouted. After seeing what he’d done to Rachel, I knew I’d never trust a word that came out of his mouth again.

“I didn’t do anything she didn’t beg me for! She asked me, Reuben, I swear!”

“Peter Woodrow I swear on my mother’s grave, if I find out you’re lying, I will destroy you.” 

The words seemed to practically jump out of my mouth. Before I could think too much about what I was doing, or what it meant, I snatched up Rachel’s bag and slung it over my shoulder. Grabbing the telescope, I cradled it in my arms as I walked out the door.
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I called Becca on my way home and told her why I wasn’t coming to the party and asked her to keep it to herself. When I mentioned I was going to take Rachel back to The Weston House, Rachel stopped me. 

“Please don’t,” she spoke up, her voice borderline panic. “Not like this. I... I don’t want the others to see me like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“If they find out you sent me somewhere, and I come back looking like this, they’ll never trust you. Especially the new girls. Please, sir, take me somewhere else.” 

“Becca... I’ll call you back,” I said, and hung up. I was on the highway and was nearing the exit for my own home. “Rachel, I can take you to my place for a few days, if you’d prefer that. But I’m leaving in a few days, so you’d be on your own. I don’t think that would be good for you.”

She hung her head and wrung her hands. “Okay, just let me stay with you tonight? Please?”

“Alright.” I nodded, and took the exit. “I’m so sorry, Rachel. I had no idea... He’s never... I’ve known him for years. I didn’t think–”

“It’s okay, sir. I just need some time. Thank you for rescuing me.”

“I don’t deserve your thanks... or your trust.”

“Well,” she pulled my jacket tighter around her and sat up straight. “You still have it. You’ve never broken my confidence, and you rescued me. Twice.”

Back at my house, I let her take a bath in the master bathroom, which was a bit more luxurious than the ones in the guest rooms. She came out a while later looking refreshed, but still shaken. I tucked her into the guest bed and knelt on the floor by the side of the bed and held her hand while she spoke, as we used to while she was still in therapy. 

She slowly spoke through the different scenarios he’d put her through; first he’d pushed her on bondage, saying leather cuffs didn’t really count, and how she felt pressured to agree because he seemed so nice. “It wasn’t bad at all,” she said. “I liked it. It was just fun. It actually made me less afraid of what I’ve been through... but then it was like he snapped.” 

She recounted how he’d broken their agreement on bondage by using cuffs, then handcuffs. Then he’d added ropes, then eventually restrained her and told her he wanted to do an impact scene. When she’d refused, he had gagged her and told her that he would change her mind. 

“He punished me for nothing,” she said, her voice weak, a tearful smile on her face. “Like my old owners used to. He’d punish me just because he felt like it.” 

“Rachel. I’m so sorry.” 

“He kept talking about her,” she said. “He called her ‘little ghost.’ But sir, I think she ran away because he hurt her.”

“I think you’re probably right.”

“Should we try to find her?”

I didn’t want to think too hard about the sticker-covered telescope in my car. “Rachel... I think I already have.” 
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A few days later back in North Carolina, I sat outside on the porch with a large serving of Woodford Reserve, and made a phone call. 

“Simon Pierce. Merry Christmas.” 

“You’re two days late, Weston. How are you?”

“Becca fill you in on Woodrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know anything about his former slave? The one who ghosted him?”

“Yeah. I know her. I used to do suspension scenes with her, and some primal stuff. And I did all her piercings.” I heard him settle into a chair of some kind and crack open a beer. “She’s a hardcore masochist. Five-foot-nothing, if that, and hotter than sin. Fiery, bratty, mouthy little thing. She played with Woodrow casually for a few months after a bad dynamic ended, and then they became exclusive.”

“What happened?”

“You remember when he took her to The Lounge for that big play party? And Lindsay Murray punched him in the face, and they both got kicked out?”

“Well... they didn’t both get kicked out, but yes, I remember the situation. I wasn’t there to witness it, though. I only know what Jack told me.”

“From what I understand, they had been playing at The Underground and she’d verbally safeworded and he hadn’t stopped their scene. But I didn’t witness that, and she’s famous for topping from the bottom, so it’s hard to say if anything really happened. They call her ‘The Demon of The Underground’ for a reason.

“Then a few days later, I watched her safeword out of a scene, and he did stop, but he gave her a lot of shit for it. It made me really worry about her. Annette and Michelle and I said something to Anthony, and he asked Pete not to come back if he was going to play like that.

“After that, Pete took her home and nobody saw either of them again for a while. I tried reaching out, but she wouldn’t answer her phone. Saw her again at The Lounge that night... Lindsay is psychic, right?”

I winced at the term. Lindsay had her own unique abilities, but hated being called a psychic for reasons she never liked to get into. 

“Sort of, yes. She’s very preceptive.”

“Well, I think my alarm at the vibe I got from her was what set Lindsay off.”

“What happened after the fight?”

“Nobody knows. Apparently, he had her on a leash and he dropped it when he got punched. She ran out of the bar, and nobody’s seen her since. I’m worried about her, Reuben. I’ve been looking around, even tried calling her old boss, but I couldn’t get in touch.”

I closed my eyes, dreading hearing his answer to my next question. “You remember her name?”

“Of course. She’s one of my best friends. I’ll never forget Alice Benson.” 

“Thanks, Pierce.” I hung up the phone and stared at the telescope sitting in my living room, swallowing my nausea.

I remembered the short conversation on the porch outside the church. Isn’t that the point of owning a slave? To have someone to break? And the way she’d scoffed when I’d brought up contracts. And the way she constantly bratted for attention. And the way she’d jumped and thrown her arms up in fear when Cat had nudged her foot... That was a trauma response. 

Alice wasn’t just a brat, I realized. If Peter Woodrow had hurt her, that would explain a lot of her behavior. She was hurt, terrified, and didn’t know how else to get what she wanted. She manipulated people into giving her what she needed, because the alternative was to not have her needs met. 

Because she’d trusted someone to meet them, and they’d broken that confidence. 

Anger churned in my gut, and the Beast reared its head. I was furious at the idea of someone hurting her, or even upsetting her. She could cry all she wanted at my hand, but someone else upsetting her? I wasn’t okay with that.

Against my will, the scene I’d witnessed earlier morphed into something different. Instead of many people in the room, it was just Pete. Instead of Rachel on her knees, it was Alice. Mystical blue eyes filled with tears, mascara running down her cheeks, dark hair setting off the red marks that covered her breasts and stomach and back. 

Nobody hurts my girl. 

I dug my fingers into my bad knee, sending a quick shot of pain through my whole leg. Stop thinking that way, Reuben. She’s not your girl. Not yet. Maybe not ever. 

I needed to get Alice’s side of the story and figure out what had happened. It didn’t matter if she was my submissive or not – a Dominant friend of mine had hurt a sub in my territory, and that was a fucking problem. 
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Chapter 8
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Christmas at the clubhouse was small. Most people left for the holiday, so only the permanent residents and the orphans were around. There were about ten adults there on Christmas morning, and it was really all about the children, so we let them open their gifts and then fall asleep into sugar comas before we opened our own. 

I’d given Sophie a gift card to a local bookstore, since Mark had strictly prohibited her from buying any new books until she’d finished the ones she had. This way, she could buy them without getting in trouble. 

I gave Alex a card and a drawing because Alex was surprisingly sentimental like that. It was just a page from a coloring book that I’d colored and thought really hard about how much I loved her while I colored it, because I knew it would, like, embed the emotion in the crayons or some shit. I don’t know. She’d explained it once but I wasn’t really listening. Anyway, she teared up a little and it was sweet. 

I gave Cat and Reuben the same thing: a Brat Pass. Upon redemption, the ticket-holder is entitled to twenty-four hours of me not being a little bitch. 

Cat laughed so hard she cried, which was a sight to behold because damn she was pretty when she smiled, and she didn’t usually let herself relax like that unless it was in front of the children. Reuben wasn’t there, so his card got left under the tree for his inevitable return. 

And of course, my gifts were awesome. I’d confessed to Sophie that most of my toys had been stolen by my old Dom, so she and Mark had collaborated to get me a gift card to an online toy store. I think she knew I was stealing cucumbers from the kitchen late at night. 

Alex gave me cash, which was really nice of her considering I was living here for free. Granted I was working, and she paid me a little bit, but it was nice to have some spending money. 

There was a mystery gift under the tree for me that I suspected was from Scott Murphy. It was a headband with fox ears, and a pair of mitts that looked like paws. At the bottom of the bag was a fox-tail butt plug. I hid that part while opening the gift but put on the ears right away. Gah they would look cute with my leather dress. 

And Cat? Well. She bought me a really cute leather miniskirt.

Cat also orchestrated both my and Sophie’s gift from the kids. Pretty boxes covered in stickers, glitter glue and macaroni, filled with pictures, crayons, and random pieces of jewelry and sticker books. My box had glow-in-the-dark stars inside. Sophie’s had bubbles. 

Cat came up to my room after the excitement had worn down, as if she knew my crash was coming. 

The morning had been lovely, but if I was being honest... I hated Christmas. I hated pretty much everything about it. I hated family get-togethers, and parties that were supposed to be about happy families. I hated being bombarded with the memories of what I’d lost, and the ache for the things I’d never have. 

A five-year-old cherub with pink cheeks and a button nose, and a head of bright red curls danced at the edge of my mind, but I shoved the thought away. 

Cat seemed to know all of this without prompt and asked me what I needed. And for the first time in a very, very long time, I told her. 

“I’m going to cry or scream here in a little bit,” I said. “Unless you want to tie me up and hit me with that belt you’re wearing until I break.” 

So she did. She gagged me with one of my knee-highs, put me on my knees with my face in the pillows of my bed, and spanked my ass with her belt. 

It was different. It wasn’t the same, and it wasn’t what I wanted. She didn’t hit me hard enough at first, and I think she figured it out after a while. She was too kind to me. She prompted me to breathe, stopping in between the strikes to smooth my skin. 

I’d been topped by women before, and it didn’t result in the same mental headspace as when a man topped me. She wasn’t mean enough. She was too nice, and I knew she was doing it as a favor. But it was enough to get my emotions all going one direction, and give me something concrete to feel, something I could trust. Eventually, I got there, letting my thoughts fall away from me until I found quiet, floating peace. 

She untied me, rubbed some lotion into my bruised ass, and held me against her chest until I fell into a dreamless sleep. 
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After Christmas, Sophie and Mark left for a vacation for a few days, which set me off into a spiral of thinking that everybody hated me for no apparent reason. Cat spent most of her time trying to distract herself from her sadness by keeping the children entertained. Alex and Jake were off in their “secret” cabin in the woods that everybody knew about. There were a few others around, but nobody who I really considered a friend. So after a few days, when the short-lived satisfaction from my session with Cat had faded, I got depressed, then bored, and a little angry. 

Your friends aren’t neglecting you. They don’t hate you. They just have their own lives. 

But knowing something and feeling it were two different things. 

I spent time in my room coloring, reading books, and watching YouTube. Inevitably, my tastes in music and videos led me to kinky shit, and I listened to old episodes of the Leather and Lace podcast, and even read part of Reuben Weston’s book. 

Pain and Pleasure, his most popular book, was about the best ways to use sadomasochism to enhance impact and sensory scenes. The level of detail was exhausting, and I skipped whole chapters that included diagrams of muscles, blood vessels, and nerves. But the chapters detailing and explaining past scenes he had done with his masochistic playmates? Holy balls, that toy I ordered better get here soon because his writing was doing things to me. 

I also ended up watching more of his rope, bondage, and Shibari tutorials online. The grace and confidence he exhibited when he played was enthralling, and I got a rare chance to see him in his element. He looked happy. He smiled, he laughed, his eyes lit up with excitement, and it made him look like a totally different person. It felt like I was spying on him, or reading his diary, because I’d never seen him so open. His movements looked like a dance. It almost made me mad, because I hadn’t been able to see it myself. And it made me hurt for him a little. I found ways to get my release. How did he find his? Did he ever? I knew sadists; they needed us as much as we needed them. 

Then I watched an old interview with Reuben and another popular Dom in his area, Jeffrey Ludlow. It was recorded a few years ago, live from conference. They talked about their training, their induction into kink, and their dynamics. Jeffrey asked Reuben a question that caught my attention. 

“So, I know my answer, but... how do you feel about brats?”

The audience at the conference started murmuring. There was some cheering, some laughter, and overall disruption. Reuben looked directly into the camera and gave a very intimidating facial expression, demanding respect and silence. The crowd hushed. 

“Well, I think you and I are both on the same page for this. I was trained the old-fashioned way, and was a submissive before I became a Dominant. So my opinions are going to fall on that spectrum.”

No wonder he’s so boring and quiet and blah when he’s in public, I thought. 

“But personally, I don’t consider brats to be submissives.”

Oh what now?

“I think they can be bottoms. And some of them are neither submissives nor bottoms. They’re just... brats. It’s a kink, not a submissive category. There is nothing submissive about purposefully acting up to manipulate your top into giving you what you want, and I have zero tolerance, patience, or respect for it.” 

“Oh, fuck you too, Reuben,” I snapped, and closed the window to the interview. 

Irrationality was part of my disorder. And right now, I was irrationally mad. My chest was aching a little, because after the Holiday party a few weeks ago, I’d grown a little attached to Reuben Weston. Part of the reason I was so fucked up was because I got attached to people really easily for no bloody reason, but that was just part of who I was. It wasn’t going to change. 

Sadly, the opposite was true as well. Just from that simple statement, knowing he didn’t believe I was a submissive and that he had no respect for fellow brat-kind, immediately made me hate his guts. I wanted nothing to do with him, and if I saw him bleeding on the side of the road, I would shit on his face and leave him to rot. 

Well okay, practically speaking, I wouldn’t. But that’s how it felt at the time. And it stayed that way longer than I cared to admit. 
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January rolled around, and I was getting stir-crazy again. I had shifted to annoying Scott and Brian, since Reuben was on my shit list, and also not around. The Murphy’s were fun to pick on because they picked back. I guess it was an Irish thing, to insult people you like. The worse the insult, the more they liked you. It was basically my love language. And Brian Murphy was pretty much the most gorgeous specimen on the planet. The dark scar that went down his entire face only added to the yum factor. 

One night, we were all sitting around the rec room when you-know-who came upstairs, looking delicious in dress pants and a white shirt rolled to his elbows. I tried not to react or even look his way when he came in, but it was hard since he was like fourteen feet tall and had shoulders like Jake Greenwood’s truck. 

We were playing Truth Bomb, which was one of our favorite games. It involved drawing cards, answering the questions, and rolling dice to figure out what happened next. 

Reuben sat a few seats away from me, and I ignored him with elegance and grace. It was Maggie Greenwood’s turn, and she was studying the three questions on her card, trying to decide which one she was going to answer. 

“Okay,” she said. “If you were a dog, which breed would you be? I think I’d be a German shepherd.” 

“I disagree,” Alex said. “I think you’d be a poodle.”

Lisa laughed. “But your brother is a German shepherd.” 

“Nah,” Jake said, putting his arm around Alex’s shoulders. “We’re Wolf clan. You’re a wolf, Mags.”

“I think Jake is a golden retriever,” Sophie chimed in. 

“No, Scott is a golden retriever.”

“Scott is a scotty-dog,” Cat smirked. 

Scott blushed and rolled his eyes, and his Irish accent intensified. “Oy, you think you’re bein’ so clever with that one, yeah? Like I’ve never heard it before.”

“I agree with Cat,” I laughed. 

“Oh yea, well you’re a chihuahua,” Scott said back, grinning at me, knowing this was how the game started. 

I opened my mouth to retort, but I was rudely interrupted. 

“Alice is not a dog,” Reuben said. “She’s a fox.” 

I felt my jaw snap shut and I swallowed my retort. I was too busy ignoring Reuben, and realizing that the fox ears and plug I’d gotten for Christmas were probably not from Scott. Scott was a bottom and a puppy, and even though he was playful and liked to banter, he was polite and respectful as hell. He’d never give me a butt plug. They were definitely from Reuben. 

I was torn between pleasure and satisfaction that Reuben had given me a present, and angry with the fact that I hated him and wished he would spontaneously combust into smithereens, and then burst into flames. 

“Have we forgotten it’s Maggie’s turn?” Tammi redirected the conversation, and I was temporarily saved from the bullshit of dealing with Reuben. 

The game continued until I heard my name being called. David, one of the residents I didn’t know very well, had rolled a six, which allowed him to ask any question to anyone in the room as part of his turn. 

“Alice, who was your first boyfriend?”

Oh, the things I could say in response to that. I pursed my lips. “Uh... pick another question, David. Trust me.” 

He laughed. “Okay, who was your last boyfriend?”

I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath, trying not to throw up. I hadn’t thought about him in a while, but the times I had, it hadn’t been this violent of a reaction. Maybe it was because I was already frustrated? Maybe because I was tired, and horny, and the last person who had put me into subspace had done it as a favor? 

Reuben’s voice intruded in my silence. “Move on, David.”

David may or may not have asked me another question, but I wasn’t listening anymore. I’d risen and gone to the cart where we kept the bottles of alcohol, and I poured myself a very large serving of Screwball, then stood by the window and looked outside, ignoring the conversation. 

I didn’t want to run away. I didn’t want Reuben to think he was rescuing me, or to think that I even needed rescuing. I just wanted to look outside at the full moon and the stars. 

God I missed my telescope. I wonder if Woodrow had sold all my shit, or if he kept it, thinking I’d come back one day. Maybe he thought he’d run into me, and he’d drag me back down to his dungeon. I rubbed at the mark on my neck, swallowed the rest of my whiskey, and left the room quietly so nobody would notice. 

I seriously debated putting on my jacket and boots and going out for a midnight walk in the snow around the valley, but I could hear the wolves outside, so I went back to my room. And once in there, I saw the most impossible thing I’d ever seen. 

My telescope sat by the window. I knew it was mine, because of the stickers. I felt my heart explode with a bizarre combination of excitement and devastation, and I stood there staring at it for long minutes, praying to God it was really there and I wasn’t hallucinating. 

Slowly, one step at a time, I approached it and peered into the eyepiece. It wasn’t adjusted, so I couldn’t see anything. My hands found the dials automatically, and I adjusted it, moving it slightly, so I could see the full moon outside in all its glory. Then I moved it again just slightly, so I could try to see some of the stars. 

There were so many stars out here in the mountains. I wanted to put on my jacket and take my telescope outside so I could get a better view, but those damn wolves were out prowling again. I’d asked Alex if she could do something about them, but she said she had an “agreement” with them, and that they weren’t a threat. Yeah, right, I thought. They’re fucking wolves. But she was impossible to argue with. 

It was hours later that I saw the note sitting on my bed, written on the back of some paper from my notebook.


Alice,

I found something that I believe belongs to you. If I am correct, let me know; there is quite a bit more where that came from and I’m willing to retrieve it for you.

I know I have no right to ask, but I would like to discuss the situation with you if possible. There are multiple other parties involved, and some of them are my close friends and colleagues. I want to make sure it never happens again. 

I feel I have been unnecessarily harsh with you regarding your behavior, and have not made any effort to understand you, and you deserve better than that. If you’re willing to talk, I’d like to listen. 

RW

828-555-6747


I read and re-read the note over and over until I’d memorized the words. Then I folded it up, shoved it in the bottom drawer of my dresser, and put on my silky pajamas and my squishy comfy bathrobe. Sitting on the small stool in front of my telescope, I explored every inch of the night sky from my bedroom window and lost myself in the stars. 
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Chapter 9
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Two days earlier...

My Holiday party two days later went beautifully. I had my managers, board members, close friends, and coworkers from all over come to visit and stay at the house. It wasn’t a kink party, but having Rachel, Everly, and a few of the other subs helping was hugely beneficial. 

While my friends were around, I spent time asking each of them if they knew Alice Benson, and I was surprised at the results. 

Anthony didn’t look pleased at all when I mentioned her. “Yeah, I know her. The ‘Demon of the Underground.’ She was a troublemaker, and played dangerous games with dangerous people. I had to talk to her about consensual bratting a few times, and I heard she abused her safeword. Though based on what you said happened to Rachel, I’m not sure I believe that anymore. Still, you know how I feel about brats.”

Mike Black had met her once but didn’t have enough information to give me other than “She’s crazy, Reuben. Complete asshole. And obnoxious as hell.”

Simon only had good things to say. “She’s a ton of fun. Fucks like an animal, nothing is too crazy for her... she’s a little nuts, but it works for her. If she wasn’t a brat, you’d love her. Pain is her love language. Have you heard from her? She kind of ghosted me.” 

Becca was surprised when I mentioned her name. She drew me aside, shutting the door to the kitchen behind us. “Yes, I know her. Why do you ask?”

“Just trying to get both sides of a story.”

“She’s one of my patients. She came to me a few years ago for some sessions at the dungeon after she lost her Dom, but honestly, I wasn’t intense enough for her. I gave her an invite to The Underground. She’s done quite a few scenes with some of the harder edge players. She’s into some really intense stuff; body modification, blood and knives, heavy impact. She did a few scenes with Michael Lewis,” she said, wincing at the name. 

“Really?” Michael Lewis wasn’t allowed to play at my club because he didn’t use a safeword. Though he was allowed to be there and observe, only because he was a close business partner, I didn’t trust him not to manipulate people into doing things they were uncomfortable with. 

“Yes. She’s extremely intense. I could never hit her hard enough, though she loved the degradation and humiliation we did. I think she and Simon did some primal stuff as well. She likes to fight.”

“Trust me, I’m well aware.”

“How do you know her?”

“She’s staying at the clubhouse of the church, and we’ve run into each other a few times... she glitter-bombed my shirt.”

Becca attempted to hide a smirk. “Uh-oh. She likes you.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,” I sighed. “But she’s absolutely insane. I can’t keep up with her.” 

“I wouldn’t say she’s insane. You know I can’t share a diagnosis, but I will tell you this. She’s got some mental conditions that make it very hard for her to function as a normal person, and I suspect her bratting is more of a cry for help and a coping mechanism than it is her being a bitch.”

“I suspected as much. You knew she was with Woodrow?”

“Yes. After they were kicked out of The Underground, I didn’t see her around much. Last time I saw her was when Woodrow and Lindsay tried to beat each other up in The Lounge.” 

I nodded. “Simon said the same thing. What are your thoughts on the Woodrow situation?” 

“Well, I’ll never trust him again, that’s for damn sure. I never suspected he was that kind of guy... How are we going to handle this? Will it compromise the organization? Especially with the expansion program starting in a few months?”

I shrugged, thinking about how devastating that could be. The Weston House placed former trafficked women with masters and dominants to care for them while they recovered. Sometimes they stayed with them, sometimes they left. Very few people even knew what we did. But if people found out what had happened with Rachel, word could get out and the whole thing could go down the drain. 

“I’m not sure, but I still think we need to press charges against Pete. He lied and hid his true nature, and I didn’t vet him well enough before I placed Rachel with him. I think hiding the situation will compromise it more than dealing with it.”

She nodded. “You’re probably right. You need to talk to Alice, make sure you get her side of the story.”

“That’s the plan. I’m also going to touch base with Pete again. He was drunk, and so were his friends. I need to find out how much he remembers.”

“If you see Alice, tell her to call me if she wants to talk. No pressure.”

“Thanks, Becca.” 

The following evening, I visited the Valley House hoping to hang out with my friends and talk to Alice. I took the telescope with me and knocked on her bedroom door. 

It was unlocked, but she wasn’t inside, so I set the telescope by her window, found a piece of notebook paper, and wrote her a quick note. I decided it would be best to discover it alone rather than deliver it to her in front of other people. I wasn’t sure how she was going to react, and the telescope itself could be triggering to her.

On my way up to the Rec room, I passed the Christmas tree set up in the lobby. There were a few gifts under it, several for me since I’d missed Christmas. One of them was an envelope with my name on it. I tore it open tentatively. 

Alice had given me a brat pass. 

For the first time since I’d met her, I felt my mouth twist up into a very small smile. Pity she isn’t here to see it, I thought. I tucked it into my pocket and went upstairs. 

But something had changed since Christmas. During my time upstairs, Alice didn’t look at me, acknowledge me, or attempt to ask me any questions during the game. She basically pretended I didn’t exist. Even when David asked her an uncomfortable question and I jumped in to divert the situation, she basically ignored me. 

The past six months you won’t leave me alone. Now I want to talk to you, and you’re ignoring me. What the fuck? 

She eventually snuck off. I let her go even though I wanted to follow her. She looked upset, and she didn’t need me confronting her right now, especially with what was waiting for her in her room. 

People eventually went to bed, and I stayed on the couch, staring out the window and wondering what Alice was doing upstairs. I found myself flipping the brat pass card over and over in my fingers. 
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I visited Greenwood Valley over the next few evenings, each time hoping to catch Alice or speak to her, but I never seemed to be able to get her alone. She seemed to have switched her attention from me to Scott Murphy, which made me seethe a little because he was clearly infatuated by her and her delicious skin and her perfect, spankable curves, and there was no way in hell that would ever work out. 

Plus, it was my name on the collar she was destined to wear around her neck. And I was pretty sure Scott was a sub anyway. 

It was a subtle change, but after that night in the game room, realizing I no longer had her attention, every time I saw her the same word popped into my head. Mine. After the fourth day, it was getting frustrating, because she seemed perfectly happy to not be mine. 

When had I gone from repulsed by her, to possessive over her, I wondered. It must have been when I realized someone else had tried to break my girl. And I would not let any of my girls be broken. I had thought of her as my girl for over twenty years. A few months of frustration wasn’t going to change that. 

A bunch of us were hanging out in the Rec room one Friday night when Alice burst in with a little hint of madness in her eyes. Her face was flushed, her hair tied up into a messy ponytail, her face free of makeup. She wore jeans and a sweater. She looked completely different, and I liked it. I liked her all done up like a gothic little freak... but I liked her dressed comfortably and in her own skin, too. 

Her eyes darted around the room, jumping from the Murphy’s, to DeVon and Tammi, to David and Maggie, and then to a few of the other people talking in the room. She looked upset, or frustrated, like she had something that she needed to say and it was right on the tip of her tongue. 

Finally her eyes settled on me. She swallowed, glared, rolled her eyes, and then used her hand to wave me towards her. 

Her chaotic facial expressions aside, I was relieved that she wanted my attention again, so I immediately stood and went her way. 

“Come on,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me down the stairs. 

Her hand was so incredibly tiny. As she dragged me through the hallway and across the lobby to the front porch, it hit me just how small she was. Simon was right, she was definitely under five feet tall, but had the personality of three people. Actually, she seemed to have several different personalities. Maybe that was the condition Becca had hinted at. 

She hauled me outside and around to the back of the house and pointed to her telescope. It was set up in the middle of the snow, pointed up at the night sky. I had to stoop and kneel in the snow to see through the eyepiece, but when I did, I felt my mouth fall open at the sight. 

This wasn’t a kiddie telescope. I was looking up at a planet, though I wasn’t sure which one. Before I could ask, she started rambling. 

“It’s Jupiter. See that big red thing in the middle? That’s a gas storm. And you can’t see the rings from this position because the rings are literally so big, that from the place I have it focused, you can’t see them. And do you see the bright star right behind it!” 

I looked up from the eyepiece and saw her staring down at me with excitement and expectation. 

“Isn’t it cool?”

“It’s very cool.”

“I know!”

I felt the corners of my mouth twitch, and she held her breath in expectation. I gave her the quickest little smirk and looked back down through the eyepiece. 

“This is one hell of a telescope.” 

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I missed it so much... thank you, Reuben.” 

“You’re welcome.” I stood straight and brushed the snow off my knee. She was staring straight up at the sky as if it held all the secrets to the universe. Maybe it did. 

“I didn’t used to believe in God, you know?” she said softly. “After everything, I didn’t. But then... well. Daddy took me to the space museum. And I got really interested in the stars, and black holes, and I started taking Astronomy courses at the community college. And math classes, and science and stuff. And I was going to get my degree and everything. And the more I learned about space, and science, and chemistry, and all that stuff, the more I realized, there is no way in all of space or time this shit could have exploded itself into existence. Like, the odds are just too ridiculous.”

She looked down through the eyepiece and made a few more adjustments as she spoke. “And I wasn’t really sure about which god I believed in, because there’s a lot of arguing about it, you know? So I just started learning about all of them. Because if you didn’t know this about me, I tend to fixate on things. So I learned a whole bunch of stuff about religion, and I kinda went nuts with it. 

“And I’m still not sure I know which one is the real one. But I know there is a real one. And the real God made all this. On purpose. It wasn’t an accident. I’m not sure about the rest yet... but that’s what I believe.” She stepped away and gestured to the telescope again, and I looked back down. 

Once again I was blown away by the sight. “It’s the edge of the Milky Way. You can’t see the whole thing from here because there are too many trees. But I looked online and you can see it really well from the top of the mountain, and also from Deep Gap and Hominy Valley. And that’s not too far away.” 

“There’s an observatory near the Asheville airport, you know that?”

“Yeah, I want to go.” Her voice was soft. 

“Let’s do it. Pick a weekend.” I don’t know what made me offer, but if the Milky Way brought out the childlike wonder in her, then I could tolerate standing in the snow for a little while to let her look into outer space. 

She scoffed. “Yeah, right. Like you’d survive spending that long with me.”

“I have twenty-four hours at my disposal, don’t I?” I stood up again and faced her. 

Her facial expression implied she’d forgotten she’d given me that coupon. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, taking my place in front of the telescope. “You don’t have the patience or the respect to like me enough to spend time with me.”

“That’s a lot of passive aggressive energy in one statement. Want to explain it?” She’d annoyed me plenty over the past few months, but to my knowledge, I’d never given her a reason to believe I disliked her. And after the Holiday party, I’d thought we’d turned a corner. 

“Oh, you know. Just that I’m a brat. And you don’t believe in brats. I’m not stupid, Reuben.” She leaned over and began adjusting the telescope again.

“Alice, I feel like you’re using a lot of words to not say something that you really need to say. Just spit it out.” 

“Shut up, I’m adjusting.” 

Oh, there were so many things I wanted to do and say to that comment. But I needed to get to the bottom of this whole situation before I made any kind of move. 

You’re not making a move, I told myself. No moves. No brats. Just remedy the Woodrow Situation and move on. But my mind’s eye wasn’t listening to my conscience. My mind’s eye was picturing grabbing Alice by the ponytail and shutting her up properly. 

“Here. Look, it’s the moon.” 

I looked down to see a moon I didn’t recognize. 

“It’s one of Jupiter’s moons. I’m not sure which one though. I don’t have my map book.”

“Do I need to retrieve the rest of your belongings?” I didn’t look up from the eyepiece, waiting for her response. 

She hesitated, and then said, “I would appreciate that very much.” Her voice was soft and respectful. A little wave of satisfaction went through me at her tone. 

“Consider it taken care of. But I’d really like to talk about this, Alice.” I rose and faced her straight on. “Peter Woodrow lied to a lot of people, and I need to know your side of what happened.” 

She met my gaze, and I felt like I was going to lose myself in the sight. Damn why did her eyes have to be that fucking perfect?

She swallowed and lifted her chin. “Will you believe the testimony of a brat?”

“You being a brat has nothing to do with you telling the truth or not. You’ve already proven to me that you can act like an adult about things that matter. This matters.”

She shook her head and looked back up at the sky. “You’re sending me some really mixed signals here, buddy.”

I stammered for a moment before I managed to speak. “I am sending you mixed signals? Alice, for fuck’s sake–” I cut myself off before I said something I’d regret. 

“What! For fuck’s sake, what? Go ahead, spit it out, big guy!”

I really should have controlled myself, but I found myself shouting at her instead. “You are driving me insane!” And then I completely lost track of the control I’d held onto by a thread. 

“You follow me around and purposefully annoy the shit out of me for months, then you piss me off by proving to me that you can actually be one of the most professional, polite people I’ve ever met, then you get sweet and sexy and emotional on me over Christmas, then you ignore me and treat me like a creepy ex who makes you uncomfortable. I have no idea what you want because you won’t fucking talk to me like a normal fucking person! So explain to me your mixed signals and maybe we can actually get somewhere!”

She stared at me, eyes wide, lips parted slightly. I groaned and found myself pinching the bridge of my nose in embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t–”

“Holy fucking balls, Reuben, it took six months, but I finally got an emotion out of you. I’m adding this to my sticker chart.”

I dropped my hand and stared at her, praying to God this wasn’t all an elaborate prank just to get to me. 

“You want to understand? You want to know what I want? Here, I’ll break it down for you, okay? I’m. Fucking. Insane.” 

She pointed to her head. “See this? This brain is broken. Repeated childhood trauma will do that to you. I basically have brain damage, okay? And because of it, I have to spend every minute of every day trying to keep control of my emotions, and my face, and my mood, and my stupid mouth that says stupid shit when I don’t want it to. Do you have any idea how many spoons that takes?”

“Spoons?”

“So on top of having ADHD and PTSD, I also have attachment issues, a dissociative disorder, and a whole slew of other things all rolled up into something called Borderline Personality Disorder. So I spend all day trying to keep control of myself, trying to decide if my reactions to things are valid or if I’m being overdramatic, trying to decide if I’m crazy or if I’m being manipulated and abused, because I can’t fucking tell, because I can’t tell anything. I go from ecstatic to depressed in five minutes. And none of it is real or valid!

“And you want to know why I’m a brat?” She stepped closer to me and pointed a finger in my face. “Because I’m tired. I’m so damn tired of being in control all the damn time. I’m tired of having to be the strong one, the responsible one, constantly trying to get through the day and be a big girl. My brain is overloaded, and every once in a while, I need someone to turn it off for me. 

“You said that brats aren’t subs, but you’re wrong. We are just like the rest of them. We just have a different way of asking for help.”

Her tirade slowed, and she caught her breath, speaking quietly with a heavy sadness in her voice. 

“I’ll never get on my knees with a snap of your fingers. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to be there. But I’ll be damned if I trust myself to anyone who isn’t strong enough to put me there themselves.”

A few tears rolled down her cheeks and she looked up at the sky, laughing. “You want to know what I want?” Her lip quivered for a moment. “I don’t fucking know, Reuben. But I know one thing... I think you’re strong enough. And that’s pretty fucking beautiful.”

I stared at her in shock, letting everything she said mull around in my brain, trying to sort it out and make some sense of it. There was too much to process, and still too many questions, and too many grey areas. But the things that did stick out to me were clear. Alice had been begging me to help her, to control her, to give her a sense of direction, for the past six months. And I’d completely ignored her. 

She’d been right here in front of me. My girl, begging for help. And I’d ignored her, rejected her, because she wasn’t what I wanted or expected. 

I felt like a total piece of shit. She’d been practically dropped in my lap. Years of searching, waiting, hoping, praying... then she showed up right under my nose and I’d pushed her away because she didn’t meet my preconceived ideas. 

With that knowledge, the prophecy I’d received seemed to click into place. I will destroy you. Alice was about to break down everything that I’d created for myself, everything I’d learned and adhered to for the past twenty-odd years. I had no choice but to learn a new way, try a new path, if I was going to reach her. Because my way wasn’t going to work for her. 

I stepped closer to her and brushed a strand of hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear. Her eyes looked bigger and brighter under the light of the stars above us, and the tears rolling down her cheeks gave me the tiniest splash of pleasure I craved. Fuck was she enchanting.

In that moment, looking up at me like that, I saw the submissive side of her begging to be let out and cared for. I wanted to own her, to tame her, to give her those guidelines and boundaries she craved. I wanted her to trust me enough to be good for me. I wanted to put her on her knees and prove to her I was strong enough to take care of her. 

But there was only so much I was willing to do, only so far I would go, without her complete understanding and consent. I couldn’t break every standard I’d committed to... but maybe I could bend some of them. Maybe I could find that perfect balance, right on the edge, right where she liked to dance. Claiming my girl, who I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt was supposed to be mine, was more important to me than following a black-and-white rulebook.

“I am not a nice man, Alice,” I warned. “I don’t think you know what you’re asking for. I don’t do casual. I don’t do once-a-week playtime. I am an all-or-nothing, twenty-four seven, total power-exchange kind of person. I can’t turn it off. I am in, or out.” 

Very gently, I set my hand around the soft ivory column of her neck. She was so tiny that my hand covered nearly the entirety of it. Her eyelids fluttered at my touch. 

“I am not nice. I will not tolerate your shit. I will hold you to my rules, I will check up on you, I will take control of every aspect of your life. I will punish you in ways you do not enjoy. I am cruel. I am mean. I am sadistic, and I am a bully. I will enjoy watching you suffer.”

Excitement and arousal burned through my veins as I gave her neck the softest squeeze. Her mouth popped open and her eyes widened in shock. “This isn’t a game to me. This is serious, and it’s my life. You don’t even know what you’re asking for, but I promise you two things. 

“One, I will never, ever, break your limits. I will swear on anything you want me to. And two...” I squeezed just a little harder, and leaned forward, forcing our faces just a few inches apart. “I will tame you. I will teach you to submit. I... will... destroy you.” 

Alice gasped, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wide with wonder and arousal. I could tell she was struggling to breathe, so very gently, I eased my grip on her neck, letting my hand fall away. Catching one of the tears on her cheeks with the tip of my finger, I ran it along the fullness of her silken bottom lip. 

“So you think very hard, and very carefully about the next time you decide to act like a little brat to me. If you want a chance at a normal, vanilla relationship, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and your behavior in check. Because if you act up again, I’m going to take it as an invitation to show you who is in charge. This is your open door, sweetheart. It’s up to you to walk through... and you might not like what you find in there.” 

I could feel every inch of my body burning and tingling with excitement. My eyes drifted up and down her flawless body, searing this moment into my head and relishing the feeling of power that coursed through my veins. 

The Beast was awake. 

She looked at me with as much desire as I felt for her. For the first time in years, I felt seen. She could see the monster, and she wanted it. It called to her. 

Nobody would hear you scream out here in the woods. Do you like the snow, little brat? Do you like the cold mixed in with your heat? Do you like pain with your pleasure? Because I do. 

“Goodnight, Alice.” 

I turned and walked away from her, knowing if I stayed any longer, I wouldn’t be able to honor that promise to let her try for a normal relationship. I flexed my hand, feeling it tingle from where I’d felt her blood pulsing under her skin. I knew I’d have it back there soon enough. 

She wouldn’t be able to resist for very long. My warning to her was more like a challenge, and I knew there was only so long she’d be able to resist before she’d step up to it. 

As I neared the clubhouse, I felt my face break into a smile. Another rush of emotions ran through me at the knowledge that I was right around the corner from the hunt, and I felt something I hadn’t felt in a very long time.

Alive. 
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Chapter 10
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After our conversation in the snow, I left the clubhouse and drove up the mountain to my home, trying to keep my frenzy at bay. The hunt was on. The games had started. 

There was so much to do. 

I was tired of trying to resist Alice. I had spent far too many months avoiding her, trying to convince myself she wasn’t the right kind of sub for me, that I’d missed the truth of the matter: she’d been placed in my life for a reason, and I needed to remember my truths. Listen to the Master. The visions don’t lie. 

A few days later in my home in DC, I paced up and down the hallway as I made a mental list of everything I needed to do. History. Research her disorder. Follow up with Lewis and Pierce. Download all my apps again. Create a folder on my phone for her. Tidy up the playroom. Charge everything and unbox the toys. Get online and find some resources or articles on how to deal with a brat, which was the one thing I thought I’d never have to do, so it was the one thing I’d never really read up on. 

The first and most important task was the one I didn’t quite want to tackle yet. I argued with myself about it as I walked towards the bedroom door, and then past it, and then turned and walked the hallway again. 

Just clear the room out. 

Alice may bail. This might not work out. 

It’s been six years, clear the room out. 

She probably won’t travel with me. At least not right away. 

If she goes in there and sees that room, it will upset her. Clear the room out. 

I paused in front of the door, staring at it and wishing I didn’t have to do this on my own. Wishing I’d accepted my friend’s offers to help. Wishing I’d done it right away, while I was still numb. 

I can’t. Not tonight. 

It wasn’t that late, so I called Becca. “Exciting life you live, Mister Weston. Calling me on a Friday night?”

“I’m in there with the champs, apparently. You answered on the first ring.” 

She laughed. “What’s up, Reuben?” 

“I need you to tell me everything you can about Borderline Personality Disorder.” There was a hesitation on the other line, and I could practically hear her smirk. “Shut up.”

“Alice? Really? She isn’t your type, Reuben.”

“Tell me about it,” I sighed, settling down in my recliner. “But humor me.” 

Becca broke down the nine characteristics that made up the disorder, explaining that a person had to have five to be diagnosed. Most of what she said seemed to clarify Alice’s personality almost immediately: rapid mood shifts, attachment issues, fear of abandonment, dissociation, and more. I’d seen evidence of these behaviors but hadn’t known what to make of them. 

“Are things making sense?” Becca asked. 

“More than you know.” 

Little things started to click. Of course there were the rapid mood shifts, but there was more than that. 

There was a day when Sophie and Cat had been sitting together having a private conversation, and Alice had gotten a hurt look on her face and avoided the two for the rest of the day because she’d felt left out. It seemed to have resolved itself, so I hadn’t thought too much of it. 

Then there was the way she seemed to be obsessed with annoying me, and then suddenly out of nowhere she’d decided she was done with me and avoided me completely. I was sure other things would come to the surface as I dug further. 

And the times she appeared to completely lose herself mentally, staring off into space, rubbing at her neck, and then jumping with fear and covering her face when someone called her attention back to her body. She dissociated regularly and panicked when brought back to herself. 

“Why are you doing this, Reuben? You haven’t pursued anyone in years and now you’re choosing her? She’s going to frustrate the hell out of you. Don’t get me wrong, I like Alice, and she’s fun for a romp, but you and I both know that’s not what you want.” 

I knew Becca was just watching my back. She was being a good, responsible friend, like she always was, calling me out. 

“I don’t think I have much of a choice, Becca,” I said softly. “I recognized her the moment I saw her... it’s her.” 

On the other end, Becca was quiet. 

“The girl I told you about. That I’ve dreamed about.” 

A moment later, Becca burst out in laughter.

“What!”

“Oh my fuck. Do I have to say it?”

“Please don’t say it.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. I knew she was going to throw that line at me, the one that we’d joked about within our friend group for years...

She didn’t listen. “Karma’s a bitch, bitch!” She laughed again. 

Her laughter was bubbling and contagious, and I couldn’t help but join in. After a few minutes, we both calmed and caught our breaths. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked. 

“What I always do.”

“Okay... do you need anything else from me?”

“Do me a favor, please don’t mention this to anyone else yet.”

“Okay,” she said, “but you should talk to Michael Lewis before you do anything drastic.”

“Don’t worry, I plan on it. I just got into town this afternoon... I need to talk to Lindsay anyway.”
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With the free time I had left that week, I read up on brat taming – or as some people called it, brat wrangling. My research was enlightening, and I was left with a basic idea of how to deal with someone who needed to be forced into submission instead of asking for it. The more I read, the more I understood why it was attractive to some people. 

There was a crucial moment in almost all dynamics where the submissive tests the Dominant. It’s usually after the newness has worn off. The submissive will sometimes break a rule, push a boundary, or act out just to make sure their Dominant will continue to hold fast to the rules they’ve put it place. Sometimes it’s on purpose, sometimes it’s subconscious. In my dynamics, I was very aware of this behavior, because I knew that allowing those moments to pass without punishment was always the beginning of the end. 

And as a sadist and an asshole, they were some of my favorite moments, because it allowed me to let loose just a little bit more than normal. It allowed me to take charge, to prove myself, to make those lines abundantly clear that yes, I am still in charge here, even when I give you what you want. It was one of the things I loved most about kink and power exchange: taking charge and clearly reinforcing those boundaries. 

Apparently for brats and tamers, they lived for that moment of push and pull. And even though I still wasn’t sure about how bratting and topping from the bottom all fit together, I understood the appeal on a conceptual level. 

I joined some Facebook groups and Discord channels, staying quiet in the background but reading a variety of posts and messages. I concluded that there was a spectrum of brats, ranging from the ones that did actually want to obey and please their Doms, to the ones who just wanted to fuck around and cause trouble, regardless of the damage they did along the way. 

I was praying Alice was more the former than the latter.

There were more tidbits and valuable things I gathered, and I compiled it all into a document in the cloud that I could access from my phone or laptop. I added to it often, plotting and planning, so I would be prepared. I wasn’t sure how long it would take before Alice caved to the challenge that I’d given her, but I was going to be ready when she did. 

The rest of my time in DC was busy, as always. I met with Becca and some of the newer girls at The Weston House, did an interview for a new chef, and visited a new restaurant in town that looked like it had potential. 

I spent one evening at The Lounge and the two people I needed to see walked in. I had a feeling they would. Michael Lewis and Lindsay Murray worked with me regarding The Weston House, though they also did some other things I didn’t ask too many questions about. Part of their work related to IT and security, and they somehow always had information on things they shouldn’t. 

I’d learned early on not to ask too many questions. The answers usually just pissed me off. 

Lindsay had a habit of spending most of her free time in The Lounge. She was close to many of the regular members, and we were still a small enough community that it didn’t draw too much attention to her. Which was good, considering she was technically a fugitive. 

Michael settled across from me, and Lindsay headed to the bar to get drinks and food. While she was occupied, I took the chance to catch up with Michael. 

“I need to ask you about someone,” I started. 

“Alice Benson,” he said. “I know.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “How. How do you always know?”

He shrugged and swirled his whiskey. “Part of the job.”

“What can you tell me?”

He studied me for a minute, then set his glass down. “She’s amazing. Took everything I threw at her, no matter how fucked up, and kept coming back for more. I adored her, she was one of my favorites. I’m still pissed about how it ended.”

“How did it end?”

“I was wanted for being a serial killer,” he raised an eyebrow and took another sip of his whiskey. “Lindsay and I had to go on the run. You remember.”

“I do.”

“She worked for the CIA at the time, and Lindsay had to convince me not to kidnap her... which means when we took off, I had to ghost her. Girls with personalities like hers don’t come back from that. Even when we resolved the charge and I started going back to The Underground, she refused to scene with me again. And by that time, almost six months had passed. Maybe longer... and she’d moved on.”

“Would you do a scene with her again?”

“Hands down, any day of the damn week.”

“Was it just play, or did you two have a dynamic?”

“Monthly scenes. I won’t play more than once a month with anyone; it’s too intense on the body. She did lighter stuff with Pierce during the interim.”

I knew from experience that Pierce didn’t play light. Then again, Michael’s scenes were usually monitored because of the intensity, and rarely did he do anything outside of the private rooms, because people tended to get upset by watching.

“Did she ever give you pushback? Talk back to you?”

“You can’t talk back when you’re gagged and hogtied.” He had a smug smile on his face. 

I tried not to be jealous of Michael and the way he was speaking about Alice, but it made me angry to know he had played with her, and probably fucked her, and I still hadn’t even gotten my hands on her body. It pissed me off that for years, she’d been right around the corner, in my own neighborhood, in my community, had known some of my best friends, and I hadn’t run into her. 

Why hadn’t I met her sooner? Why did I have to wait? 

Lindsay interrupted my mental rant by flopping down on the couch beside me, setting a large pint glass on the table in front of us. 

“Where’s your boyfriend?” I asked her. 

“Teaching the newbies how to use our fancy schmancy new computer system,” she said. “He’s down at Basecamp 1 for a few weeks and then he’ll be back here where he belongs.”

“Careful,” Michael said as he rose to go get a refill of his own drink. “She’s moody.”

Lindsay stuck her tongue out at him as he walked away, but he ignored her. She was a bit of a brat herself, though her bullshit seemed to roll of Michael’s back like it was nothing to him. 

“How do you feel about an off-the-record assignment, Lindsay?” I asked her softly. 

She glanced at me with a side-eye, and I recognized the sensation of her pulling ideas and memories from my own mind into hers. It always had a physical sensation with it. Unlike Alex, Lindsay’s clairvoyance seemed less refined and more aggressive. 

Or maybe that was just Lindsay’s nature. Alex was subtle. Lindsay was very far from that. 

“Alice Benson,” she said softly. “I think I remember her. What’s the scoop?”

“I need to acquire her belongings. They’re currently in her former Dom’s house.”

“Ooh,” she grinned widely, her bright green eyes sparkling with excitement as she rubbed her hands together. “Breaking and entering, and theft! Sounds like a fun evening.”

“I also need to know the names of the friends he had over for his Christmas Eve party where he assaulted Rachel... I assume you heard about that?”

“Oh yeah. Don’t worry, I’ve already got that list for you.” She dug into her jeans pocket and pulled out a piece of paper with three names and addresses listed on it. 

“How did you...”

“Don’t ask.”

“You’re terrifying.”

“Obviously.” She flipped her dark shoulder-length hair dismissively. “Tell me about the plan for Woodrow.”

“I plan to take him out for drinks, convince him I need to apologize for my previous behavior and get his side of the story. That will give you time to get into his house and collect all of Alice’s stuff. While you’re there, see if you can find any kind of contract or paperwork he may have related to her.”

“Sounds fun. Can I beat him up afterwards?”

“No.” I rolled my eyes. “Not now. Maybe after I get the details.”

“When do we do this?”

“I have plastic tubs in the back of my car right now.”

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

“I’m glad we could chat, Reuben,” Peter said as he sipped his third cocktail. 

Peter Woodrow and I sat side by side in the lower level of my bar, and he was drinking some fruity sweet cocktail designed for college students who didn’t like the taste of alcohol but still wanted to get fucked up. He was already starting to get fuzzy, and we hadn’t gotten anywhere yet. 

Meanwhile, I was gritting my teeth and clenching my fists to avoid punching him in the mouth. Now that I’d seen what happened between him and Rachel, everything that came out of his mouth sounded sleazy. But I had no choice. I needed to be out with him tonight so he wouldn’t be able to pin the theft on me. 

I had knocked on his door that afternoon and offered my hand, asking to take him out to dinner and drinks to “clear the air.” He fell for it, probably because he didn’t remember me shouting at him and hitting him in the ribs because he’d been too intoxicated. I saw Lindsay’s car drive up to his house in my rear-view mirror as I turned out of his neighborhood. 

“Tell me about your slave,” I asked. “The one who ran away.”

“My little ghost,” he said softly, swirling his drink. He downed the rest of it, ordered a fourth, and then attacked the cheese fries in front of him. 

“Alice was an anomaly,” he continued after a moment. “She was mentally wacked out, so it was hard to tell if she was serious, or if she was testing you. She topped from the bottom all the time. We had rules in place that she asked for, but she broke them regularly. It was exhausting.

“She reached a point where she was so hard to follow, so chaotic and stressed out from losing her job, her friend disappearing, her old Daddy dying... she shut down on me. I did the only thing I knew to do... I gave her a very heavy impact session. She always seemed settled after that. And she did. She slipped into subspace, didn’t drop hard at all after the session, and coasted her way through the next few weeks totally blissed out... 

“And then your friend freaked out and decided to punch me in the face,” he said, spitting the word friend as if it were a curse. “Alice ran off, and I haven’t seen her since... I’ve called the police, put out a missing person’s report on her. I worry she’s gotten herself into trouble. She doesn’t do well on her own and it’s been over six months. 

“But even the few times she freaked out on me in the past, she always came back,” he said, nodding with conviction. “I believe she’ll come back to me eventually.”

“What other times did she freak out on you?”

“Just a few random times when her disorder got the worst of her. Usually, it was when she felt we were getting closer, more intimate, more emotionally involved. She would push me away, act out, brat worse than normal to get me to leave her, so she would have control over the situation. It’s all about control for her. She’s not really a sub. A bottom and a masochist, but she doesn’t submit. Not really... she’s fun as hell to fuck, though. She loves pain, and she lives to be dominated.” 

We talked until I got a text from Lindsay saying all of Alice’s stuff was out of the house and she had all the paperwork from his desk drawer. I dropped him off on his doorstep and drove away before he could realize he’d been robbed. 

Lindsay was already in my house when I got home. “Man, that guy is an asshole,” she said. “I feel like I need to take a bleach bath after being in his house.” 

“How’d you get through the security system?” 

“Bitch please,” she rolled her eyes. She was sitting on the lid of one of the plastic tubs. “I work for one of the most high-tech private military organizations in the world and am wanted for international cyber terrorism, and you’re wondering how I got past your rinky-dink podunk electric locks? I broke into the pentagon last week. For fun.” 

I had a feeling that was an exaggeration on her part, but I let it go. 

“Thanks for getting that stuff... you pick up on any memories?”

Lindsay shook her head. “Not related to Alice. This must have been left behind at least a few months ago.”

“About six months from what I understand.”

“Yeah, no dice. Energy dies pretty fast. Sorry, Reuben.” She hesitated, then asked, “You want help with the room?” She nodded her head slightly towards the hallway. The third door on the right was still locked, unopened, untouched, like a time capsule I had yet to disturb. 

I wanted to tell her that I’d take care of it myself, but I knew I probably wouldn’t. I’d paced up and down the hallway just two days ago, trying to convince myself to clear it out, knowing there would be a new resident in that room one day. And yet... I just couldn’t stand the idea of even opening the door. 

“It won’t be as bad as you think,” Lindsay said. “I can block it out for you, if you want.”

Never be ashamed of your emotions. 

“No,” I said. If I was going to counsel a kindergartner on facing their fears, I could clean out a bedroom and deal with what came my way. 

Lindsay stood behind me as I opened the door. Inside, it was as if she were alive and real, probably sitting by the tv, or playing outside in the garden. Her shoes sat by the foot of the bed, her stuffed AristoCat and octopus nestled on top of white lacy pillows. A white eyelet comforter with lace around the edges was pulled neatly up to the top of the bed. All around the room, taped to the wall, were drawings of birds, butterflies, puppy dogs, and stick figures. There were many drawings of tall dark stick men beside shorter stick girls. The girls wore pink triangle dresses, colorful tiaras, and a collar around the neck, a long leash attached from the collar to the stick man’s hand. 

Lindsay inhaled slowly, her eyes seeming to fade out as she looked around the room. She was scanning for energy that she could sense with her strange abilities. 

Part of me hoped Lindsay would find something; I craved a memory or a snippet that she could share with me. I picked up a sweater on the closet floor and brought it to my face, hopeful. 

It smelled stale. 

Lindsay shook her head after a moment. “Sorry, Reuben... it’s all gone.”

I left the room to get a box. 
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Lindsay and I packed up Robin’s belongings in less than an hour, leaving the room stripped completely bare save the mattress and the furniture. There were a few things I chose to set aside: a few specific drawings with letters written on them, her AristoCat, her journal, some photographs, and the leash she wore attached to her collar when we were out and about. I put it all in a shoebox and shoved it into the trunk of my car to bring back to Cullowhee, wondering if I would ever be able to look through it again.

My brain felt foggy as we boxed up the rest. My body was on auto-pilot, and my mind was assaulted with memories.

I remembered so many things about Robin. I remembered giving her the cute Mary-Jane style shoes that sat at the foot of the bed. They were the first pair of brand new shoes she’d ever received, or perhaps the first she remembered receiving. She’d hugged them to her chest. Another moment flashed to mind: the time I laid with her on the white eyelet bedspread, holding her against my chest while she had a panic attack, trying to calm her down. Another time, I’d snuck into her room on Christmas morning to wake her up, only to find she’d spent all night coloring and drawing Christmas trees in her journal. She could barely open her eyes and I’d had to carry her out of her room to see the presents under the tree. Her sweet voice echoed in my head, and I remembered the first words she’d ever spoken to me, out loud, when she finally regained enough bravery to let her voice be heard. “You came for me.” 

Lindsay didn’t normally show any emotion besides being excited about hurting people, so it was strange to see her quiet and subdued while we boxed up Robin’s belongings. I was sure she was feeding off my own emotions, and I regretted dragging her into this whole mess. But when we were finished, she looked at me and smiled sadly. 

“I’m glad you let me help you with this. I know it’s been weighing on you.”

“I’ve been putting it off for a while.” Six years isn’t a while. It’s over half a decade. 

“Sometimes, clearing out the old makes space for the new...” she cocked her head. “At least, that’s what I told myself when I killed my dad.” Before I could ask about that statement, she shook herself as if to clear the memories from her head. “Anyway,” she put on her usual snarky smile and slapped me on the shoulder as she passed. “See you later? We’re picking up a new shipment of girls next week.”

“We’ll be ready.”
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Chapter 11
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I tried, I really did. 

For the next few weeks, I was remarkably good. I kept my mouth shut, I didn’t look at him, and I only bratted Scott and Brian. Cat got the brunt of my whining, but she took it in stride. 

It wasn’t because I didn’t like him, or because he’d upset me. It wasn’t because I didn’t relish the feeling of his hand around my throat and the way he’d growled into my face. No, actually those few moments we’d shared became a mental vacation I could take whenever I needed to. And I really wanted more. Every time I saw him after that, I could tell he was listening, waiting, measuring my behavior and waiting for me to act up so he could step in. 

But I just couldn’t walk through that door. 

I don’t do casual. I don’t do once-a-week playtime. I am an all-or-nothing, twenty-four seven, total power-exchange kind of person.

That was the exact situation I had run away from, the reason I was living out of my car with a scar on my neck where a metal collar had cut into my skin as I pulled away. And I couldn’t willingly walk into that again. That wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t even know if I wanted another Dom again, let alone someone as serious as Reuben. After all, every serious relationship I’d ever had ended in disaster. 

I decided we were just complete opposites who would never mesh. After our confrontation, I was on my best behavior for a little over a month. Even though at night when I crawled into bed, I thought about what he might do if I poked fun at him and shivered at the ideas that came into my head. Against my better judgement, my naughty fantasies were making the idea more and more appealing, and it was hard for me to remember why it was a bad idea to begin with. 

The argument went like this. 

But I don’t want a Dom. 

But I want him. 

But he isn’t the kind of Dom I want. 

But he’s the kind I need. 

No. I’m not doing this again. He’ll get tired of me in a few months, or I’ll say something rude or break a rule, and he’ll release me, and I just can’t go through that again. 

No, I don’t think he’s the kind of person to do that. He might be exactly the right kind of Dom for me. 

But he’s old school.

But he loves it when I brat him, even if he doesn’t realize it. 

But I don’t want a Dom. 

And so forth. 

It all ended up being a moot point. The problem with being a brat is sometimes shit just comes out of my mouth. Coupled with the fact that I was so pent up after almost six weeks of being polite, and the fact that his beard and mustache had filled out and looked fine as hell, I just couldn’t help myself. At least that was my excuse for what happened. 

On the Sunday in question, Reuben settled down next to Mark and Cat, who were probably discussing punishment ideas, because that’s what Doms did when they got together. He was scrolling on his phone, listening to their conversation absentmindedly. He wore his dress pants and a button-down, as per usual. He completely ignored me, which kinda pissed me off, and I found myself glaring at him. 

“You look like you’re thinking really hard about something,” Scott said, sitting down beside me with a plate of fried chicken. 

“How can you eat again? You just ate like an hour ago!”

“I’m hungry,” he shrugged, dipping his chicken into honey mustard. 

“You eat more than a fourteen-year-old boy,” Cat said, rolling her eyes. “Wish my metabolism was that fast.”

“Karma will bite him in the ass one of these days,” Reuben said, his voice low with just a hint of humor. “It gets us all in the end.” He patted his stomach and Mark rolled his eyes.

I snickered, putting on a silly voice. “And here we see The Undertaker in his natural habitat, attempting to make a joke and failing miserably.” 

“The– the what?” Reuben’s mouth fell open at my words. 

The words poured out of my mouth like a tsunami. “The Undertaker. You’re so glum. And boring. And you never smile. And what’s with the suit every time you’re here? Do you even own a pair of jeans? Take a chill pill. Gawwwd.” 

Well, that felt amazing, I thought. Hopefully that wasn’t too obnoxious for him to handle. 

Based on the look on his face, I was probably in trouble, but fuck him. Whatever. Life is short and boring without ragging on your friends. I felt so free and so good spouting my shit, it was like the weight on my shoulders lifted. Why the hell had I tried so hard not to be myself just because he’d given me a stupid warning that I knew he probably wouldn’t follow through with?

Then I got a really mean idea and grabbed my cup, fishing an ice cube out of it, and chucked it across the room at him. It hit him in the chest and fell into his lap. “Here, I have an extra chill pill. If you need more, I’m sure Lisa can give you a prescription.”

The look on his face was glorious. He stared with complete and utter shock at the ice cube that now sat in his lap. God I loved getting actual facial expressions out of the stone-faced man. He looked up at me, his eyes narrowing. I snickered and looked away. 

“Alice!” 

Mister Weston’s voice was loud and harsh, and the others in the room quieted. I froze in place and glanced at him. His voice was as low and as quiet as an oncoming thunderstorm. He said, “What did I tell you about running your mouth?”

I was mad at him. How dare he encroach on me, anyway? Threatening me and telling me he was going to put me in my place... Besides, he was all about the rules. He wasn’t going to just top me out of nowhere when he wasn’t my Dom. Yeah maybe he’d “warned me” but that didn’t mean anything. Right?

I faced him straight on and said, loud and clear, “You ain’t gonna do shit, old man.” 

For the first time since I’d met him nearly six months ago, Reuben smiled. 

I swallowed as I watched the corners of his lips twitch, and then his eyes darkened as his face broke into an evil, twisted grin, and he chuckled under his breath. There was something very dangerous about the way he was looking at me. 

Then he stood up and began stalking towards me with long, fast strides. 

“Oh shit,” I whispered, and turned and ran. 

I thought I was faster than him, but maybe the sheer shock of him actually coming after me gave him the advantage. Before I even made it out of the room, he fisted my hair in his hand. I jerked back when he caught me, and he dragged me by the hair towards the elevator. 

“Let go of me, you big fat jerk!” I shouted. 

“Shut up.”

I squirmed in his grip, trying to escape, but it was completely pointless. He had a good grip on my hair, and it made my scalp feel like it was going to explode. I threw my arm up to try to hit him, but he caught it with his free hand, wrenching my arm behind my back and then pulling my back against his chest, pinning my arm behind my back and holding me tight as he dragged me into the elevator. 

He let go of me with one hand once we were inside, flipping a switch near the top that only he could reach, forcing it to stop mid-journey. Then he grabbed me by both shoulders and spun me around, shoving my back against the wall of the elevator. 

“You asshole, let me go! You think you’re so scary–” I lifted my hands to push him off, but he caught my wrists, crossing them above my head and holding them firmly with one hand. I was about to shout again, but he covered my nose and mouth with his other hand, holding my jaw closed and covering my nose at the same time so I could barely breathe. I tried to kick him, but my legs were literally too short to even reach him. 

The look on his face was raw power. He looked hungry and was practically vibrating with energy as he stared down at me, dark eyes full of anticipation. It made me freeze at the sight.

“You mouthy little bitch. You just can’t control yourself, can you?” 

I tried to curse at him, but it wasn’t working with his hand over my mouth. I opened my mouth to bite him, but the angle was wrong and I couldn’t do anything but lick his hand, which was just weird and stupid. His hand over my nose kept me from breathing, and I shook my head to try to get his hand off me, but he was about a gazillion times stronger than me, so it did absolutely no good. 

He was unimpressed by my antics. “Keep struggling, Alice. Go ahead. See how that turns out for you. I will absolutely hold you here until you pass out.”

Nervous, I stopped squirming, hoping he would let go of me, but he didn’t. 

“You want to be a snot? Fine. I’ll help you remember why it’s a bad idea. But don’t do it in church, it’s not cute.”

“Okay,” I tried to say, but it came out muffled. 

“What’s that? Are you trying to say something?” His voice was sarcastic, mocking me. 

“Lrm mrrmff grr!” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand you.” His voice was condescending. “Oh, maybe it’s because you can’t fucking breathe.” His hand tightened around my face and leaned in closer to me. 

I stopped struggling, begging and pleading with my eyes. I had the urge to keep fighting, but I was getting dizzy. Excitement and fear rose up in me as he leaned in closer, looking directly into my eyes. Worse, his proximity, the thrill of his power over me, and the feeling of his hands on my body were making my blood hot. 

“Are you going to continue running your mouth?”

I shook my head as much as I could with his hand holding my face. 

“Are you going to throw more ice cubes at me?”

Another shake. “Plllmrh! Prrfhl!” 

“Are you going to be a little bitch in front of your friends?”

My eyes burned and a few tears escaped, and I shook my head again. 

He finally removed his hand from my mouth, and I choked on a huge lungful of air. 

“Look at me,” he growled. I forced my eyes open and met his gaze, my pulse racing as I realized how close he was to me. I could smell his breath and his cologne, and it made my mouth water. His fingers tightened around my wrists, and I felt his fingernails dig into my skin. 

Oh no. Oh God, not here, not now. But I was still catching my breath and powerless to resist, so I let out a choking moan as I felt his nails bite into my skin, pain burning down my arms and settling in my gut. 

With his other hand, he held my chin firmly, letting his nails dig in there too. The pleasure in my belly began to grow. The way he was staring at me, and the scent of his skin, and the feeling of absolute uselessness began to settle over me. Holy shit, he was going to melt me right into a puddle on the ground. I can’t give up that easily, I thought. But I wanted to. I wanted to let go, and melt. 

“Now you listen to me. You’re going to go out there and apologize to your friends for being a nuisance and a brat. Then you’re going to go upstairs to your room so I can finish punishing you. And if you give me an ounce of shit during any of that, I promise you, you will regret it. Do you understand?”

I nodded, not wanting to make him any angrier than he already was. 

A low rumble started in his chest as he stared at me, his eyes devouring every inch of me like a hungry animal. My stomach clenched at the look in his eyes. Oh my God, I really had no idea what I was in for, did I? Why am I this stupid?

“Open your mouth.” 

Slowly, hesitating slightly, I did as he asked. He leaned forward like he was going to kiss me. I held my breath, but I didn’t feel his lips. Instead, a wad of spit fell onto my tongue. 

Another clench in my gut and a subtle wave of pleasure burned through my body at the shock and the degrading nature of the act. I looked up at him, unable to respond. 

“Close.” He tapped my chin and I obeyed, feeling his spit sit like a strange creature on the surface of my tongue. “Swallow.” 

I couldn’t resist the order. My eyes fluttered shut as I did, another slight tremor running through me, and I squirmed at the pressure in my belly. I was slick between my legs to the point of soaking through my tights. I stood there, pinned against the wall, tears in my eyes, almost floating from the feeling of being so completely taken over by him. 

He slapped me on the cheek. Not hard, not even hard enough to get my attention, but my eyes flew open and I gasped at him in shock. Holy shit, if he hit me a little harder, I might actually explode. 

His index finger settled on my lips, his hungry gaze devouring me. “The next time you feel like running your useless little mouth,” he murmured, “I want you to shut up... and swallow. Do you understand?”

It was all I could do to nod. 

He straightened, releasing me and reaching up to flick the switch on the elevator, sending it back down to the first floor. 

“Go,” he said when the doors opened. I took a deep breath and forced my legs to work, exiting the elevator. As I did so, he slapped my ass once and I jumped in surprise. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to surprise me and send a little jolt of pleasure between my legs.

Outside in the dining area, people quieted when they saw me. I must look like a total disaster. This is so unfair. What a jerk! And they have no idea what he did to me in there... 

I heard his measured footsteps behind me, so I spat the words out. “I’m sorry for being a brat,” I said, and then whirled around and went back in the elevator to go upstairs.

A tendril of fear wormed its way into my mind as the elevator doors slid shut. What if he was a manipulative jerk? What if he was amazing but I just thought he was being a jerk? Could I tell if he was using me? Could I tell if I was being taken advantage of again?

Did I even fucking care?

It was hard to tell when every reaction I had felt like an overreaction, but also felt so real. 

I closed my eyes in the elevator, thinking really hard about Alex. I might need your help, I thought. I don’t know what to expect. You know how my brain works, I won’t be able to set boundaries with him. I don’t know how to– 

Her voice invaded my own chaotic thoughts. {“Be humble, and trust him.”}

I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but Alex was the most trustworthy person I knew. If she said I should trust him, if she believed I was safe with him, I was. 

I took a steadying breath and resolved to see this through, anxiously awaiting what he had in store for me. 
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Chapter 12
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Alice stared straight ahead with wide eyes and a beautiful blush on her face. I was still buzzing with adrenaline and excitement, relishing her expression and the expressions of my friends when I’d stepped out of the elevator to make sure Alice did as she was told. 

Cat looked at me with a smirk on her face and winked. Sophie couldn’t even meet my eyes, and she blushed. I’d never seen her blush before; I didn’t think she could with her dark complexion. Mark was grinning ear-to-ear. 

My phone buzzed a few times on our way up the elevator ride. I sighed and turned my phone off so I could focus exclusively on my girl. She was still staring straight ahead, barely breathing, but she looked excited. 

No... she looked turned on. That sweet, pitiful little moan that had escaped her lips was something I’d be hearing in my dreams. 

The elevator door opened on the third floor, and I grabbed her by the back of the neck, walking with her to her room. Her hands shook as she opened the door. 

Do not upset her. Cool it. You need to reign it in. 

“Sit down,” I said, nodding to her vanity table. She did so and sat still, her back straight, hands clasped tightly. I stood behind her, my hands on the top of her chair so I could see her face in the mirror. “Get your notebook.” 

She made a face and opened her mouth to say something, but I cut her off with a look. She shut her mouth, swallowed, and then looked away and grabbed her notebook. 

“Good girl.” 

She bit her lip, staring at the notebook, and then opened it up to a blank page, waiting and staring down at it, barely breathing. My gut told me something was wrong. 

“Alice, look at me, please.”

She slowly lifted her face just enough for me to see large tears dripping down her cheeks, her mascara running slightly.

“Why are you crying,” I whispered, trying not to sound cruel as I asked. 

She sniffed and scrubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand, and then took a steadying breath. “I... people don’t... I’m not... good.” Her eyes got that strange distant look, like she was remembering something that happened a long time ago. Something she’d forgotten about. 

I knew she’d come out of a few bad relationships, but I couldn’t help but wonder... when was the last time someone had taken care of her? When was the last time she’d heard those words directed at her? No wonder she was so desperate for attention. 

I gently set my hand on top of her head, stroking her silken hair for a few moments. “I think there’s a good girl in there somewhere. I think she’s just scared.”

Her eyes flashed. “You don’t know anything about me,” she spat. 

“I know half of my friends in DC miss you, and the other half are scared of you,” I said, remembering some of the conversations I’d had when asking around about her. “I know you don’t trust your emotions or your reactions because you’ve been told too many times that you’re over-dramatic and too emotional. You like things other people think are scary or disgusting or offensive, and you think it makes you a freak. You’re tired of trying to plan, drive, and navigate all at once, and desperately crave someone to tell you to shut up and do as you’re told, and then force you to do so. And... you think you’re broken, or that there’s something wrong with you. Is that a pretty good start?”

“There is something wrong with me,” she said. “It’s called brain damage.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “So you’re a little fucked up. Rough around the edges.” I gathered her hair in my hand and gently pulled until she lifted her chin all the way up, meeting my eyes as I looked down at her. “You think that’s going to scare me away?”

She stared at me for a minute, then said, “You checked up on me?”

“Of course I did. Had to know what I was getting myself into.”

She attempted to glare at me, but the effect was lost because she was so cute upside down like that, glaring like an angry kitten.

“You baited me,” she said. 

I held in a smile and let go of her hair, and she righted herself, staring at me in the mirror. “Not in the least. If anything, you baited me.” I leaned forward, meeting her eyes in the mirror and whispering in her ear. “Are you okay?”

She nodded and smiled a little. 

“Did I upset you?”

She shook her head. 

“Are you going to keep being a brat?”

She smirked. “Is it going to get me punished like that again?”

“Like that? No... much, much worse.” Visions and fantasies of things I wanted to do to her flitted through my mind, sending another hot wave of desire through me. 

She grinned, her eyes lighting up. “Then... yeah, absolutely.” 

“Good.” 

I caved to the temptation to turn my face and feel the softness of her neck against my cheek, and then straightened. I needed to be careful about getting up in her face, because her lips were just too plump and bitable, and her breath smelled like candy. 

“I thought you didn’t like brats.” 

“I didn’t think I did. Guess you’re changing my mind.”

“Hm. Guess that means I won this round.” A cheeky smile settled on her face.

“Oh, is that what you think?”

“Mh-hm. Yep.” She popped her lips on the “p” obnoxiously. “Sure did.” 

“I see.” I reached over to her pencil cup and withdrew a pen, handing it to her. “Three hundred lines.”

“Hold on... what?” She stared up at me in shock. 

I said it again very slowly and clearly. “Three... hundred... lines. I will not be a brat in church.” I turned away from her and headed for the door. “You have until next Sunday. If they aren’t finished, your punishment will be severe, embarrassing, and very public.” I looked back over my shoulder at her, challenging her to say something, but she shut her mouth, swallowed, and angrily began writing. 

I smiled as I shut the door. 

Baby steps with this one, I thought. But she’ll be worth it. Watching her force herself to have some control simply because I demanded it of her was the hottest thing I’d seen in months, and I was very quickly becoming addicted to putting her in her place. 

Maybe I was wrong about this brat thing. 
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Chapter 13
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It took me hours to get forty of my three hundred lines down because I kept getting distracted thinking about the way Reuben had touched me, the sound of his voice, the feeling of his mouth so close to mine as he spit on me. I shivered at the memory and melted a little more each time. 

I’ll show him some freaking lines, I thought as I flipped the third page and began again. But my hand was cramping up and I was only on number forty-five, so I decided to try again tomorrow. Plus I was starving so I went downstairs to eat. I hadn’t even realized how hungry I was until I thought about food. 

It was a tradition on Sundays to have a potluck with everyone in the church, so Sunday evenings people pretty much fended for themselves. I grabbed some leftover casserole and started inhaling it.

“Uh, Alice? Are you alright?” Cat sat beside me.

“What, yeah, why?” 

“You just seem... chill.”

“Oh. Yeah. I’m great. Mister Weston spit in my mouth.”

She raised an eyebrow at me, shaking her head as she walked away. 

“What?” I called back. 

“Nothing.” 

Sophie was sitting a few seats away and had clearly heard our conversation. She was grinning down at her hands and peeked up at me. 

“Shut up, Sophie.” 

She giggled. “I knew it.”
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It took almost five days to finish my lines. Three hundred lines in my notebook was fifteen pages. Never again, I thought. I’m going to have to put my foot down about lines in the future. Not only was it boring as hell, but my hand was sore. 

Although the bit before had been worth it... 

But even though I kept going back over the memory of the elevator over and over again, my mood began to sour. Reuben had basically just forced his way into my life like he had authority over me. I wasn’t sure I was willing to accept that. I didn’t want to be taken advantage of, and I didn’t want to be his temporary entertainment, released when he found the next best thing. 

Plus, he hadn’t come by the clubhouse all week. He hadn’t texted, or even tried to reach out to me. Hadn’t he said he wasn’t a once-a-week kind of guy? So did that make him a liar? Was he messing with me? Was he bored of me already? Did he call Woodrow and decide to take his side of the story? 

Before I knew it, my brain had spiraled into a depressive headspace. I decided he didn’t like me, that he just wanted to use me, teach me a lesson, and leave me as a laughingstock of the church, and that my real punishment was the laughter and the funny looks I’d gotten from my so-called friends after he’d made a fool of me. Anger and betrayal burned through my body like a fever, followed by a wave of nausea. 

I hate my life. I can’t do this. 

I stumbled into the bathroom, vomiting and trying to regain control over my body, but all I wanted to do was throw my head against the wall until I stopped seeing, stopped thinking, stopped breathing. 

With shaking hands, I sat on the floor of the bathroom, wrapping my own hands around my throat. I remembered the way he’d done the same, and how good and beautiful it felt, how powerful he looked as he stared down at me, daring me to push him again. 

I squeezed a little, then a little more, and let my eyes close. 

What the fuck is wrong with me? 

But then my vision changed. Instead of remembering Reuben in the elevator, I remembered being strapped to a rack, naked and bleeding, pulling away from the collar on my neck in an effort to get out, begging and shouting and screaming– 

My hands fell away from my neck, and I felt the blood rush back to my head, making me dizzy. I barely caught myself on my hands, laying down on the floor and pressing my face into the cold tile of the bathroom. 

Fuck Reuben Weston, I thought. I can’t believe a damn word he says. 
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I woke up in my bed, my hair brushed, my face washed. Alex was sitting beside me in the chair, staring at me with her typical expressionless face. 

“Hey, Alex.”

She didn’t answer, she just continued to stare, blinking slowly, her sky-blue eyes studying me with some unknown expression. 

I took a deep breath and forced myself to sit up. I felt a little lightheaded and was pretty hungry. Looking down at the bedside table, I saw that it was past midnight, and that Alex had brought a bottle of water and a sandwich up to my room for when I woke up. 

“Thanks,” I whispered, and I ate it slowly as she spoke to me. 

“Alice,” she said, and I met her gaze. “You asked me for help once. Do you remember?”

“Yeah.”

{“In the car on the way home from DC. You told me about your condition. You told me you don’t trust yourself, or your feelings. You told me that you trust me because I’m unbiased. Is that still true?”}

I nodded, knowing where this was going. I finished the sandwich and drank most of the water, and then met her gaze again. 

“I need you to make a choice. You are going to trust Reuben Weston and believe that he is a good man and does not mean to hurt you. Or... you are going to a treatment center.”

An ultimatum from the one person I trusted more than anyone in the world. I looked down at my hands, wondering what treatment would be like. 

I had other friends like me who shared my condition. Mostly online, on Reddit and Facebook groups. They talked about their time spent in mental institutions like it was the darkest, most dangerous times of their lives, and the idea of going to a treatment center scared the hell out of me. 

“I would send you to a good one and check in with you regularly. You wouldn’t have to fear being mistreated. Sophia visited a very good one that I can send you to. If that is what you want... I will help you through that.” 

I looked up at her to see her face had changed slightly to a concerned, serious expression. She meant it. 

I trusted Alex Victor with my life. I knew she was the one person in this church that, no matter what, would always know what was true and what was not. Being able to read minds and know both sides of the story, and what people’s true motivations were, I knew if someone was trying to hurt me or take advantage of me, she would step in. Because she had before. 

“That man is not going to harm you. He does have your best interest in mind. You need to trust him with the same level of trust that you have for me. I would trust him with my life.”

But would you trust him with your heart, I thought to myself. Because that’s different. 

{“I can’t answer that. Jacob and I... I can’t imagine anyone else having my heart. I don’t want to. But I can tell you this... you are precious to him.”}

“Why,” I snapped. “Why does he like me? Why does he even care? He hates brats, remember?” Irrational frustration and anger began to swell in me, but Alex stood and took a few steps towards my bed and laid a hand on my head. 

Instantly, peace and calm dragged me back down to earth. It was like the safest place in the world. Like I was back in Daddy’s arms and he was hugging me tight. 

I wanted to be there. I wanted to live there. It was all I wanted, and I could never have it. 

My heart started to break a little more, but Alex did her weird clairvoyant thing, and the pain and anguish melted away, replaced with exhaustion. 

{“Go to sleep, Alice. And tomorrow, at church, talk to Reuben. He does care for you, and you can trust him. I know you’re brave enough to try one more time.”}

Her words got quieter and more distant as I slowly fell back into a dreamless sleep. 
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On Sunday, I sat too long in front of my mirror trying to decide what I was going to do. I wasn’t sure what to expect from Reuben. I had promised Alex I would give him a chance, but I was still a little pissed about him basically ghosting me for a week. 

To be fair, I have his cell number around here somewhere. But he didn’t even make an effort... 

Sophie knocked on my door. “Hey, Alice, can I come in?” 

“Sure,” I shouted, and grabbed my mascara to double down on my lashes. 

Sophie cracked the door open and said, “I know you don’t usually do tours on Sunday, but... there are these guys downstairs who are interested in housing next semester. Would you...”

“Yeah,” I sighed. I needed a distraction anyway. Adjusting my skirt and running my fingers through my hair, I threw on some lipstick and went downstairs. 

I always wore professional clothes to church and when I was working in the lobby, and today I was glad I had. Three seriously handsome guys stood downstairs by the lobby desk, and their eyes popped when they saw me. 

Unfortunately, Reuben was also standing in the lobby talking quietly with a young couple I didn’t recognize, and a young girl who I did. She was one of the girls who had come up to help for the holiday party.

“You don’t mind if we tag along for your tour, do you, Alice?” he asked, challenging me with his expression, almost daring me to make a fuss. 

“Of course not, Mister Weston. You are always welcome.” I turned away from him before I spat out something snarky. Oh, moved on to the next girl already, huh? And here I thought we shared something so special. Because I knew it wasn’t true. I knew who she was, and although I would love to see that flash in his eye, I wasn’t going to do it at her expense. 

“Hello Everly, it’s so good to see you again,” I smiled at the young woman. She seemed thrilled that I remembered her. 

I introduced myself and took the group around the facility for a tour, reciting the facts and the resources and showing all the cool features we offered for everyone: breakfast and packed lunches upon request, community space for hanging out and studying, the rec room, the gym downstairs, the pool outside. I showed them the model room and the double suites. We ran into a few kids, and I took a minute to explain how the money generated from the church through rent went back into being able to serve the community through our various outreach programs. All the while, the guys trailed behind me, asking questions and generally trying to get me to look at them and extend the length of the tour. Mister Weston trailed behind, close to Everly but not touching her.

After the tour, the guys hung around the lobby much longer than normal, trying to chat me up. Reuben walked Everly to the fellowship hall and sat her down in a seat near the back. The way he quietly guided her away, speaking to her encouragingly and checking on her before he left made me insanely, disgustingly jealous. Scott Murphy found her almost immediately and was now talking to her and smiling softly as he stared at her pretty face. 

I could feel the irrational anger and betrayal well up in me and prick at my heart. The truth was, even if Reuben and I did end up in a relationship, I wasn’t the kind of girl people kept around for any length of time. I was the distraction they used to get their mind off shit, and then put on the shelf when they were done. I was the wackjob crazy masochist who couldn’t enjoy sex without pain or some level of degradation. I was the weird, emotional, irrational one who was so annoying and so exhausting that, eventually, I was too much for them. 

Nobody ever kept me around for anything other than the role I could fill, the things I could give them. 

Alex was wrong. I wasn’t brave enough to try one more time. I didn’t want another relationship, and I didn’t want another dynamic with another Dom who thought they were “all that” but couldn’t deal with my crazy. 

Fuck it, I thought. Fuck it, and fuck him. I’m not doing it. Now I wish I hadn’t wasted my time with all those damn lines. 

Reuben came back a few moments later and glared at the young boys who were still talking with me. But I was still pissed at him, plus I was desperate to see how he would react, so I flirted right back, and invited them all to the Tuesday night Bible study with the rest of the men, promising dinner and snacks afterwards in the rec room. 

Reuben had clearly had enough. “Alice,” he said, cutting off one of the boys. “I’d like a word.” He stepped beside me and placed a heavy hand on the center of my back, guiding me away from the lobby desk and into the conference room, locking the door behind us. 

Oh boy. Here we go.

I gave him my sweetest, most professional polished smile. “Yes, Mister Weston. What can I help you with?”

He stood with his back against the door, his thick arms crossed over his chest, glaring at me. He looked irrationally angry. “What are you doing?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“I mean, why the hell are you flirting with those assholes?” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder while he glared at me. 

“Why the fuck do you care?” I snapped. “You don’t give a shit about me! I’m just that annoying brat who pisses you off who you decided to put in her place. Well fuck you, you don’t own me, and you never will!”

His mouth opened slightly, and his bushy eyebrows furrowed like angry caterpillars. 

“Reuben, I know how this works, okay?” I shook my head, trying to relieve some of the frustration and anger inside me with laughter because if I didn’t, I was going to cry. “You want those damn lines? They’re upstairs. Don’t fuck with me again. We aren’t doing this.” 

I would have stormed out of the room at that point, but he was still blocking the door, so I put my hands on my hips and waited for him to move. 

He dropped his arms from his chest, his expression still burning, and approached me one step at a time. It took everything in me not to run around the other side of the conference table, but I stood my ground. 

He’s not my Dom. He’s just a guy. 

Reuben stopped right in front of me and stared down. His voice was low and harsh. “Maybe last week’s punishment was not clear enough for you.” He whispered, leaning in and speaking slowly. “You will not be a brat in church, nor will you act like a little whore.” 

I clenched my jaw. Don’t say it. 

Swallowed. Seriously, Alice, don’t say it. 

“Make me.” 

Ahh, I should not have said it. I could see it right away. He’d baited me again. His eyes seemed to glow, his nostrils flared, and his lips twitched very subtly. 

“Okay.”

He took a step back from me, holding my shoulders in his hands, and then forced me to stand right in front of the conference table, my hips pressed against the wood as he stood behind me. 

Oh no. 

More gently than I expected, his hands slid down my arms, holding my wrists and crossing them behind my back. He held them firmly with one hand, and I heard the clink of his belt as he unbuckled it. 

Oh hell no. He wasn’t going to fuck me right here in church, was he? 

I squirmed and tried to get away, but he pushed himself against the backs of my legs, forcing me forward and not letting me move. Before I could stop it, he’d wrapped his belt around my wrists several times, and looped it around in a way I didn’t understand because I couldn’t see it. He buckled my wrists tightly and then put his hand on my head, forcing me forward. I resisted him but he was far too strong, and I found myself laying completely flat against the table, my face turned with my cheek against the cold hard wood. Then he grabbed at the edge of my skirt and flipped it up over my hips. 

My whole face burned red with embarrassment, and I gasped as I felt his finger lightly trace the waistband of my lace thong. I was about to shout when I heard the drums and the music from the other room. They were starting their service, and nobody would hear me if I made noise. 

“Bastard!” I shouted at him. 

He chuckled, and the sound felt like whiskey burning smooth and hot all the way down my spine. Fuck, it wasn’t fair how much power he had over me. And he hadn’t even done anything yet!

“And even dressed like a whore... or did you wear these just for me?”

“Fuck. You.” 

Smack. Right on my ass cheek, in that fleshy plump spot that I loved so much. 

He didn’t hit me hard; I expected much more from some one of his size. I laughed. “Wow. And here I thought a guy as big as you might actually be able to–”

Three more slaps rapid fire, just a little harder, not giving me a chance to recover. More vibrations shot through me, and then he switched to the other side, slapping my other cheek and then squeezing it. His nails dug into my skin and I gasped. It sent little vibrations through my whole body and I felt my pussy betray me, beginning to slicken.

Fuck. He’s doing it. Reuben is spanking me. 

“Apologize for being a flirt.”

“Not a chance.” 

He growled and I shut my eyes, trying not to whine at the sound. Damn that was hot. 

No, Alice! Bad! We are trying not to fall for this shit! Tell him to stop! 

But I couldn’t. Because then he started actually spanking my ass with some real strength and aggression, and my head spun completely out of control. My skin was tingling, and he switched from one side to another to keep it from stinging too bad, but the way he was hitting me was unlike anything else. He spanked me with his hand slightly cupped, not too hard, just hard enough to send reverberations of pleasure and need through me, combined with that perfect bite of pain that I was addicted to. It was like he hit me deeper, not just smacking my skin but forcing my insides to respond to the abuse. 

I bit my lip to avoid moaning, but it was a close call. I was wet, and I knew if he didn’t stop soon, he’d be able to tell, because I was close to soaking through my thong, and he was going to see. I felt my pussy begin to twitch and flutter as he hit me over and over. 

Reuben didn’t relent. I could feel the pressure in my gut building, and my breath speeding up, and I fought against the pleasure welling up and building inside me. I needed him to stop, but I wanted it to go on forever.

His smacks changed from deep thuds to stinging slaps, and then back again, switching and keeping me guessing what to expect. The sharp stinging smacks pushed my climax away, and the reverberating hits with his cupped hand dragged it back. Just as I caught up with one sensation, he switched to another. I let out a whine of frustration by accident, and he chuckled. 

Finally he stopped, leaned forward again, and growled into my ear again. “Let’s try again... apologize for acting like a little whore.” 

My mind was at war with myself again. 

No, we are not doing this again! We are done with bossy guys! 

My voice was breathy, and I hated the way I sounded so desperate as I spoke. “You asshole, I hate you! I fucking hate you! I can flirt with whoever I want! You’re just like all the other guys who think they can just take what they want without penalty! Well, you can’t, you can’t have me–”

Smack. 

“I won’t–”

Smack. 

“I can’t– oh...”

Smack. Smack. Smack. 

“It wasn’t even that bad–fuck,” I moaned as he launched another attack on my ass. “You jerk!”

“Tell me to stop.” He hesitated for a moment, waiting. Daring me. 

Fuck. I couldn’t. The honesty of where I was right now was more painful than the sting of my skin. I was exactly where I wanted to be. Where I needed to be. Where I belonged. Getting put in my place by an older man who wasn’t afraid of whatever I might throw at him. 

This was exactly what I’d asked for. And now he was giving it to me. 

“That’s what I thought.” The smugness in his voice was disgusting. 

Smack, squeeze. His fingernails dug into my skin, and he pulled at my cheek, then released it and let it bounce back. 

“Oh, fuck.” I squeezed my eyes closed and he did it again, pulling my cheek aside, exposing me to him. 

“Change your mind yet?”

“No.” 

“You did literally ask for this,” he said, reminding me of my Christmas request. 

Another round of smacks and hits brought me to the edge of my climax, but he stopped right before I exploded. I growled in frustration at being teased. 

“Well it’s a shitty present!” I squirmed. 

“Really? Because...” Smack. Smack. Smack. “I think you’re enjoying it.” He trailed his finger up from the middle of my thigh, sending shivers all through my body. He leaned over me and displayed his finger in front of my face, showing me how wet it was. “See?” he said, his voice mocking. Then he wiped it right under my nose and above my top lip, forcing me to smell the evidence of my arousal while he finished torturing me. 

“I hate you,” I whined again. 

“I know.” Smack. “That’s half the fun.” Smack. “You can’t stand me, but you can’t resist.” Smack. “You will never be able to resist, Alice... and neither can I.” 

His hand on my head changed. Rather than push my face down on the table, he wove his fingers into my hair and lifted me up, arching my back. I felt his hips pressed against my ass, and I could feel his erection through his pants. Oh hell yes. 

But he was pretty far away from winning this game. I wasn’t going to give him what he wanted over an orgasm. 

“You really are a hardcore little pain slut, aren’t you?” he whispered in my ear. I felt goosebumps raise on my arms when his lips brushed lightly against my ear. “I’ve made girls cry and beg by this point and you’re still holding back your moans. You want the belt? Would that do it, Alice? Is that what you need, sweetheart?”

My eyes flew open at the thought. God did I ever. I craved that quiet, blissful peace that came with overwhelming pain. But I wasn’t going to ask. Because fuck him, I wasn’t giving him what he wanted over a spanking! 

“You better give me a yes or no or we’re finished.” 

I mean to say no. I really did. But I opened my mouth, and his fist tightened in my hair, and the word popped out before I could stop it. “Yes.” I bit my lip, squinting my eyes shut in humiliation. 

He gave me a second to take it back. To change my mind. But I couldn’t take that either, because now that I was halfway there, all I wanted was to feel what it would be like to be so completely overpowered by him that I shattered into a million pieces. 

Break me, I wanted to beg. But I swallowed my plea and submitted to him repositioning me.

He unbuckled my wrists and set the belt on the table beside me so I could see what was coming for me. Holding me by the neck and the hair, he pressed his knee into the back of my leg, forcing my knees to buckle. He had me on the ground before I knew what happened. I caught myself with my hands, and he pushed me down until my forehead was in the ground, my hair splayed out on the ground in front of me. Then he stepped to the side and put his foot on my hair, pinning me there with one foot. 

Humiliation washed over me, and I felt... Small. Embarrassed. Stupid. 

The belt clinked as he picked it up. “Tell me to stop.” 

I bit my lip. 

“Last chance, Alice... this is going to hurt.”

I released the breath I didn’t know I was holding and felt myself give in to my predicament. This was it. I would take whatever he threw at me, and there was nothing I could do. 

The belt sliced through the air and struck me on my ass, sending a terrible burst of pain through my whole body. I cried out but forced myself to breathe. 

“You don’t get to flirt with useless little boys.”

“Fuck you,” I whispered. 

“You’re going to apologize, and you are going to refrain in the future.” 

Strike. I gasped at the pain, and a burst of laughter, or maybe shock, escaped from me. “Bet.”

Then he struck me again, much harder. The other strikes must have been to gauge my reaction, because this... this was brutal. I hated it. My whole body screamed with pain. He struck me over and over, not giving me a chance to recover, until every inch of me inside and out was trembling. 

He laughed at me. “You’re dripping on the floor.” 

He was right. I was so wet, and so desperate for release I couldn’t stand it. I felt broken. Helpless. Useless. Completely powerless. 

Strike. 

Cared for. 

Strike. 

Important to him. 

Strike. 

Beautiful. 

I sobbed into the ground as I felt myself consciously admit that this was where I wanted to be. I breathed through the pain and the next series of strikes, drinking it in like hot medicine, letting the brightness of the pain explode behind my eyes. Reuben noticed the change in my body language, and struck me a few more times with vigor, and he groaned in pleasure. 

It was that sweet moment from him that did me in. The overwhelming, blinding pain combined with the tremor of pleasure at the sound of his enjoyment of me overwhelmed my brain. My anguish and tension, and the brightness that had been building in me evaporated with my release on his final blow. I collapsed on my side, panting and crying and shuddering from the relief of my forced catharsis, my body buzzing and my head melting away into a fuzzy, distant place of complete submission and bliss. 

Nothing mattered. I was safe here, floating in relief and free of all other emotions. Quiet. Relaxed. 

Empty. 

Distantly, I recognized he stepped off my hair and gathered me in his arms, carrying me like I weighed nothing. My eyelids fell shut and I felt my body press into his chest. 

He carried me until we were back in my room, and he set me on the bed. Climbing on beside me, he let me rest my head on his chest, his strong arms holding me tight. With one hand he stroked my hair.

I could smell the sweat on his skin mixed with his cologne, and it tasted good on the back of my tongue. He was still breathing hard from the effort of beating me. He held me while I cried softly, catching my breath and relishing the quiet serenity of subspace. 

After some unmeasurable amount of time, I felt like I’d woken up from a trance. I was back in my body, and although I still felt floaty and relaxed, I felt a little more like myself again. 

I lifted my head and looked up at him. He was staring down at me, his dark brown eyes bright with excitement and pleasure. 

He had a soft smile on his face. “You alright?” 

I nodded. 

“Are you going to keep flirting with useless frat boys?” 

I shook my head. 

“Hm. And why is that, Alice?” His voice was thick with satisfaction. 

It would be so easy to give in, to go with it. To try, just one more time. To give him the benefit of the doubt, to trust him. Hell, I could fall for a man like Reuben if I let myself. I was halfway there already. 

I could fight this, I thought. I could. I could totally... but I don’t want to. I want to let him win. 

Maybe it was me being stupid, maybe it was my Borderline, maybe it was Alex’s suggestion, or the fact that I was still floating. But despite the war inside me and the fear clawing at the edge of my mind, I knew he was right. He wasn’t the kind of person I could avoid. 

I never stood a chance. 

“Because... I want to belong to you.” 

He smirked, and pulled me against his chest. 
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Reuben and I laid there for some time. I fell asleep with my head on his chest and his hands on my back like a weighted blanket and woke up with a little bit of a headache. He helped me sit up and made me drink some water, which helped a little, and then went downstairs and brought me some apple juice and a sandwich. I lay on my stomach and nibbled on my sandwich while he gently massaged some lotion into my abused ass. 

I peeked back to watch him. He was staring at my butt with a satisfied, calm smile on his face while he rubbed the cream in. He looked like a completely different person. 

And the welts on my ass? Oh, man. They were gorgeous. I got all fuzzy and happy looking at them and sighed and laid my head down on the bed, enjoying the feeling of his strong hands on my body. 

“Are you alright?”

“Oh, I’m great,” I mumbled into the bedspread, giving him a thumbs up. “Five stars. Ten out of ten would recommend.” 

He chuckled. “Are you going to keep being a brat in church?”

“I won’t need to if you keep spanking me like that.” 

He gave me a playful, and very gentle pat, and then laid back on my bed, folding his arms behind his head and staring up at the ceiling. I flipped over to watch him, and then scooted up beside him. 

“So, what does this mean for us,” I asked quietly. 

“I’m sorry, Alice. I lost my mind and jumped into this far too fast, and skipped all the important parts. You’re probably confused as hell right now.” He looked a little guilty, and the serene look on his face started to fade. No, I like chill and happy Reuben. Bring him back. 

“Trust me, it’s not the most confused I’ve ever been in a relationship. I had one playmate who turned out to be a serial killer.”

Amazingly enough, Reuben did not even blink an eye at that. “I want you to come over tomorrow evening. I’ll make you dinner... we have a lot to discuss.”

“Ooh, you’re going to cook for me?” I grinned and climbed closer to him, pressing one of my legs against his. “You must really like me.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re alright I suppose.” But he gave me a wink. 

“What are we discussing,” I asked, and threw one leg over him so I was kneeling over him. He seemed unaffected by my position. 

“Rules. Limits. Safewords. The usual.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” I smiled. “You’ll definitely need a safeword with me.”

He huffed, like he didn’t have the energy to actually laugh. “Oh yeah, why is that?”

“Because I’m in charge, obviously.” I made to sit back on his hips so I could grind on him a little, but his hands flew out from under his head and grabbed my hips, catching me before I did so. He flipped us over so he was on top of me, and then repositioned himself so he was holding my hands down above my head. I felt trapped, pinned down by the weight of his body, paralyzed by the hungry look in his eye. Oh, this is a good place to be. 

“Are you sure about that?” 

I bit my lip and shook my head just a little. Nope. You are totally, definitely in charge. Fucking finally. 

“Say it, Alice.” He brushed a finger across my lips so lightly it tickled, and I shivered. “I want to hear you say it.” His voice was proud with that tiny touch of cruelty that I loved. 

“You’re in charge.” 

“Good girl.” He said it with such conviction, like he really meant it. Like he believed it. 

I squeezed my eyes closed at the words. I did not want to hear that. Unexpected emotion welled up in me and I couldn’t stop it, and my eyes spilled over with forbidden tears. I hiccupped and held my breath to try to stop, but I couldn’t. After a moment, I found myself shaking and falling, spinning out of control. 

I couldn’t breathe. I was lost in my head, and nothing felt real, and the only thing I could hear were those words while I squirmed and struggled– 

Something sharp hit me in the face and my eyes flew open. Reuben had slapped me just hard enough to bring me back, though I was dizzy from hyperventilating. He sat up and pulled me into his lap, holding my face in both of his hands and forcing me to look at him. 

“Breathe with me, Alice. Come on.” He kept my eyes as he leaned forward and pressed our foreheads together, and I struggled and fought to steady my breathing, matching my inhales and exhales to his, choking down my sobs. “You can do it... that’s right... just like that.” He held my face in his hands, brushing his thumbs against my cheeks in a slow, steady rhythm.

He held me like that, breathing with me, until I was calm. My shoulders fell, the tension I didn’t know I was holding escaping from me. 

“Alice... talk to me. Is that better?” 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, letting my eyes close. I was so tired. “This is a bad idea. I never should have... we really shouldn’t...” I dropped my head in embarrassment. 

I never should have opened this door. It was going to happen again, I knew it would. I was going to break a rule or go crazy on him, or have a panic attack by some trigger I didn’t know I had, and he’d let me go because I was just too much to deal with. 

“Look at me.” He took my chin and forced my face up, and I opened my eyes. “Talk to me. What just happened inside that pretty head of yours?”

“You’re right,” I whispered. “We have a lot to talk about. And we should have talked about it first because... because now I’m going to have to tell you everything, and you’re going to see how crazy I am, and you’re going to decide this is a bad idea and that you don’t want me because I’m a pain in the ass, and I’m going to be sad because I really like you now.” 

A slow smile crept over his face. “Don’t worry, you’ll hate me again in a few hours.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” I muttered. 

“Honestly Alice, it doesn’t matter to me if you hate me or love me. I take care of the things that belong to me, and now that I’ve found you, you’re on the top of the list. I’ll play my part, you’ll play yours. Your emotions at the time have nothing to do with it.”

Your emotions have nothing to do with it. Something about that phrase hit me harder than his slap in the face. It danced around in my head and I wasn’t sure what to do with it, but he continued before I had a chance to really chew on the thought.

“Alice, I know a decent amount on how to communicate and work with people who have very specific needs, and who have mental health concerns. I’m not going to judge you for your illness or your disabilities. You’re going to be mine, and we’ll work through the rest. You’d better get used to the idea.” 

“You really don’t know what you’re signing up for, Reuben.”

“Which is why you’re going to tell me everything tomorrow when you come over for dinner. Be mentally prepared for it.” 

“It’s going to take a week.”

“Then you’ll come over all week. I don’t go back to DC until next Tuesday.” 

I shook my head, not sure what to believe. I was exhausted from the spanking, the pain-gasm, the panic attack, and the emotional rollercoaster I’d been riding all day. So I just shook my head and sighed and said, “Okay.”

Reuben stayed around with me for another hour, sitting with me and chatting quietly about nothing, letting me ramble about stars and other bullshit until I could confidently tell him that I wasn’t going to have another panic attack during dinner. He climbed off my bed and adjusted his pants, rethreading the belt. I finally got a good look at it. 

“What kind of belt is that?” It had a D-hook in it in a weird spot, and was made up of several leather loops attached together. 

“Bondage belt. Amazing how many different things you can do with it. A friend of mine makes them.” 

“Wait... is it Julia Fairchild?”

“See, Alice, this is what I don’t understand.” He buckled the belt and stared at me while he put his jacket back on. “We have the same friends, run in the same circles, and go to the same clubs. You’ve lived in DC for almost a decade. Hell, Becca Huxley is your therapist. Why is it I’ve never run into you?”

“Maybe we have, and we just don’t remember,” I shrugged. 

“Oh no. I would remember.” 

I cocked my head at him. “Why? How would you? How many people do you meet every day or every time you go to The Underground?” 

He stepped closer to me and took my face in both of his hands, leaning down towards me with wonder in his eyes, and I thought for a minute he was going to kiss me. But he stared at me, studying my face like it was a surprise, like he was trying to remember every detail of me. 

“No... I would have remembered.” 

He let go of my face and straightened, putting on his “scarry Dom face.” 

“Six o’clock. Wear a dress... don’t be late, or else.” 

I pursed my lips, debating whether to give him the answer he clearly wanted.

But we’d both broken enough rules today. It was probably eating him up... so I swallowed the honorifics for now, and said, “you’re the boss, boss.” 

He stared at me for another moment, then turned and left, shutting the door behind me. I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of his heavy footsteps down the hall. 
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Chapter 14
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I dressed up for Reuben the next evening, spending extra time on my eyeliner and my hair, making sure my lipstick was perfect. I wore my fishnets and my black leather ankle boots, and a black lace pencil-cut dress that made my curves look edible. 

I had absolutely no idea what to expect tonight. But after I’d finished my work that day at the clubhouse, I’d hopped on Discord and put a message out. 


AndromedaPrincess - Anyone know Reuben Weston personally? 

JazzMean - Nope. I stopped following him after that interview with Ludlow. 

Mille <3 <3 <3 - same. I’ve read his books but I don’t know him. 

EzraMastermind - @bellababy and I met him once at a book signing. But no, we aren’t friends or anything. He seemed nice. Posts really good articles on his blog. 

BrattyBee - I want to brat him just to see if I can piss him off. I think it would be funny. 

AndromedaPrincess - Well, I’m having dinner with him tonight, I’ll let you guys know how it goes. P.s. @BrattyBee I did brat him yesterday and he gave me the best spanking of my life. 10/10 will brat again. 


I knew I’d probably get a ton of messages after that, so I closed the app, excited to check it again tomorrow after my date and provide an update. 

I also checked his social media page but didn’t see anything very interesting. No photos or memes or anything, just occasional quotes or announcements about events, lectures, or demos he was doing. His most recent post simply said: My phone got destroyed this week. If you have my number, please text me with your name so I can restore my contact list. 

He did have an Instagram where he posted photos of his meals, though. And damn, he looked like a good cook. It also appeared he really enjoyed eating out at fancy restaurants. There seemed to be quite a few posts talking about the interesting new restaurants he visited on his travels. 

That evening, I asked Sophie for his address since he hadn’t given it to me. I wasn’t sure how something so obvious could have slipped his mind, but we were both a little distracted last time we spoke. Thinking about him spanking me made me blush and Sophie giggled.

“It’s really easy,” she said. “Just get on Sunset Lake Road and go all the way up the mountain. It’s about fifteen minutes, and his house is the only one for miles. It’s basically where the road ends.” 

I drove up Sunset Lake Road and arrived two minutes to six, telling myself the whole time that this was just a conversation, and we were just going to talk. Negotiate. Like good lifestylers. No spankings, no hooking up, and probably no bratting. Because I wasn’t dumb enough to brat him while we were talking through our needs and limits. I did have some respect for protocol. 

I finally arrived at the top of the hill, and the road turned into a gravel path that led to the front of his house. It looked like an older home, a two-story, probably with a basement in the back because it was built into the side of the mountain. The outside was dark red brick, and there was a nice screened-in porch on the front with two chairs and a small glass table. I could totally envision us sitting on that porch in the summer evenings together. 

Okay, dork, don’t get ahead of yourself. 

I knocked loudly, but he didn’t answer right away, so after a minute, I knocked again. He finally appeared at the door, cocking his head at me. He looked confused as hell, and he finally opened the door. 

“Alice?”

“Reuben.”

He crossed his arms, and studied me, not moving aside. 

“I’m not late,” I said. “And I wore a dress. Just for you.” I gave him my best smile. 

He continued to stare, looking confused. I was distracted by the smell of something rich, buttery, and savory wafting through the front door. “Whatever you’re cooking smells amazing.”

“Why are you here?” he asked, sounding concerned. 

“You invited me to dinner?” I answered, mimicking his inflection. 

“You blocked me, told me to fuck off.”

“Oh, I don’t have your number. I lost that piece of paper.”

His face fell, his bushy eyebrows knitting together. 

“Actually, that’s half the reason I was so pissed at you yesterday. After our time in the elevator, and then all those lines, and then... nothing. No checking in, no follow ups, zilch. Made me mad.” I shrugged. “So, you gonna let me in, or just stare at my tits all evening?”

Reuben opened and closed his mouth a few times, his expression turning horrified, and then dropped his face into his hand. “Fuck.” 

“What?”

“Alice, I’ve been texting someone all week who I thought was you.” 

Something he said clicked into place. You did literally ask for this. He wasn’t talking about Christmas.

“You’re joking.” 

He stepped aside and let me in, and then pulled out his cell phone, handing it over. The messaging app showed a conversation with someone who he’d saved in his phone as “little brat.” 


-Sunday-

Reuben: I hope you didn’t reach out to me before just now, because if you did, I’ve lost everything on my old phone. Long story. 

Little brat: Who is this?

Reuben: It’s Reuben Weston. Jake gave me your number. 

Little brat: lol. I never understood why you’d name your kid after a sandwich. 

Reuben: Me neither. By the time I had enough money to consider changing it, my name was pretty much plastered across the internet. 

Little brat: so... we gonna talk about that video where you make that girl cum just by whispering to her? Cause... o.O 

Reuben: You’ll get yours. We aren’t going there for a while. We have a lot to discuss. 

Little brat: We can discuss you putting your head between my legs...

Reuben: We can discuss you getting a spanking if you keep talking like that. 

Little brat: Oh. Oh really. 

Reuben: If that’s what it takes to fix your attitude. Though I have some other ideas in mind that will probably be more effective. We both know you’d like it too much. 

Little brat: I’ll take the spanking, please. Fuck. 

Reuben: And here I thought I’d have to work a little harder to get you to beg and swear. 

-Monday-

Reuben: I’ve had a change of plans; a big situation has come up in DC and I’ll be there for a few days, maybe all week. Let’s touch base in a few days? 

Little brat: Yes sir! 

Reuben: You don’t need to be calling me that right now, though I appreciate the sentiment. 

Little brat: I think you’d like it if I called you that. 

Reuben: Where’d that bratty attitude go off too? Guess our conversation on Sunday was more effective than I expected. 

Little brat: :p maybe I’m just looking forward to that spanking.

Reuben: ...so am I... if you’re a good girl, I’ll make it good for you. 

Little brat: Do I need a safe word?

Reuben: Obviously.

Little brat: Okay... meatloaf. 

Reuben: Out of pure curiosity, why meatloaf?

Little brat: Because it’s disgusting. 

Reuben: Hm. You’ve never had my meatloaf.

Little brat: OMG you can give me your meatloaf!

Reuben: Bad girl... Just a spanking. No sex. 

Little brat: You might change your mind...

Reuben: That’s now how I do things. We do what we agree to in advance, not in the heat of the moment. What do you need for aftercare?

Little brat: Lots of cuddles. And sex. 

Reuben: Nice try. Cuddles I can work with. I’ll text you again in a few days. 

-Thursday-

Reuben: Apologies. It’s been a long week. I’ll be back Saturday night, and hopefully can see you on Sunday. 

Little brat: I’d like that. 

Reuben: Are you going to be good for me?

Little brat: Of course. The very best. 

-Sunday, 7pm-

Little brat: What the fuck?

Reuben: What?

Little brat: See, I knew it. All men are the same. Fuck you, Reuben. 

Reuben: Hold on a damn minute. Are we doing this again? Already? We talked about this. 

Little brat: Don’t message me again. And don’t come and see me. I don’t like to be led on. I’ve had enough of it in my lifetime. I’m blocking you. Fuck off. 


I read through the messages multiple times, my jaw on the floor. Reuben hadn’t abandoned me or ignored me all week; he had been texting someone, thinking it was me. All the frustration and the anger I had towards him evaporated as the truth settled on me. 

He had tried. He wanted me. He had reached out, negotiated a scene, gotten a safeword, and executed exactly as discussed. 

It just wasn’t me who got the messages. How many people had a friend named Jake? Not once had he used my name, and not once had she given hers. I clicked on the number.

“You transposed two numbers, dumbass,” I laughed and put my real number in his phone, naming myself “perfect princess,” laughing as I did so. “Oh my God, this poor girl thinks she was led on by Reuben Weston. Probably googled you and everything.” I looked up from the phone and caught his expression. He looked horrified. “You didn’t think I was coming over tonight, did you?”

“I thought more than that, Alice.” He groaned and ran a hand through his hair, his face distressed. “I... shit. And Sunday, we... and you didn’t... oh my God.” 

“Hey, calm down, it’s okay,” I shrugged. 

His voice was practically a whisper. “It is absolutely not okay! You didn’t consent to a single thing I did on Sunday. I...” he paced, covering his mouth with his hand, his face looking slightly pale. “I’m so sorry.” 

I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it, really. He looked so scared, so horrified at his own actions. This scary man who had growled at me, spat in my face, and beat me with a belt so hard that I could barely sit today at work, and now he looked so embarrassed and horrified that he would ever hurt me. 

“Reuben, seriously. It’s not a big deal! I loved it!”

“I knew I shouldn’t have done that scene with you,” he murmured, pacing again, still holding his hand against his mouth. “Shit. I know better than this. Fucking frenzy, Alice. I know better than this. I should have just–”

“Mister Weston. Please stop pacing, you’re making me dizzy.” 

He stood still and stared at me awkwardly, dropping his hands by his side. 

“Can I have some water?” I didn’t really want any, but I figured if I gave him something to do, he’d calm down. It was a trick I used to use on Daddy all the time. 

He jumped to grab a glass and fill it for me, handing it to me with both hands and stepping back as I took it. Concern and trepidation still covered his face. 

I took a few sips, watching him. He was genuinely freaked out. To be fair, I could probably scream rape and assault at this point considering the bruising on my ass. 

Maybe seeing his handiwork would be enough to snap him out of it. And also, maybe I could use this to my advantage. 

“Want to see?” I asked softly. 

“See... see what?”

I bit my lip and turned slightly, pulling the edge of my skirt up over my butt. I looked over my shoulder at him and watched his face as I rocked my weight from leg to leg, letting my ass move sensually. The bruising hadn’t blossomed yet, but the welts were a dark red.

There was a war going on inside his mind and I wanted to know what he was thinking. “Penny for your thoughts, chef?” 

Reuben stared at my ass for a long time, and then licked his lips. His expression slowly changed, melting from discomfort into something dark and sinister. He finally looked away from my ass and met my gaze. 

“Fucking beautiful.”

“So...” I wiggled my butt a few times and then pulled my skirt back down. “Are you still going to cook me dinner?” 

His eyes widened and he ran back through the hallway to the kitchen. I scrambled after him only to catch him grimacing as he pulled a smoking pan off a burner. He shoved his shoulder into the window nearby and opened it with his elbow, letting the smoke escape. 

“Well,” he sighed, “I’m not making you sautéed mushrooms and chicken.”

“Oh, that’s a relief,” I said, fanning some of the smoke towards the ceiling window, though I was so short I doubt it did any good. “I hate mushrooms.” 

He looked at me over his shoulder as he scraped the burnt food into the trash. “How do you not like mushrooms?”

“Well first,” I said, counting on my fingers. “They taste like dirt.”

“They do not. They taste like mushrooms, plus whatever you cook them in.”

“Yeah. So, garlicky buttery dirt. Second, they’re rubbery.”

“Not if you cook them correctly.”

“It’s like biting into a tire.”

“It is not.”

“Or an ear lobe.” 

He dropped the pan in the sink and put his hands on his hips. “An ear lobe?”

“That’s what I said, big guy. You should use your listening ears. Third, mushrooms are mold. I don’t eat mold.”

“Mushrooms aren’t mold. They’re fungus.”

“Fungus is mold.”

“No... mold is mold. Fungus is a fungus, it’s a plant.”

“I have a degree in biology. Fungus is mold. And fourth...” I paused for dramatic effect, but also because I hadn’t thought of a fourth one yet. He stared at me, still mostly expressionless but a little less afraid I was going to call the police on him. “They’re currently in the trash so I’m not eating them now.” 

It was all I could come up with on short notice, okay? 

His lips twitched and his eyes relaxed some. Crisis averted. 

“We could order a pizza,” I offered.

He rinsed the pan, a plume of steam coming up from it. “No,” he said. “I said I was going to make you dinner. I’m making you dinner.” 

“Good because I was browsing your Instagram and you look like you actually know what you’re doing.” 

He peeked up at me through the corner of his eye. “Was that a compliment, miss Benson?” 

“Depends. Are you as good in the kitchen as you are in the dungeon?”

“No. I’m better.”
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Reuben opened a bottle of white wine and poured us both a glass while he restarted dinner. At some point he poured a splash of the wine into the pan as well, making the whole kitchen smell sweet and delicious. I had no clue what he was making, but my mouth was watering. I stood by and watched him cook, somehow managing to miss what ingredients he was putting in the pan because I was too distracted watching him move. 

Just like I’d seen in the old video demos he’d done, he moved with confidence, grace, and authority in the kitchen, chopping and mixing, tasting things as he went. He looked focused and relaxed. And sexy as hell. 

The thing was, Reuben wasn’t conventionally attractive. He had the body of a bear, and his hair was a weird wiry texture that looked rough to the touch. His face was intimidating because of his large forehead, square face, and slightly crooked nose. The skin on his face was a little pockmarked too, which I hadn’t noticed right away. Maybe he had really bad acne as a teenager? It was mostly covered up by the beard he’d recently grown, and his mustache and beard were dark and full, and had some grey in it. And of course, he wore his ever-present button-down shirt and black slacks, even though he was alone in his house. He looked like he ran an underground mob or something. 

But it added to his fear factor, and that’s what did it for me, so I was totally okay with it. 

I spent most of my time watching his hands. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbows and his hands and forearms were powerful, veiny, and toned. Dark curly brown hair went down just past his wrists. I knew what those hands felt like, and it made it hard to think straight. 

Go to horny jail, Alice. For fuck’s sake. 

He made some kind of pasta dish with homemade sauce, bacon, and peas. And although I wasn’t a huge fan of peas, because, you know, they were technically a vegetable, they were actually pretty good. 

We made small talk over dinner, and he asked what kinds of things I did at the church for Alex. I gave him a rundown of my job there. 

“So to be clear. You do all the social media, all the event coordination, all the admin work, and act as a receptionist.”

I slurped my noodles and nodded. 

“And you still have time to get into trouble?”

“Well, see, the average person only uses ten percent of their brain. But the average brat uses about eight-five. I am not an average brat. I am above average because I have ADHD as well as being crazy. So I get bored easily.”

He stood and cleared our empty plates and topped off my wine. “That was disproven a few years ago.”

“Fine. Whatever. It’s because I have no choice but to stay busy. If I get bored... well. I start ranting about black holes and throwing ice cubes at people. Which apparently is frowned upon.”

His back was turned so I couldn’t see if he was laughing or not, but I doubted it. I’d tried to get him to loosen up over dinner, but he was still so stiff and guarded. At least he wasn’t pacing and panicking anymore. 

After dinner, we sat in the living room on opposite ends of the couch, a cushion separating us. I turned slightly and put my back against the arm rest, and he angled himself the same way. 

“Alice, I’m still very sorry about yesterday. It was completely inappropriate, and I’m so embarrassed. When you were flirting with those boys, I thought you were initiating with me.”

“Reuben, you have to understand. I’ve had a different experience with BDSM than you have. What you did doesn’t feel like you made a mistake, or like you did anything wrong. I know you’re freaking out about it, but really... It’s fine. I’m still riding that high, by the way.” 

“That’s actually more concerning than it is encouraging, because that implies you’ve had some really poorly negotiated dynamics in the past.

“I initially wanted you to come over because I wanted to hear about your past experiences, your other relationships, and so on. If we’re going to do this, we need to do it right. I don’t want to harm you and I don’t want to put either of us in a position where we have such monumental miscommunications again.”

“You really want to know the whole story?” I asked. I’d been dreading this part, but I’d do it if I had to. And I knew it would come up eventually anyway. 

“Everything. I want to know everything about you, Alice. Your past, your dreams of the future, your fears, your wants and needs, the things that make you laugh, the things that make you cry.”

“Well, there is a lot of crossovers between those things. I cry a lot.” 

“And I want to know every detail on how and why.”

He held his wine glass, one leg crossed over the other, staring at me with such intensity that I believed him. Once again, the weird sneaking sensation that something didn’t add up was poking me in the back of the brain. 

I remembered when I first met him. He’d clearly been annoyed by my existence. I wasn’t sure what had changed, and I wasn’t sure how he fit in with Peter Woodrow, and I wasn’t sure why our conversation in the snow had caused such a huge shift in our relationship. 

“There’s something I don’t understand,” I said softly. “Why me? Why is it that from the beginning, you didn’t seem to like me, but now all of a sudden, you’re spanking me and cooking me dinner?”

Reuben didn’t answer right away. He stared at me, his eyes shifting from one side of my face to the other, like he didn’t quite believe I was sitting there in front of him. 

“Will you do something for me?” His voice was soft, and I could tell this was a request, not a command. 

“Maybe.”

“Will you ask me that again another time? Will you wait to make me answer that question? Just until we have some more dialogue under our belts. I promise you, the next time you ask, I will tell you the truth. But I’d like to discuss a few things before I give you that answer.” 

“That’s a lot of words for ‘I’ll tell you later.’”

“That’s not what I’m saying,” he insisted. “I’ll tell you now. It would be totally fair of you to require that answer before we say another word. But I’m being selfish and asking if you’ll let me wait.”

With that setup, now I really wanted to know. Why was he making such a big deal out of not answering this question? But I thought about his sorry excuse for an explanation, and decided to run with it. 

“Okay... but on the condition that you answer all my other questions.”

His eyes squinted just slightly. “This feels like a trap.”

I shrugged, and sipped my wine. “It might be.”

He hesitated for a few more moments, and then nodded once. “Deal.” 

I grinned. “Okay. First question–” 

“Hold on,” he said, and I could tell he was doing that thing I loved where he used his authoritative voice and got all bossy on me. “I asked for your history first.” 

I cocked my head, rerunning through our conversation. He was right, it was my turn to divulge all the dirty details. 

“It’ll probably piss you off.”

“I have a feeling most things about you will piss me off.” 

I snickered. “I’ll make every effort.” Then I finished my wine with a gulp and forced myself to start at the beginning. 

“When I was nine, my little sister was hit by a bus.” 
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Part Two
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A good Master will always strive to grow their submissive or their slave. Whether they leave your care, or you pass away and leave them on their own, or perhaps they pass first, they should have become a better person by the time your dynamic ends than they were when it started. You must know your submissive, what they need, and how they need to grow to be the best person they can be. Enforcing that growth can sometimes be challenging... but it is your responsibility, and it is always worth it. Without growth, we simply repeat the same mistakes we made in our past. 

You will find also that a submissive makes you grow as a Master or Dominant. They will push you, challenge you, and make you desire to be stronger for them, so they can give up more power to you. When you find that delicate balance, you have found yourself something truly beautiful. 

~ Excerpt from a blog post titled “Goals and Growth Through Negotiation,” by Reuben Weston
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Chapter 15
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Sixteen years ago

“Alice, I really need you to do this for me, baby.”

Dad stared at me with bloodshot eyes, glossy and unfocused. His hair was a mess, he wore boxers and a stained tank top, and he smelled like piss and beer. 

I stood in the center of the living room, his dealer sitting on the edge of the couch, his pants down to his ankles, dick sticking up. It looked absolutely disgusting. 

“Dad,” I said softly. I can’t do this. 

I had agreed to this because he was easier to deal with when he was high. When he didn’t get his fix he whined and complained, shouted at me, or even worse, ignored me. It seemed like the lesser of two evils. But now, I wasn’t sure if I could go through with it. It looked and felt so nasty to even think about. 

I wasn’t squeamish about sex. I’d seen plenty of it, and even tried it a few times. It didn’t really do anything for me, so I figured it wasn’t a big deal. If he got high enough, he didn’t notice that I steal half his welfare check. 

LaShawn sat on the couch, stroking his squat, harry dick, staring at me. 

“I don’t know–”

“You don’t have to do anything, baby, just put it in your mouth. He’ll do the rest.” 

This is all because of Scarlett, I thought. All of this is happening because of Scarlett. 

I took a step forward, feeling like I was being dragged or pushed by some invisible force. LaShawn opened his legs a little wider to make room for me. 

Why did you have to die? Why did you break our family by running out in front of that bus? 

It wasn’t her fault, I told myself again. She was five. She was chasing a fucking butterfly. 

LaShawn got frustrated with me standing there in front of his dick, so he reached up and grabbed my hand, dragging me forward. I felt my legs buckle my knees hit the floor. I winced at the pain. 

You weren’t watching her close enough. It was your fault she ran off. And it’s your fault mom took off.

Both his hands were on the side of my face now, and I resisted as he pulled me forward, but it did no good. 

“Be a good girl, slut,” he mumbled, “or daddy’s only getting half his usual.” 

As he dragged my face forward, the truth I hated to admit resurfaced in my mind. This is what you get, Alice. You put yourself here. This is your punishment for not watching her, like mom said. So take it and shut up. 
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It was a few weeks after I started blowing LaShawn for Dad’s drugs that I got in trouble at school for the last time. I liked to skip class and hang outside with the kids who smoked cigarettes, and sometimes the need for an adrenaline or a dopamine rush got me in trouble. Spray painting penises on the side of the building that faced the church across the street wasn’t my finest moment, but the excitement was enough of a distraction to get the taste of LaShawn’s nasty dick out of my mouth. 

Unfortunately, it also got me expelled.

Dad didn’t answer his phone, probably because he was high out of his mind, so a police officer escorted me home and dropped me off at our trailer. Dad didn’t answer so I told the guy he was at work. 

Inside, Dad and LaShawn were both sitting on the couch, high as hell. Dad didn’t look so good. He had wet his pants and his eyes looked glazed over. LaShawn was asleep, snoring loudly. 

I’m done, I told myself. If I’m going to suck dick to make it in life, it’s going to be for me, not for his sorry ass. 

I went through the house and packed the few things I cared about, found the last of his stash of cash, grabbed the secret money I’d hoarded, and left. 
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Three weeks later, after hitchhiking, bumming food, and sleeping under bridges, I made it from Belle Glade to Orlando. I had no money, no hope, and no plan. But I couldn’t go back. I’d never have a chance if I stayed there. Nobody from Belle Glade ever did. 

It was the most hopeless day of my life, the anniversary of Scarlett’s death, that I met Mordecai. I was sitting outside on a bench near a restaurant, asking people for change or leftovers, and trying not to cry. 

The thoughts in my head were on repeat. You did this to yourself. This is what you deserve. You’re a useless waste of space. It should have been you who died that day, not her. 

“You okay, honey?” A voice said from above. I forced myself to look up and meet his gaze. He was a well-dressed man, clean shaven with a suit, but he had a creepy vibe about him. 

“Not at my best. Hungry. Broke. Haven’t had a shower. Spare some change?”

“How about a shower and a night’s sleep?” His eyes traced me up and down as he said so. 

I stood up. I couldn’t say no to that, no matter how awful this guy might be. My whole body hurt from sleeping on the ground or on park benches. My stomach was so empty it felt like it was eating itself. My hair was an actual rat’s nest. 

He introduced himself as Mordecai, and didn’t talk much as he drove. He stopped by McDonalds and got me a burger and some fries, and I ate in the car, trying not to inhale the food too fast. 

The place he brought me wasn’t great. It was a one-bedroom apartment on the basement level of a large complex, with a front door that hung slightly sideways. A single tiny window in the living room was broken and barred over, and let in the light from the underground parking garage. No sunshine, no fresh air. It was mostly empty of furniture, and nothing hung on the walls. It was clean, but devoid of much more than a bed, a few towels, and a stool that sat tucked under the kitchen counter. 

But it was air conditioned, and there was soap in the shower. 

I scrubbed myself clean and washed my hair what felt like four times before I finally got out of the shower, wrapping myself in the soft towel. I didn’t want to put my dirty clothes back on, and I knew what he wanted anyway. I left the bathroom wrapped in the towel and went to the bed. 

He was sitting on the edge of the bed, typing on his phone. He set it down when I came in and unbuckled his pants. He tossed a pillow on the ground. 

“Here’s how this works, honey. You can stay as long as you want. But I come by when I want. No rent. You should still bum for money cause I ain’t feeding you.” 

Free place to live and access to a shower? This was my lucky day. I could get a job, make some money, have a future. 

Part of me still wanted to kick him in the balls. I hated being used. I was more than a sex doll, I knew that. But I told myself this was my best shot. 

So I got on my knees and did my best. 

At least he was clean. 
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Mordecai came by a few times a week, usually in the evenings after ten. That gave me a good amount of time to bum and beg throughout the day. I was able to buy some clean clothes, and then soon, I got a night shift at a gas station from a guy who paid me cash under the table.

My routine was effective. I got up in the afternoon or evening, bummed for money through the dinner rush, went home, sucked Mordecai’s dick, and then went to work at HandiMart a little before midnight. I worked until 6am and then went home and did it again. 

Sometimes, I was even busy enough that I didn’t have time to cut myself. Sometimes I met nice people who gave me hope, a little splash of happiness, and I felt like I could get through the day. But most of the time, I was just one bad moment away from giving up. The only reason I hadn’t was because I was too busy, and too tired. 

Everything hurt. Not just my body, but my mind, and because of the way my brain worked, it made my body hurt as well. My sadness and my anger hurt. My embarrassment at seeing rich women look down their noses at me hurt. My guilt for what happened to Scarlett and the feeling that it should have been me made my body feel like it was burning. 

It was just part of who I was. There was no changing it. 

One night at the gas station, I looked outside and saw a series of shooting stars through the window. I left the counter and went outside to look at them, staring open mouthed at the beauty of the night sky. 

Had I never noticed the stars before? 

There was a guy outside filling his tank. He saw me, but I ignored him, staring up at the sky. Just as sadness hurt, beauty made me feel like I was flying. I stared at the stars until I lost track of time, my mind finally clear for a few precious moments. 

The man finished filling his gas tank and walked my way. I turned and went back inside, resuming my position behind the desk. Inside, he grabbed a banana, a newspaper, and a cup of coffee. I rang it up for him, catching his eye as I handed him his change. 

He was looking at me, studying my face, smiling softly. He was a middle-aged handsome man, his dark hair starting to grey, clean shaven and wearing a brown suit and a brown fedora. He had beautiful hazel green eyes, and they were full of happiness when he spoke to me. 

“Beautiful night.”

“Yes sir.”

He tipped his hat and left. 

After that, the Banana Man came by every morning right at the end of my shift. I didn’t know much about him, but he was polite, he treated me like a person, and he never made sexual advances towards me. We had short conversations, mostly small talk. Sometimes he brought up a photo on his phone of his kids or his ex-wife, or he would tell me about his job as a lawyer. 

“Have to go watch a serial rapist get off on a technicality today,” he muttered one morning when he seemed in a particularly bad mood. 

“What? Why?” 

“Long story, and I’m sure you’ll read about it in the paper tomorrow. It’s not fair and it’s one of the things I hate about our system. If you follow the system, it works. But when you miss even one piece, people fall through the cracks.” 

“The system is made by the rich, for the rich. Sorry, sir, but your system is broken as fuck.”

“Well... I can see how you would say so.” 

“Take your banana on the house today.”

“Oh you don’t need to do that.” 

“No, it’s fine. You’re the only one who buys them. We are required by corporate to order them but I end up throwing them out because nobody buys them but you.” That last part was a lie. I didn’t throw them out, I took them home. I was starting to hate bananas. 

“Well, you can keep the change, then.” And he slid his exact change across the counter. He winked and said, “You always put a smile on my face, Alice. I appreciate you.”

That was the first time in my entire life I’d ever heard those words. 
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I read about the story in the newspaper the next day. Sure enough, the front page had a photo of the accused serial rapist walking free, and a photo of my Banana Man standing in the back corner of the courthouse, arms crossed, glaring furiously, like an avenging angel that was planning to seek out his revenge whether the courts liked it or not. 

The caption under the photo read, prosecutor Augustus Quinn, right, looks on as Silas Faulkner walks free.

Augustus Quinn. That was a much better name than Banana Man. Mister Quinn came in a few hours later, looking a little more tired than normal. He saw me reading the summary of the court case and leaned against the counter. 

“I’m sorry he got off,” I said, ringing up his usual. 

Augustus glared at the basket of fruit by the counter and bypassed it, grabbing a bear claw instead. “It’s pastry day.” I laughed as I changed his order. 

“So, Alice. Tell me your story.”

I looked up at him while he sipped his coffee. It was a quarter to six, and we were the only ones in the gas station. He opened his bear claw and took a bite while he waited for me to talk. 

“I don’t think I should tell you,” I said sadly. 

“Why not?”

“Because I like the way you look at me. And I don’t really want to see it change.” 

“And if I promise not to look at you with pity and disgust? Will you tell me a story? Distract me from the monotony of going into a job I hate, to work cases I hate, against people I hate?”

“My story will just give you more people to hate,” I shrugged. “That’s what the world is full of. Shitty people who do shitty things because they’re shits.”

“You have a really optimistic view on life, don’t you, babygirl?” 

I stared back at him. Part of me wanted to tell him everything, just to prove my point. But as I opened my mouth, he said, “I grew up in the ghetto of Belle Glade.”

I snapped my mouth shut and listened in shock as he spoke. 

“Mom was an alcoholic, dad fucked around and smoked like a chimney. I barely graduated high school. A teacher recognized potential in me, and tutored me after school, helping me graduate. He got me a job out of town and set me up with some young college students who all lived in a house together. 

“Rent was cheap, and I worked full time. I met a few college professors when my roommates invited me to a Christmas party. One of them thought I just needed a chance... so he gave me a letter of recommendation. 

“I ended up getting an undergrad degree in business administration, then did pre-law, and then law school. I met a beautiful woman and had three kids, all of whom hate me right now because of the divorce, but they’ll all go to college and have a good life and career because of one high school teacher’s kindness, and one college professor’s recommendation. 

“I am where I am today because other people gave me a chance that I didn’t deserve. I don’t look at anyone as hopeless, because I was pretty much as hopeless as it got. Thing is, Alice, when you’re at rock bottom... only place you can go is up. So...” he took another sip of his coffee. “You going to tell me why a young, pretty, smart girl like you is working at a gas station in the sketchiest part of town during a night shift?”

I stared at him in amazement as I processed everything he told me. Then, wondering if I was about to lose my dignity from the only person on the planet who seemed to have any respect for me, I told him everything. 

“I grew up in the ghetto of Belle Glade,” I smiled. 

He smirked. “I know. You have a Glade High hoodie you wear sometimes.” 

“Well... when I was nine, my sister was hit by a bus.” I watched his face change as I let the words fall from my lips like rotten fruit I’d held onto for too long. Strangely, I felt myself standing taller instead of slumping forward. 

“It was my fault. I wasn’t watching her, and we were playing outside in the front instead of the back. She ran after a butterfly and right in front of a bus. 

“Mom started hurting herself, and eventually ran away. I think she killed herself. Dad started smoking, then smoking weed, then eventually using whatever shit you cook in a spoon with a lighter. He lost his job and started collecting welfare. It wasn’t enough to pay for his fix, though, so after a while... well. He started having me... take care of his dealer. 

“I got into trouble a lot at school. Never graduated ‘cause I got expelled. I ran away from home after I got kicked out, decided if I was going to suck dick, it was going to be so that I could get ahead in life, not so he could get high. 

“So that’s what I do. I live in a shitty one-room apartment in a basement, my landlord comes by a few nights a week and uses me like a sex toy, and I get paid five bucks an hour cash to work here overnight. I’m saving up to afford to go to the DMV and get an ID, and then I’ll be able to get a social security card. Then maybe I can get a real job, with health insurance, and a tax refund.”

Augustus studied me as he finished his bear claw, chewing thoughtfully. I stared right back at him, trying not to feel ashamed. He had asked, after all. But the nagging voices in the back of my mind insisted that he’d just lost all respect for me. 

“How old are you, Alice?”

“How old do I look?” I cocked my head and rotated my hip slightly. 

“You look about twenty-three. But I have a feeling you’re much younger than that.” 

I shrugged in response. “Doesn’t matter.”

“I’d still like to know.”

“Seventeen.” 

“Does your landlord know he’s sleeping with an underage girl?”

“He never asked.”

“Does your boss know you don’t have your legal documents?”

“No, I just asked if I could work for cash, and he said yes.”

Augustus Quinn drained the last of his coffee, went back to the coffee machine at the back of the gas station, and refilled it. He always added three chocolate creamers and three hazelnut creamers, probably to hide the taste of the disgusting coffee that we brewed. His eyes were lost in thought as he walked back to the counter. 

“I have a proposition for you.” 
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Chapter 16
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I was pretty sure Augustus Quinn wanted me to sleep with him instead of my landlord, and that was the reason for his proposition. I really didn’t give a rat’s ass who I was fucking, as long as they were clean, and I had a roof and a bed and a meal once a day. When he made his offer, I accepted it without a second thought. 

“Come work for me. I can teach you to do basic administrative things. Answer the phone. File paperwork. Brew me some decent coffee. I work from home and have an empty bedroom you can have. You can stay there, and you don’t have to pay favors to your landlord anymore. I’ll get you your legal documents, and access to healthcare.”

“Okay, Sure. But why? Why are you doing this for me?” 

“Because I think you deserve a chance. If you say no, I’m going to drive you down to the DMV and the social security office, get your paperwork, and then drive you back here to your boss and demand he back-pay you all your missed wages, so he doesn’t have a lawsuit on his hands. Then I’m going to file a statutory rape charge against your landlord. And then, I’m going to drive you home and put you up in my spare bedroom. Same result but significantly higher chance you’ll be picked up by social services and put into foster care, which would be the legally right thing for me to do, but practically, wouldn’t really put you in a better spot than you are now. I’m assuming you’d prefer the former.” 

I took off my name tag, left the keys to the building in the drawer, and left. My boss was late for the 6am shift anyway. Fuck him. 

While Augustus was driving me back to my apartment to collect my sorry excuse for belongings, I wondered if I was being stupid again. It was so hard to tell, because honestly, one day I thought I was sane, and the next day I thought I was crazy. Ninety percent of the time I didn’t really care what happened to me, and the other ten percent of the time I wanted to kill myself. 

And if I was going to suck someone’s dick, it might as well have been Augustus’s instead of Mordecai’s. I had no loyalty to Mordecai. He was using me, and I was using him. Augustus was nicer to me anyway. And I could tell he had money. If I was being honest, he was a lawyer and had a reputation to uphold. I might be able to use that to my advantage.

He helped me bag up my meager belongings and I left the key to the apartment on the kitchen counter. Then Augustus Quinn drove me to his beautiful house in the heart of Orlando, twenty minutes from frickin’ Disney World, and brought me into his home. 

I felt like a stray cat. A moody, ugly, scraggly stray cat who served no purpose other than being a loud, annoying mouth to feed. I gawked as I explored his three-story mansion. He set me up in the spare bedroom on the other side of his room, and then told me to come into his office at the end of the hall when I was ready to begin learning my new job. 

“Hold on,” I said, turning to look at him. “If you work from home... why do you come to the gas station every morning?”

He gave me a slightly embarrassed smile. “To see you.” 
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Over the next few days, he taught me what to say when I answered the phone and how to file his paperwork. He gave me a small laptop and installed a software to teach me how to type, since I’d never learned. He taught me shorthand note taking, and how to sort his inbox and manage his calendar. It took months, but eventually, I felt competent and somewhat helpful. 

All the while, he let me stay in that spare bedroom. It had a comfortable full-size mattress, a bedspread with flowers on it, too many pillows, and carpet on the floor. It felt like a luxury hotel or a princess’s castle. 

He had me make his coffee in the morning and his sandwich at lunch. I was totally shit at cooking, so he handled dinner for the two of us. He did what he promised and filed for my paperwork, though he didn’t submit it until I turned eighteen, because he didn’t want to attract attention to the underage girl who was living with him and risk having me taken away. 

When I turned eighteen and he got copies of my legal documents for me, he took me to a bank and opened a bank account under my name, transferring a significant amount of money into it. I argued with him about it, but he explained that it was my wages from the past few months of working for him. From then on, he paid me for my work. It wasn’t a high wage, but it was fair, and he taught me to balance my finances and pay my taxes. 

He began teaching me more things about his job, and I started helping him more with his cases. He helped me apply for grants and loans and get into the local community college. I got my GED, then my associates degree by the time I was nineteen. When I wasn’t in class, I was helping him with admin work. 

And the whole time, I kept waiting for the ball to drop. I kept expecting him to come in one day and say, “I’ve had a long day, Alice, and I need you.” Or for him to be on the phone and start undressing me. Or to grab me by the hair and shove me down on my knees and use me. After almost two years of no sexual advances from him at all, I started to wonder if maybe he was gay. But that didn’t add up, because sometimes, I caught him looking at me in a way that told me he did like the way I looked. 

The thing was, Mister Quinn did still have respect for me, even after I told him everything. I told him about my mood swings and my inability to not be paranoid, and my lack of emotional permanence. He took me to the doctor and got me a diagnosis and some medicine. I told him about the nightmares, and the panic attacks, and how sometimes I wanted to slit my wrists and just let all the pain drain out of my body, and he found me a kind older woman who I could talk to, who had experience in my disorders and my struggles. I messed up all the time, I failed regularly, and I knew I disappointed him often. But every single time, he redirected me, taught me, and guided me back on track. He refused to let me quit. He refused to kick me out, even when I acted up. I even started acting up on purpose to see if he would shout at me or get mad, but he always interpreted it for what it was: me being scared and needing his guiding hand. 

It was starting to hurt, and I was starting to get scared, because I was starting to love him. 

The day I told him, he broke my heart. 

We were sitting on the couch after dinner, and I decided to sit a little closer to him than normal. Recently, I’d started noticing things about Mister Quinn that I hadn’t noticed before. I liked the way his eyes lit up when he laughed, and I liked looking at his square jawline and sharp nose. He had a handsome face and a beautiful smile when he chose to show it. His hair was getting even more grey, and he teased me and told me that it was all my fault. 

“Thank you,” I whispered softly. 

He muted the evening news and looked at me. “For what, babygirl?”

“For loving me.” 

He shut his mouth and stared at me, his eyes guarded. I scooted a little closer. 

“I know you do. You wouldn’t put up with me otherwise.”

He didn’t speak, and he seemed to be calculating his options on how he would respond. He cut off the TV. 

“When you asked me to come live with you and work for you, did you already love me? Or did it take a little longer?”

He still didn’t answer. Damn lawyers, refusing to self-incriminate. I scooted closer so I was almost touching him. His body was tense, tight like a spring about to release. 

“It took me longer,” I shrugged. “It snuck up on me. At first, I agreed to move in because I thought you’d be less violent than Mordecai. And maybe less smelly. I didn’t really care, you know?”

“Alice, what are you talking about?”

“But you won’t make a move. Is it because you forgot I’m legal now? I’m nineteen. You won’t get in trouble.” 

I reached my hand up, planning to set it on his chest. He caught my wrist, preventing me from touching him, and placed my hand back in my lap. Then he stood up from the couch. 

“Babygirl, I’m not going to... do that. That’s not what this is about. It’s never been about that.”

My body burned with humiliation, and I felt myself go pink. “But... you do love me. You said love is one of those things that isn’t a feeling, so you can trust it. Because it doesn’t change day to day or go away over time, it just gets bigger and bigger. You know it, you don’t feel it. It’s different. And I know you love me.” My eyes watered as I spoke. 

“Of course I love you, Alice. How could I not?” He stepped away from me just a little and paced as he spoke. It was a habit of his. “You’re pretty, and you’re funny, and you’re smart and brave, and a hard worker, and so sharp it makes my head spin sometimes. And you make me laugh, which is something I never had with anyone else. I looked forward to our conversations at the gas station every day because you always made me smile. And I love you, and I love all those things about you. But you’re nineteen, babygirl, and I’m almost fifty. I’m old enough to be your father.” 

“You can be my Daddy,” I smiled. “You’re good at it.” 

He put his hand over his forehead, then shook his head as he looked at me again. “Alice, we are not having sex. It’s completely out of the question.”

It felt like a slap in the face. 

He loved me, he said so. And he said I was pretty. And I could tell that he liked my body, because sometimes I caught him looking at my breasts and my hips. So why didn’t he want me?

I got up and left the room, tears running down my face, unable to speak. My therapist always said when I was hurt and confused, I should step away and calm down, and not say anything hurtful, or do anything unkind, because it would just be a bigger mess to clean up later. So I did exactly that: I got up, went to my room, and cried into my pillow until I felt dizzy and I couldn’t feel my tongue. 

He came in an hour later with a glass of water and set it on my nightstand. I was staring out the window, sitting on my hands and trying to make them go numb. He sat at the edge of my bed, as far away from me as he could get but still in the room. 

“I’ve never wanted anyone before,” I whispered. “You know that?”

Yes, I was trying to make him feel guilty. Because he hurt me. He loved me, and he wanted me, but he didn’t want to want me. And that felt just as bad as disgust. 

“All the other times, it’s been because I had to, or because I wanted something else. Even in high school, when I tried having sex with some of the boys at school, I didn’t really want to, I just liked it when they looked at me and paid attention to me. 

“But you’re different. You make me happy, and you make me want to be with you. Isn’t that enough for you?” I turned around to face him. He looked miserable, devastated that he’d upset me. “What more do I have to be for you? Why am I not enough?”

“I know you’re saying that to hurt me, Alice. I’m not caving on this. It would be wrong. You know that! You’re almost thirty years younger than me, and I’m your boss. I’m not taking advantage of you like that.”

“You’re more than my boss and you know it!” I shouted. “You’re... you’re mine!” 

“Don’t you shout at me,” he snapped, standing up abruptly. “I’ve given you everything you have with absolutely no expectation in return other than you do your best and become the best person you can be. And you’ve done that. And I’m so incredibly proud of you. You’re more of a daughter to me than any of my kids ever were. And yes, I adore you. You are enough for me. I love you, Alice. But I’m not going to sleep with you!”

I could see the war behind his eyes. He wanted to. Badly. He wanted to cave to his desires, and grab me and hold me tight, and take me to bed. But he felt so damn guilty about our ages. I knew that was the only reason. 

All my life, I had always reacted. I responded to other people coming to me, doing things to me, or trying to get things from me. Suddenly, the solution seemed so obvious. 

Turn the tables. Act first. Take what you want. 

Augustus had already proven to me that he loved me, and that he wasn’t going to send me away when I got over emotional and went a little crazy, or when I was obnoxious or rude. And he was always telling me that if I found something I wanted, I needed to go for it. Take the bull by the horns and ride it. 

Well, I knew what I wanted, and I’d be damned if I let thirty years keep me from riding it. 

“Fine,” I shrugged and turned away from him, looking back out the window. “Whatever.” 

He stood by my bedside table where he’d jumped to his feet, waiting for me to say something else, but I didn’t. Not tonight. Not ever. I wasn’t ever going to ask him again. I was going to make him instead. 

I reached down and grabbed the hem of my shirt, pulling it off in one smooth movement and tossing it onto the chair in the corner. Turning to face him, I reached behind me and unhooked my bra, saying, “I’m tired, I’m going to bed.” 

I watched his face as I dropped my bra. His eyes were glued to me, and his face went red. I saw him get hard in his jeans. 

When I reached down to unbuckle my own jeans, he turned on his heel and practically ran from the room. 

I didn’t feel good about the whole situation, but I did feel vindicated. I was done asking him. He wouldn’t last long. 
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Chapter 17
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He lasted exactly one month. 

Four weeks of me wearing short skirts and no panties. Four weeks of me leaving a button or two unbuttoned on my blouse and knotting my shirts to show off my belly. Four weeks of me annoying the absolute shit out of him with all kinds of sexual jokes and innuendos. 

“Alice, will you bring me another cup of coffee please?”

“Sure, if you give me the cream.” 

“Alice. Knock it off.” 

“You can knock me off.”

Every day, I found an opportunity to tease him. 

“Alice, we have a zoom meeting in ten minutes, please put a bra on under your shirt. 

“I was thinking of getting a nipple piercing.”

“What? Why?”

“Because then I wouldn’t be able to wear a bra for like a month. In fact, I might not even be able to wear a shirt for a while. They’re soooo sensitive, Daddy.”

“Meeting. Ten minutes. Go.” His voice was thick. 

He was so stubborn. 

“Alice, I need you to run out to the grocery store to pick up some stuff for dinner. There’s a list and cash on the counter.”

“Yes Mister Quinn,” I said, taking the cash and the keys and heading for the door.

“Wait... Alice, stop, what are you doing?”

“You told me to go to the store, sir.”

“Alice you’re wearing a tank top with no bra and a pair of fucking panties for fuck’s sake, put on some fucking clothes.” His voice trailed off as he face-palmed yet again and left the room. 

For the record, he would barely look at me that day. He’d since learned that telling me to wear clothes did nothing but make me switch from one skimpy outfit to the other.

He told me to quit it, of course, but I refused to acknowledge that I knew what he was talking about. And I noticed a few things. He loved it when I called him Mister Quinn or Sir, and he lost his damn mind when I called him Daddy. At night, while I laid in bed and masturbated loudly, I knew he listened and touched himself, because I could hear him get up and go to the bathroom after I finished. 

It was my twentieth birthday when he finally caved. I guess the justification that I was two years past legal was enough for him. I’d been pushing him steadily for four weeks, doing everything I could to get him to take me. 

He took me out to dinner for my birthday. We had an unspoken agreement that when we were in public, I acted appropriately and wore clothes and didn’t make sexual references, so he’d been trying to spend as much time out of the house as possible. 

I wore a pretty dress and a pair of heels he’d bought me for court dates and did my hair and makeup as fancy as I could. That evening at the restaurant, he gave me a necklace with a heart on it. 

That was something else he’d started doing. He went out of his way to show me how much he loved me in whatever ways he could that weren’t sexual. Maybe he thought if I felt loved, I’d drop the sex thing. It wasn’t working. It just made me love him more. He called me babygirl and brushed my hair sometimes when I was sad, and made sure I took my medicine with my dinner, and brought me a snack if he could tell I was grumpy. He offered to watch my favorite show at night instead of the news, even though he preferred the news. I was enjoying the spoiling, but what I really wanted was him. 

The waitress at the restaurant saw me holding the necklace. “Oh, how pretty,” she said. “Is it your birthday?”

I smiled and nodded to her. 

“Your Dad sure loves you.” 

“I know he does,” I smiled back at her, feeling mischievous. I looked across the table at him. “Thank you, Daddy.” 

He swallowed and shifted in his seat. The restaurant brought me ice cream with a candle. I made him eat some off my spoon, then finished the rest, licking the spoon seductively while he watched me. 

I knew I was breaking that unspoken rule. I knew I was in trouble. I didn’t care. Because he was watching me, and something changed in his expression. 

When we got home, I planned to climb into his lap wearing little to nothing and thank him properly for my birthday, but I never got a chance. He locked the front door, tossed his keys on the counter, and grabbed me by the shoulders, pushing me into the living room. 

“I’ve about had it with your antics, Alice.” 

“What’cha gonna do about it, hot shot?” I snapped back. 

“If you’re going to act like a spoiled little brat, you’re going to get spanked like one.”

Um, that was not at all what I wanted. I wanted his dick in my mouth. But before I could say much, he sat down on the couch, hauled me over his knee, wrenched my skirt up and my panties down, and went to town on my ass. 

Within moments of his hand on me, I felt myself melt into a gooey puddle of love and affection and hot need. He spanked me exactly twenty times on each cheek, and didn’t stop even when I kicked and cried. 

“And one to grow on,” he growled, his hand smacking me right in the middle. In doing so, his fingers fell between my legs and slid against the puddle of wetness there, and he groaned, sliding his fingers deeper. I cried out in pleasure as I felt his fingers at the entrance of my slit, desperately wanting to go farther. I could feel his cock, hard and hot against my belly. 

“Please, Daddy,” I moaned. “Please! I need you, please!” 

His fingers slid inside me. I wailed as I felt a gush of wetness escape and run down my legs. 

“You little slut, you’re getting cum all over my pants.” 

I couldn’t speak, it felt so good. His fingers were in my pussy, stroking my g-spot like he knew exactly where it was. Like he’d been fucking thinking about it. I lifted my hips for more.

I let out another cry of pleasure as he stroked me, squeezing my ass with his other hand. It took me a grand total of five seconds to come all over his fingers, and I laid there across his knees feeling like I’d just fallen straight into heaven. 

His fingers slid away and I whined at the loss, sliding off his lap and onto my knees at his feet. I watched him as he stared at his hand covered in my creamy cum, and slid a finger into his mouth. 

I gasped at the sight of his eyes falling closed, sighing at the taste. Then they flew open again, and he grabbed me under the arms, hauled me up and shoved me onto the couch, and dove down between my legs with his tongue. 

Nobody had ever done that to me before. He kissed my pussy like it was the long lost love of his life, sliding his tongue inside and around me, sucking on my clit until I screamed and came again. He kept sucking until it hurt and I begged him to stop, practically pushing him off of me. 

“Daddy please, it hurts!”

“You spent a fucking month trying to get me here and now you want me to stop? I don’t think so, babygirl. Lay down and take what you fucking asked for.” And he went down on me again, licking me and fingering me until I cried. 

When he finally stopped, he sat back on the couch and looked at me, a satisfied smirk on his face. I laid there with my eyes closed floating in bliss until I heard his zipper. That made my eyes shoot open. 

He was sitting there, holding his beautiful cock in his hand. And it really was beautiful. Maybe that was just because it was him. I pushed myself up and made to crawl to him, but he stopped me. 

“No, you lay there and let me look at you while I get off. You bad little girl. You don’t listen, you don’t get... You... Alice, no, back off. Sit down. Bad, bad girl... Lay... Fuck. Fuck... Oh. Oh babygirl.” 
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After that, we had a ton of sex. I spent ninety percent of my time at home wearing naughty lingerie and being bad on purpose so he would spank me and fuck me like a little whore. We were both exploratory, and he had fantasies he’d never been able to indulge in with his ex-wife that I was all too willing to try. About a year after we started screwing each other senseless, we went to a munch, were introduced to the BDSM lifestyle, and we were hooked. 

We played all the time. Bratting made me feel less like a victim and more like my own empowered self, and he indulged me. Through watching scenes and talking to other experienced lifestyles, we learned that he was a caregiver and a Daddy Dom, and was incredibly fulfilled by simply being my rock. We learned I was a hardcore masochist, and that after a heavy session, I felt level-headed and emotionally anchored for days after. 

We tried toys and played games and bought leather gear. We got closer, and better at talking about what we wanted and needed. And that extended past sex; I began honestly telling him what I needed without being a bitch about it, and he did everything in his power to take care of me and make me happy. He opened up about his emotional needs and the hurt of not being enough for his wife and kids, and started going to counseling. Eventually he reconnected with his oldest daughter and their relationship began to heal, and his son even started answering his texts. And I went out of my way to serve him rather than manipulate him into giving me what I wanted. 

As he aged, though, we danced lightly around the harder conversations. When he was about fifty-six, he wondered out loud if we should get married, so that I would inherit his estate. I said if he ever talked about his death again, I would never suck his dick again. That of course led to me being forced to my knees with his cock in my throat, which was the desired result of the conversation, but even after we finished, he brought it back up again. 

We decided not to get married, but that he would include me in his will. His kids all had large amounts of money and trust funds set aside for when they grew up and they would be taken care of. I didn’t want him to leave me everything, but I also admitted that if he did pass away and leave me nothing, I would be hurt. 

He said he’d take care of it, and he left it at that. He never brought it up again. 

For the next few years, we were happy. I was taken care of. He helped me get my bachelors and I started taking math and science courses with the intent to study astronomy, which I had discovered an undying passion for. Everything was beautiful and happy, and I thought I’d made it. I thought that, at least for the time being, until my old man got a little older, I’d be happy. 

What a fucking lie that was.
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Chapter 18
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On the first day of Astronomy class, my phone buzzed. I kept my phone on silent with the exception of Daddy’s calls, and he knew not to call unless it was an emergency, so I grabbed my phone and quietly snuck out of the room, hoping not to make a bad first impression on my first day class. I was twenty-seven, finally making my way and following my dreams, and I had the whole world going for me, and I didn’t want to ruin it with a phone call. 

But Daddy didn’t call during my classes unless it was important. 

When I answered it wasn’t his voice. “Miss Benson?” a woman asked. 

“This is she.”

“This is Margaret Jones from Central Memorial Hospital. We need you to come down to the emergency room as quickly as you can.”

I ran back into the classroom, gathered my things as fast as I could, and ran from the classroom without an explanation. 

At the hospital, I gave my name and was ushered into a private office. Left alone to wait for the doctor, I found myself panicking and pacing. I couldn’t breathe. I was going to pass out or vomit, and they’d view me as incompetent, and then something horrible would happen– 

“Miss Benson, I’m so sorry to have to bring you in like this. Please, have a seat.” The doctor seemed kind and empathetic. 

“Please tell me he’s okay,” I whispered, tears running down my eyes, my whole body shaking. 

“He’s alive,” the doctor said. “I can’t tell you that he’s okay.”

My knees buckled, and I don’t remember much after that. 
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Daddy spent the next three weeks in the hospital in intensive care. He’d been in a car accident on the way to court and it gave him a major concussion, broken his leg and a couple ribs, and had damaged his spine to the point that he would probably have some level of paralysis for the rest of his life. My heart shattered as the doctor explained that he would recover from the accident, but that his life would never be the same. 

I dropped all my classes and focused completely on Augustus, doing everything in my power to get him the best care. I’d learned to be a ruthless bitch over the past few years when I absolutely needed to, and I’d also learned to read and understand fine print. That came in handy, and I used my newly discovered powers to make his life as comfortable as possible. 

Once he was stable and recovering, I had him transferred to the absolute best extended care facility, negotiated excellent service for him, and brought in the best therapists. He learned to move his head and neck, and eventually regained some control of his shoulders. 

Daddy changed after that. Of course anybody would, but he took it really hard emotionally. His past hurt of not being enough came back full force. While before he had a habit of looking at the positive things in life, now he would go through days of depression, resurfacing only occasionally to remind me of the man he was. 

I took care of him the best I could. I made really awful dinners and he ate them anyway, and I fed them to him, keeping a smile on my face the whole time, and ordering pizza when I could tell it was really bad. I helped him finish up closing and transferring his cases to his friends and colleagues, and helped him tie up all loose ends for his business. Eventually I moved him back into his house and hired a full-time live-in nurse to help take care of him, since there were a lot of things he didn’t want me to do. Which was kind of funny when I really thought about it, because I’d licked the man’s asshole before, but he didn’t want me to change his bedpans. 

Still, I did everything I could to love him back as hard as he had loved me when I had been a homeless prostitute working for cash. I encouraged him in his therapy, and I told him jokes and annoyed him to try to get his attitude positive. And most of the time, I felt like it worked. 

Turns out he was faking most of his happiness. 

He confessed to me one day, “I think I understand your lows now. Those days where no matter what I do, I can’t drag you back up out of the darkness... I understand them now.” He looked up at me, fat tears rolling down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Alice. I’m so sorry that you hurt like this, babygirl.” 

I missed what we were. I missed who he was before... but it didn’t matter. I was going to love the hell out of him, and keep him safe and happy. He was my everything. 

One afternoon, there was a knock at the door. I answered to find a smartly dressed man and an ambulance behind them. 

“Oh no,” I whispered. “What happened? Did he push the panic button by accident? He’s still learning to use the chair. I was just with him, he’s fine.”

“Hello Miss Benson,” the man said. “My name is Jack Walker. May I come in?”

I escorted Mister Walker through the house and into the den, where Daddy was watching golf. He missed golf, and sometimes I took him to the green to watch his friends play, driving him around in the golf cart so he could at least be there and participate even though he couldn’t play. 

“Ah, Mister Walker. Thank you for coming by.” Daddy nodded to the chair across from him. Then he looked at me. “Will you bring coffee, babygirl?”

“Yes Daddy,” I whispered, and left the room. 

I knew he didn’t want coffee. It was three in the afternoon. He was dismissing me. 

I made and brought coffee anyway, wondering what he was discussing with Mister Walker and why there was an ambulance outside, refusing to acknowledge the obvious conclusion. When I brought the coffee back, the two were talking quietly. 

I set the coffee tray down on the table beside Mister Walker, and fixed daddy a small cup, offering it to him. He took a tiny sip, and then nodded to me. His eyes were full of fear and sadness. 

“Alice, sit down sweetie.” 

“Daddy what did you do?” 

“Baby...” he looked at Mister Walker. “Would you give us a few minutes?”

“Of course, sir. I will wait for you in the lobby.” 

“Daddy, what did you do,” I said again. I watched Mister Walker leave the room and shut the door. “Please tell me.”

“Jack Walker is a friend of mine from college, Alice. We have been in contact for years, though he lives in DC and I haven’t seen him in a long time. He came down to see me when... when everything happened.” He looked down at himself in disgust. 

“I had no idea he came by,” I said. 

“I had Nurse Beebe call him and schedule him to come by while you were out.”

He was hiding things from me. The betrayal stabbed me in the heart like a knife and I felt my heart break a little more than it already had. “Daddy please. What is going on?”

“Alice... you know I love you, right baby?”

I nodded, unable to speak. 

“And you know I want the best for you. I want you to be happy.”

I nodded again. “Yes of course. And I want that for you too, so I’m going to make sure you’re happy for the rest of your life.”

“No, baby... you’re not.” 

I felt like my air was cut off, like my lungs no longer worked. I was suddenly hovering outside my body, watching this whole scene play out without me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

I watched from outside myself as Daddy told me he’d arranged for him to go into an assisted living home, where he would be taken care of by strangers, not me. I watched as he motioned to the stack of papers on his lap, and asked me to sign them, explaining that I was in charge of his finances and held his power of attorney, and had the final say on how his assets would be distributed when he passed away. I watched myself numbly flip through the papers, signing them one by one, my tears making blotches on the papers, but my hand moving without my own control. 

When I finished signing the papers, Daddy thanked me and asked me to sit close to him. He laid his head on my shoulder, and then kissed my neck and sat up. 

“I found you a new job, Alice. It’s a very good job with an associate of mine. 

“You don’t remember, but about a year ago, we did a job where we worked with the CIA. One of the men involved was impressed by you and asked if he could steal you. I told him no, but he gave me his card anyway. I called him and he wants you to come work for them, doing the same thing you do for me. Or... did for me.

“You’ll be a PA, and an admin assistant. The pay is really good. I’ve arranged a nice little apartment for you. I’ve signed my car over to you. I’ve transferred some extra money into your bank account to get you started. You’re going to move out there, you’re going to make a lot of money and have a wonderful career. You’re going to finish your degree, and maybe one day you’ll go flying up there in the stars, and I can see you all the way from heaven.”

I said nothing. I couldn’t speak. I didn’t even have a mouth anymore. 

“You’re going to have a life, babygirl, and you’re going to be amazing. You’re going to fall in love with someone who can take care of you, not someone who will weigh you down and be a burden on you. Someone your age who you can live out the rest of your life with.” 

But I love you. Don’t you love me anymore? 

“Everything you need to know about your new job is in the folder on my desk.”

I don’t want to move. I want to stay here with you forever. 

“I’ll call you all the time and check up on you.”

Why don’t you want me anymore? Am I not enough for you? Did I not take good enough care of you? Did I fail you? I tried so hard. Why wasn’t it enough? I gave up everything for you. You’re my life, my love, my Daddy. 

“Come on, babygirl. Let’s go.”
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Chapter 19
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Six months later

Mister Quinn stopped calling after I stopped answering. 

It was surprisingly easy for me to cut him out. I moved out, sold his fancy sports car, bought myself something more practical, and threw myself into my work. I visited the local bars on the weekends and got plastered to try to forget my problems. 

Mister Quinn had indeed found me a nice little apartment in DC that I could afford with my new salary. I didn’t have much stuff to put in it, but that was fine because it was extremely small. I spent as little time there as possible. 

I worked as a PA for a defense attorney at the CIA, and within about six months I was hired out from under him to work for the Regional Director himself. I loved the work, I was busy all the time, and I made a lot of money on overtime when he discovered I was okay with getting up at five in the morning and gathering up the entire office’s Starbucks orders and staying until eight at night finishing paperwork.

Cole Stewart was a liar and a cheat, but he paid me well and respected me. He never once made innuendos at me and he didn’t stare at my tits. We had a solid working relationship and sometimes he gave me interesting, exciting projects to mix up the monotony of the work. I met a ton of really interesting—and sometimes scarry—people.  

But after months of monotony and routine, and nobody to love me the way I needed to be loved, I found myself skipping my meds and cutting again. 

There was a very dark week where I stayed in bed, missed work, and threw in the towel on life, deciding to lay there until I didn’t wake up anymore. My boss sent someone to my apartment to make sure I was okay, and they sent me to the hospital when they found me dehydrated and lethargic. A day in the hospital on an IV with my meds forced into me was enough to get me back on my feet, and I promised my boss I’d let him know in the future if I needed mental health days. 

I needed a mental health Dom, I told myself. Someone who loves me like Daddy did. 

Fuck him. He didn’t love me. 

I tried to tell myself that, but it never worked. Love was something you knew, not something you felt. And I knew I had loved him, and he had loved me. It just hurt that it wasn’t enough. It still hurt deeply that he had sent me away during the time where he needed me most. 

At least, that’s what I was trying to tell myself. Because now that he was gone, now that he had sent me away, I wondered if I had misread and misunderstood our entire relationship. I began to doubt everything I knew about him and about the love he had shown me. 

My solution to the problem was to stop thinking about it. 
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I met Becca Huxley completely by accident. I was at a little cafe during lunchtime with a few of my coworkers who had tried to befriend me. We were chatting over wine and shrimp tacos when I saw a beautiful woman out of the corner of my eye. She was bullying the hell out of her waiter. 

She was tall, muscular but graceful, with long black hair down to her waist. She wore a stunning necklace of red glittery stones that sat in her ample cleavage, and was dressed all in black, with black leather boots to her knees, and a corset around her blouse. 

I couldn’t tell what she was saying to her waiter, but he was standing slightly slumped forward, blushing furiously, and looked incredibly uncomfortable. When he slumped, she mocked his posture until he stood up straight. 

That poor kid makes minimum wage and does not have time for this shit, I said to myself. I hadn’t let my brat side out in almost a year, pretty much since Daddy had his car accident, and she was desperate to emerge. 

I bit my lip. Not my job to say anything. 

I caught the tail end of the woman’s scolding the boy when my friends quieted. “You’ll suffer the consequences of that, stupid little boy,” she was saying. 

I stood up, my legs acting all on their own. “Hey,” I snapped. 

The other patrons of the restaurant noticed me, as did the beautiful woman and the waiter. He looked horrified, and she looked confused. 

“You can’t say that kind of stuff to people, especially people who are being paid to serve you. You think he wants to serve your sorry ass? He’s a person just like you, and significantly cuter, so you should be nice to him. For fuck’s sake, calling your waiter a stupid boy, what a bitch.” 

The woman’s eyebrows rose steadily as she watched me, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. But to my surprise, the young boy who she’d been scolding a moment before reached down and took her hand in his, lifted it to his lips, and then walked my way, trying to hush me and calm me down. 

“Miss, please, if you would–”

“No! You can’t let people talk to you like that! She’s a total jerk! She doesn’t matter. She’s one stupid bitch in the world. She isn’t worth the tip. And if you won’t stand up for yourself, I’ll have to do it for you.” I nodded confidently. 

The boy still looked uncomfortable, but before he could speak again, the woman called out. “Outside, Benny.” She left her plate half eaten, placed a bill on the table, and left the restaurant. 

“Would you please... Come with me, miss? Just to talk?” he asked me. 

I sighed dramatically. “Okay, but only because you’re cute.” 

He blushed deeper and led me towards the door of the restaurant. 

Outside, the woman was leaning against the brick siding of the building. I felt my blood boil as I saw her standing there so nonchalant, and I walked faster to get a chance to give her another piece of my mind for bullying the underdog. 

But as I neared her and began letting more words and insults tumble out of my mouth, she smiled, took Benny the waiter by the neck, bit him, and then kissed him on the mouth. 

I stopped speaking. 

She pulled away from him, and then tugged at his shirt a little, exposing a thin leather dog collar around his neck with a tag hanging off the hook. 

“Oh.” 

The woman looked back at her waiter and stroked the side of his face. “I’ll see you this evening, pet. You’ll get your punishment then.” 

He blushed again, his eyes lighting up. “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.” He gave a little bow and turned and went back into the cafe. 

“So...” I said as I watched him walk back inside. “I’m Alice. And sometimes my mouth gets away from me.” 

“I’m Becca Huxley. And I don’t mind at all.”
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Becca met me at a bar the next evening, and we spoke for a long time. Turned out she was a therapist who worked with trauma victims and knew a lot about my disorder. I started seeing her regularly, confessing my need for pain, and she attempted to satisfy that need, but it wasn’t the same and she didn’t like my bratting. Eventually, she brought me to The Underground. 

When I first walked in, I knew I’d found a magical place. 

At The Underground, I met my kind of people. There were sadists and pleasure Doms. There were service subs and littles. And there were brats. Lots and lots of brats and their tamers who got together every Tuesday night to discuss antics and evil plans and pranks and loopholes, and all the best ways to tease their Doms and get themselves properly dominated. 

It made me crave what I’d had with Mister Quinn. I missed our relationship so much, but I could barely think about him, because it shut my whole body down and made me ache inside and out. 

It didn’t take long before I found a Dom who was interested in playing with me. I was hesitant to get into another long-term committed relationship because I didn’t want a repeat of my last experience. But Bruce Hawking didn’t want a romantic relationship. He didn’t want emotional intimacy. He wanted pain, sex, and obedience, and he wanted to make me do the things I craved but didn’t want to ask for.

So I let him make me. I let him punish me, and enforce rules like taking my medicine, drinking water, seeing Becca once a month, keeping a journal, and all that other responsible shit that a girl of nearly thirty should be able to do on her own. He wanted control over everything. He wanted to know what shampoo I used, how often I got a wax, and how many squats I did at the gym. 

I relished it. I loved arguing with him and being forced into my place, and then fucked into oblivion. And sometimes, if he fucked me hard enough, and was mean enough, I could even have an orgasm. 

About six months after I got involved with Bruce, I found his phone laying around while he was in the bathroom. Another few messages popped up, and I opened it to see he was chatting with three other girls. 

He also had a behavior tracking app installed, and he had separate profiles for all of us. So that was cool. 

I took screenshots of the incriminating evidence and texted them to myself, and then snuck out while he was still in the shower. I ignored him for three days while he fumed and texted and called, telling me I was in deep shit. 

Then I planned a little surprise party for him at his house with all three of his other submissives who I’d contacted, who also hadn’t known they were with a cheater. One of the girls came over and asked if she could try topping him, and he stupidly agreed. She cuffed him to the bed, and then we all came out of the closet.  

We had a great time breaking up with him, drinking all his expensive alcohol, and trashing his house, only to leave him naked and handcuffed to the bed with dicks drawn on his face with sharpie markers. 

The four of us became pretty good friends and ended up at The Underground a few times a week. I started looking for more casual play partners, because fuck Doms, clearly they were out for themselves. The problem was, I’d meet someone, they’d have a blast with me, but then I’d get a little crazy on them, and they’d bail. 

“Sorry kid, you’re just a bit much for me.”

“You’re not a brat, Alice, you’re a bitch.”

“This isn’t working out, let’s step back.”

Whoever said “always be yourself” didn’t know me very well. People didn’t like who I really was. And after a few times of people bailing on me, I decided one-night-stands and casual play was the only way I was going to get spanked on a regular basis. 

One evening on a Sunday night, I was waiting in line at the bar to get a drink when I saw him. 

He was very handsome, in his late forties, with light brown hair and clear blue eyes. He had a soft smile and open face, and he walked with ease and confidence. It was the kind of confidence that couldn’t be taught or learned, it had to be natural. The kind that let you know this person knew they owned the world.

He scanned the room, and his eyes fell on me. A slight quirk of his lips, and he nodded for me to follow him. 

I’m not sure why I did. Maybe sadists can pick masochists out of a crowd, but he picked me out like a flashing neon sign. 

He waited for me outside one of the private rooms. “Just watch today, okay little raven?” He reached out and stroked my cheek with his thumb, and then entered the private room, locking it behind him. 

I knew that the room next door had a one-way window, so I went into the viewing room and watched. There were a few other people in there, but when they saw the man enter, they left. I watched as he paced and rolled up his sleeves, waiting patiently for his victim to remove her clothes. 

And she truly was a victim. 

I then watched one of the most horrific, violent scenes I’d ever seen in my life. He bound her with ropes to the ceiling, wrapped her breasts until they were bulging and purple, beat her with a cane until she bled, and then bit her purple pulsing breasts until they bled too. He punched her in the stomach and kicked her in the back. Then he fucked her from behind while he held a knife to her cheek, holding her close and thrusting slowly, like he was making love to her. He was affectionate in his lovemaking, and the monster inside him was satisfied. 

He cut her down from the ropes and left her on the ground without giving her aftercare. Another man came in a few minutes later and took the woman, battered and bruised and crying, scooped her up into his arms, and took her to another room to give her whatever care she needed. 

I sensed him behind me. He was sitting in one of the viewing chairs, studying me. 

“How long has it been,” he asked softly. 

“Since what?”

“Since you took flight?”

He was referencing the magic of subspace, where pain and pleasure mixed together and overwhelmed the body, shooting me up into the sky like a kite and letting me float through heavy waters. 

“A little over a year,” I whispered. 

“I only play with a woman once a month,” he said softly. “You need that long to recover.” 

I swallowed. 

“I’m not a Dom. I’m a sadist. I do scenes, and that’s it. I don’t want to know your life story and I don’t want you to fall in love with me. I just want to hurt you.” 

He was beautiful and terrifying, and watching him work had made me horribly wet. Daddy had never gone that hard on me before. Never. He spanked me until I cried and used a crop or a paddle if I was really naughty, but never did he hurt me like what I’d just seen. 

“I’ve never done anything that intense.” 

“But you want to try,” he said. “You want to know what that feels like.” 

I nodded. 

“Little raven doesn’t speak much,” he murmured, brushing a finger over my lip. I wasn’t sure what it was about this man, but I just knew that bratting him would be a bad idea. “You need to know something.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t care about you. Only your pain. No safeword, no limits. For one hour, you’re mine to do whatever I want. I can give you two promises... You will live... and you will fly.” 
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Michael Lewis and I were monthly play partners for almost a year after that. He was exactly as he promised. He cared nothing about me, only about giving me as much pain as I could handle, and then some. I begged him for mercy more times than I could count, but he never showed it. He had no weakness. There were no magic words or pleas I could give that would lessen my sentence. And yet I came back every month, desperate for more. 

Because he was right. He kept his promises. He never killed me, even though there were times I thought he would. And he always made me fly so high I thought I’d never come down. 

I knew why he didn’t bother giving aftercare. I was so high on endorphins I couldn’t remember what happened to me near the end of our scenes. I didn’t even remember getting fucked. By that time, I was so empty of all emotion, so blissed out, that all I could feel was pleasure and peace, with no thoughts in my head. He had a horrific way of dragging every one of my fears to light and exploiting them. 

He was glorious. And he never even asked my name. I loved him in a different way than I’d ever loved Augustus Quinn. Daddy was my caregiver, but Michael was my addiction. I counted down the days until our sessions, telling myself this time I was going to bail on him, or brat him, or not show up. But every time, I walked into that room, took off my clothes, and placed my hands in the cuffs he left for me, desperate for whatever he had planned for me.

In the interim while I was healing, I often did smaller, less intense sessions with another man who I really liked. He was very much my type; broad and scary, dark and handsome, quiet with a sadistic glint in his eye. His name was Simon Pierce, and he was a tattoo and piercing artist. I was pretty sure his last name wasn’t actually Pierce, but that’s what he called himself, so that’s what I called him. 

He saw me one day when I was lounging at the bar during lady’s night. I was drunk and ended up grinding on one of the poles, wearing nothing but a g-string, and he couldn’t take his eyes off me. I danced for him and only him, going up to the edge of the stage, gyrating and showing off. His eyes glowed as he studied me. When the song ended, I jumped down and practically landed in his lap. 

We became friends and fuck buddies. There was no better way to explain our relationship. While I recovered from Michael’s abuse, Simon gave me sex, a friend to drink with, and he did my piercings and tattoos. He took pride and joy in decorating my body, suggesting jewelry and art that he thought would look good on me. I enjoyed his attention, his Jacob’s Ladder, and the deep growl that reverberated from his chest when he fucked me from behind. He liked to play with needles too, and sometimes knives, and between my two new playmates, I felt like I could take over the world in the office. 

Several years into living in DC, there was a situation involving a Russian runaway wanted by the Mafia, a drug bust that wasn’t supposed to be busted, a body farm, and an island off the coast of Florida with a bunch of trafficked children that the CIA was desperately trying to keep quiet. I met Alex Victor in the midst of all this, and she was assigned by my boss to find and capture a criminal who they believed was a part of the whole scheme. The criminal was a terrorist who called himself “Agent Smith Smith.”

A blurry photo was handed out to the people in the briefing room with a brief explanation that Agent Smith Smith was working with a former serial killer who had escaped from prison many years ago. I didn’t see the photo, and I didn’t think much of it until a few days later I arrived at The Underground for my scene with Michael, and he never showed up. 

No text, no phone call. Just... didn’t show up. 

Once again, one more person abandoning me. Figures. 

Several weeks later, Alex confessed to me that my missing play partner was in fact the convict and serial killer Michael Lewis, who was apparently working with Agent Smith Smith for a secret terrorist organization. She suggested that if I run into him again I call her directly. 

After all that, I took some time away from The Underground. I still saw Simon once in a while, but only at his shop so he could finish the tattoos he’d started. I felt myself start to pull away and become more distant from my friends and my fellow brats, and I started making excuses to skip sessions with Becca Huxley. 

It was Alex who called me out and got me back on track. 

She’d just come back from a massive assignment and had spent all afternoon debriefing. After her debrief, she left the conference room practically boiling with fury, and told me to meet her at the bar downtown because she needed a drink and someone to talk to. 

We talked for hours. Or rather, we sat there silently while we talked in her head, because she could do that, and she preferred it. And I was okay with it, because it meant I didn’t have to find the words to explain my feelings. I could just feel, and she would understand.

Alex let me see, for just a few minutes, what it was like to be her. 

All the thoughts, the emotions, the memories of all the people around her were clear and understandable, like a perfect little spreadsheet, or a database of information she had sorted in her head. She could see their wants and their desires, their motivations, the truth behind the things they said and the things they did. She let me feel the way she burned for justice and family and hope for her friends. 

And for the first time since I’d met Augustus Quinn, I knew something to be true beyond a shadow of a doubt, and knew that my feelings at the time would never change my mind on the fact. 

Alex Victor was a good person, and I could trust her. 

She told me that I had one month to get my shit together and start going back to see Becca. She told me I needed to find a Dom who I trusted, and suggested I look at Reuben’s instead of The Underground. 

I did exactly as she said. I met Peter Woodrow at a munch at Reuben’s, and we hit it off. Several people including Becca vouched for him, and we started talking and going on dates, and doing some short sessions. I began seeing Becca again, and she helped me through some of my trauma regarding Augustus Quinn. 

Several months after Alex gave me her ultimatum, her plane went down on her way home from an assignment. She and fifteen other people were taken captive by the Russian Mafia, and were presumed dead. 

And, in typical Alice fashion, I lost my shit.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20
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If I could go back and change one thing about my journey in the lifestyle, it would be Peter Woodrow. 

We were together for a little over a year. I liked him, and the sex was decent, but I didn’t love him. He let me brat the hell out of him, and he put me in my place just like I needed. He spanked me and shouted at me, hit me and spat on me, tied me up and beat me until I was bruised. Sometimes he even used a whip, though he tended to save that for actual punishments, not fun playtime. He was brutal with the thing.

Woodrow wanted more from me, but I always kept him at arm’s distance. Slowly, as I trusted him more, I let him take control of my daily routine and give me rules and tasks. But I never gave myself over to him completely, and I didn’t want to go full time, because I knew he was an asshole underneath it all. Our dynamic never turned into a relationship. It felt like he was trying to be someone he wasn’t, and I felt like I was putting up with it for the sex. 

But he was persistent in his own way, and I grew attached to his attention. I spent hours explaining my disorder to him, and he spent even more hours reading about it on his own. He and I came to the agreement that when I needed him to be harder on me because of my disorder, he’d have to use his discretion. 

That happened for the first time when I got the call from the Department of Defense that Alex Victor’s plane had gone down, and that she was missing and presumed dead. I went into work to deal with the aftermath, and when I got home, I completely lost my mind. He calmed me down with an intense impact session that had me unable to sit for days. Even though I felt like shit afterwards, it was the only thing that kept me from going insane so I didn’t think anything of it. 

Alex, the one person I felt like I could trust, who I thought was as unbiased as God, was gone. I felt alone, like she’d personally left me. I knew it wasn’t true, but it still felt that way. In my emotional state, I tried to break up with Woodrow. He told me that he wasn’t going to let me go for my own good, and I fell into the lie that he was taking care of me, the same way that Augustus had. 

It was only later I recognized he was abusing me. 

Then I got the news that Augustus Quinn was dying. I talked to him on the phone for the first time in years, his voice weak and his breath so light I could barely hear him. I flew back down to Florida to see him one last time, and he died before I got there. 

Peter Woodrow stood by my side as Daddy was lowered into the ground, dozens of white roses piled on top of his casket. I felt completely numb, unable to speak, cry, or feel anything other than hurt. It was like a final betrayal. Gone for good, and he hadn’t let me help him, not even in his last breaths. 

I was extremely out of it during the reading of the will, and don’t remember much of what was said, or even what I inherited. I did know the family was angry. I sat there and stared at the paperwork in my hands, staring down at it in horror. I remembered signing it back when he’d sent me away, but I couldn’t remember what it said. 

That evening, Peter Woodrow took those papers from me for safekeeping, and we got the next flight back home. The next day, he locked them in a file cabinet in his office, brought me downstairs, and whipped me until I bled. While I sat in the tub in a warm bath of Epsom salts that burned my skin, he called my boss and explained I’d had a death in the family, and would be back in a few days. 

I was out for a week because of that. Peter Woodrow did indeed use his discretion, and he decided to use me as a punching bag. Learned helplessness should not be confused with submission, but in the midst of my heartache, they felt the same. 

After a few weeks, I began to resurface. I went back to my apartment, though he told me he wanted me to stay with him and possibly move in and go 24/7. I’d told him I didn’t want that, and while I appreciated the help he’d given me through my loss, I wanted to maintain the separation and the scheduled dynamic we had. 

He wasn’t happy about it, but he couldn’t force me. 

At least, not at that time. 

Things in the CIA were changing. Alex was gone. Agent Smith Smith and Michael Lewis had both been arrested and put in prison. Cole Stewart was getting blackmail from multiple outside sources and decided to relocate his family. 

That was when he fired me. 

“I’m really sorry about this, Alice. You’ve been so good to us. But this is the last straw.” I was so shocked and confused, I wasn’t even sure what I was being fired for, or what was going on, until I was escorted down to a debriefing room and given a packet of paper. I spent the next six hours being told exactly all the things I couldn’t talk about and warned not to talk about my experience. 

I walked out of the debrief. “Joke’s on you, I’m into that shit,” was the last thing I said to the HR guy who was warning me about people being tortured by the Italian mob. Which was bullshit, because I’d met three members of the Italian mob, and they adored me. 

It was a Thursday, and I was already late for my appointment with Woodrow. I called him and rambled for a few minutes about how I’d gotten fired and how I couldn’t come over tonight, but that I’d touch base with him soon. 

“Come over Alice.”

“Sir, I can’t. I need to–”

“Alice, you trust me, don’t you?”

“...yes sir.”

“I need you to come over. I’ll make you some dinner, we’ll talk through this. I want to help you out, cupcake.” 

I went over. I wish I hadn’t. 

I thanked him for comforting me on the phone and offering to make me dinner. Before I even finished speaking, he’d hit me across the face. 

“The fuck was that for?” I shouted. 

“You are in a lot of trouble, young lady. You’re over two hours late.”

“Peter, we are not playing right now–”

Another slap. 

“Scarlett!” I shouted my safeword, looking him dead in the eye. “No sir! No way. You know what? Fuck you.” I grabbed my bag to leave. “I need time, and a break, and a new job, and a glass of water, and–”

He grabbed me by the hair, pulled me back, and locked the door. 

The rest of the evening was a blur of pain and shouting. I knew I was in trouble when he tossed me down into the dungeon in his basement garage and locked the door, killing the lights and leaving me in there. I don’t know how long he left me there, but when he came back, I’d fallen asleep, shivering on the cold cement. 

I woke up groggy. The first thing I felt was him pulling me up by the hair. The second thing I felt was a metal collar locked around my neck. 

“No,” I shouted. I didn’t like collars. I never had, because they always made me feel like I couldn’t breathe. “Scarlett! You hear me? Red! Scarlett! That’s my safeword! I’m done! I want to go home! I don’t consent to this!” 

“You trusted me to use my discretion, Alice. I know what you need right now, and I’m going to help you through this.” He hauled me up by the collar to my feet, and I struggled against the rising panic. He chained the collar to the rack behind me and locked my hands in cuffs above my head. 

I couldn’t see him from the brightness of the overhead light. But I could see the whip in his hands. 

“Scarlett, Peter!” 

The whip flicked out and struck me hard across my breasts. 

“Scarlett!” I shouted again. 

“Alice,” he sighed. “You’re mine now, honey.”

I continued to scream and shout, begging to be released, using my safeword over and over. Finally, my voice began to tire and my tears ran dry. He got tired of my sobs, and he gagged me with a thick piece of rope through my teeth.

“Alice, here’s the thing. You have no job now, but that’s okay. We’ve been working towards this for a while now. You’re going to move in with me, and I’m going to be your Master. You’ll be my full-time slave. You don’t need to get another job because I’ll take care of you. You trust me, remember? I’ve always taken care of you. Let go, cupcake. Let go and let your Master have your trust.” 
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I was in and out of myself after that. An immeasurable amount of time passed. I remember him taking me to my apartment and packing my things and turning in my notice to terminate my lease. He gave me a list of rules and things he needed me to do every day, and punished me cruelly if I neglected even a single detail. He took away my phone, laptop, wallet, keys, and all my legal documents like my ID, birth certificate, and social security card, locking it all up in his office. 

I remember him taking me to The Underground a few times for play parties and public scenes. I attempted to use my safeword while I was there in front of other people, but he made a huge scene about me constantly using my safeword incorrectly, making sure everyone knew I was topping from the bottom. 

He punished me intensely every few days, calling it training. He was cruel to me for no reason. Things I used to enjoy became torture. Scenes we had done before almost in exact detail were no longer fun. They were terrifying because I no longer had a way to stop it. 

“Let go, cupcake. You’ll find your slavespace soon. I promise.” 

The best thing that could have possibly happened, happened. He took me to The Lounge at Reuben’s, since we weren’t allowed to scene at The Underground anymore. At this point, I hadn’t spoken a word in days, maybe weeks, because speaking did no good. He didn’t listen. Anytime I tried to talk or reason with him, he punished me. Anytime I used my safeword, he punished me. Anytime he felt like it, he punished me. 

We were waiting for our turn on the spanking bench. He was sipping an iced tea that he’d snuck two mini bottles of rum into and was trying to get a buzz. I was dizzy with fear at the idea of being abused and hurt, and I desperately wanted to find my voice, to scream, to shout for help. 

Becca saw us and waved, smiling. 

Did she know? Maybe she knew and she didn’t care. At that moment, I hated her. She had betrayed me just as badly as Alex Victor, Bruce Hawking, Michael Lewis, and Peter Woodrow. 

Because that’s what people did. Even Simon Pierce hadn’t come looking for me. I’d seen him at The Underground the day we got kicked out, and he’d looked like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t. So fuck him too. 

The bench was free, and someone wiped it down. I tried to find my voice to use my safeword just one more time. I felt it on the tip of my tongue, desperate to escape, but I couldn’t open my mouth. 

Scarlett. Scarlett. Scarlett. 

Suddenly I was jerked forward. Peter was screaming, and he’d fallen backwards and hit his head. Blood was pouring from his nose. He was clutching it with two hands. 

I looked down and realized he was no longer holding the end of the leash that was attached to my collar. 

Before I could second-guess myself, I turned to the door of The Lounge, ran down the stairs to the ground floor, flew out the door of the restaurant, and ran into the night. 
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Chapter 21
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Present Day 

Reuben stared at me in mute horror as he listened to me wrap up my story of my assault and escape from Peter Woodrow. 

“I caught a cab and paid cash with the money in the basket by the door. I grabbed my keys from Woodrow’s room and drove myself to the police station. A lot of my stuff was still in my car from when we’d packed up my apartment, so I didn’t bother packing a go bag... I did grab a blanket though... 

“The police cut the collar off my neck and took down my statement, but I don’t think they believed me. I was dressed like a whore and didn’t think to change. They offered to put me up in a hotel for a few days while I found somewhere to stay, but I didn’t like the vibes I was getting from them, so I told them I was going to stay with a friend. One of the cops tried to cop a feel on my way out of the station. I recognized a few of them as Pete’s friends. 

“I couldn’t find my IDs when I stole my keys back. Pretty sure he still has them locked in that file cabinet. There were some legal documents in there too. I think, while I was dissociated, he made me sign a contract of some kind, but I can’t really remember. But I remember signing something. 

“I lived out of my car for about a few days after that, and Alex found me in a bar, trying to get the bartender to hire me for cash. I was so shocked and happy to see her... I felt like I had a lifeline. She brought me home to Greenwood Valley, said there was a place for me there, and that she had a feeling this was where I was supposed to be.” I shrugged and sipped the last of my wine. “So suffice to say, I haven’t really been myself the past few months.” 

Reuben stared at me for a moment longer, and I saw his hands flexing, his fingers twitching, like he wanted to do something. He looked angry, and a little hurt. I took a deep breath and hoped he didn’t freak out again. I was about to say something but he stood and walked slowly into the kitchen, like he was counting and measuring his steps. He returned a few minutes later with two plates of dessert. There was a very small slice of key lime pie and a slice of cheesecake on each one. 

“Ooh, you brought me dessert!” I grinned. “I knew I liked you. Oh my gawwwwwd,” I sighed as I bit into the key lime. “This is amazing, did you make this?”

“No.”

“Well whoever did, God bless them.” 

The man knew sugar was the way to my heart. Better watch out for that, I thought, but I was too focused on the deliciousness on my plate. 

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” I continued, finishing the key lime and moving onto the cheesecake. “Why not just start over? Why live out of my car? Surely I had some money in my savings account, right? See, Woodrow took very careful attention to my finances and my resources. He made me sign some paperwork while I was out of it, and I’m not sure exactly what it was. But after I got away from him, I went to the bank to try to get some cash out, and they basically told me that I couldn’t pull money out without him present because he was the account holder. I tried to explain what happened but they said I needed him there to close the account, or a letter from a lawyer. So... Peter Woodrow still has about sixty thousand dollars of my money, all my IDs, and whatever was in that safety deposit box that Augustus left me.” I took another bite of cheesecake. “Mmm. This is good but it needs, like, candied cherries on top or something.” 

He rose and took my plate out of my hands, setting it on the coffee table in front of us. “Hey,” I started, but I shut up when I saw his face. 

He took my hands firmly in one of his, wordlessly pulling me down the hall and stopping in front of a door. He turned to look at me over his shoulder as he opened the door and gestured for me to enter. 

I felt myself gasp in shock as I saw what was in the room. Boxes and bags were piled in the corner, some with lids, some without. Some were in clear plastic tubs, and I could tell what the contents were. It was all my stuff from Woodrow’s house. 

Behind the tubs and boxes, my dresses were hanging in dry-cleaning bags in the closet, my shoes laid out on the ground underneath. A polish kit sat on the floor beside them, and I realized he’d been cleaning and restoring some of the leather shoes, harnesses, and dresses that had been damaged. 

He followed me into the bedroom, and I stared at the little desk in the corner. On top of the desk was a folder with my name on it. “What is this,” I whispered, and turned to face him. 

He looked a little guilty as he explained. “I had a friend help me retrieve your belongings... those documents you signed, they’re all in that folder. Your IDs, your power of attorney, and all the information you need to retrieve the contents of the safe deposit box. 

“Alice... There’s a lot of stuff in that folder, and the fact that you glanced over it so quickly in your explanation a minute ago makes me think you don’t know what you signed. I’m more than willing to help you fight for what’s yours if you’ll let me. Alex will too, I’m sure.”

“What... what did he make me sign,” I whispered, my hand finding the edge of the folder. I wanted to throw it open and see what was there, but something in his face told me I wouldn’t like it. And I didn’t want to see and feel the betrayal of one more thing that Peter fucking Woodrow had done to hurt me. 

I just wanted it all to go away. But I opened the file anyway, still looking at Reuben. 

He looked nervous. “Everything can be reversed, Alice. You just have to be brave enough to fight for it. It means facing what happened and talking about it to people other than me. As I said, I am more than willing to help you, regardless of where our relationship ends up going.”

I looked away from him, and finally faced the documents in the folder, flipping through them one by one.

Birth certificate. Social security. Driver’s license. College degrees. The paperwork I’d signed to put Augustus into his care home. Power of Attorney. The letter from Augustus regarding the deposit box that I’d never read. And... A typed up BDSM Contract? Paperwork on a new joint bank account... Name change paperwork? 

A marriage certificate. 

I choked and felt my hand fly to my mouth, my eyes welling with angry tears. 

He’d stolen my money, my freedom, my body, and my name. I’d trusted the wrong man and he’d taken everything I had in one swoop. 

I think I said something, and maybe he did too, but the next thing I remember, I was crying, and Reuben was taking the paperwork out of my hands and setting it back on the desk, and then opening his arms to me. I fell against him out of sheer need, but then pushed and pulled, trying to get away from him. 

I cannot do this again. 

I could feel my mouth moving, but I didn’t know what I was saying. I think he was speaking to me too, but I couldn’t hear him. But I do remember one thing; when I pushed him off me, he let me go. He didn’t hold on for dear life. He pulled his arms back from me, and he let go of me, kneeling in front of me while I tried to wipe the tears from my face and catch my breath. 

“Alice,” he whispered softly. “You’re okay. You’re safe. Nothing bad is going to happen to you here. You’re safe with me. I’m going to keep you safe. I promise.”

“How can you,” I cried, finally able to breathe again. The way he was speaking to me was calming me down just enough that I could finally understand what he was saying. 

“I have a lot of friends in high places who can help. I can get your name changed back by nine o’clock tomorrow morning, and have your money transferred back into your account, assuming it’s still there. In the District of Columbia, six months of separation is enough to file for divorce–”

“I don’t want a divorce, I want to never have been married!”

“I know, sweetheart. I know.” My hands were shaking, and he opened his hands for me, palms open. Something about the way he spoke to me and the expression of compassion on his face made me set my shaking hands in his. “We’ll fix this, I promise. I’ll help you.” 

A strange sense of déjà vu came over me. “Why, why do you want to help me, why do I matter to you,” I cried. “I’m nothing to you. I’m just a girl. You don’t even like me!” 

“No, sweetheart,” he whispered. And brushed a tear from my cheek. His hand was so large against my face that it covered half of it, and it scared me how safe I felt with my face in his hands. “You’re not just a girl. You’re my girl.” 

Reuben stood up to his full height, and guided me to the bed, and I freaked out just a little at the thought that he was going to do something to me. He scooped me up like I weighed nothing and set me down on the bed, and then knelt on the ground in front of me so I sat above him looking down. He took my hands again and looked me in the eye, breathing calmly until I found myself matching his breaths. 

“I want you to sit and breathe for a few minutes. I’m going to get you some water. I’ll be right back, okay?”

I nodded, unable to speak. He stood up and left the room, and I pushed myself farther onto the bed. 

It was really comfy and had a bunch of pillows, and a pretty black comforter with stars and planets all over it. I found myself laying down on the bed, resting my head against the pillows and tracing my fingers across the glittery stars on the fabric. One of the pillows was a purple star with a smiley face. Above me was a poster of the milky way taped to the ceiling. There glow stars stuck all over, and Christmas lights wrapped around the headboard. 

This room was... mine. Had Reuben prepared this room for me?

Aaaand now I’m crying again. 

There was no reason why this man should be so good to me considering how rude and bratty I’d been to him over the past few months. Plus, he barely knew me. We were just barely starting to talk, and he’d already collected my stolen things, promised me to help with the legal shit, and bought me a galaxy bedspread and glow stars. 

I was at war with myself again. Half of me wanted to get up and run out of this room and drive back down the mountain to Greenwood Valley, and the other half of me wanted to throw my arms around Reuben and hug him and let myself feel things for him. 

Both options were stupid. I knew that. But my brain and my body were confused, and scared, and I didn’t know what to do...

“Hey, calm down, okay? Alice. Look at me. Sit up, drink... okay. That’s better. Drink slowly. That’s right. Good... okay.” He stroked my hair while I sipped the water he brought me, and then took the empty glass. 

“I want you to lay down for a few minutes, alright? Just lay down and breathe. I’m going to sit right here until you feel better.” 

I didn’t speak, I just did as he said. I laid down and stared up at the poster on the ceiling, wondering about how pretty the room would look with the glow stars all lit up. I noticed that the walls were painted a dark blue, and the ceiling was a dark grey. It would be super dark in here with the lights off. 

“Is this for me,” I whispered, dreading the answer. 

“Yes it is.” 

“Can you turn off the lights?”

He crawled over to the door and reached up, turning off the light, and then closed the door behind us, plunging us into darkness except for the stars and the Christmas lights. 

The stars on the ceiling were stuck on in beautiful swirls, intertwining with each other to paint a splash of greenish yellow light on the ceiling. And the stars on the bedspread were a little less bright, but they still glowed just enough to be seen. 

“Why did you do this for me,” I whispered. 

I felt him lean against the side of the bed. “Because I thought you would like it.”

I was quiet as those words hung in the air, like a kiss that hadn’t quite hit its mark. 

“It’s not done. I wasn’t going to... I thought I’d show you later, at the end of the week, maybe on Saturday... but I stopped working on it, because I thought... well, I thought you hated me and...”

“I love it so much.” 

“I’m so glad.” 

Tears welled in my eyes again. Reuben’s romantic side was a little too much for me to handle right now. “Can I have some more water?”

“Of course you may.” 

When he left the room to go refill my glass, I stared up at the stars on my ceiling, crying softly as I let go. I let the fullness and the enormity of my current situation settle over me, and I faced the truth full on. 

I really liked Reuben, and for some reason, he really liked me. And even though I was absolutely terrified of history repeating itself, I wanted to try again. Not just for a playmate, not just for impact sessions when I needed it, but for something real, and beautiful, and emotional, and intimate. Something that mattered. Something that was big enough to break me... but something that would be worth the brokenness. 
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Chapter 22
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I woke up to the quiet hum of some distant electronic device. Hauling myself up from the pile of pillows, I inspected the room around me. It took a moment to figure out where I was and what was going on. 

I was in the room Reuben had prepared for me. I must have fallen asleep. 

I had a hell of a headache. Beside me on the bedside table was a glass of water, a few ibuprofen, and my cell phone, plugged in and charging. 

He is really something else, I thought, and then shoved that thought away as I swallowed the pills. It was too early in the morning to think about the emotional epiphany I’d had last night. 

Forcing myself out of the extremely comfortable bed, I followed the buzzing sound until I found myself in what looked like a small office turned into a gym. Reuben was running on a treadmill, wearing nothing but boxers. 

Fucking hell. Talk about a thirst trap. 

Maybe it was just me and my thing for big scary powerful men, but I was having a hard time looking away from him. His legs were thick and strong, his back was toned, and I could see the faint lines of long-faded scars. He had a little bit of a dad belly, but it kinda just made me want to hug him. I knew he was hairy from the time he’d taken off his shirt in the hallway, and I really wanted to sneak in and get a better look, but I didn’t dare. 

The treadmill beeped and he slowed it down. Panting hard and catching his breath. He turned it off after a few minutes, stretching his legs and groaning in pain as he righted himself. 

He caught me watching when he turned unexpectedly. Sweat dripped down his skin and his face was flushed, and I got a good look at the tattoo on the left side of his chest. An old-fashioned navy anchor with what looked like a rope wrapped around it, a triskelion forming out of the twists and knots of the rope. 

He didn’t say anything right away, but he did grab a small hand towel and wipe his face, draping the towel around his neck as he approached the door. 

“Aren’t you a sight in the morning,” he said softly, placing a heavy hand on the top of my head as he walked past. “I left you a clean towel in your bathroom. I trust you can find a change of clothes in your closet.” 

I showered and found some clothes to wear, choosing one of my old work dresses and a pair of pumps. I didn’t have my hair dryer, so I just rolled my hair up into a twist and pinned it in place. I have to say, for lack of preparation, I looked pretty fancy. 

In the dining room, Reuben had set out two plates and two mugs. Mine was solid white with a dragonfly and a flower on it. It looked like a piece of fine porcelain. His was an old mug, a little scratched, and chipped at the top, and had a logo of a zoo with a giraffe on it. I hadn’t expected Reuben to be a fan of giraffes, but I filed that bit of information away for the future. 

“How’s your hangover?”

“Not bad,” I mumbled, eyeing the coffee carafe. 

He saw me staring at it and gestured for me to take some. “I didn’t expect you to be such a lightweight.”

“I wasn’t drunk!” I poured myself some coffee and dumped some cream and a few spoonfuls of sugar in it to make it palatable.

“No, but you had a hell of a buzz going.”

“Reuben, I’m four-foot eleven and a half, and I drank half a bottle of wine. There aren’t a lot of places for it to go.” 

“You like eggs?”

“Not really,” I said. “But if you’re going to make me eat, I’ll at least try.”

“You don’t eat breakfast?”

“I usually feel pretty nasty in the morning.” I took another sip of coffee. 

“Maybe that’s because you don’t eat breakfast.”

“Maybe it’s because my stomach is just whack. I’ve always been like that.”

“Well... try for a few bites for me, please.” He set what appeared to be an omelet down in front of me. 

It smelled slightly sweet and rich. I took a few bites, and it was delicious. “That is so good. What are these little meaty flecks?” I asked, savoring the flavors. “Is it bacon?” 

“Nope.”

“It’s not hamburger. They’re really good. Oh God, please tell me it’s not tofu.” 

“I eat real food, not manufactured food. No, it’s not tofu.” 

“Okay, so what is it?” 

He set his own plate down across from me and poured himself some coffee, drinking it black. “Just eat it and enjoy.”

I set my fork down. “It’s something bad, isn’t it?”

He looked at me with the smallest hint of a smirk. “They’re mushrooms.” 

We had ourselves a little stare-off while I tried to decide if I was going to continue to eat the rest of the amazingly delicious mushrooms he’d snuck into my breakfast, or if I was going to sacrifice the meal and be stubborn. The look on his face told me he knew of the internal battle raging in my mind. Right as I decided to announce that I was no longer hungry, my stomach rumbled. 

“I’ve gone back to not liking you again,” I muttered as I stabbed a bite of the omelet as angrily as I could. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll like me again by this evening.”

I tried to hide my smile as I managed to eat about half the omelet. 

“That is... if you would still like to come over.” He sounded almost hesitant to ask. 

“Yes. I’d like that.”

“Alice, I need you to know... I didn’t make that room for you to pressure you into moving in with me. But I had the room available, and I wanted you to have a place you could get away if you needed it.”

“I like it,” I smiled, taking another bite of my eggs. “And I don’t feel pressured.”

“In that case, I’ll see you this evening at six?”

“I miss you already.”

He rolled his eyes but looked satisfied with my answer. 

The thing was, I knew a tamer when I met one. Brat tamers were just brats with power who beat us at our own game. Reuben Weston was so convinced he hated brats, and hated everything about brats, that he had missed the biggest, most obvious truth. 

He was one. 
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“He snuck mushrooms into my breakfast! I hate him!” I ranted at Sophie. We were sitting in the library, and she was flipping through a binder of recipes while I did some data entry on last week’s finances. 

“But I had no choice but to eat them because, one, they were delicious, and two, he thought I was going to refuse, so I had to do it. Ugh, he’s infuriating.” 

Sophie giggled, biting her lip. “You two are so funny. And you don’t hate him.”

“No, you’re right...” I sighed and stared out the window for a minute. “He’s pretty awesome. And surprisingly romantic.”

“Romantic?” She laughed, curiosity burning in her eyes. 

“He made me a room in his house, with blue walls and a galaxy bedspread and glow stars on the ceiling.” 

Sophie’s face transformed into the epitome of a puppy dog look. “Aww,” she whispered. “That’s so cute, he likes you.”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Can’t figure out what I did to deserve his affection, but I’m not going to complain.”

I told her a little bit of the rest. When I got to the part about the paperwork he’d taken from my old Dom, Sophie set the binder aside and gave me her full attention. 

“He asked me this morning before I left if I wanted him to work on getting the marriage annulled and my name changed back. I said yes. I still don’t know what that letter from Augustus said, and I still don’t know if Woodrow has my money. I’ll probably never see it again.”

“And you had no idea about the marriage?” she asked. 

I shook my head. “I don’t remember much. After that first day of him collaring me and whipping me, he left me overnight for a few days in a row. Most of it was a blur until I escaped.” 

Sophie’s eyes unfocused slightly. “I kind of know what that’s like. My birth mom locked me in a metal cage in the basement, once... but,” she whispered, looking around, and then leaning forwards. She spoke very quietly. 

“When Mark and I went on our honeymoon, we went to a cabin that had a bunch of BDSM equipment in the basement. It was amazing. Anyway, there was a cage in there, and at first, I was really scared, but Mark made me this little nest with blankets and pillows and sparkly lights, and I got to sit in there and read in the evenings, and it put me right into subspace. And now I’m not afraid of cages anymore and I don’t have nightmares about it.” She smiled happily. “He said he would get me one for Christmas but we have to hide it, and I don’t know where to put it! Our cabin is so small.” 

I smiled at the idea of Sophie sitting in a princess cage with her kitten ears, snuggled up with pillows and stuffies. I wondered if I wore my fox ears and my tail for Reuben if he would like that, and I took out my notebook and wrote down some questions that I wanted to ask him later. 

That afternoon while I finished up the rest of my work, I hopped on Discord to hang out with my friends. I had so many tags that it took me forever to answer them all... so I just wrote up a brief summary of our entire relationship from the beginning without mentioning too many specifics and left it at that. People asked a lot of questions and gave a lot of advice. I got some ideas on what kinds of things I should ask him that evening, and they gave me tons of great ideas. I wrote it all down in my journal and decided that this evening, it would be my turn to get all the dirty details on Reuben’s backstory. 


SmileMaker69 - don’t move forward if he doesn’t want to tell you about the accident that made him release all his subs. Unless you’re just looking for a playmate, that’s not the kind of behavior you want to trust. 

Prettypleasekissmee - I second that. Also, ask what aftercare he feels like he can’t give, and what kind he needs himself. My daddy always needs aftercare the day after we scene because once he sleeps on what he did to me, he feels really guilty about it. 

Makemeb!tch - Make sure he understands that you are in charge, and that you deserve all the candy and milkshakes that you want. You should have him put that in the rules. 

Flooser - also when discussing rules, I suggest you negotiate that when you find a loophole, it’s allowed. He can’t punish you for loopholes. It makes the game more fun. 

AndromedaPrincess - oh my gosh you guys, this is so complicated. Back with my old daddy, we just did what we wanted and hoped for the best (facepalm) okay. This is good. I’m taking notes. 

Prettybloodyprincess - also, practice your (pout emoji) face in the mirror. Make sure you can do it on command. It comes in handy. 

MisterMaster - @prettybloodyprincess I knew you did that! You naughty girl. 

Prettybloodyprincess - :p idk what you’re talking about, Sir. 
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Mark and Cat both teased the hell out of me as I left for Reuben’s house. I ignored them to the best of my ability, but I didn’t mind so much about the teasing because I was excited. Reuben understood and accepted me for who I was, and although I was still terrified, I was also hoping this would work out. 

Alex caught me before I left and gave me one of her silent whispers. {“I’m proud of you. You two are good together. He is a good man and he cares for you, Alice. Don’t give up on him, or yourself. It’s worth it.”}

I arrived two minutes past six because I got stuck behind an old lady whose car was probably not legal to drive. Hurrying out of the car, I raised my hand to knock on the door, but it opened before I got a chance. 

Reuben looked smug as hell. “You’re late.”

“Old lady,” I said. “Pretty sure she was peddling up the mountain in a flintstone car.” 

He gave me the tiniest eyebrow raise and stepped aside, allowing me to enter. The kitchen table was already set, with a large pot on the trivet that smelled amazing. 

“I won’t punish you today,” he said. “But in the future, after we conclude negotiations, you’ll receive a punishment for every minute you’re late. I want you to clearly understand the consequences of your actions.” 

“Do you always talk like Mister Darcy?” I spat out before I had the wherewithal to stop myself. 

He cocked his head at me in disbelief, as if he were shocked that I would say such a thing. 

“Oops. Didn’t like that.”

“Mister Darcy?” 

“I’m sorry, Reuben, but you really do speak like an old English gentleman sometimes. It’s very entertaining.” 

He took my coat and hooked it on the coat stand. “Are you going to be a brat to me this evening?”

“Well,” I sighed dramatically. “I haven’t bratted you in almost three days, and it’s starting to wear me down. So yes, probably.”

The bastard pulled the brat pass I’d made him for Christmas out of his pocket, handed it over, and winked. 

“You... ugh.” 

“Twenty-four hours, Alice. It’s three minutes past six.” He looked over his shoulder at me. I tucked it into my cleavage. He did not respond, but he did pull out a chair for me. 

“You really should have saved this for an all-day thing,” I said. “But if that’s what you want... that’s what you get,” I gave him my sweetest smile and sat down in the chair. 

Fine. He wanted to play nice? I’d play nice. But today only. He was going to get it tomorrow. 
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Dinner was grilled asparagus, steak, and scalloped potatoes. Never in my fifteen years of working in the professional world of company-paid dinners and catered meals had I had a dinner as delicious as this. I didn’t even like asparagus and I couldn’t stop eating it. 

“Mister Weston.”

“Miss Benson.”

“I’m going to get very fat dating you.” 

He smirked. “More to bite.” 

I choked on my potatoes. I hadn’t expected him to flirt so bluntly. When I looked up at him in surprise, he looked back at me with that completely polite and withdrawn face he always wore, but just a hint of smugness in his eyes that he couldn’t hide. 

“How did you learn to cook like this?” I asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had my fair share of fancy meals. The CIA had an unlimited budget for dinners and catering. But this... wow.” I took another bite of my steak. It was pink in the middle, juicy, with a perfect crust on the outside, and melted like butter in my mouth. 

“It’s actually a little botched,” he said, poking at his own. “I can’t get the same cuts of meat here in Cullowhee as I can when I order wholesale for my restaurants in DC.” 

“Oh, that’s right. You own restaurants. Do you own a steakhouse?”

A smile pulled at his lips and he didn’t answer right away, chewing on his asparagus. 

“What?”

“I’m enjoying your ignorance. I don’t get it often.”

“Well fine,” I said, pulling out my phone. “I’ll just google the answer.” 

He reached forward as if to take my phone, but I was super-fast and swiveled out of his reach. 

“Alice... You’re supposed to be good tonight. Remember?” There was a hint of playfulness in his voice.

“Ugh... fine...” I tucked my phone into my boobs. He did not like that. Or maybe he did, and he didn’t like that he did. 

Tearing his eyes away from my tits, he said, “To answer your question... I am a trained chef. And I own several restaurants in DC.”

“Oh. Anywhere popular?”

“Oak City Grille,” he said offhand. Like it was no big deal. 

“Hold up. Say what?” 

Oak City Grille was a world-renowned steakhouse that had a waiting list over two years to get a table. The rich and famous visited regularly, and the prices were absurd. One year during Christmas, my boss and his five closest coworkers and their significant others had dinner there, and I coordinated it. For the thirteen of us, it cost almost eight thousand dollars. 

“The Diamond,” he continued. 

“No!”

The Diamond was another steakhouse of almost equal popularity, and although the prices were less absurd, they were still higher than the average person was willing to fork over. 

“Victory Cafe, The Mountain, The Shack,” he continued, ticking off on his fingers. 

“Okay, now you’re just fucking with me.”

“Time Square Steakhouse, The Piedmont, Alexander Place–”

“Reuben. You do not own all of those.” 

“I run a few hotels as well. Sapphire Suites, Saint Regis, Four Seasons, Fairview Hotel... and a few others.”

He was joking, right? Those were some of the biggest hotels in the area. 

“Recently branched into the Casino business. So far I have Hotel Zena, The Harbor Spa and Hotel, and Charleston Resort.” 

“I literally do not believe you.”

“I’ll give you the grand tour sometime.” He finished his steak and dabbed at his lips. “Hmm... needed more rosemary.” 

“Needed nothing. It’s perfection. Where do you learn to cook?”

“France, Italy, Germany, Spain for a few months... wasn’t impressed with England. Bailed from there pretty fast...” he paused as if to think. “Spent a few months in Ireland as well, but that wasn’t on purpose. Visa issues. Got to explore Ireland, Scotland, and Wales in my downtime. And I helped save a local pub down in Killarney... never did master a good Scotch egg, though.” 

“You’re bratting me. You’re bratting me because I can’t brat you back.”

He shook his head. “I’m deadly serious.”

“Reuben... I wrote out a whole list of questions in my notebook to ask you today, but I don’t think I’m going to need them. I want you to tell me your story now.”

“You wrote out questions for me,” he asked, almost shocked that I would be considerate enough to think about him. 

“Yeah. ’Cause I had verbal diarrhea yesterday, and today I planned to make you do the same.” 

He wrinkled his nose at my description and set his fork down. 

“So... tell me your story. How did you get into kink and BDSM, and how did you become a world-class chef that I’ve never heard of?”

And why did you release seven submissives and a slave six years ago? That was the question I wanted to ask, but my gut told me to hold on that one. 

He stared at his mostly clear plate, took another sip of red wine, and stood to collect his dishes. He took mine as well and didn’t even give me shit for not finishing my vegetables. Setting the plates down in the kitchen, he returned to the table and offered me his hand, guiding me to my feet. He stood in front of me as he refilled our wine, his expression guarded, but he seemed to make an internal decision, and the tension faded from his face. 

“When I was eighteen, I was arrested for assault, kidnapping, and rape.” 
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Chapter 23
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Twenty-three years ago

High School was supposed to be the period of your education that started to matter, but to me, it was one step deeper into the trenches my daily misery. 

Every morning I got up at the crack of dawn, went down to the bar with my dad, helped prepare for the day, and then caught the bus to school. I never paid attention in class. It was pointless because I didn’t have time to do homework or study. After class, I went straight back to the bar to work until close, usually around midnight, and then went home and passed out. I woke up at five the next morning to do it all again.

My teachers threatened to fail me, and I didn’t care. School was an opportunity for me to sleep. I usually skipped class, or slept through it in the back of the room. 

I had one teacher who was considerate. Mister Buckner knew why I slept all the time, because he was an alcoholic who drank at dad’s bar all night. He didn’t leave a tip, but he was giving me a passing grade in Math and History. He was probably the only reason I wasn’t expelled from school so far. 

Mom was in a wheelchair after a fall. She’d slipped on ice and hit her back, and her legs hurt all the time. She could get up and move around a little when she needed to, but she was about as useful as a sack of potatoes. Gone were the days of her joyfully cooking in the kitchen, teaching me to make delicious meals while she told me stories about her life. After her accident, dad fell into depression and drank more in a day than we sold in a week at the bar, so he was equally useless. That meant the meals of the house were on my back. With the little downtime I had at the bar, I prepared single-serve meals for us to heat up on demand. Because if I didn’t, we wouldn’t eat. 

I honestly didn’t give a rat’s ass about much of anything by my Junior year. I knew everything I needed to know to be successful in the world: that hard work didn’t matter unless your boss liked you, and that no matter how much of a shit you were, good food always made people happy. Those were pretty much the only two things I could count on in life. 

Everything changed when I met Savannah. 

The Thornburg’s were new in town and moved into the house closest to ours. We were all the way up on the mountain in Cullowhee, and the road to our house didn’t even have a name. But there was a little river that fed down into a lake a mile away from our house that had a beautiful view of the sunset, so most people called it Sunset Lake. 

The house next door wasn’t really next door: it was through the trees and across the stream, about a half a mile away. There was a little bridge that went over the stream, and I remember the old house being rickety and infested with snakes. Some strangers showed up a few months into my Junior year of High School and started gutting it and doing some work on it. A few months later, the Thornburg’s moved in. 

They were a Homestead family. Good Christian people who homeschooled their only daughter and wanted a simple life with chickens and a horse and a vegetable garden out in the middle of nowhere in the beauty of the Appalachians. Savannah was about my age, maybe a few months younger, and as innocent as an angel. Sweet brown eyes, a wide face with pouty lips and pink cheeks, long blonde hair that she curled into ringlets with scraps of cloth at night, and a thin, lithe figure. 

A big truck came up the mountain and dropped all their shit off. Movers put it all in, and the pretty blonde girl stood on the bridge that connected our properties and stared at her new house. It wasn’t in great condition, and her parents were far too excited to live in the old rundown thing. I took no notice of her. I wasn’t interested in girls. 

Girls were annoying, and they didn’t do much else than giggle loudly and poke fun. They never paid attention to me other than to be intimidated by me. But that was normal for me, considering I’d been the biggest man in the room from the time I was twelve years old. 

One evening, a huge storm rolled in, and I knew the bar was going to be packed for the rest of the night. Those of us who lived higher up on the mountain lost power when it rained too hard, and since dad’s bar was one of the only actual restaurants in the area, people inevitably ended up down here during storms. The Thornburg’s came in and took a table in the corner, looking uncomfortable in the grungy atmosphere. 

I took their orders, hoping it wouldn’t be awkward, but no such luck. 

The wife spoke up. “Oh, you’re that nice boy who lives next door to us.”

Not nice. Not a boy. “Yes Ma’am.”

“It’s so nice to meet you. We dropped some cookies by your house yesterday.”

Lumps of oatmeal, peanut butter, raisins, and salt are not cookies. “That was very generous of you, ma’am.” 

“We have a strange request,” she said, and I noticed the young girl who sat beside her seemed to wilt under her mother’s words. “My daughter here, she has some allergies. Can you make something that accommodates her needs?”

She then listed off a long, absurd list of things that their daughter could not eat. By the time she was done, it would have been easier if she’d just given me a recipe for something she could eat. But I had to be polite, because dad let me keep 50% of my tips, and I could really use some pocket change. 

I thought through all the food that she couldn’t eat, and everything we had in the kitchen, and eventually concluded that their daughter was to be subjected to a portobello mushroom grilled in olive oil, with no spices or seasonings other than salt and pepper, on a bed of lettuce, with no dressing. 

Poor girl. Portobello steaks were good, but seasoning was a must. 

“I’ll bring you something you can eat,” I said, and turned to enter the kitchen. 

We were busy that night since there were so many people who had lost power and couldn’t cook. I finally brought out the orders for the table in the corner. I watched Savannah Thornburg bite into the perfectly grilled mushroom steak I’d prepared for her, and I saw her eyes flutter closed. She sighed in pleasure, and then opened her eyes to meet my gaze. Her eyes said what she couldn’t say out loud. 

There were very few things in my life that were satisfying, but watching the young pretty girl savor the meal I’d set in front of her got me through the evening. 

Months later, I wished I had burnt the damn thing. Because even though Savannah Thornburg looked sweet and innocent, she turned out to be nothing but trouble. 
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School ended, and I had a whole summer of sleeping during the day to look forward to. The bar was slow during the summer because the college students all went home, so sometimes I didn’t even have to go into town. I spent most of my free time outside, walking in the woods, throwing rocks into the stream, and sometimes reading by the lake. I knew the area well enough to know all the safe places, and all the not so safe places. 

Savannah, however, did not. 

Savannah discovered all my favorite places to hide out and be away from the world. Within two weeks of school being out, it felt like my summer was ruined. Where before I would relish the afternoon sun coming through the leaves while I sat on the bottom branch of my favorite tree, now I glared up at the sky while I tried to block out her endless questions. I used to sit by the lake and fish, or close my eyes and listen to the water lap at the rocks. The experience was ruined by Savannah, who would follow me to the edge of the river, throw things in, talk, or worse, trip and fall in, squealing from the cold water. 

There were a few times she nearly put her foot in a bear trap or walked across a fucking snake, and I had to save her ass. “You can’t run around here blindly, Savannah,” I snapped. “We’re in the woods, not a park. You’re going to get yourself hurt. For fuck’s sake!” 

She winced when I shouted at her. She was so fucking annoying. 

Telling her to leave me alone did no good. “We’re neighbors,” she would say, big innocent eyes looking up at me. “We should be friends.”

“We’re not friends. You’re an annoying girl and I don’t like you. Go away.”

“I’m not annoying.”

“You’re a bitch,” I snapped at her once. She didn’t answer me right away, and when I looked over my shoulder at her, her big brown eyes were glassy and filled with tears. 

She took a shuddering breath and forced herself to look at me once before she turned and ran back into the woods towards her house. And I decided she looked much prettier with tears in her eyes and a quivering chin than she did when she was yammering. 

The bullshit continued all summer. Even after I called her names, told her I didn’t like her, and even tried completely ignoring her, she kept coming back to annoy me. It almost became a game after a while. How long could I hide from her before she found me, and how long would she last before she ran home crying from my insults? The game went on all summer. 

Dad kicked me out of the bar the first few weeks of my Senior year of High School. Someone had complained that their kids were afraid of me, which was valid because their kids were little assholes and I’d scared them into sitting quietly at their table and not disrupting the place. Dad hired some college students to do his dirty work instead, so I had my afternoons and evenings free. I felt like a million bucks for the first time in years, and started paying attention in some of my classes. But that also meant I had my afternoons free, and I found myself outside wondering where Savannah was. Surely she didn’t homeschool all day, did she? 

Three weeks later, she finally emerged into the sun, looking stark and pale. She saw me and smiled tentatively, heading my way. 

Great. Here comes another annoying one-sided conversation that I don’t want to be a part of. 

“Hey Ben,” she smiled. She always called me that, because that was what my nametag said at the bar.

I didn’t answer, just stared at her face, pale and gaunt. 

“I got sick,” she shrugged. “Turns out the house had mold.”

I don’t care.

“We had to call some people to come in and do some work. And I had to take antibiotics.”

I really don’t care.

“My mom doesn’t believe in medicine, so it took a few days of me being really sick before she finally let me take them. But I feel a lot better now.”

“Fucking hell,” I muttered, and turned away. She shrank back from my language but didn’t leave. I stomped away from her, hoping to end the conversation before I said something stupid. 

“It’s not her fault,” she said. “Her sister died from a Polio vaccine when she was a kid, so she doesn’t trust modern medicine at all.”

“Yeah, it is fucking her fault. When your kid is sick you take them to the damn doctor, you don’t lock them in a moldy house and let them wither away!” I whirled around and shouted at her. “I mean, look at you! You look horrible!” 

Her eyes glassed over again. 

“You’re all skinny and pale. You look like someone sucked the damn life right out of you!” I lifted a hand and gestured to her. Her shoulders rounded in and she dropped her chin, but she kept looking at me, big fat tears starting to roll down her cheeks. 

My breath caught, and my stomach flipped. I felt my blood turn south and I stared at her as she stared back, her lower lip quivering. She took a deep breath and lifted her hand to wipe at her eyes with the back of her hand, but I reached forward and caught her wrist, holding it tightly and looking at her. 

She did look prettier before she got sick. But she was still breathtaking now, cowering slightly but standing resilient against my words, refusing to run away while she faced me with her tears. 

That was the first time I had any respect for her... and the first time I felt anything real for a girl. 

As I felt myself get hard in my jeans, I stepped back, clenching my fist, resisting the urge to smack her for forcing me to feel something that I didn’t want to feel. 

“Stay away from me,” I growled, and ran home. 

I’d discovered porn much earlier in my life, as young boys tend to, but it hadn’t excited me. I’d watched people sucking and licking and fucking and screaming, and I though the whole thing looked fake and boring. 

After I watched Savannah stand there, shaking and crying from my words, I tried looking for something more interesting... and I found it. 
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After that day, I watched enough porn to make up for the past few years of not being interested in girls, and my whole perspective changed. When Savannah came to follow me around and annoy me, I glared at her, scoffed, or rolled my eyes, just to see her reaction. Once I teased her about her ankle-length dresses. When she tried wearing something shorter, I teased her for being a whore. Sometimes I ignored her until she was in tears, only to throw her a glance at the last minute, smile, and then go back to ignoring her again, just to keep her hooked. 

Every time, it ended in her tears, and my being turned on. Then she’d turn and run away, and I’d stand there feeling powerful. Valid. Wanted. 

Dad’s college students quit after a few weeks of dealing with his bullying and his bullshit, and I was back to work. Savannah seemed to miss her daily bullying, so she came by the bar sometimes and annoyed me at work. I snapped at her, teased her, or ignored her as I saw fit. Every day she came, she ordered a sweet tea and sat at the bar.

“I thought you couldn’t have sugar.”

“I can, but my mom doesn’t like me to have it. She thinks it’ll make me stupid and fat.”

I poured her some sweet tea and muttered, “Maybe now you’ll actually grow some tits.” She blushed but drank her tea. 

She sat there sipping her one-dollar drink with free refills and attempting to gain my affection, and every day I withheld it while I tortured her mercilessly. The hours I spent ignoring her or teasing her were the highlight of my day. 

Things changed sometime that fall. The leaves started to turn, and I was on fall break from school. I spent an afternoon at the lake eating a sandwich, and part of me actually wished I was back at the bar with Savannah sitting there on the last stool, staring at me while she bit her lip and got her sugar fix. 

Savannah found me there at the lake, sat down on my blanket, and handed me a glass of lemonade. It was tart and not very strong, like it had been watered down, but it went well with my sandwich. I tore off a piece and held it out to her. When she reached her hand up to take it, I smacked her hand hard. 

She winced and withdrew her hand, looking at me with betrayal, but I kept my eyes locked on hers, holding out the piece of sandwich. 

She tentatively reached her hand back out towards my offering, and I felt my lips twist as I lifted my empty hand and took her wrist, holding it in midair. The piece of food still sat in my other hand, in between us, like a challenge. 

She looked at it, blushed, and then slowly leaned forward, opening her lips, and pulling it into her mouth. She looked so scared that I would slap her again. 

I tightened my grip on her wrist, squeezing just a little more before I let her go. Her eyes widened at the sensation and she pulled back. Then I bit off another piece of my sandwich, took another sip of lemonade, and ignored her. 

She was quiet for a few moments, watching me eat, before she whispered, “Ben, can I have another bite?”

I ignored her for a few minutes, but she stayed still, staring at me, waiting for an answer. I had a particularly cruel idea, and decided I had no reason not to act on it. After all, Savannah kept coming back for more of my torture; who was to say this would be too far?

I bit another piece of my sandwich off, chewed it a few times, then removed the bite from my mouth, and held it out to her. Her face wrinkled in disgust and she stared at me in discomfort, but I didn’t back down. 

She can get up and leave if she wants to. I’m not going to shove it in her face. 

Awkwardly, she leaned forward, and took my half-chewed, spit-soaked bite between her teeth, and swallowed it. 

I smiled, but I tried to hide it. I knew any inch I gave her would just encourage her. But part of me wanted her to keep coming back. Because if I didn’t have her to torture, what would I do all day? 

I had nearly finished my sandwich when she asked again. “Can I have the last bite, Ben? I’m so hungry.”

Spoiled little brat can’t help but take it, I thought. What a bitch. What a weak, silly little cunt. Without looking at her, I popped the last piece of my crust in my mouth, chewing it thoughtfully. I heard her sigh in defeat, and she turned to look at the lake, dejected in my refusal. 

Then I reached over and grabbed her by the hair, pulling her towards me, and crushed my mouth to hers. 

She froze, uncomfortable and scared, but then after a moment she began to kiss me. I shoved my tongue in her mouth and she gasped in surprise, and I spat the half-chewed piece of crust from my mouth to hers. 

She scrambled back in shock, her mouth half open, the food still on the tip of her tongue, like she didn’t know what to do with it. I smirked at her. “You said you were hungry.”

She stood and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she backed up. I found myself jumping to my feet and going after her, and I put both hands on either side of her face, holding her right in front of me. 

“You fucking asked for it, now swallow it.” 

She did and blushed again. 

I released her with one hand, and found the fly of my jeans, unzipping it and reaching into my boxers to stroke the throbbing erection I’d gotten from watching her humiliation. When she realized what I was doing, she stammered, her eyes darting back and forth between my hand and my face. She turned and ran. 

She looked back once, just in time to watch me come. 
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Our games got darker after that. A few more months went by, and she continued to come by the bar. I eventually dropped out of High School because it was a moot point to even waste my time attending by now. None of my teachers liked me anyway. I slept during the day and worked during the night, and Savannah came by in the afternoons. Sometimes she brought the horrible vegan oatmeal cookies her mom made. 

One day I got tired of it and dragged her by the wrist into my mom’s kitchen, and showed her how to make chocolate chip cookies with butter, eggs, brown sugar, and white flour. She sighed and giggled when she bit into the hot heaven of the cookies, and it was only then that I remembered the allergies her mother claimed she had.

“Oh shit, Savannah. I didn’t think... oh fuck.”

“I’m not allergic to anything,” she said, and she put a hand on my shoulder to calm me down. “My mom believes eggs and dairy and gluten are bad for me, so she doesn’t let me eat them.”

“Fucking hell, what a bitch,” I muttered. 

She dropped her eyes. “She’s not that bad.”

“If you ever want real food...”

“I know where to find you.” She finished her cookie, stretched up on her tiptoes, and kissed me on the cheek. “Goodnight, Ben.” Then she took another cookie and skipped away, leaving me openmouthed and confused as hell with a huge fucking mess in the kitchen. 

The way she disarmed me so easily made me feel like I’d lost control of the situation, so I got mean after that. When she followed me into the woods, I went too fast for her to follow so she’d have to call after me in desperation. When I told her I wanted to show her something, I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her to our destination, usually showing her nothing of interest. Sometimes I drank a ton of water on purpose so I’d have to take a piss, and unzip myself in front of her, shamelessly letting loose directly in front of her so she’d be forced to either watch, or turn away.

One afternoon, she asked me to build her a tree swing. I asked her why her daddy didn’t do it, but she said her mom was worried she would hurt herself. I went out to the store and got a slab of wood and some rope, and hung a swing on our property out of sight of her house, so she could swing whenever she wanted to. 

She decided talking my ear off while I worked on it was a good idea. The obvious solution was to tie her to the damn tree and gag her to shut her up, so that’s what I did. I took the spare piece that I’d cut off from the bundle I’d bought and wrapped it around her waist, tying her to the trunk of the tree. She blushed as I did so, letting me tie her without fighting. Then I kicked my shoes off and shoved my socks in her mouth. 

That made her cry. She tried to spit them out, but I used another piece of rope to tie around her face so they would stay in place. 

“Shut the fuck up while I do this for you, okay slut?” I said to her, stroking her face as I spoke. I caught one of her tears on my finger and set it in my mouth. 

Her eyes dropped to the evidence of my arousal and she slowly met my eyes again. I stood there, daring her to look back down, but she closed her eyes and then turned away, her tears coming more readily now. 

“I don’t get it, Savannah,” I muttered as I threaded the rope through the holes I’d drilled in the swing, tying strong secure knots to keep them in place. “You’re a fucking slut who keeps coming back to me for more of my bullshit, and I’d bet my next paycheck it’s making you wet. Do you get wet down there for me, bitch? Do you touch yourself at night thinking about the shit I do to you?”

She shook her head desperately, but her cheeks were bright pink. 

“Bullshit, I bet you do. You like it too much. You can’t even look me in the eye and tell me you don’t like it.”

She let out a small whine of embarrassment, and it made it that much harder to focus on a fucking swing instead of on the girl in front of me, because most of the blood in my body was in my dick by now. 

“I bet you’d like it if I did even worse, huh? I bet you’d like it if I touched you. You want me to touch you there, baby?”

I didn’t even think about calling her baby. It just happened. But she was my baby. My stupid, shy, humiliated baby who was the only person who had ever paid attention to me, who wasn’t intimidated by my size or my ugly looks, who kept coming back for more even when I was a total asshole to her. She was my baby, and I liked it that way. 

I finished the final knot in her swing, and then grabbed my knife, stalking towards her. She saw the knife and whimpered in fear. 

“You like all the mean things I do to you, don’t you? You want me to touch you, don’t you?” I traced the knife across her cheek and over her lips, but I made sure the sharp part was facing me. Because if I cut her, or hurt her, God knows I’d never be able to play with her again. Her parents would put a stop to it, and she might be upset enough to stop coming back for more. And without her, my life would go back to the same grey and boring torture it was before. 

I needed her. And I needed her to need me. 

I trailed the dull end of the knife down her neck, between her breasts, and down her belly, watching as her breathing increased and her tears came more steadily. Right as I got to her hips, I pulled the knife away, and leaned into her, pushing my hips against hers and grinding on her. 

She felt amazing. Soft and warm and curved in all the right places. 

I cut the ropes holding her in place and pulled my dirty socks out of her mouth. They were soaked with spit, and I glared at them before scoffing at her. “Fucking whore,” I muttered, and dropped the knife and the socks on the ground. 

I turned away from her and sat in the swing I’d just finished. She stood there, shaking and confused, and probably angry as hell. I expected her to turn away and run home like she normally did after we played. But this time, she steadied herself, approached me, and climbed onto the swing with me, placing her bottom right in my lap and holding onto the ropes. 

Together, we worked ourselves high into the sky. 
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Savannah and I continued our games in the woods out of the watchful eye of her mother, but I suspected that her mother knew what was going on. There was only so much you could do to keep a seventeen-year-old from experimenting, and she knew her daughter had a crush on the bad boy next door. I made it a point to ignore Savannah and act like a total asshole to her whenever her mother was around, but I don’t think she believed me. 

One day, while I tied Savannah’s wrists together and she pretended to try to get away, I grabbed her by the throat, holding her still. I didn’t squeeze, but she froze under my touch, eyes wide and filled with fear. 

“Are you telling your mom about us?”

“No way, Ben!” she said. “She’d never let me go outside again if she knew!”

“You need to get better at lying. If your parents find out you’re in love with me, they’ll put a stop to our games.”

She blushed, dropped her head into her shoulder, and wouldn’t look at me again for a long time. I lifted her bound wrists above her head and tied them to a branch above her head, blindfolded her with a tie I’d stolen from my dad’s room, and played with her breasts until she blushed and whimpered. Then I jacked off at her feet while I knotted my fingers into her hair, making her listen to me get off at her feet. 

Our games continued and no one was the wiser, until one day I went too far. 

I had Savannah tied to a tree trunk in the middle of the woods, her hands by her side, the rope wrapped around and around her body so she couldn’t wiggle around. I was humiliating her horribly for the shirt she was wearing, because she’d unbuttoned an extra button on her blouse to get my attention. She didn’t even have decent cleavage, which gave me even more fuel for her. 

“Look at me, Savannah.” She refused, closing her eyes and tilting her head so her face was pointed down. I took her by the chin, forced her to meet my eyes, and then slapped her across her cheek.

It wasn’t that hard, not really. But I was a lot bigger than her, and she was pale and tiny. Her eyes watered and she let out a soft cry, and she finally met my gaze, those sweet tears rolling down her cheeks. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 

But a few moments after I hit her, I watched as her skin darkened on the spot I’d slapped. Darker and darker, until a dark red handprint appeared on her face. 

My blood ran cold, the fun instantly over. I knew if her parents saw that, I was fucked. “Oh, no,” I whispered, brushing my fingers across her cheek. “Stay here. Don’t... fuck. Don’t call out, okay baby? I’ll be right back.” 

“Ben, wait–”

“Just stay here. Don’t call out.” 

I ran into the house and grabbed an ice pack from the freezer, nearly running my dad over on my way back out the door. 

“The fuck you doin’ now, boy?”

“Savannah fell.” The lie just popped out of my mouth. 

Back in the woods, I cut her free from her bonds and pushed the ice pack against her face. She complained that it was too cold, but I held it against her face anyway. The swelling did go down, but not enough. We could both hear Savannah’s mother calling for her. 

“I need to go,” she whispered. “I’ll be in trouble if I don’t answer.”

“You can’t go back yet,” I said. “It still looks...”

“How bad is it?”

It looked pretty bad. I couldn’t answer. 

“I’ll tell them I fell.”

“They won’t believe you.” I dug my fingers into my hair, trying not to freak out. Fuck, I was screwed. 

“Ben, I have to go.” She backed away from me. Now her father was calling her too. 

“Come to my house and pretend to be asleep on the couch.”

“They’d kill me,” she whispered. “I’m not supposed to go to your house.”

“Savannah–”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Ben. It’ll be okay. I tripped and fell on some roots, and you gave me an ice pack.” She smiled, holding the ice pack to her cheek, and ran back through the woods towards the sound of her parents calling. 

I slunk back to my house, walking slowly to try to keep my racing heart under control. I was sweating, my hands shaking, all the excitement drained from my body. 

Several hours later, the police showed up at our door and brought me down to the station, and booked me for kidnapping, assault, and rape. 
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Chapter 24
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“No, your honor, I told you, that’s not what happened.” Savannah’s big brown eyes were wide and glassy. She was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen, standing up in the box, lying with her hand on the Bible for me. 

I’d spent several days in jail waiting around for my hearing because my parents didn’t have any money for bail. I told my lawyer the same thing I told the police: we were talking, walking in the woods, and Savannah tripped and fell. I ran home and got her an ice pack, and that was all that happened. 

But her parents didn’t believe it because it really did look like a handprint. When they called the police, Savannah insisted we hadn’t done anything, but they checked her clothes for DNA anyway. 

“If that’s the case, how do you explain his semen on your shoes?”

Savannah blushed and looked down, swallowed, and then looked back at the prosecutor. “We were kissing... and he... touched himself. It... came out on my shoes. That’s all. We didn’t... do that. He never touched me. And it was a different day.”

“Did he force himself on you when you were kissing?”

“No. He would never do that. Ben is my friend, and he cares about me.”

I sat there at the table in the courtroom watching her, wondering if my life was going to be over before it ever really got started, realizing that my life was now in the hands of the girl I’d bullied and tortured for the past year. 

“And you say he didn’t hit you.”

“No, sir. I tripped and fell on the exposed roots of a tree, and hit myself. It didn’t even hurt that bad, it’s just I’m really pale... he ran home and brought me an ice pack.” 

There was a lot of back and forth arguing about the details of the story, but when it came down to it, Savannah’s parents insisted I was a rude, dangerous guy who knowingly gave their daughter food that she couldn’t eat with intention to make her sick, and that I had it out for her. 

Savannah was escorted off the stand, and the sentencing began. I stared at my hands laying limply in my lap, listening as my life and future was snatched away from me. The only thing I’d wanted was to get out of this fucking town and find a way to have a life that didn’t involve being the quiet scary one. I wanted to cook, own a restaurant like my dad, but do it the right way. I wanted to watch people enjoy what I made. Why was that so bad? What the fuck did I do to deserve to have that snatched away? 

Savannah stood up and interrupted the judge. Her voice shook as she said, “Your honor, I’m sorry but this is wrong. You’re going to send an eighteen-year-old boy with a future to prison for something he didn’t do!”

Savannah was told to be quiet and sit down or she would be escorted out of the room. She ignored the security guard who attempted to silence her, staring at the judge with a fierceness I’d never seen before. 

“My parents don’t like Reuben and have been looking for an excuse to keep me away from him. You want to know why? Because he gave me chocolate chip cookies.” She said it as if she were disgusted and repulsed by the line of logic. “He baked me warm, fresh, gooey chocolate chip cookies one day, and my parents got mad that he broke the stupid fake diet that they force on me. I don’t have any food allergies, by the way. None. There is nothing wrong with me! But they don’t let me eat eggs or dairy or gluten or processed sugar or fried food because they think it’ll make me fat. This is coming from the people who let me stay in bed for two weeks with a viral infection and refused to give me ‘new age antibiotics’ until the doctor threatened to call social services on them for endangering my life!”

The court was murmuring now as Savannah finished her defense of me, and the judge called for order, gesturing for her to continue. 

“Ben Weston is a good man. He’s a hard worker, he cares about his family, and he cares about me. He dropped out of High School to help his dad run his business, and he works more hours a day than anyone in this room, for less than minimum wage. He takes care of his sick mom who can’t walk and can’t cook. He’s my only friend and he’s looked out for me plenty of times. I can’t tell you how many times he’s saved my hide from stepping in bear traps or getting bit by a snake. He makes me lunch when my parents refuse to feed me, and he built me a tree swing because I asked. He’s sweet. He’s my friend. But everyone in this town seems to be biased against him because he’s bigger than everyone else and he’s quiet.”

It was quiet in the courtroom as the judge stared at Savannah. I hadn’t realized how much she’d listened and picked up on the finer details of my life until then. 

She repeated her original lie. “I was walking. I tripped and fell on a set of exposed roots. Ben freaked out, ran into his house, grabbed me an ice pack, and took care of me until my parents called me home. That’s all that happened. He didn’t kidnap me, he didn’t hit me, and he didn’t rape me. He likes me... he would never hurt me.”

I stared at Savannah, watching her push through her embarrassment of being the center of attention. I knew she was shy, but here she was, making a scene and possibly getting herself in trouble for me. She was quivering under the attention of the room, or maybe the adrenaline, but she stood tall, her shoulders square, her chin high, and spoke as clearly as she could with a conviction I hadn’t expected. 

In that moment, I stopped thinking of her as the annoying, weak, silly little girl next door. She wasn’t weak. She had never been weak. She had never been a victim. The only reason I got away with any of the shit I did to her was because she let me. She had set herself in my hands and took what I gave her because she wanted it, not because she couldn’t stand up for herself. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes off her. Suddenly, even without the tears and the blush of humiliation, she was beautiful to me. I distantly recognized that my lawyer was demanding the doctor come in and provide testimony, and the parents saying something about me being older than her so it was still rape, but in the end, I was found not guilty, and was told I was free to go. 

Savannah ran over to where I sat. She stood in front of me, hope and relief on her face. I wanted to hold her face in my hands and... what? Kiss her? 

I had never imagined kissing Savannah. Not really. All my fantasies involved doing things to her body and watching her face and hearing her pitiful little sounds while I did it. The only time I’d kissed her was when I’d forced her to eat my sandwich. No, I didn’t want to kiss her. Bite her, maybe. I wanted to sink my teeth into her neck as a sign of affection. I wanted to give her another mark to wear proudly as my thanks. 

No more marks. Not now, not ever. 

Instead, I reached my hand out and took hers in mine, and kissed the knuckles. “Thank you,” I whispered. Her eyes widened at my touch, and she bit her lip. 

That was the photo that the press used when they put the story on the front page of the newspaper. The press painted the two of us as victims: Savannah of her hippie crunchy parents, and me of my alcoholic father. Later, as a result of the case, Savannah’s parents were investigated for child abuse, and were required to put her in school instead of homeschool her. They had to bring her to a dietician once a week to check her blood and take her weight. Dad’s bar blew up when the college students nearby heard about what happened, and came by to meet me, support me, and try my food. 

Dad was ungrateful of the increased traffic at the bar and blamed me for his increased workload. His health continued to deteriorate from his drinking, and within six months, he’d stopped going to the bar altogether. I ran it myself, mostly because I knew if I left, dad would drink away any and all welfare money that mom got as a result of her disability, and she’d be on her own. 

I met a few people around town and ended up making some friends. There were a few local college students and a professor who seemed to like me, and an old Cherokee guy who ran a martial arts studio who was always polite to me. Andy Greenwood did some work on the dining room after some storm damage in exchange for some nice dates for his new wife, and we got to be friends. Strangely enough, there were a few kids who Savannah babysat sometimes who liked to play out by the lake, and I showed them how to skip rocks and tie secure ropes. The Cooper boys and Tammi Levine, even though they were younger than me, became friends of mine simply because they hadn’t been indoctrinated to be afraid of me. And even though they were a little annoying sometimes... they weren’t bad. They just wanted to have fun and play games. And that was something I’d missed out on as a kid.

I stopped playing such dangerous games with Savannah. Instead, I made her show me her body while I stared at her, or whispered cruel things to her in her ear, or set my hands very lightly on her skin, not even touching her enough to leave a warm spot. Once I made her take her shirt off for me and show me her breasts, and I stared at them while I touched myself, but I wouldn’t touch her. 

I could tell she was upset about it, but I couldn’t take the risk. 

When she was eighteen and I was nineteen, there was a day right after the first snow where we met on the bridge. I could see her mom in the woods, trying to hear our conversation, but Savannah didn’t know she was there. Savannah asked me to play with her, and I knew what she meant when she presented her wrists to me, fists clenched and wrists turned upward, as if handing over her servitude. It was lovely and it made me want to do exactly that: to take off the belt around my hips and wrap it around her wrists, and drag her along behind me like a little slave girl. In that moment of her offering herself to me, I felt so important, so needed, that it hurt a little. 

I spoke quietly so as not to be overheard. “No, Savannah. Your parents still don’t trust me. One wrong move and I’m back in jail.” I held her wrists in my hand, feeling her pulse under her skin, and squeezing just enough to feel it intensify. “I bet they check your body at night, don’t they?”

She blushed. 

“I bet your mom makes you show yourself to her to make sure I’m not hitting you under your clothes. Does she check your cunt too?” 

Her mouth opened in shock at my language, but she shook her head. “No!”

“Yeah right.” 

“They don’t control me. They can’t. I’m eighteen now.”

“I’m not doing a damn thing to you. If you don’t like our games, don’t play.” 

She dropped her head and pulled away from me, trudging back into the house. 
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That night I got home a little earlier than normal from the bar. I’d hired some more help so I didn’t have to work such long days. I sank into my bed around midnight, feeling the aches from the long day slowly melt away. 

There was a quiet knock on the window. I looked up to see Savannah standing there in the snow with her coat pulled tightly around her body. 

“What are you doing,” I whispered when I opened the window.

“Let me in,” she said. 

I pulled her through the window by her armpits, shutting the window against the cold. 

“My parents are asleep,” she shrugged. 

“What are you doing?” 

“I... I want to have sex with you.” 

I stared at her in astonishment. She’d never been that blunt or open. 

“No, Savannah, get out.” 

“I know you said those things because my mom was watching,” she said. “I saw her footprints on my way back into the house.”

“Savannah, I’m not having sex with you.”

“It’s supposed to hurt,” she whispered, setting her hands on my chest tentatively, like she wasn’t sure if I would let her. “For girls, I mean. The first time is supposed to hurt.” 

I didn’t answer. I was imagining the idea of pushing myself into her and watching her face wrinkle in pain as I took her innocence. Instantly, I felt myself get hard. 

Be smart, I told myself. “Savannah, we can’t–”

“You don’t really want some other guy to be my first, do you, Ben?” 

That was enough to make me decide. I knew she was manipulating me, but I didn’t care. Hell no, nobody else was going to get that chance with her. I was going to be the one to take her first, to break her like that, nobody else. She was mine. 

“Take your clothes off.” 

Her hands shook as she watched me. She took off her coat and boots, then her jacket, then pulled her nightgown over her head. I’d seen her tiny little breasts get bigger over the past few months, and they were perky and slightly rounded, nipples sharp in the cold air. Her tummy and hips and filled out just a little bit, and she had a little bundle of blonde hair right above her cunt. 

If she was going to manipulate me into giving me what she wanted, I was going to make the most of it. 

I threw a pillow on the ground. “Get on your knees,” I whispered. She looked confused but she did what I said. I stood in front of her, gathering her hair in my hands, running my fingers through it. She closed her eyes at the feeling and a faint smile crossed her lips. 

I shoved my boxers down, letting my dick spring out. She stared at it for a split second, then looked away, her eyes darting around the room and trying to look anywhere but at me. 

“You want me to fuck you and you won’t even look at it. What the fuck, Savannah?” 

She steeled herself and looked at it, as if trying to convince me she wasn’t intimidated. 

“Go on,” I said. 

“What... do you want me to do with it?”

“Put it in your mouth.” 

She drew back a little, her mouth wrinkling in disgust. “Ew, Ben... but you pee with that.” 

I took her face in my hands and put it right in front of my cock. “Yeah, I do. And I’m going to fuck you with it too. Now open your fucking mouth and take it like the good little slut you are.” 

She squeezed her eyes closed and opened her mouth. 

She had no fucking clue what she was doing down there, and her teeth grazed my skin a few too many times for comfort, but the sight of her forcing herself to do what I asked despite her disgust was what did it for me. I held the back of her head in place when I came, forcing her to take it in her mouth. She gagged and choked and swallowed purely on instinct, shivering at the taste and sensation when I let her go. She opened her eyes and looked up at me through her tears.

“Get on the bed,” I whispered, slightly out of breath. She climbed onto my bed and laid on her back, looking scared. I pumped my cock to get hard again. With the look on her face, it didn’t take much.

“You change your mind?” I whispered. 

She shook her head. 

“Then bend your knees. Open your legs. Come on, open up... show me,” I murmured. “Show me what you look like... damn.” I licked my lips at the sight. “What a pretty cunt... Show me how you touch yourself after you get home from playing with me.” 

Her whole face, neck, and chest turned bright red from the humiliation of me calling her out, but she reached down to her pussy and began to touch herself, rubbing the little nub above her slit in slow, gentle circles. I could see her lips glistening with her cum. 

“You get wet from me fucking your throat, Savannah?” 

She nodded. 

“What a bitch,” I smirked. 

She bit her lip and let out a tiny whimper. 

“Shut the fuck up,” I whispered. “Dad’s out, but mom’s a light sleeper. You make a sound, and we get caught, we’re fucked.” 

I climbed onto the bed between her legs and positioned myself at her opening. She was warm and wet against the head of my cock, and I wanted to know what it felt like to be inside her. I wanted to know if it was as good as people said it was, if it was as good as jacking off while I watched her tied up and half naked in the woods. 

“Look at me,” I whispered. “You fucking look at me while I do this, you understand? Or we’re done. I want that. I want to see you.” 

She nodded. “Promise.” 

“Good girl.” I shoved inside. 

She let out a small cry of pain as I pushed into her tight hole, and I slammed one hand over her mouth a little too hard. Her eyes welled with tears and she winced as I began to thrust. “Shut up,” I growled, and she tried to nod, but I kept my hand over her mouth. 

She was incredibly tight, and so wet. So much better than my hand. She squirmed under me, fighting the pain that I was inflicting on her. Tears ran down her face and she fought to keep her eyes open and fixed on me. 

“Stop wiggling around and take it,” I muttered. 

She lay still and let me fuck her. Eventually I felt her cunt relax a little, and I could get all the way in. I was sweating from the exertion, and she was breathing shakily and trying to lay still. I knotted my hand in her hair and held her close as I pounded into her as hard as I could. Fucking hell was she divine. 

When I got close, I pulled out of her and straddled her shoulders, jerking myself and letting the little bit of cum I had left fall across her pretty face. I sat above her, still milking my cock, watching her in amazement. Her eyes were unfocused and her cheeks were streaked with tears, and she bit her lip to stay quiet. Thin ropes of my cum covered her face. The sight made me want to take a photo of her. 

Don’t be a complete asshole, I thought. If you’re too mean, she’ll never want it again. 

I kissed her forehead. “Pretty girl.” She smiled, her eyes fluttering shut. 

Eventually, I climbed off her, grabbed a washcloth, and wiped up her face, then I checked between her legs. There was a little bit of blood, but not much. I was gentle as I dabbed it up. 

I laid down on my back beside her, staring up at the ceiling with my hands folded behind my head, and she rolled onto her side and rested her head on my shoulder. Her hair smelled like mint, thyme, and rosemary. 

“Tell me how much it hurt,” I whispered quietly. 

She snuggled up closer against my side. “It hurt so bad, Ben. I thought... I thought you were going to tear me open.” 

“I did.”

“Is there a lot of blood?”

“So much. You’ll probably bleed out on your way home.” 

She snickered. We didn’t mean to fall asleep, but she was so soft and naked, and I was so tired. 

I woke up a few hours later and checked my phone, shaking her awake. 

“Savannah, wake up. It’s three in the morning. Your folks will be up soon.” 

“Five more minutes.” 

“No, get up. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

She got up and dressed, refusing to look at me while she did so. I opened the window for her and helped her out. I was about to pull it shut when she turned around and put her head back through. 

“Ben... will you kiss me?”

“Why?”

“Please? You never kiss me anymore.” 

“I’ll kiss your pretty cunt tomorrow after you clean it up for me.” 

“Please, Ben.” 

She was cute when she begged. The familiar tingle of power trickled through my body. I leaned forward but stopped short of her mouth. “Beg me.”

“Ben please, I love it when you kiss me,” she said again. “I love it when you’re mean to me... I want your mouth. I want you to bite me, and taste me...” 

I took her face in my hands and kissed her with everything I had. Furiously, angrily. Angry that she’d won this round of our game, that she’d gotten everything she’d asked for. I’d fucked her, I’d kissed her, I’d used her, just like she wanted. 

But I had wanted it too. 

And I was mad that she kept digging her way deeper into my heart, making me want her more and more. I was mad that I had so many things I wanted to do to her that I couldn’t. 

I finally released her, and she panted to catch her breath. Her face was wet with my spit and her lips were swollen and pink. 

“I love you, Ben Weston.” She smiled and turned into the darkness, slowly walking back through the woods. 

The next day when I woke up, the sound of a loud engine drew me to my window. I watched in horror as a huge moving truck pulled away from their house. By the time I threw on a pair of shoes and a coat, the truck had started rolling down the mountain. Their family car was gone. 

I banged on the front door but nobody answered. On the small wooden table on the porch was an envelope. Inside was a letter to the new residents that had just bought the house and were to move in later that day, with explanations on how to care for the vegetables and the chickens. It was signed Thornburg Homes. 

They were house flippers. I’d never known. She’d never told me... and I’d never fucking asked. 

She knew she was leaving the next day. That’s why she’d approached me on the bridge, and that’s why she’d snuck into my room. Because she knew it was the last time we’d ever see each other. That’s why she insisted on kissing me goodnight. Because it was a kiss goodbye. That’s why she’d told me she loved me. 

I put the letter back in the envelope, leaving it where I’d found it, and went around to the back of my house where I’d put the swing for Savannah. It was outside my bedroom window so I could see her when she used it. I sat in it, angry and lonely, with tears trying their hardest to escape. 

I never saw Savannah again. 
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Chapter 25
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A few months later, mom passed away. She tripped and fell in the shower and hit her head, passed out, and drowned. Dad was passed out drunk in the other room, and I was at the bar. She drowned in a quarter cup of water at the bottom of the shower. 

After the funeral, I packed my things, took her car, and left. I didn’t even bother saying goodbye to my dad. I’d only stuck around for my mom anyway. I handed off management of the bar to my assistant manager. Dad wouldn’t last long on his own, and maybe I’d inherit the house when he gave up the ghost. 

I didn’t have much of a plan, but I ended up in DC at a culinary training program that offered me free tuition in exchange for community service at the local soup kitchen. It was unpaid, so I lived out of my car, parked in a mobile home camp at night, showered at a local gym in the morning, did my laundry at a laundromat, and worked a night shift at a shitty sports bar. My tips made me enough to eat and my quarters went towards clean clothes. 

Most of the training was stuff I’d already learned or picked up, but there were some valuable tidbits I gathered. It was a well-known program and would set me on the path I wanted, so I suffered through the six-month course and did what I had to. 

When it was over, I took my certification and began applying to various different restaurants but was turned down by all of them. Eventually, one interviewer asked me about the charges on my record. 

I was shocked. “Those charges were dismissed,” I said. “My girlfriend’s parents lied about all of it.” 

But it didn’t matter. Nobody was going to hire a deadbeat hillbilly with no high school diploma who had been tried for assault and rape, even if I was found innocent. If I was going to get a decent job, I’d have to pay almost five thousand dollars to get my record expunged so my background check would come back clean. And I was still living out of my car. 

I eventually caved and took a second job at a Waffle House in the grossest part of town. It was awful, but it was full time, and had health insurance. After a few months the manager vouched for me to one of his friends and got me another job in the evenings washing dishes at a steakhouse a few weekends a month. It was a fancy place, five stars and on lots of popular lists for attractions, and the pay was decent. Soon, I’d have enough to get my record expunged. Then I could start moving forward. 

One evening, we had a chef call out with a family emergency, and another cut their hand so severely they had to leave and go to the ER. We were down two cooks, it was a Friday night, and the kitchen was chaotic. I could barely keep up with the dishes, and there was an hour wait on steaks. 

My managers were running in circles shouting and cooking and making things worse. Another chef lost control due to the chaos and burnt her hand. Then the owner came in and said we were all going to lose our jobs if we didn’t get shit together, because Oliver Dupont, a famous chef and food critic, just sat down for a meal. 

The girl behind me who had just burnt her hand started crying. Two steaks were sent back to the kitchen for being cooked incorrectly. We ran out of Ahi Tuna because someone had put the last box in the pantry instead of the fridge, and now it had gone bad. 

The owner stormed out of the kitchen and into the office, trying to find a way to organize the chaos. The manager was still shouting. 

My blood was boiling. I’d had enough. I was tired of being the scary quiet guy. I was going to be the guy in charge. 

I took a heavy metal ladle and began banging it loudly against a pan. 

It caught everyone’s attention, and they looked my way. Setting the pan down, I straightened, looked my manager in the eye and said, “If you want any employees by the end of the night, put on a fucking apron and take over my position.” To the girl with the burnt hand, I said, “run that under cool water, not cold. Then go get the first aid kit and bring it to me.”

Turning to face the rest of the people in the room, and speaking as calmly and clearly as possible, I said, “We have thirty minutes to fix this. Thirty minutes, or we might as well just shut down for the night. Now everyone shut up and do as I say.”
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It ended up taking an hour before everything got back on track. The manager and the owner were both on dish duty, and the cook with the burnt hand was moved to quality check and coordinating. I took over her station and the empty station beside her, and had one of the other girls who knew the plating well helping me stay organized. Things weren’t perfect, but they worked, and the customers got their food. Eventually things evened out, the chaos lessened, and we were back on track. 

I probably would have gotten written up that night if it hadn’t been for Oliver Dupont. He complimented his meal and asked to speak to the chef who prepared it, and my manager sent me out, warning me not to mention any of the chaos that had turned the restaurant into a zoo earlier in the evening. 

Oliver was a short man, a little squat, with clear blue eyes. He had long curly hair to his shoulders, brown but graying. He sat with one leg crossed over the other sipping his wine, staring at the empty plate where only a small puddle of juices from his meal remained. 

“You are the man who prepared my meal,” he asked with the hint of an accent. 

“Yes sir.”

“You are not dressed like a chef,” he gestured to my stained jeans and black t-shirt, my filthy apron stained with grease.

“I’m a dishwasher, sir.”

“A dishwasher made my dinner?”

“I’ve been watching the chefs, and I learned the recipes and the process, sir.”

“Sit, please.” He nodded to the empty chair across from him. I sat, and he poured me a small glass of wine from the bottle on the table. It was one of the more expensive bottles, a rare Italian red that we imported from a small family vineyard the owners knew personally. 

“Where did you learn to cook,” he asked. 

I told him the name of the training program, but he shook his head. “I know that program, they don’t teach you to cook like that. Where did you learn to cook?”

“My mother,” I said. “She loved to cook, cooked her whole life. Always involved me. Then I worked at my dad’s bar for a while.” 

“What happened an hour after I arrived? The whole restaurant changed. The people beside me sent their food back twice but mine was perfect.” 

I didn’t answer at first. 

“Don’t fear for your job, they’d be a fool to fire you.”

“I took over the kitchen,” I said simply. “I used to run my dad’s bar and restaurant. I was the only one in the kitchen most nights.”

Oliver Dupont stared at me silently for a few minutes sipping his wine. Then he said, “Go back into the kitchen. Make me a chicken breast, an omelet, and something else you’re quite good at. You have thirty minutes.”

I rose, swallowed the rest of the wine, and returned to the kitchen. 

Twenty minutes later, Oliver Dupont had in front of him a perfect omelet, a juicy grilled chicken breast with a balsamic reduction and grilled vegetables, and a mushroom steak. He took a single bite of each dish, glared at the mushroom longer than I expected him to, and extracted a business card from his jacket pocket. Handing it to me, he told me to call him in the morning and left. 
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My call with Dupont was not what I expected. He told me all the ways I needed to improve every single meal I made him. I listened and took his correction, despite feeling like I was being verbally assaulted. But when he finished, he asked if I was interested in more formal education. I said yes, and he asked how soon I could quit my jobs. I told him I could quit immediately, and he asked me to pack my things and meet him at an address. 

The address turned out to be a private airport. Several hours later, we were over the ocean on our way back to his culinary school in France. 

I spent the next five years working, learning, and training under a variety of different experts. I spent some time in France with Oliver, then traveled around Europe as he saw fit. When I finally returned to DC, he put me to work in a restaurant owned by a friend of his, and I began climbing my way up the ladder, cooking every night and finally feeling like I had a handle on my life. 

But there was still that X-factor that I knew I was missing. During my time training and cooking overseas, I spent a few nights here and there with a pretty girl or two, but I had never found the same spark or dark craving I’d experienced with Savannah Thornburg. Nothing excited me, and many times, the girls left unhappy, and I was unsatisfied. 

I did my best to find that missing thing I was looking for without outright asking my date if I could slap them around and be mean to them. I didn’t want to be the kind of person I saw in my favorite porn videos. I didn’t want to get off on abuse... but I needed something that I couldn’t put my finger on.  

One evening I was working an extra shift, filling in at the bar instead of in the kitchen. A young guy about my age sat at the edge of the bar, slicing off pieces of his meal and feeding it to his date. She was a cute curvy blonde girl with big eyes and a subdued expression. When I got a closer look, I saw she was wearing a thin chain around her neck, and a second chain clipped to it threaded into her shirt. The man seemed to be holding the other end around his wrist. It was subtle enough that I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not been looking for it. 

He had her on a leash. 

That’s it. That’s what I want. Where do I find one of those?

I set the drinks they’d ordered in front of them, and the little blonde girl looked at me with thanks in her eyes. 

“Pretty little pet you have, sir,” I said quietly, just loud enough for the couple to hear. The girl blushed and the man straightened. 

“She is, isn’t she? She’s a sweet thing.” He ran his thumb across her cheek, and then offered his hand. “I’m Michael Black.” 

“Reuben Weston.” 

“Have we met? You look familiar.” He cocked his head. 

“I don’t believe so.” 

“Perhaps I’ve seen you at The Underground?”

“I’m not familiar with the place.”

Michael smiled wider. “Well. We can fix that.” 
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Michael brought me to The Underground, and I felt like entered the Twilight Zone where all the things I craved were handed to me on a silver platter. Mike and I became good friends, and I visited the place as often as possible. It was through those regular visits where I watched and listened to other players that I realized two things. 

The first was that I had no idea what the hell I was doing. The second was that I was an asshole, and I had assaulted Savannah Thornburg. 

The guilt I felt when the realization hit me was enough to make me want to leave the dungeon. Being away from my own bully and surrounded by people who respected me had given me enough perspective to realize what a childish asshole I’d been. Through listening to conversations between new friends, hearing them explain negotiation and consent, and teaching me the rules of how their lifestyle worked, I realized just how horribly I’d crossed that line with her. I could have made a thousand excuses, but when it came down to it, I knew I had a Beast in my heart who I’d let out on the poor girl without her consent, whether she had liked it or not. 

One of the older more experienced Masters of the place noticed my change in behavior and confronted me about it. He took me into his office and demanded I explain why I had shut down, and I confessed to him what I did. I told him about how I was a bully and a jerk to her, about how I’d become addicted to watching her suffering. About how I’d practically raped her when she’d asked me to take her. He was one of the only people I’d ever confessed the truth about the court case to. 

The older man watched me as I let the past six years of anger, frustration, and embarrassment spew from my mouth, and I was shaking by the time I was done. 

“You said something interesting a few minutes ago,” he said. “You said you didn’t know how strong she was until it was too late. I don’t think you understand what true dominance or submission really is, Ben. I think you’re right. You’re a sadist and a bully. But you’re not a Dom. Not yet.” 

I avoided The Underground for a while after that, but I couldn’t stay away for long. Even though I didn’t get involved with anyone, I enjoyed watching the other dominants control their submissives. They were a high protocol dungeon, and the subs served their Doms publicly, followed a strict dress code, and displayed their training at every possible opportunity. 

I wanted to be part of it, but I didn’t know where to start. 

Eventually, I worked up my courage to speak to the older Master again, and I asked him to teach me. “You don’t know what you’re asking for, Ben. You must learn to submit before you can learn to lead. You need to understand what it means, and how it feels.”

“I understand.” 

“Try again.”

“I understand... Sir.” 
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Chapter 26
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When I began my training as a submissive, I started to see things differently. It was difficult for me to submit because it reminded me of the time I’d spent being bullied by my father, but it was also healing in a way, because I had trust in my Master. He respected my boundaries, called me out on toxic behavior, and guided me with a strong hand that led me towards being a better person, not being a lesser person. I began to grow in the desire to serve him better, because I appreciated the lessons he taught me. I wanted to be the same kind of Master he was, one that could be trusted and respected, who deserved the submission that was given to them. 

In the midst of my lifestyle training, I noticed other areas of my life changing. People began to respect me more simply because of the way I had learned to speak and stand. I took over a management position at the steakhouse, and then bought into the franchise. By the time I was thirty, I owned three steakhouses of my own, and was training other people to run them with excellence. 

When Anthony Mack uncollared me and let me begin training Sanaii, things were different. The Beast inside was still there, but I had control over him. Sanaii loved the Beast, and I loved her for loving him. She was a strong, bright girl, with ebony skin, tight curls, and a mischievous smile. She was a masochist and a rope bunny, and I enjoyed our time together.

Twice a week I would come to Anthony’s house while he watched and guided me as I worked with the young girl, planning our scenes and observing our playtime. She wasn’t really mine, but she was beautiful, and she loved the pain I gave her. 

She wasn’t what I wanted, though. I still missed what I’d had with Savannah, even though I felt guilty about it. I tried to explain it to Anthony one day, and he didn’t have an answer for me. It was the brokenness I found beautiful, but I didn’t want Sanaii to be broken. I wanted the sacrifice of taking what I gave her even though she hated it, and the shame and embarrassment of wanting it. 

I found what I was looking for one evening by the dumpster of my newest steakhouse. After a successful grand opening and a long night, most of my employees had gone home. I sent home the last few and finished taking out the trash when I saw a young skinny girl standing on her tiptoes, digging in one of the bags I’d just taken out. 

She ducked her head in humiliation, and my heart broke. She walked with a limp, and her hands shook. She was tall, scrawny, with blotchy pink skin, ratty black hair, and looked sick. She tried to run away when I approached her, nearly tripping on her own injured foot as she attempted to run.

I sped up and caught her wrist before she could run away, and she shook at my touch, but almost immediately gave herself up as caught. She wouldn’t look me in the eye. 

She was the thing I was looking for. I knew I needed to help her. 

I called Anthony and let him know what I was doing. He told me I was being stupid for bringing home a drug addicted prostitute who probably had more diseases than a street rat, but I told him if he couldn’t respect my conscience, we were through. 

He chose to respect it. And I chose to step back from my training as a Dom, and focus on the street rat I’d found in the garbage. Because I knew she was meant to be something amazing. 

At home, I gave her a shower and a clean clothes to wear, and then some fresh food to eat. She knelt at my feet and attempted to service me, but I stopped her. She laid her head down, setting her arms above her head, presenting her back and her ass to me, as if requesting a beating. 

But there was nothing in her face as she did so, and it made me sick. I wasn’t sure what it was about her that made me feel alive. She looked so apathetic, so broken. I wanted to see the fight in her. I realized the thing I missed was the craving. I wanted to see the need for my abuse. After my time spent with Anthony and the others at The Underground, I wanted to see her choose to sit at my feet because she trusted me, not because she was afraid, hungry, and in need of her next fix. My entire perspective had shifted drastically. 

“Tell me your name,” I said. 

“Whatever you want it to be, sir,” she said in a cold monotone. 

“No. I want you to tell me your name.” I reached out and took her chin in my hand, finally forcing her to look me in the eye. 

Bright amber eyes met mine, and I saw a glimmer of that fight I craved. 

She stammered and forced herself to say, “I-I... don’t remember.” 
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When she began to shake from her drug withdrawals, I tied her wrists and ankles down so she couldn’t run away or hurt herself, and I sat by her while she struggled through the worst of it. I fed her, bathed her, and took her with me to work in the afternoons, giving her simple tasks to do like sweeping the floors and folding napkins. Some of my employees weren’t thrilled to have her around, but I didn’t care. 

Anthony was surprised at what I chose to do, but he respected it. He asked if I wanted to continue my training, and I said I did, but I needed to focus on my slave girl. So instead of me training other girls with him him, he taught me to serve her as her caregiver. 

I served her in the role of her Master. She seemed to be stuck in the mindset that she was an object to be used and tossed around, blindly following whatever order I gave her. If I’d asked her to cut off her hand, she would have done it without hesitation. I gave her tasks around my house and around my restaurants, mostly so she’d have something to do, but also so I could thank her and congratulate her for her efforts, because she seemed to crave the validation. Slowly, over time, she began to come out of herself a little more. She began to stand up straight, to look me in the eye when she spoke, and to speak more freely. She finally confessed her name, long buried like a treasure she had been afraid to give away to just anyone. 

Watching her come out of herself was the most exciting thing I’d ever seen. It wasn’t sexually arousing, but it was mentally stimulating. Who was this girl, what had she been through, and what would she be like when she became herself again?

I took her to The Underground one day, and she clung to my side the entire time. She watched in shock as men were flogged and women were bound. She looked at me with fear in her eyes, wondering if this was where the ball would drop. 

“Master, is this what you wish of me?”

“That’s not how we do things here. Is this what you wish for yourself?” I asked back. “Answer me honestly.”

“No, sir, I don’t.”

“Then you’ll sit with me and talk with my friends, and that’s all. Is that alright?”

She nodded, and I watched as a weight seemed to lift from her. 

We continued this routine of me bringing her with me, until one day, she rose and walked to observe a scene, returning a few minutes later with a whip in her hands. She knelt by my feet and presented it to me, a silent plea. 

“Really?”

“Please, Master.” 

I still don’t know what compelled her to choose the whip, or why she changed her mind. Anthony had already taught me to use the tool, and it was comfortable in my hands. People watched as I bound her wrists in a rope and hooked them above her head to a bar on the wall. Her head was down, like she was readying herself to accept a punishment that she had earned. 

“You can tell me to stop,” I said softly before I stepped back and struck her. 

She lifted her head, stared me right in the eye, and spoke with a loud, firm, clear voice. “No.” 
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Becca came alive under the whip. She was beautiful when she cried, and she laughed when her pain built. It was like the pain drained the turmoil from her mind. She lived for the fight against subspace, rather than the sinking down into it. 

Over time we became friends, and occasionally lovers, but it was more of a bond of trust than sexual desire. She knew when I was frustrated from work and what I needed, and I knew when she was feeling weak and broken and needed pain to wake her back up again. 

I wanted to see her grow into something amazing. But I was finding myself overwhelmed and busy. I traveled a lot, and I worried that I was neglecting her. 

One day while Becca was sitting quietly with some of the other submissive girls she liked to talk with, one of my friends and mentors approached me. I admitted my concerns surrounding my busy schedule, and he offered to look after her while I was out of town.

“I’ve grown quite fond of her, actually,” Jeff said. “She’s a sweet girl. So bright.” 

“She’s a warrior,” I said, looking over to the girls. Becca stood out against the others. She didn’t seem to fit in with them. She sat in the middle of the huddle, a different kind of energy surrounding her than the others. I couldn’t explain it. 

When I looked back at Jeff, he was staring at her with desire in his eyes.

“I’m not giving her to you.”

“Do you not trust that I would care for her better than you do?” 

Jeff was quite a bit older than me, maybe in his mid-forties, and had much more need of a submissive than I did. He lived alone and his children were grown. I knew he had money and would probably have a lot more time to dedicate to Becca. 

But I loved her. She was mine, my flower who was blooming, my princess who was turning into a queen. And she fawned over me. Her servitude had changed from serving out of fear, to serving out of love, and it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 

“You’re about to spend three weeks away from home. You just said so. Are you going to neglect your slave for that long? Will you take her with you? Lock her in a hotel room away from her friends and her new life? Or will you leave her alone to fend for herself in your tiny, empty apartment?”

I knew he was right, and I hated it. But the best thing I could do for Becca right now was find somewhere safe for her over the next few months while I continued to grow my businesses and honor the contracts I’d signed. 

I told her that night that she would be spending some time with Jeffrey Ludlow while I was gone. She was unhappy about the decision, but she respected it. She understood it was for her own good. 

I kissed her goodbye a few days later. By the time I returned, Becca had fallen in love with him. 
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Chapter 27
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It didn’t take long for news to travel about what had happened between me, Jeffrey, and Becca. That news spread to a married couple who worked in the police force, and they confronted me one day. 

“There’s an epidemic, Reuben. Yesterday there were twelve young women between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five who were dropped off at our station by an anonymous party.” His name was Sam Bronner, and his wife Janette stood beside him as they explained. 

“From the little we could gather from them, they were all former sex slaves, sold at an auction, and someone rescued them. We’ve done what we could for them, but most of them are back on the street. Most of them are so traumatized they can’t even speak. Can you help?”

At that point, I stepped away from cooking. I spent the next six months talking to Becca, Jeff, Mike Black, and a few of my other new friends about how we could make a difference. Becca opened up about her experience as a slave, and how learning to trust me, and learning about consent and how to say no to me had been what turned the tables for her. We developed a quiet plan with only those we trusted, and began to set it in motion. All the while, I hired managers, trained new chefs, and handed off most of the work of my restaurants to other people so I could step back. 

Because although I enjoyed cooking, I was finding I was not cut out for the restaurant industry. It was monotonous, boring, and routine. I made the same things every day and felt stunted in my creativity. I wanted to grow, create new things, and do something that mattered. These girls mattered. 

Eventually, we established a place. I found an old house in a secluded area, and I purchased the place, turning it into a group home. Becca and I, and some of our other friends, began bringing in some of the girls who were too traumatized or broken to survive a battered women’s shelter or a rehab center. These girls were the most broken I’d ever seen. Becca had been an anomaly, being able to survive on the streets. 

As we helped them, gained their respect, and taught them to trust again, I began to see what Becca was going to turn into, and I loved it. I began to figure out what I wanted, and I felt proud and fulfilled in my care for the girls. Maybe it was a way I could ease the guilt for what I’d done to Savannah, but I liked to believe it was because I had become a more decent person than I had when I was eighteen and drowning in hormones and betrayal. 

I continued my education and my practice of BDSM on the side, learning what I could and playing as I needed with consenting playmates to satiate the Beast. I learned about consensual nonconsent, and how beneficial it was for the trauma victims I was working with. Becca, Simon, and I built a place where we could facilitate those scenes without the eye of the Underground members gawking, and also provide professional services to others who had the need of a Dominant in their lives. Becca worked at the treatment center to mentor the girls, went to school, became a doctor in psychology and sexual trauma, and worked at our private dungeon part-time alongside several other professional Dominants we’d hired for the same purpose.  

There wasn’t enough money to care for all of the girls indefinitely though, and although I could keep them all alive and safe, it wasn’t much of a life. I started looking for people to adopt them and act as guardians and give them a real future. Sam and Janette worked as our undercover police contacts, continuing to bring us new girls. One of the other cops got involved as well, and took fingerprints and found the identities of the kidnapped girls, helping to coordinate sending them home. Eventually, the private military group that rescued the girls started working with us directly, and Lindsay and her team became our main source of victims. 

Those without homes or families to return to were sent to other masters and caregivers who I trusted. One at a time, painstakingly, I found homes for the broken girls with people who had their best interest in mind. Doms who needed to be needed, who needed to have someone to love and pour into were matched with the girls who had no hope, and slowly, they learned to trust again. They learned to say No. 

My playtime in the dungeon changed as well. I was slowly coming to terms with my desires, and not hating myself or feeling guilty about the Beast. I met several submissives who I developed close relationships with and became recognized at The Underground as a trusted player. I was enjoying my life. I felt like I had everything figured out. 

Then I met Robin. 

She was one of the slaves who was so broken and so locked up inside her own head, she didn’t even recognize she’d been rescued. Something about her spoke to me, and I took her into my home to care for her myself. 

It took almost a year before Robin would speak. She was a silent servant, anticipatory in her labor, and following her own rituals in exacting detail. It was a long road to bring her out of herself, but we became attached to each other in the process. She called me Daddy and she was my princess and she had me wrapped around her little finger. 

She had a lot of needs though, and despite my travel schedule, didn’t want to give her up. I adored her. She didn’t want to leave me; she was still so hurt and betrayed from being handed off so many times. She was finally happy, and finally felt safe. I didn’t want to risk breaking her again. 

So I began looking for someone to serve me and her together. That’s when I met Megan. 

I met her at a book signing. All she did was hand over her book with a silent request for me to sign it. But my God did I recognize that look. It was the same bright strength but timid need that I’d seen in Savannah. She looked at me like she wanted my torture and would stand through it with her chin high. When I saw that look on her face, I nearly dropped the book. 

I put my phone number in her book instead of my signature, and I got a call from her a day later. 

We began a long-distance relationship. A year later, she moved from New Jersey to DC to live with me and become my submissive, to care for Robin, and to satisfy my urges so I could keep the Beast at bay. A year after that, she asked me for slavery. 

I foresaw my life, in my mind’s eye, and I thought everything would continue as it was. Robin would grow up to be a big strong girl, and be my sweet little daughter forever. Megan would be my rock and my trusted friend, my plaything when I needed it, and I didn’t have to worry about leaving Robin alone. I had other playmates and part-time submissives who allowed me to indulge in the things Megan was uncomfortable with, though I much preferred her. 

But there was a day that changed everything. And if I could go back in time and change one thing in my life, that’s the day I would change. 

I would have paid attention and listened to my Master. The one I shunned and avoided and turned my back on so long ago. The one who had been trying to get my attention for years, dropping hints and giving me guidance, even though most of the time I ignored it. 
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Back in Cullowhee, when I was sixteen and living under my father’s thumb, there had been a day when I’d stared up into the sky, silently praying for the first time in my life. My mother had just fallen for the first time and was now in a wheelchair, and I knew my life was about to change. I didn’t know what I was asking for, but I knew if there was a God, He’d hear me. 

That night, the visions started. The very first one I saw was nothing more than a set of eyes, and a few words that meant nothing to me at the time. I wrote it off as a coincidence. 

A few nights later, I had a dream that my mother got a phone call, reached for the phone that was too far away, and fell for a second time. Before I left for work that night, I made sure to plug in her phone, leaving it close by so she could reach it. Again, I thought nothing of it. 

Months later, I saw a vision of a mudslide on the mountain. I skipped going to school that day, and when I heard there had indeed been a mudslide that would have gotten me stuck and unable to reach home, I stopped writing off the dreams. 

I didn’t get them often, but when I did, I tried to listen. I wasn’t sure that I believed they were from God, but it didn’t matter. I listened to the visions because they were almost never wrong. 

I stopped paying attention to them when my mom slipped and fell in the shower and died. I was livid with God, angry because He hadn’t warned me, hadn’t given me a way to stop it or fix it. And if that was the case, that meant that it was His will that my mother died a humiliating death, drowning in the bathtub for her son to find. And I couldn’t stand for that. 

From that point on, I ignored the visions. I still got one or two very occasionally, but I rejected the information and refused to acknowledge them. The things I saw happen never ended up happening. Either God had moved on to warning someone else, or it was never God to begin with, and either way, I didn’t care. After a while, I stopped having them. All except that one, that face and the few words that I didn’t understand. I saw that one every single night. Those eyes, and that phrase, repeating over and over. 

Then one night I woke up in a cold sweat, screaming. Megan was trying to calm me down, and I was on the verge of a panic attack. I’d seen something horrendous and had a vision for the first time in years. 

In my vision, I was in the car with Robin on our way to the park, and there was a huge car accident on the highway. A rod had come loose from a construction truck and gone through our window and right through her chest, killing her instantly. 

I couldn’t sleep the rest of the night. I paced, took a shower, drank coffee, ran, and paced some more. I hated that I’d had such a horrible vision thrown on me. Or was it just a dream?

It had to be a dream. Those visions stopped years ago, and even the last few I’d seen hadn’t come true. 

As a final middle finger towards God, I decided to ignore it. 

That afternoon, as per usual, Robin wanted to go to the park. I’d initially said no, but eventually caved to her big blue puppy dog eyes. 

We got in a car accident in a twelve-car pileup. A loose rod broke through the window, spearing Robin through her chest. She looked at me in horror, blood gushing from the wound and filling up her lungs as she whimpered quietly, “Daddy, Daddy please, help me, Daddy.” 

The EMT’s took thirteen minutes to arrive. She died in my arms in ten. 
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Chapter 28
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Present day

I need to go. I need to leave. I can’t do this. 

I stood up from the couch and stared out the window as Reuben finished telling me his story. The familiar taste of panic rose in the back of my mouth. 

Oh, this is so wrong. This was such a bad idea. I knew this was a bad idea. How could I be so stupid?

Reuben looked unhappy that I wasn’t sitting beside him anymore, but I didn’t care. I felt the tentative trust and attachment I’d developed for him sever like a tiny thread, snapping under the first pull of pressure. 

“Thank you, Reuben,” I whispered. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

“I–”

“I’m sorry, but I have to go.” I collected my notebook and went to the door to pull on my coat, but he stopped me, standing up and blocking my path. 

“Please, Alice, let me finish.” 

“No, Reuben, I can’t.”

“Alice please. Just... tell me what part upset you.” 

At his words, my panic increased, and my rage built. Don’t do anything stupid, I warned myself. Reuben had already proven to me that he was willing to make a move against me if he felt compelled, and I didn’t want to say anything to set him off. But... I didn’t listen to my conscience very well.

“There are a lot of things actually, and I’d like to leave so I can think about them.”

“Alice... there’s more,” he whispered. 

“Oh. Okay. Sure,” I snapped. “More than you basically doing the exact same thing to Megan that my Daddy did to me?”

His face contorted in shock and confusion, but I continued. “Did you hand off your other subs too? Or did you just leave them high and dry? Yeah, telling me the rest will definitely put you back in my good graces. Move before I call Alex to come and kill you for me.” 

The concern on his face evaporated. “Oh... sweetheart... I didn’t send Megan away.” 

“You just said you did! You got in a car accident, Robin died, and–”

“Megan left, Alice.” 

I snapped my mouth shut and held my breath. 

“I released some of my other submissives because I knew I needed to take a step back and focus on healing myself. I was injured in the car accident, and traumatized. None of them were collared; they were just playmates and part-time dynamics. But Megan left of her own accord because without Robin, she felt unneeded. And she was right. Without Robin, Megan was left with very little to do other than take my bullying and my sadism... and she’s not a masochist. She didn’t like the same things I did, and even when she became my slave and she gave up her limits for me, I still never broke them. But she felt like I was settling for her, like I was keeping her around only because I had made a promise and signed a piece of paper. 

“Megan also had a very angry perspective on religion because of some of her own upbringing. After the accident, I felt like I had no choice but to go back to church, because He would continue to take things away from me until I returned to His feet. Part of that was giving up sex outside of marriage, and Megan had a hard limit against marriage. My refocus on a God that offended her, and the drastic change in our lifestyle and our dynamic bothered her. My depression just made things worse. She had a safeword I’d given her for the purpose of renegotiating if absolutely necessary... and she used it. 

“We tried to renegotiate, to find something that would work for both of us, but in the end, she was unhappy, I was depressed and I felt like I failed her, and we decided to separate.”

I dropped my head. That was a totally different outcome than I expected. He hadn’t had a harem of girls that he’d sent away. He’d had two, and he’d lost both. 

“I had to take her to a metalworker to remove her collar, Alice. I’d welded it shut. I planned to keep Megan until the day I died. I would never, ever send her away. But I failed her, and she was hurt. So she left.” 

Great. That’s just great. Now I’m crying again. 

I covered my mouth with my hands and tried to calm down. Reuben extended a hand to me, but I backed up, not wanting his hands on me yet. 

“You didn’t... you didn’t send her away?” I felt like I was grasping at that tiny string, trying to salvage it. 

“No. It was her choice to leave. Ultimately, she made the right decision. As much as I loved her and loved the role she filled for me, she was right. Things changed when Robin died, and I was miserable, and she felt useless. A service sub who feels useless is a service sub neglected. It just... didn’t work out. She’s happy now. She’s seeing a friend of mine.” 

I still held my notebook to my chest, wiping my tears away, trying to keep my breathing even and my hands from shaking too bad. “So you treated her just like all your other girls in the end. You say you loved her, but really, you trained her until you didn’t need her anymore, and handed her off. That’s not my kink, Reuben. I don’t want to be with someone for two years, or five years, or ten years, and then be given away because I’m not convenient. Because I’m not enough.”

“What are you talking about? Why would I... Alice. You’re mine, I’m not going to hand you off!”

“Obviously,” I said, stomping my foot. “’Cause you can’t! Now move and let me go home!” 

Something hardened in Reuben’s eyes, and I saw that beast he referred to. Terrified, I slunk back. Oh my God, it’s happening again. He’s going to lock me in the basement, or in his dungeon, or in the trunk of his car, and make me into his slave. 

Let me go. Don’t send me away. Both thoughts were rattling around my head and my heart. 

“Alice... I can’t. Not when you’re finally here. Not when I’ve finally found you.” He took slow, measured steps towards me, and I heard him change his voice to that quiet, low growl he used when he wanted control. “Not when everything in my life has been leading me to you.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I will destroy you.”

“I’m beginning to believe that.”

“Over and over again, Alice. I will destroy you. I will take everything you know and love. I will be ruthless. I will put you in the ground. There won’t be anything left by the time I’m done. Only ashes.” He said it like a mantra, not like he was threatening me. “You don’t even remember saying that, do you?”

I swallowed and took a few more steps back, but he followed me. Pressed against the wall, I tried to breathe, but I was starting to feel lightheaded. 

Maybe Alex could feel my panic from this far away? Maybe if I prayed to God, He’d send a chariot of fire to come and rescue me? 

Except I also desperately wanted him to keep me here and not let me run. What the hell is wrong with me? My voice shook. “What are you talking about?”

“Those were the words, Alice. Those were the words I heard in my head when I was sixteen, the same ones I’ve heard every night since then.” He stopped in front of me lifting my chin with one finger and staring down at me in wonder and fascination. “It’s your face I saw that night, and every night after that. I rescued Becca because I thought she was you. I was wrong, but I continued to look for you. Every new shipment of girls that arrive, I wait on the edge of my seat, praying I’ll find you. Every time I go to The Lounge, to The Underground, the fucking coffee shop... Sweetheart. I’ve been looking for you for twenty-four years.” 

A whole lot of shit made sense really damn fast. 

Him not wanting to explain his fascination with me yesterday. Him not being able to ignore my antics. Alex saying she knew I had a place here and that I could trust him. And... 

“Oh. My. God.” 

“I know. I don’t have an explanation, and I know it’s crazy, but–”

Call me Borderline or call me crazy, but I burst out laughing, and I could. not. stop. I think at first Reuben was worried I was crying or screaming. I sat back down on the couch and belly laughed myself into a headache.

“I’m not sure why you’re laughing, but I hope it’s for a better reason than the tears.”

“Holy shit, that’s why you were so damn mad!” I laughed again, barely able to speak. Tears were rolling down my face and I was sure I looked like a fucking racoon from my eye makeup being ruined. I tried to breathe and get my head back on straight. 

He pursed his lips, and the concern evaporated from his face. No longer worried about me, he sat down in the armchair beside the fireplace, glaring and looking a little exasperated. He kicked his feet up on the ottoman in front of it and put his chin in one hand, watching me silently. Don’t worry old man, I can’t keep up with my yo-yo mood swings either. 

“That’s why you said you would have recognized me if we ran into each other at The Underground.” I smiled as I walked his way. Placing one knee between his leg and the arm of the chair, I climbed onto his lap to straddle him. His eyes widened every so subtly and his nostrils flared, but he was doing his damndest to keep control over his reactions. 

“That’s why you couldn’t just ignore me,” I whispered. I draped my wrists over the back of the armchair behind him, bringing our faces close together. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “That’s why I catch you staring at me all the time.”

“I did not stare at you all the time.”

“You do too. That’s why it was so much fun to annoy you. Because you couldn’t get me out of your head...” 

I settled myself down on his lap. Oh yeah, he was happy to have me there, that was for sure. 

“That’s why you were so angry. When we first met, you ran out of the room like a bat out of hell. Because you finally found the girl of your dreams, and I’m a brat, and it pissed you off.” I bit my lip to contain my laughter again. 

He clenched his jaw and glared. 

“Oh, I bet you thought about it for years, too. Imagining I was some sweet service sub masochist who would just drop to my knees as soon as I saw you.” He tore his eyes away from mine and I knew I’d hit the nail on the head. “Maybe you even hoped I’d had my own dreams, and we’d run into each other’s arms like star-crossed lovers.”

“Okay, that’s enough. Very funny. Get up.” 

“But I like it here.” I wiggled my ass against his lap a little. 

“Alice,” he growled, and I could feel the vibration of his voice in my chest, and all the way down. His voice was nothing more than a quiet whisper. “Don’t push me, little girl.” 

“Or what?” I asked with as much innocence as I could muster. 

He set one finger on my bottom lip, and then pulled at it slightly as he traced a line down my chin, my neck, and right between my breasts. I thought he would continue, but he slid his fingers into my cleavage. He moved slow enough that I could stop him if I was inclined to, but he knew I wouldn’t. I shivered under the feeling of his fingers on my skin, waiting for a squeeze or a pinch, but he fished out the brat coupon he’d presented me with earlier. 

“I believe this still applies. You’re going to be good for me and honor it, aren’t you?” 

Yes of course I’ll be good for you, if you keep looking at me like that. “Maybe,” I said. “What’s in it for me?” 

His eyes narrowed. “Good girls get what they want. Bad girls get punished.”

I bit my lip. It’s so much more fun to be bad, though. “What if being punished is what you want?”

“Oh, Alice.” A smirk pulled at his lips. “I didn’t say you’d get spanked.”

“There ain’t shit you can do to me that I won’t like, old man.”

“Well, I guess we’ll see about that.” And there was a very scary look in his eye that made me think he might be right.

He set his hands on my hips like he was going to grind me against himself, but instead, he slid me backwards off his lap. Opening his legs, I ended up kneeling on the ottoman in front of him. He set one leg on the ground and bent the other one, his foot beside me, creating a sort of nest between his legs for me to sit. 

I leaned against his leg like it was the back of my own personal chair, and he folded his hands, setting them in his lap, probably to protect himself from any further assault on his erection. 

“Are you ok? You going to make a run for the door again?” 

I shook my head. “Not unless you have some other deep dark secret I need to know about.”

“Only my unending desire to watch you cry. Now. I know there has to be more questions in that clever brain of yours.” 

I blushed. “You’re trying to distract me.”

“Redirect. I’m trying to redirect you. We can revisit you sitting on my lap after we finish discussing other important topics. No games until we conclude negotiations.” 

I snapped my mouth shut before I called him Mister Darcy again and tried to think of some questions to ask him. 

“Um... how’d you get my stuff back?”

“Ah... that was something I neglected to tell you about.” His face fell. “Alice... Peter Woodrow and I are not great friends, but I’ve known him for years and I thought I could trust him. Recently, he mentioned to me that he lost his slave...” he grimaced slightly and tentatively continued. “I sent one of my girls to stay with him over the holidays.” 

“Oh, no, is she–”

“She’s... alright. But it wasn’t good.”

“That’s why you wrote me that note and asked me to talk to you about my side of the story.” 

He nodded. 

“I hope she’s okay.” 

“She’s back at The Weston House now. She’s doing alright. A bit shaken up. I’ve told her I won’t place her anywhere else unless she’s ready, and I plan to do a full audit of all the caregivers and guardians involved in the organization. Some of them are trusted friends, like the Black brothers and Sam Bronson. But some, I don’t know as well. It’s going to add a tremendous amount of work to my workload... but it needs to be done. 

“As far as Woodrow, I have someone keeping an eye on him, and I had planned to ask you if you would be willing to testify in court if we pressed charges regarding her assault.”

“Um...” I tried to think about that scenario. I didn’t even want to run into him in a bar, let alone get up on the stand and talk about what he did to me. But I also knew it was the right thing to do. Still, I’d been in court during cases like that. I wasn’t sure if I could be on the receiving end of that judgement.

Reuben seemed to recognize my internal struggle and brushed a bit of my hair out of my face. “We can revisit that question later, okay?”

Eager to switch topics, I blurted out, “How do you run all those restaurants and businesses and stuff, and still have time to run your center?”

“Most of my restaurants run themselves. Most of my work relates to the center, and I work between ten and fourteen hours a day.”

“Reuben...” I shook my head. “You don’t have time for a girlfriend.” 

He pursed his lips. 

“Look, the thing is, I’m a needy bitch. I know I am. I need tons of attention and I’m annoying as fuck. How are we going to... you don’t...” I felt my shoulders droop. 

“Actually, Alice, that’s something I wanted to discuss with you. You said you were bored and underworked at the church. I have more work than I know what to do with. Maybe...”

“Hey, maybe I can help you!” I grinned. “And that would be so much less monotonous and boring than entering email addresses and sharing photos on Facebook.” 

“I think based on your work experience you may also be able to clean up some of my processes. The restaurants are pretty simple, they pretty much run themselves with the staff I’ve hired. I go to board meetings and come up with new menus once every few months but there isn’t a lot to do there. But The Weston House... there’s a lot more to do. I’m also in desperate need of someone to help with things regarding my home, and my calendar.”

“I want to help,” I said. “Even if this doesn’t pan out, I want to help. I think it’s amazing that you rescue those girls.” 

There was a little bit of relief in his eyes. He’d hoped that I would appreciate his work, that I wouldn’t judge him for it. 

“How do you legally go about setting trafficked women with strangers, though?” I asked. “Isn’t that just technically trafficking them?”

“I have a lawyer on the books. We get them set up with new legal documents, and their new guardians adopt them. Keep in mind, some of these girls are as young as twelve. Some are in their forties. We transition them when they’re ready to start moving towards independence and reintegration into society. Their caregivers help facilitate that.”

“Seems like a lot of grey areas... is it a legal entity? Or something you keep a secret?”

“It’s a legally sound non-profit organization. It’s not a secret, but we don’t do a lot of advertising because I don’t want to attract predators or the wrong attention. Many of these girls are in hiding from their past abusers. On paper, all I do is rescue the girls and dismiss them when I believe they are independent enough to be on their own. I set them up with new identities and they disappear. But in reality...”

“In reality they’re placed with caregivers.”

“Right. No money is exchanged, but the caregivers essentially adopt them.” 

“How long do they stay with their caregivers? Is it forever?”

“Until they decide to leave. They can leave at any time.”

I thought about that for a while. Reuben essentially did for those girls what Augustus Quinn did for me all those years back. Although I hadn’t been trafficked, and I’d been more independent, I knew what a huge difference a kind caregiver made. 

“When the girls go to their new Doms... do they have sex with them?”

“God, no,” Reuben said. “We have a very strict policy on that. They’re all rape victims. Some of the girls do CNC scenes at AnchorX after years of therapy with Becca and the other psychologists. But it’s on them to request that. We don’t even mention that we provide that unless they specifically ask. And rarely does it include sex.” 

“How many girls have you rescued over the years?”

“Three hundred and seven... no. Three hundred and four.” His voice changed, and his face went blank, like he was trying not to feel something. 

Something itched at the back of my mind. When I’d read those texts between him and the mystery “little brat” yesterday, he’d said he’d had an emergency. “Reuben... what happened last week that you had to run to DC and stay there all week?”

He stared out into space for a few moments, not wanting to answer. He finally forced himself. “Last Tuesday we got a new batch of girls. Most of them are non-English speakers. Russian, Ukrainian, and I think some are from Pakistan. It’s hard to tell. Lindsay warned me they were a difficult group...” 

He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “Someone left a pencil out. It must have fallen on the floor, and it was never collected.” 

I felt my stomach turn over. He finally met my eyes. “We lost two. A few more attempted, but we got to them soon enough. It’s been... a very long time since we’ve lost anyone. The program works, Alice... except when something as small as a sharp pencil falls through the cracks.” 

“Reuben, I’m so sorry.” 

He sighed deeply, still staring at the invisible entity over my shoulder. Then he met my eyes. “Suffice to say it was a long week. And then I... dropped my phone in some water, and lost my contact list.”

“You know you can set up your phone to automatically back everything up to your account, right?”

He stared at me like he didn’t believe me. 

“No, really.” 

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” 

I shook my head. What an old man. I bet he doesn’t even back up his hard drive. “Where do you get the girls? And who is Lindsay?” 

He looked like he didn’t want to answer that. “Well,” he started. “We stumbled across a group of people who track and rescue sex slaves full time. They’re a private military group running under the table and out of the eyes of the government. Honestly, we don’t ask questions and hope for the best.” 

“Sounds sketch.”

“It is, but the alternative is those girls being turned into law enforcement and being arrested two months later for prostitution, or scraped off the side of the road when they die. So we take them and do what we can.”

“Am I going to get into legal trouble working with you?”

“No. The FBI and Social Services know what we do, and there’s nothing illegal about it. Literally all we do is take victims and provide care.”

I nodded. Seemed sensible enough. “How much government funding do you get?”

“They provide about thirty percent of what we need to stay open. The rest is donations, and a significant amount of the donations is from my own businesses.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up. “Tell me you at least write it off your taxes.”

“I’m generous, Alice, not stupid.”

I knew Reuben probably wasn’t out to become a billionaire. He was the one who said before that he wanted to make a difference and do work that mattered. But funding helped a lot. I decided I would make it a point to research as much as I could about grant writing and acquiring funding, and find a way to help Reuben with his center. 

Before my ADHD brain spun out of control, Reuben went back to my original question. 

“All of this is to say... Right before Christmas, Rachel managed to get her hands on a cell phone and text me her safeword, and I drove over and picked her up. While I was there, I noticed a glitter-encrusted room and a certain telescope...”

“That’s how you knew I was involved with Woodrow.” I swallowed.

He nodded. “A few weeks later, I took Pete out for drinks one night and pretended to smooth things over, get his side of the story, and I had Lindsay break into his house and collect the rest of your belongings.” 

“Sorry you had to sit through a conversation with him.”

“He’s not bad when he’s drunk.” But his eyes flashed. 

“Yes, he is. And I bet he said all kinds of shit about how much he loved to fuck me.” A small trickle of satisfaction went through me as I watched his face. “Oh I bet that made you mad, didn’t it? And I bet you hated hearing me talk about Michael Lewis and Simon Pierce yesterday.”

“What did I say about not pushing me?” He raised his eyebrow and shot me a dark glare. Ooh. Yummy. 

I wanted so bad to brat him back, to see what would happen if I poked the bear a little harder, but I had promised, and I didn’t know how much bratting he could really take yet. I swallowed and squared my shoulders. “Sorry.” He gave me a noncommittal grunt as a response.

“How do you know Michael Lewis, anyway? Is it from The Underground?”

“We’re... work associates.”

“You know he’s a serial killer, right?”

“He was wanted for being a serial killer. Those charges were dropped.”

“No, Reuben... he killed fifteen girls in the late nineties and early two-thousands. He was tried and convicted and sent to prison and he escaped.” 

Reuben’s whole body stilled. 

“Ok this is classified, so you can’t talk about it. But that’s why he went on the run when the CIA started investigating Agent Smith Smith. Because apparently, they work together. I think they were kidnapping people and torturing them. There’s a video online of Michael and Agent Smith Smith torturing and killing this drug lord. It’s so bad it’s been censored and removed off the internet, you can only get it on the dark web.”

He stared at me in shock for a few moments. “And you played with him?” He looked furious.

“Well I didn’t know at the time! As soon as I found out, he had already ghosted me!”

He covered his mouth with his hand like he was trying to keep his muffled words from coming out. “Motherfucker... I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill him, Alice. Next time I see him, he’s dead.”

I winced. “You... should probably not say stuff like that out loud when there are electronic devices in the room.” I didn’t know a lot about the illegal hacking software they had, but I knew it was dangerous. “And also maybe follow that up with, ‘haha, I was just kidding, Michael!’”

Reuben glared even harder, if that was even possible. 

Okay, distraction-slash-redirection time. “When you were Anthony Mack’s sub, did you guys have sex?”

“No,” he said, pulling his head back and looking a little offended. “I have absolutely no inclination towards men.”

“So you had a nonsexual dynamic.”

“He still dominated me sexually, although we didn’t have sex. He was in charge of when and who I was allowed to sleep with, and if and when I was allowed release.” 

I fought a grin. Oh my God, ask him. I bet he did. I bet... 

“Did you have to wear a cock cage?”

Reuben didn’t look as embarrassed as I thought he would. “Yes, for a while. If I was going to enforce chastity on my subs, I needed to know what it was like.”

“Uh... before we go any further,” I said, scooting a little closer to him in the open space between his legs. “I’m not okay with extended chastity and denial. You think I’m annoying now, you don’t even want to know what I’m like without an orgasm every few days.”

“We can discuss kinks and punishments tomorrow. For now... I’d like to know if you have any other questions about the things we’ve discussed.”

I thought through everything he’d said: about Savannah, the demons he battled, his experiences training and learning to be a good Dom. About Robin and Megan and the other girls. 

“Reuben... I’m strictly monogamous. I don’t share well. I know you used to have lots of playmates, but...” he knew what I was saying, but allowed me to finish my statement. “Having to share my partner is a hard limit for me. If we’re just going to play a little, it’s fine. But not if we’re going to have a committed dynamic.” 

“That’s not on the table, Alice. I don’t need anyone else but you.” 

I loved hearing those words. I loved the way he looked at me, like he wanted to swallow me whole, or tie me down and just revel in the fact that I was here in front of him. He looked at me like he wanted to peek inside me, to find every single secret, study it, taste it. And it scared me, because he made me feel wanted, special, and valuable, when my brain constantly told me I was a hot mess and a piece of trash. 

“You don’t know that,” I whispered, hating that truth. “You might decide five years from now that you want another slave. You’re a collector, Reuben. That’s not me.” 

“I’m not a collector; I’m a teacher. But I haven’t done a scene with anyone except Becca in the past six years. I am not ruled by the Beast. I rule him. 

“So yes, I do know. Five years from now, ten years from now, when I see a pretty slave girl that I like, I will not approach her. When I see a kitten in need of a master, I will not pursue her. When a man comes to me and asks me to train him, I will send him to a trusted friend. Because when it comes down to it, if that’s a hard limit of yours, I’ll respect it, period. You draw the lines, Alice. Your needs before my wants. My needs before your wants. That’s why it’s called a power exchange, sweetheart. You aren’t powerless here. This is our dynamic. Not mine that you have to try to fit into. We follow the rules... but we make them ourselves.” 

I felt the heaviness in my heart lift a little. “So... I follow your rules and you follow mine?” I felt myself smile. 

He hesitated, looking at me as if I were trying to trap him. Which, okay, I was a little. “Well, yes... but we both agree to them in advance. You can’t just throw a rule at me that I have to follow if we haven’t agreed on it. But the same goes for me. I can’t just decide one day that you’re on permanent chastity and that you’re not allowed to talk.”

“What if I change my mind about something? What if we try this and it doesn’t work? What if–”

He lowered his head and stared at me intently. “Then we sit down, just like this, and decide what to do instead.”

“And if I break rules?”

“You get punished.” He shrugged, like it was the simplest thing in the world. And I guess in a way, it was.

“And if I find loopholes?” 

He paused, and I continued. “Because I feel like if I did exactly what you said, but you weren’t specific enough to get what you want, that’s on you, not me.” 

“I bet you feel that way,” he muttered, and his expression changed to something dark that sent shivers down my spine. “Just know if you decide to play this game, I’m going to play right back.”

I grinned. “Of course... That’s what makes it fun.” 
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Chapter 29
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Reuben sent me home that night around eleven. We shared a few glasses of wine, but not as much as Monday, and not enough to make me have to stay in my galaxy room. Although part of me wanted to, I knew it was a bad idea and I should step back and have some space. 

He warned me about the frenzy of a new relationship. “We need to slow down here, Alice. Frenzy is dangerous.”

He also gave me a list of phone numbers of his former playmates and submissives, including Megan’s number. The next morning while I was waiting on a phone call from Social Services about one of the orphans we looked after, I started texting some of the girls on the list. 

First I texted Sanaii, his former masochistic sub. I reached out to her and got a text back right away. 


Alice: Hi, this is Alice. I’m hoping you can tell me a little bit about your experience with Reuben Weston. 

Sanaii: Thank God he’s finally moving again! Tell me everything! How’d you meet? Do you like him? Have you played yet?

Alice: Only a spanking. It was... amazing. 

Sanaii: He’s incredible. I actually work for him at The Lounge, I tend bar downstairs. He’s a good man and a great playmate. Never crossed a line, read me like a book, and taught me to take more pain than I’ve ever had in my life. 


Sanaii and I talked for a little longer, but then she had to go to work. She had nothing but good things to say about him. 

The next person on the list was a girl named Gabby. She didn’t answer right away, but when she did, I was a little surprised. 


Alice: Hi, this is Alice. I’m hoping you can tell me a little bit about your experience with Reuben Weston. 

Gabby: Hi there. Sorry I’m not much help. I feel like our dynamic fell apart before it really got started. We met right before his accident. 

Alice: how did you meet?

Gabby: at his bar. I’m into ropes, and he did some demos with me and we decided to do some more scenes together. We did a few weeks off and on, casual, before his accident. 

Alice: what happened after his accident?

Gabby: he was in the hospital for three weeks. Wouldn’t let anyone in to see him but Megan. That’s when I knew we were over. I know I wasn’t his favorite, but it still felt like he was neglecting me. He moved back home and had everyone come over, one at a time. Told us all he needed some time. It was impersonal and a little childish, to be honest. 

Alice: Would you scene with him again?

Gabby: nope. I need emotional intimacy. He never wanted to give that to me. He had his girls he loved, and then he had his side toys. I deserve more than that. But... he was always honest with me about where we stood. So at least I never felt led on. 


I didn’t text Gabby again. I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to be a side piece. 

Becca was on the list too, but I skipped her for now. So was Simon Pierce. I didn’t even like seeing his name on the list. 

I knew Reuben considered Simon a friend, but I didn’t want to talk to him. He had been there the days I’d safeworded at The Underground, and he hadn’t done anything. As far as I know, he’d ghosted me the same way Michael Lewis had. I hadn’t heard from him since. And it really hurt. 

It was too easy for me to cut people off. I knew part of it was my disorder, and I tried to be realistic about things. It was hard when my entire brain was swimming in hormones and emotions all the time. But not getting a call or a text was objective. As far as I was concerned, Simon Pierce had abandoned me, and I had no interest in reaching out to him. The thought hurt, because I’d considered him a close friend. 

The last person I texted was Megan. She was on the top of the list, but I’d skipped her because I’d felt a little intimidated. She knew Reuben more intimately than probably anyone else. Except maybe Becca, but it was hard to say. 

She didn’t answer my initial message, and she still hadn’t by that evening at a quarter to six. I decided I probably wasn’t going to hear from her that day, so I silenced my phone and made my way up Sunset Lake Road to Reuben’s house, arriving a minute before six and just in time. 

I was excited for our conversation tonight. He said we were going to talk about limits, kinks, and punishments. I was also a little scared though, because this was probably going to be the day that would determine if we were compatible. If his hard limit was me being a snot, and his main goal was to tame me and turn me into a good girl, this would end in heartbreak and frustration for both of us. Because fuck that. 

I was also excited because I had a few things I wanted to do to get on his nerves. That brat pass was expired, and I was free to annoy him. Maybe if I was lucky, I’d get shoved against a wall or something. 

When I arrived, there was a sticky note on the door: Finishing up a conference call. Door unlocked, come in.

I opened the door and cocked my head, listening. I could hear his voice faintly from down the hall, so I followed it. I found him in the room he’d made for me, sitting on the ground, legs spread, a tarp on the ground, and my leather harnesses piled in front of him. His huge hands were covered in leather polish and conditioner. 

Several pairs of my expensive leather shoes sat beside him, polished and buffed clean. I felt my heart squeeze painfully in my chest at the sight. I knew he was crazy busy and worked all the time, but he’d somehow found the time to sit on the floor and polish my shoes. 

He had a pair of white earbuds in his ears. He glanced up at me, held a dirty finger up near his mouth for me to be quiet, and then pointed at the ground in front of him. 

Deciding to put the bratting on hold for now, since he was being so nice to me and taking care of my neglected leathers that Woodrow had abused, I sat down across from him and stayed quiet. He handed me a clean rag and one of my shoes, motioning for me to rub the polish off. 

He spoke unexpectedly, and I almost dropped my shoe at the aggression in his voice. “I don’t really care what you have to do, Reggie. I’ve given you a task, a deadline, and a budget. Get it done or I’ll find someone else to do it.” 

He rubbed at the harness he was holding a little harder, working on a problem spot. Pausing, he listened to the response on the other end. 

“That’s not the attitude we use. The numbers reflect– interrupt me again and you can find another job,” he snapped. And oh, that voice was a little different. He sounded legitimately pissed off. So why the fuck did it turn me on?

He paused, as if waiting for the people on the other end of the line to shut up and listen. 

He spoke quietly. “Our numbers reflect our service. One hundred percent of the time, when we go above and beyond and we serve the customer beyond what they expect, it pays back a minimum of three and a half times, and an average of fifteen. The restaurant is the lowest producer I have and is a waste of time in its current state, and half of that is related to the poor staff you’ve hired. Shut it down and give me two months of interviews starting next Friday. Current staff can reinterview at manager’s discretion, but I’ll be doing all these interviews myself. Every single one of the new employees is going through Ritz-Carlton service training, and my personal training program. We’ll increase the base pay by twenty percent, re-brand the restaurant with a new name, and do a soft opening with a TV feature. If we do it right, we can make up the last four months of profit loss in a week.”

He held up the harness he was polishing, rotated it to find the top, and held it in the air in front of me as if imagining what it would look like on me. I grinned, feeling my cheeks flush just a little, and reached up to the hem of my shirt, lifting it up slightly. Maybe I’d just relieve some of that tension in his face by giving him something a little more interesting to focus on.

He dropped the harness and took my wrist, scolding me with his expression. I pouted and stuck out my lip. As hot as it was to watch him yell at his employees, I wanted his attention on me and my boobs, which he had yet to pay any respect to. 

“Now. I have a personal appointment I need to attend to. Are there any other legitimately important concerns that need to be addressed?”

He hadn’t let go of my wrist, or broken eye contact. At my pout, his eyes narrowed. “Ken...” he said, rolling his eyes subtly. “I don’t care how much money it costs to train people. As far as the rebranding, call Mister Isaka. He’ll have some fresh ideas. Now if you all will excuse me... I have a date.” A smile pulled at his lips and he ended the call. 

He was still holding my wrist, staring at me with those dark intense eyes. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked softly. 

“You wanted to see the harness on me,” I shrugged. 

“It’s still covered in polish, silly girl.”

“I don’t mind getting dirty.” I flashed him a cheeky smile. 

He squeezed my wrist a little harder, then released it. His voice was a low growl as he said, “Keep your clothes on until I say otherwise.”

I shrugged his warning off. “If that’s what you want.” 

I knew it wasn’t at all what he wanted. But mister straight-laced rule-following Domly mcDom Face over here was determined to keep us on the straight and narrow path right up to high protocol. 

That wasn’t going to last long. 

“Are you planning on being a little asshole today?”

“Obviously. Your twenty-four hours is up.” 

“No, it’s not,” he said, and that clever look in his eyes intensified. The jerk withdrewdrew the brat pass from his pocket. He’d crossed out the “24” and replaced it with “19.” 

“What’s this about?”

“Your fine print does not specify one day, or twenty-four consecutive hours. It simply says twenty-four hours. I have nineteen left, Alice. You’re going to be good for me today.” 

Son of a bitch. I glared at the coupon, then at him, then back at the pass. 

No, this is my game, I can veto this. 

But he’s right. It doesn’t say twenty-four consecutive hours. It says twenty-four hours. 

“You still want to play the loophole game, miss Benson?”

Fine. You want to play my favorite game with me? You’re going to lose, old man. 

I straightened and took a deep breath, handing it back to him. “Okay, Mister Weston. But just know, you’re the one opening the door this time. When I’m free, you aren’t going to like it.”

“I have no doubt I’ll thoroughly enjoy both your freedom, and your captivity. Whether you do or not is still up for debate.” He set my harness aside and rose to his feet, wiping his hands free of the polish. “Come. Dinner’s almost ready.” He left the room without a backwards glance. 

I did the mental math quickly. If I spent four or five hours here a night, twenty-four hours was going to put me... oh my God. A week.

Son of a bitch. 

My mind refocused immediately. Okay. I can be good. For now. I’ll be nice, I’ll be respectful. I won’t be annoying and I won’t get into trouble. But that’s it! I resolved that by the time my twenty-four hours were up, I was going to have a whole list of ways to get into trouble. 
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He made mushrooms again. Stuffed portobellos with green peppers, beef, cheese, and some weird gravy sauce on top that was way too good. It was almost like a joke at this point. I had to eat them because I had to behave. And because I had to eat them, he made them extra delicious so that I would be forced to enjoy them. The ultimate brat move, and I couldn’t do anything about it. 

He served a buttery chardonnay with dinner, and we made our way to the living room afterwards. Over dinner he asked me if I’d gotten in contact with anyone from his list. 

“I heard back from Gabby and Sanaii. I haven’t heard from Megan yet... I didn’t text Becca. And I’m not ready to text Simon yet.”

“Any particular reason why?” 

He settled on the couch in his usual spot, but I felt my eyes move to the armchair he’d sat in last night. I much preferred sitting in the nest between his legs, and I wondered if he’d let me. He seemed to notice my preference, but he didn’t give me what I wanted. And I was far too proud to ask. 

“Simon could have rescued me,” I shrugged. “He saw me safeword at The Underground with Woodrow. He knew something was wrong. I saw his face, Reuben. He knew.” 

He knew I was being hurt, being abused, and he did nothing. 

“Alice... you should talk to him.” 

“Why, what good will that do?” I felt my mood growing sour as I collapsed on the couch beside him. Instead of sitting on the other side, I sat right beside him, tucking my feet up behind me. “He abandoned me.” Just like everyone else.

Reuben set his wine glass down and looked at me. “When I spoke to him, he said he told Anthony something was wrong. Anthony revoked Pete’s membership, and that’s why he visited The Lounge. The reason you escaped that night was because Simon saw you at The Lounge, and my friend Lindsay caught onto his panic. Lindsay slugged him in the face and began beating the shit out of him... that’s why he dropped your lead. That’s how you escaped.”

Oh shit. I did it again. I felt my eyes water in shame and embarrassment. Simon had legitimately become a good friend of mine, and a great playmate. And I’d cut him out of my heart at the drop of a hat because I got my information wrong. 

“Why didn’t he call me or text me,” I whispered. 

“I don’t know, Alice. But he was the first person who I spoke to about you, and he has nothing but concern for your wellbeing. Maybe you should call him.” 

I took out my phone and tried to pull up a message to Simon, but I kept getting an error; number blocked. Going to my blocked numbers, I found his on the list. 

As soon as I unblocked it, a slew of messages came through. 


Simon: Hey Sprite. I heard you had a bad scene today. You alright? 

Simon: Alice, let me know you’re okay. Haven’t heard from you. 

Simon: We good? You aren’t answering me. I just want you safe. I get it if you don’t want to play anymore. 

Simon: Alice, let me know you’re alright. I talked to Anthony, Pete isn’t allowed at the club anymore. You need anything? 

Simon: Hey Alice, it’s been a few days and I haven’t heard from you. Clearly you don’t want to talk. I don’t know what I did, but I get it. Just let me know if you need anything, okay? I’ll always go to bat for you. I’m in your corner. I promise. Please play safe and be happy. 

Simon: Alice I’m worried about you. I know I said I wouldn’t text anymore but I saw you today at The Lounge and you didn’t look so good. If you need anything, please call me or text me. You can crash at the cabin for a while if you need some space. I’ll leave you alone or I’ll hang out with you. Please just let me know you’re alright. 

Simon: Good luck, Sprite. Rooting for you. Won’t text again. Take care and call if you ever need anything. Even if it’s just ink. <3 


I looked up at Reuben, tears in my eyes, and let myself hurt at the realization that somehow, either I or Peter Woodrow had blocked Simon from my phone. I distantly remembered that he had taken my phone away from me after he’d collared me. What other numbers had he blocked?

I unblocked the rest of them just to see what would come through. 

Sure enough, messages from Becca, Leanne, Jenny, Angie, and some of my other friends from The Underground came through. 


Becca: Hey, you looked really bad tonight. You okay? Need anything?

Leanne: I know he’s hurting you. Please call me. You can crash with me. 

Angie: Girl omg. What the fuck! You said you’d never go full time with him! What changed? Did he make you? I’m worried about you!


And more and more messages. 

Why had I never thought to check my blocked numbers? Why had I gone on for the past eight months assuming all my friends had turned their backs on me, like it was a normal thing for people to cut me out of their lives?

Oh yeah. Because that’s what I do to people, so I just assume they’ll do it to me. 

“I am so fucked up,” I whispered under my breath. I was shaking from embarrassment, sadness, relief, and whatever other emotions I couldn’t identify that were rushing through my body. Tears ran down my face and I attempted to wipe them away. 

I stood up and hit the call button on Simon’s contact. He picked up in two rings. 

“You okay Sprite?”

His voice was like a hug. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I spat out, and then tried to shove my fist in my mouth to try to stop my hiccupping cries. 

“Hey, it’s okay... are you alright? Alice? Come on, hon, talk to me.” 

“Shit, Pierce,” I whispered. Reuben handed me a tissue and I accepted it, dabbing at my face and trying to catch my breath. “I... he took my phone. He blocked you, I didn’t... I thought...” 

“You thought I bailed on you? I said I wouldn’t do that, remember?”

“I know.”

“I should have come after you.” 

Just hearing his voice was making me feel better again. Simon was a quiet, withdrawn, shy, but sadistic guy. He didn’t let people in very easily, but when he did, he was committed to them. Why did I think he would cut me off like that? It wasn’t in his nature. 

You fell into your own trap again. You damn borderline fuckup. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath to avoid sobbing again. 

Fuck, Alice, get yourself together. 

Reuben put his hands on my shoulders, the heavy weight of his large hands grounding and settling me a little. 

“Sorry, Pierce,” I whispered. “I’m a bit of a mess right now.”

“Just tell me you’re okay. I haven’t seen you in months. Pete’s looking for you everywhere, asking people about you. Are you okay? Where are you?”

“I’m with Reuben. In North Carolina.” 

He paused, and I held my breath. 

“Motherfucker, that’s why he was asking about you...” 

I coughed a laugh. “Yeah, I guess so. Um, please don’t tell Woodrow I’m here.”

“You safe? You feel okay? Because I’ll get in my car right now, drive up to his house, and take you home if that’s what you need. I don’t give a fuck.”

“I’m good. I promise.” 

“Let me talk to him.”

“Simon, I’m good.”

“Give him the phone, Sprite.” 

“You’re such a bitch,” I choked on a laugh, rolling my eyes, but I handed Reuben my cell phone. 

He pressed it to his ear, and my tiny phone looked comical against his huge face. “Pierce?... yeah... understood.” Reuben listened to whatever Simon was saying, then rolled his eyes. “Obviously. I’ll see you next week. Okay.” He hung up and handed the phone back to me. 

“You okay,” he asked me. I nodded and rubbed my ruined makeup off with the tissue he’d given me. 

“Yeah, just relieved. Reuben, I have this bad habit of thinking that people hate me and that they aren’t my friends anymore, and it makes me hate them back and cut them out of my life. It’s part of my condition, and I work really hard not to fall into that trap or line of thinking, but... oh my God. I had no idea Woodrow blocked all their numbers. I thought they all abandoned me.” 

“Sit down, I’ll bring you some water.”

“I hate water.”

“That was not a request, Alice.” He went into the kitchen to get me a drink before I could argue with him. Out of spite, I downed the rest of my wine like a shot since he wasn’t there to stop me. 

He returned a moment later with a small glass of water. I attempted to sip at it. He glared at my empty wine glass but didn’t say anything. 

My phone buzzed again and a photo came through. Simon, Becca, and a few of my other friends were bundled together and smiling into the camera. I could tell they were in Reuben’s club. The message underneath said, “we’re glad you’re okay.” 

I showed it to him. “Look,” I said softly. “See, they like me.”

“Of course they like you.” He put his arm over the edge of the couch but not around my shoulder, as if he were letting me decide if I wanted to be touched. 

I decided I did, and snuggled up closer to him, pressing myself into his side. Mmmmm he’s so big and snuggly and squishy. Like a fucking teddy bear. I almost called him one, but I remembered that fucking brat pass. I wondered if I could veto it and ask him to use it a different day. 

Nah, because it would just prolong the torture of being good. 

“Hey Reuben,” I said, looking up at him. 

“Hmm?”

“If this doesn’t work out, will you hate me?”

He looked down at me with concern, and I wondered if I saw a little bit of pain in his eyes. “No, Alice. I won’t hate you. I’ll be disappointed... but I won’t hate you.”

“Just wondering.”

He took out his own phone and ignored me for a minute while he sent a few messages. I tried to look up at his screen but he moved it away from me. 

“What are you hiding,” I whined. 

“I’m just asking Becca and Simon not to announce our tentative relationship publicly yet. I love Becca, but she’s a bit of a gossip.”

“Are you ashamed of me?”

“Of course not. I don’t want Peter Woodrow showing up at my door.” 

I felt my gut twist. That was fair. I don’t know what he would do if he found me, especially considering he’d basically coerced me into marrying him. 

“Um, about those legal documents... any chance you’ve–”

“I have a friend working on reversing those. They’ll be here this weekend. Which reminds me... are you free on Saturday?”

“Of course.”

“I have some people coming up to visit me this weekend. If you’re okay with it, I’d like you to give them a tour of the Valley House.”

“Okay,” I said, assuming it was probably more girls who wanted to come stay with us. Everly had moved in after the tour on Sunday and was settling in well. She was supposed to start school at the community college in August. 

“After the tour you’re welcome to come back here. My colleagues will meet me here to discuss a project I have planned. Becca and Mike will be here too, as well as a few others. If you’d like to see them again...”

“I’d like that,” I smiled. I did miss Becca. She hadn’t been my Domme for very long, but she was the best therapist I’d ever had, and I considered her a friend. I didn’t know Mike Black very well; the only time I’d really met him, he’d seemed cold. 

“Will Simon come up too?”

“I don’t think he’s planning on it... but I can ask.” 
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Reuben gave me the tour of his house that he hadn’t given me before. He showed me the guest rooms, the den, and his office, which looked a lot like a library the way it was set up. He had turned his sunroom into a small home-gym. There was a second living room with a bunch of couches, chairs, beanbags, and floor cushions, and a giant tv on one wall. It looked perfect for entertaining groups of people. He skipped over the master bedroom awkwardly, and I didn’t push. Then he took me downstairs towards the basement. 

“You don’t have to show me your laundry room and garage,” I laughed as he opened the door at the bottom of the hall. But he just looked back over his shoulder at me with a raised eyebrow, and gestured for me to follow him. 

Oh. This was not a garage. 

He had converted the basement into a playroom. It was sparsely furnished, but it had potential. The walls were a dark blood red, and the ceiling was pitch black. On one wall was a series of metal bars and hooks, a Saint Andrews, and a few slabs of wood mounted to the wall that were obviously for bondage, though I wasn’t sure of the use. On the other wall was a peg board filled with all kinds of fun contraptions and toys. Whips, floggers, a tawse, canes and riding crops, and a few paddles. There were a few plastic tubs in the corner of the room as well. 

“What’s in there?” I asked. 

“Some toys I have yet to organize. Companies like to send them to me in hopes I’ll promote them. I’ve been tossing them in here for the past few years since I don’t have anyone to play with.”

Boxes and boxes of toys in need of being tested out on a willing subject. I shivered in excitement. 

“This is almost as good as The Underground,” I grinned, already feeling myself tingle with anticipation. I desperately wanted to grab one of the paddles off the peg board and smack him in the butt, just to see what he would do, but I had promised to be good, so I tucked that idea away for later. 

“You should see the one at my other home.”

“It’s better?” I asked in disbelief. I opened one of the drawers of the shelf in the corner, my eyes falling on a huge collection of multicolored silk ropes, carefully wrapped in bundles and organized by color. I trailed a finger down one bundle, enjoying the texture. 

“I spend more time there than I do here. Or... I used to. So yes, more of my equipment is there, more furniture.” 

“Will you bring me up there sometime?” 

“Oh yes. Hopefully very soon. Though I need to make sure I deal with Woodrow first, and we need to figure out what your days are going to look like. I don’t mind you spending time by yourself, but I don’t want you running into him. And from what you told me, you like to stay busy. I don’t want to bring you up there and keep you locked away in my house all day... you’ll just get yourself into more trouble than you can handle.”

I slid the drawer shut. He was probably right. I didn’t want to deal with running into Woodrow and having him try to kidnap me or some shit. “You like bondage,” I said, trying to change the subject. 

“I do,” he said, letting me walk through the dungeon and explore the rest of his collection. “Leather, chains, ropes... and I like predicaments.”

“What’s that?”

When he didn’t answer right away, I turned to face him. He’d opened a drawer and withdrawn an anal hook. 

“Do you know what this is?”

“Yes,” I smiled. I had quite a bit of experience with that particular torture device. 

“A predicament setup forces you to make a decision on how you will be hurt. One way or another, you will be hurt. But it’s on you.

“If for example, I was to cuff you to the ceiling with this hook tied into your hair, what would happen if you dropped your chin?”

“The hook would push deeper,” I said, my body warming at the idea. “So I’d have no choice but to keep my chin up.” 

“Right.” He set the hook down and approached me with measured steps. “And what if I also put clover clamps on your nipples, and set a chain between them and made you hold it with your mouth? What would happen if you lifted your chin?”

“I would pull on the chain...” my voice trailed off as I realized where this was going. 

Reuben was standing right in front of me now. “And what would happen if I rigged you up so that both of those things were happening at the same time?”

I swallowed. “I would have to stay still.”

His eyes were practically glowing, and his voice had dropped to that low, steady, intentional tone he used to intimidate. “Very, very still... and there are so many things I could do to you that would make it impossible to stay still. Floggers... feathers... vibrators...” 

I felt my face burn and my mouth pop open. “That’s so evil... I love it.” 

His lips quirked. “So do I. The possibilities are truly endless.” 

I bit my lip in expectation. Would he want to play today? I could feel my heart rate picking up, and I was getting wet. Oh this is bad. This man already has far too much control over my body. 

Reuben continued speaking as if we were discussing the weather, and he circled around me slowly as he spoke. “Impact is one of my biggest kinks as well, but I’m sure you figured that out. Humiliation, degradation, and denial.” 

“I love all of that. I’m pretty open to almost everything...”

I felt him standing behind me. I could tell he wanted to touch me, but he resisted the urge. I itched for contact, but he stayed just a few inches away from me, not touching me. He leaned down and whispered right beside my ear. “I want you to enjoy your time down here, Alice. I don’t want you to be terrified of this room, or what I’ll do to you down here.”

“I like to be terrified.”

“Okay... I don’t want you traumatized. I need you to tell me your limits. I need to know what is off the table, and what would be upsetting to you.” 

I eyed the metal bars attached to the wall, wondering about their setup and what they were for. I tried to imagine something that Reuben would do to me that I would be uncomfortable with. 

“I don’t want to be left alone,” I whispered. “Don’t tie me up and lock me down here in the dark. I can’t do that.”

“Never,” he said, a harshness in his voice. “That’s completely irresponsible.” 

“Yeah, well, I lived chained to a rack in the dark for several days, and I’d like to not repeat it.” 

He finally put his hands on me. They rested on my shoulders, squeezing slightly. “I play responsibly, Alice. You can’t play with your toys if you break them. What else?” 

“I think... for now... I’d like to avoid the whip.” I shivered at his extensive collection of them on his pegboard. He had several of them in different lengths, widths, and materials. “I hate to say that because I think you like them–”

“That’s fine, Alice. It’ll be on you to ask for it, understand?”

I nodded. 

“What else?” 

I didn’t want to say it, because I knew someone with such a love of bondage would have a collection but... 

“Collars. For now... collars. I can’t,” I said, turning around and meeting his eye. “I’m sorry, but your hand feels good, and I love being choked, but I can’t... I think I’ll freak. He didn’t... he didn’t give me a choice. He locked it on. And...” my hand went to my neck and I felt the little scar there. My reminder not to jump into any more relationships with men who liked to hurt the women they loved. 

So much for that. I was drawn to sadists like a magnet. 

He knelt in front of me, which felt disorienting. We were nearly eye to eye this way. Reuben took my hand away from my neck, studying the mark. 

“What happened?”

“I cut myself, straining to get away. He... he locked a metal collar shut around my neck. It was too tight, and I couldn’t breathe, and I pulled at it–”

“Alice, look at me.” His voice was calm and he snapped his fingers in my ear. “Look at me. Good... that’s better. Enough about the collars. We won’t use them. You don’t have to explain yourself. You set your limits, and that’s that. No compromises. Okay?”

I nodded. The panic rising in me slowly started to recede. I wondered if I’d ever actually be able to do a planned impact scene with him. Would I freak out and lose my shit as soon as he took me down here and chained me to that cross? 

I didn’t have time to think about it. He rose to his full height and took my hand, leading me out of the darkness and back up the stairs. I felt a weight lift off my shoulders, like I could breathe again. 

It was weird, being turned on and triggered at the same time. I wanted it, but I feared it. I hated it, but I loved it. 

Reuben took up his spot in his armchair, giving me the seat on the ottoman between his legs. I smiled as I leaned up against his knee like I had the other day. 

“I hate what he did to you,” he said softly, staring at me. “I hate that he found you first.” 

“I hate his guts,” I said. “But maybe that’s not a realistic response. Maybe I’m crazy and it wasn’t that bad. Maybe I’m blowing things out of proportion like I did with Simon–”

“No, Alice. He gaslighted you. You trusted him, and he misused that trust. He abused you.”

“Reuben, the thing is... he did exactly what I asked. Exactly what I needed. I need someone to not quit on me when I try to quit on them. I need someone to not let me go, to not let me break up with them when I get a little paranoid. I need someone to make me a promise and hold onto me no matter what. I need that consistency, that promise that they’re in it forever, because otherwise I can’t commit... Peter Woodrow gave me exactly what I needed... he was just the wrong guy to give it to me.” 

Reuben sat quietly, thinking about what I’d just said. 

“Did I tell you about all the times I told Augustus we were done?”

He raised an eyebrow. “No.”

“Every little mistake, I thought ‘this is it, I fucked up too bad, he’s going to kick me out.’ I’d tell him I was leaving. He literally had to lock me in my room a few times. Several times when I had really bad breakdowns, I tried to break up with him. He refused. Straight up wouldn’t let me. After a while, I believed him. I knew, even if I blew things out of proportion, he would still be there for me. I trusted that even if I tried to leave, he’d keep me. That’s the only way I was able to open up to him, because I knew he wouldn’t kick me out...”

“And then he did.” 

I nodded, swallowing hard and trying not to think about it. It still hurt, the betrayal of his action. 

“The worst part is, he did the right thing. I know he did. He sent me away before he could fail me. And if he had tried to talk to me about it, and come up with a solution together, I probably would have just left. He was in a wheelchair; he couldn’t stop me. At least since he did it in secret, he had the time to plan and get me a new job, an apartment, and some money. He could help me start over. He knew it would break my heart... but at least he could still take care of me while my heart was broken.”

Reuben didn’t answer me. He was staring at me with those dark deep eyes that seemed to drag me in like black holes. His beard and mustache had filled out a lot more over the past few days, and I could barely see his mouth. 

“And yes, I am fully aware that I need therapy.” 

He huffed like he was hiding a laugh. 

“I’ve been talking to Lisa,” I said. “She’s been giving me some books to read. But it’s hard to stay focused. I get easily distracted and time gets away from me.”

“ADHD, right?” he asked. “Do you take anything for that?”

“I was taking Adderall, but... I stopped.”

“Why?”

“I was mad about it.” 

“Alice...”

“I know. Bad reason.”

“Do you want to continue talking to Lisa? Or are you going to call Becca?”

I liked Lisa, but Becca understood me a little better, and understood my needs and my tastes. “I’ll call Becca,” I said. 

“Good. I’m going to follow up with her on whether she’s heard from you,” he said, giving me a serious look. “I’m going to give you some books to read as well, if you’re up for it.”

I smiled. “I’ll try.”

“Good... now. We need to talk about your safewords and your punishments.” 

Why was I so excited about this? 

“I need you to understand two things, Alice. One, I will always respect your safeword. But two, if you use your safeword inappropriately, I cannot trust you enough to play. That is a hard limit for me, with the exception of a therapeutic consensual nonconsent scene, which we can consider a little later.

“Your safeword keeps you safe; it doesn’t give you what you want. It tells me you’re in trouble, that I fucked up. I won’t play without one. Even Megan had one while she was my slave, which is out of the ordinary for a Master-slave dynamic. It is the founding principle I play by. You can use it at any time, for any reason... But I cannot allow you to manipulate me with your safeword or use it to control me. Do you understand?”

I nodded. “I’d never do that, and I never have. You can ask Simon and Becca. People say I did, but that was with Woodrow after he already ignored my safeword several times. I only safeworded in public to get him to stop, ‘cause I knew he would have to if other people were around.”

“I know, and I understand that. I have followed up with Becca and Simon about you, and they both said the same thing. 

“That being said, you can use a safeword during a punishment, but that does not mean the punishment is over or complete. It means we stop and try again another day, or choose another punishment. You won’t get out of it... and you won’t like it.” 

He kept insisting that I wasn’t going to enjoy my punishments, but I still couldn’t help but smile. What he didn’t understand was that it wasn’t just spankings and impact that I craved. It was domination itself. I needed to be punished the way good girls needed headpats and forehead kisses. Punishment was affection to me. 

I just hoped we would be speaking the same language. 

“As far as your bratting, I’m okay with you acting out... as long as you understand that you will always suffer the consequences of your actions. I would like a few conditions set in place, though.”

“Okay... like?”

“No glitter.” 

“Damnit.” 

His eyes narrowed. “I’m serious.”

“Okay,” I raised my hands. “But can I still have glitter stickers? And glittery stuff? As long as I don’t use it to play pranks on you?”

He stared at me for a few moments, and then sighed. “I suppose that’s an acceptable compromise.” 

I giggled and shifted back and forth, happy. Glitter was my favorite thing. Right up there with candy and shooting stars. 

“No destruction of property. If I find stains or holes in my clothing, or my toys destroyed–”

“Oh, Reuben, no. That’s not my style. I act out and say mean shit and sometimes throw things, but I’m not going to break anything on purpose or poke holes in your inflatable butt plugs or anything. I like loopholes and snark. I’m a brat, not an asshole.” 

He raised an eyebrow at me. 

“Okay, sometimes I’m an asshole. But if I want attention, I have lots of ways of getting it. I’m not going to pour water on your computer.”

“It’s concerning to me that you’re telling me all the things you are not going to do with such ease.”

“I know a lot of brats. We bounce ideas around.”

“Well... let’s go back to no destruction of property. If you ruin my computer or break things in my house, I’ll be legitimately pissed, and that’s grounds for release.”

“Okay, got it,” I said. Can we get to the good stuff now? “So, what about funishments?”

“Funishments?”

“Yeah. You know, like, I smack your ass, you throw me against the wall and choke me until I cum. Funishments.” 

“Alice,” he rubbed his forehead. “I’m going to make this very simple for you. If you want to play, ask. If you want attention, ask. If you’re bad, you get in trouble. Good girls get what they want, bad girls get punished.”

“But then how am I supposed to get spanked!” I threw my arms up in frustration. “You’re missing the whole point.”

“I don’t see how I’m missing the point. You want a spanking, you ask for it.”

“Because me acting up is me asking for it.”

He shook his head and rolled his eyes. 

“It’s like a code. Like the opposite of a safeword. It’s like... a play word!” I grinned. “It’s brat code! You need to learn brat code.” 

Reuben looked at me dubiously as I explained brat code. I don’t think he was completely sold on the idea, but he wasn’t shutting me down either. 

After a lengthy explanation and plenty of examples, he seemed to have a pretty solid understanding of the concept. 

“So let me make sure I understand. ‘Make me’ is code for ‘Please put me on my knees where I belong.’ And ‘I don’t believe you’ is code for ‘Please prove it so I know you’re serious and I know where the boundaries are.’ And ‘I’m in charge’ is code for ‘Please remind me that you are in charge and I am your plaything.’ Am I missing anything?”

I grinned. He was a natural brat tamer. Why the hell had he been with service subs his whole life? “Now you’re getting it. Wanna take a guess at what I mean when I say ‘you can’t make me cum?’” 

His eyes flashed. “That... is a very dangerous game to play.”

“Welcome to the danger zone!” I started dancing in my seat. 

“Okay,” he said, and stood up. “I need another drink. You want one?”

“Is the sky blue?” 

“What time is it, Alice?” He snapped at me. 

Time to tie me down to the couch and remind me you’re in charge of me. “Time for a drink?”

“It’s eight o’clock. You have quite a few hours left of good behavior.”

“Oh... damn that coupon. I’m never giving you one of those ever again.” But I forced the words out of my mouth. “Yes, please, I would love another drink.” 

He left to get us both another glass of wine, and while he was gone, his phone lit up. The caller ID said “Tricia.”

Who the fuck is Tricia? 

Instantly my mind jumped back to the day I’d been lying in bed with Bruce, and I’d discovered he was cheating on me. Would Reuben do the same thing? He said he would respect my request to be monogamous–

“What’s that clever overactive brain thinking about now, hmm?” Reuben appeared by my side with a glass of wine. 

I took it and looked up at him, my expression guarded. “Who is Tricia?”

“One of the girls at The Weston house, why?”

I nodded to his phone. It was buzzing again. Tricia was calling him twice in a row. 

He glared at the screen, and said “Sorry Alice, this could be important.”

He set his glass down and answered the call. “Yeah... can it wait...” he straightened. “Okay... okay... no. Absolutely not. Tell him I’ll touch base with him next week when I’m in town. I’ll be there Wednesday... Well, tell him he’s not welcome, and you’ll call the cops if he... okay, put him on. Thanks Tricia.” He looked at me and covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “Keep quiet for me, okay sweetheart?”

Before I could answer, he was speaking to whoever had been put on the phone. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Pete?”

Peter Woodrow was on the other end of that phone. I could hear him talking, though I couldn’t tell what he was saying. But the quiet muffled sound of his familiar cadence was enough. My stomach dropped and I instantly felt my whole body go numb. It was like my body immediately locked myself up so that I wouldn’t feel anything, because pain was coming. 

The sounds around me began to fade away, and before long, the only thing I could hear was the quiet sound of my own steady, deep breathing. In, hold, and out... in, hold, and out... In...
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Chapter 30
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“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Pete?” I snapped at Woodrow. 

The man had nerve abusing his submissive, hurting my girl, and then calling me while he stood on my property. 

I knew I’d be out of town for a week while I spent time with Alice, so I’d asked Tricia to keep my home in DC for me. She had been all too eager to help me out, as she was trying to regain some of her independence. This was a good exercise for her, and I’d assumed she wouldn’t run into any issues other than collecting my mail and dealing with the neighbor’s obnoxious dog who liked to shit in my yard. But now Peter Woodrow was on my front porch, shouting about being let in.

I glanced at Alice. She was already freaking out, her eyes lost, her eyebrows lowered, breathing slowly, like she was counting her breaths. 

Stay with her, or step away? Touch her, or back off? I didn’t know, so I paced. 

“I don’t know how you did it, Weston, but I know you stole that stuff from my house the night we went out, and I know you have her!”

“Who did you hear that from?”

“One of my closest friends said they heard your people talking about Alice, and saying she was with you. I swear to God, Reuben, if you’re keeping her—”

I stopped pacing, clenching my fist in an effort to control myself. “Are you threatening me, Pete? Because let’s be honest about who has the upper hand here. You and I both know that contracts don’t hold up in court. Rachel is more than willing to testify against you and your friends, and I’m beginning to think that might be a good idea. I don’t know if Alice will, but between the two of them and their testimonies of abuse, Alice’s documented injuries after her escape, her statement to the police, and the photos I took of Rachel’s bruises, you’re looking at a lot of jail time.”

“She’s mine, Reuben! She’s my wife! She was safe with me! Sane! Peaceful! She was happy! She married me!”

“Under duress! And then she ran after you refused to let her go. Peter, I’m warning you... you stay away from me, Alice, and the rest of my girls, or I’ll send Lindsay back after you. And she won’t just steal stuff. She’ll have a field day re-breaking your nose, and every other bone in your body.” 

“So now you’re threatening me.”

In the background I could hear sirens. Tricia had called the cops, thank God. 

“Get off my property. Stay away from me and my people. That includes The Lounge and all of my businesses.” 

“Good fucking luck, Weston,” he spat. “I’ll get my wife back. Even if you have her, just know... that girl can never be tamed. I know your type. You’ll kick her out in a week. And when you do, I’ll be the one to pick up the pieces and put her back together. She always comes back to me, and she always will.” 

I laughed and stopped pacing. “She’s not your girl. She’s mine. She always has been, and she always will be.” Then I hung up and shoved my phone back in my pocket. 

Alice was breathing a little too fast. I put my hand on her shoulder and she jumped, letting out a cry of pain, almost as if I’d burned her. She covered her head with her arms and ducked down, curling into a ball on the ottoman where she sat. 

My poor, broken doll. 

I didn’t want to make it worse, so I knelt beside the ottoman, watching her carefully. Should I call an ambulance? Give her space? 

She was whispering something. I couldn’t hear her, so I leaned in close and held my breath. 

“Scarlett. Scarlett. Scarlett.” 

“Shit.” 

What the hell was I supposed to do? I followed my gut, and sat back in my armchair, pulling her into my lap and wrapping my arms around her. Almost instantly her arms relaxed, and she pressed her face into my chest. Good girl. 

“You’re okay, Alice. You’re safe. He’s not here. It’s just you and me, sweetheart.” I spoke to her quietly while I held her, listening to her breathing even out. 

After a few minutes, she looked up at me with her big glassy rainbow eyes. She didn’t say anything, just stared at me, and then reached up and brushed her hand against my beard. 

“You okay?”

She nodded and closed her eyes. 

We sat like that for a while, and eventually she seemed to come back to herself. She sat up and stretched, rubbing her eyes and glaring at the makeup left on her hands. Then she looked up at me.

“So, that’s what happens when I freak,” she said, as if it were no big deal. 

“I’m sorry that happened, Alice. I didn’t realize...”

She shrugged it off. “No, it’s okay. I didn’t know hearing his voice muffled through a phone would be enough to trigger me.” She reached for the wine I had brought her earlier, but I moved it out of her way. She pouted and glared up at me. 

“Water first, you crazy girl. Don’t drink after having an episode like that.” 

“Reuben, I’m fine. This is just a Wednesday for me.”

I shook my head. This was more than just mood swings. I’d need to ask Becca for advice. And as much as I hated to admit it to myself, I may need to put Alice through some of the therapy that I did with the girls at The Weston House to help with her triggers. I didn’t want our relationship to turn into me trying to fix her... but I did want to help her. 

I got her some water and made her drink all of it, and told her she could stay in my lap if she did so. She seemed happy about that, and I began to suspect that maybe she had some Little tendencies she hadn’t told me about. But now wasn’t the time to bring that up. 

“How are you feeling? Do you need anything? Do you want to watch a movie?”

“I like movies,” she said, settling in against me. I grabbed the remote and pulled up Netflix, handing it to her so she could find something she wanted to watch. 

“What else do you need for aftercare after a scene? Or when you safeword?”

She paused. “I... I get to pick?” she looked up at me, hopeful. 

“Of course you get to pick! Who did you scene with who didn’t let you pick what you needed afterwards?”

“Oh, no, not aftercare, dumbass!” she laughed. “I just like snacks and cuddles. I’m not complicated. I meant the movie.” 

The tentative rage that had started to build in the back of my head drained away. “Yes, Alice. Pick a movie.”

“I like Emperor’s New Groove,” she said. 

“Of course you do.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I pressed my lips into her hair as I said, “Shut up and play the movie.” 
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Alice came over on Thursday as well, and we mostly talked about some of our favorite scenes we’d done in the past. I watched in excitement as her face turned bright pink whenever I described different punishments I’d inflicted, more predicament bondage, impact, and other sadistic methods of torture that my little masochistic subs couldn’t get enough of. Her mouth fell open when I described an enema scene I’d done with a former sub that involved champaign and anal beads. She was at a loss for words, and it thrilled me to know that we were opposite sides of the same coin. Everything she described made my blood hot, and everything I liked made her blush. Through the course of the night, we outlined a few more specifics on what she wanted, and what she’d prefer to stay away from, but our kinks lined up eerily well. 

“I’ve heard a rumor that you hypnotized Megan to come on command,” she said, biting her lip. “Is that true?”

“Where did you hear that?” She looked far too excited about it. 

“My discord group. They shared a video a few days ago when I brought you up.” 

Ah. That was an older video that I’d done to promote a new book I’d written on ethical brainwashing, hypnosis, and mind fucks. I’d shown a few video clips of me making a girl come over and over just by speaking to her, and of Megan collapsing in orgasm when I’d snapped my fingers. 

“Yes, it’s a fun game I like to play. I didn’t bring it up the other day because it’s not something I’d start with... but I enjoy placing triggers in the subconscious and using them when I feel so inclined. 

“For example; I knew a girl whose main kink was hypnosis. Any time I said the word ‘pulse,’ she would get to the edge but not come. I also taught a friend of mine how to condition his sub to come on command. She can be in the middle of a conversation, completely distracted, or even having an argument with him, and if he orders her to come, she will. She has zero control over her orgasms.”

Alice looked shocked, and a little flustered. 

“You like that idea.” 

She swallowed, not wanting to admit it. 

“Be honest with me, Alice. We can’t play if you don’t tell me the truth.” 

“I like that idea a lot.” She met my eyes. “That’s the thing about being bratty, Reuben... I want you to take back control. I want to fight... but I want to lose. Hard. That’s the point.” 

A plan began to develop in my mind. At least, the beginning of a plan. I needed to flush it out a little more. “How would you feel about me triggering you into subspace?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t need to give me an answer right now, but I want you to think about it. And I’m going to send you home with some reading material. You should bring it up with Megan as well. Have you spoken to her?”

“I texted her, but she hasn’t responded.”

“I’m sure she still gets a lot of random people asking about me. I’ll let her know to answer you. Now another question... if we plan to do this, what would our dynamic look like for you?”

She looked at me suspiciously. “You said you were total-power-exchange only. I thought that was a given.”

“That’s my preference, yes. But that’s a long-term goal to work towards after years of intimacy and communication. I’d like to know where you feel comfortable for a starting point.” 

She stared at me like I’d just handed her a blank check. “So you’re okay with... taking it slow?”

“Of course I am! We make the rules together, remember?” 

She bit her lip and smiled up at me, shifting her shoulders happily. “Okay... I’d like to start off kinda slow, and keep it casual. But I still need to get spanked regularly or I’ll be miserable.” 

“I’m sure we can figure out the right amount of domination to make us both happy.” 

We talked a little more about what that looked like for her, and I got a clearer idea of how we could fit together. Alice wanted guidance and boundaries, and she wanted to play, but she wasn’t looking for a boyfriend or a romantic relationship. 

I wanted to see her happy and not freak out when she was reminded of her trauma. But I also wanted emotional intimacy, and although she didn’t explicitly say it, Alice implied that she didn’t want that. I could tell she was thinking about it, but she just wasn’t emotionally ready to open herself up like that again. 

Could I sacrifice what I wanted to have her? Would that be something that changed over time? Would she eventually open herself up to me? Would it even be fair of me to ask for that? I wasn’t sure... but I wasn’t willing to give up yet. 

I sent Alice home with a few articles I’d printed out about hypnosis. Some of them were by me, but a few were blog posts written by submissives who had experienced hypnosis and conditioning. 

Before she left, I calculated the number of hours I had left to redeem on my coupon. She glared at it but acknowledged that my math was right. 

I knew this game was going to come back to bite me, but it was just too much fun. 

“Tomorrow I have people coming over starting in the afternoon...”

“So, I’ll see you Saturday?” she said. “When will your friends come to the Valley House?”

“Around eleven, I think. I’ll text you if that changes. You’re welcome to come back here afterwards. I’ll have refreshments, and it might be nice for you to meet some of my associates. But it will require professional behavior.”

She smiled, her eyes lighting up. “I can do professional. And... I guess, if you’re cooking, I’ll come by.” She winked. So far this week she’d loved everything I’d made. It was a huge relief that she wasn’t a picky eater. Robin had been almost impossible to feed once she’d discovered chicken nuggets. 

Alice wiggled her fingers at me as she made her way out to her car, and I reflected on the realization that today was the first time I had thought about Robin and hadn’t felt like I was going to throw up. 

Shutting the door behind Alice, I walked slowly into my bedroom, pulling the box out of the back of my closet. I flipped through the stack of photos, staring at her wide innocent face for the first time in years. 

It still hurt. My chest ached from my guilt, and from missing her terribly. I missed her laugh, and her smile, and the sweet look she got in her eyes when she knelt by my feet and leaned her head against my leg. I missed the way she would wake me up in the middle of the night with tears in her eyes because she’d had a bad dream, and how she’d climb into bed with me, snuggling up into my chest like I was her safe place. I missed her sweet, high, childlike voice singing to herself and calling me Daddy. 

But I could look at the photos, which was something I had wondered if I’d ever be able to do again. 

The last page of the photo album had a note scrawled on an old coloring book page, with “I love Daddy” written in pink crayon, and a big smiling sun in the sky... and something I’d never taken much notice of before. 

In the corner of the page, Robin had stuck one of her stickers. It was a glittery, purple, shooting star. 
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Chapter 31
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It was weird not going over to Rueben’s on Friday. I wanted to see him, and I’d gotten used to his presence. But I also missed spending my evenings with Mark and Sophie. This evening when I went over to see them, Mark, Sophie, and Cat were all sitting outside on the back porch of the Baker’s cabin. Cat was drinking whiskey, Mark was smoking, and Sophie had taken an edible that she’d made with her tincture. 

She offered me one, but I said no. “Probably a bad idea,” I said. “I haven’t gotten spanked since Sunday.” 

Mark choked on his smoke and then laughed. Cat just rolled her eyes at me. 

“So, did he cook for you?” Sophie asked. “What did he make?” 

I told her all the other yummy things he’d made for me that week, and she watched me with jealousy. “He calls me sometimes and asks me for my thoughts on things, or has me come over to try something he’s cooking. I think it’s because he gets lonely... Maybe if you guys are together...” 

“I’d love it if you came over to hang out with us!” I bounced in my seat in excitement thinking of all of us hanging out on Reuben’s living room together. 

“So, things are going well, then?” Cat asked. 

“So far so good. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but...” I shrugged as I trailed off. Who was I kidding? My hopes were already sky high. And after yesterday’s discussion, I went home and used my vibrator until it ran out of batteries. 

But in the back of my mind was that weird fear that it was all too good to be true. Daddy always said, “If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.”

I hid my discomfort and changed topics, avoiding talking about Reuben for the rest of the night. I did eventually hear back from Megan that evening. 


Megan: Are you local? We should meet. 

Alice: I’m actually in NC. 

Megan. Got it... let me know if you have time for a call. There’s a lot to say, and I’ll answer any of your questions and tell you anything you want to know. 


I also had a message from Reuben.


Reuben: “Perfect princess,” huh? 

Alice: *smirk*

Reuben: Why does Pierce call you Sprite?

Alice: I told him I was a fairy princess. He said I was more like a demon sprite.

Reuben: I can hear him saying that. 

Reuben: It’s weird not having you here. 

Alice: You miss me already? Don’t worry you’ll be tired of me in a few weeks. 

Reuben: Doubtful. But I was thinking about next week. I’ll be going up to DC and spending almost a solid 2 months up there... I’ll miss you then. 

Alice: Maybe I can come up for a little while and see you.

Reuben: Maybe you can.

Alice: For reals?

Reuben: It would be nice not to be alone in an empty house. And... I wouldn’t mind a little help, if you would like to try your hand at some new things. 

Alice: I wanna help. *happy dance*

Reuben: And I’d like to have you by my side. 
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The next day I woke up early, dressed in one of my professional office dresses that Reuben had rescued from Woodrow, fixed my hair and makeup super fancy, and even put on a necklace. I generally avoided them because I didn’t like things on my neck, but the dress looked better with one than without, so I wore my planet necklace. 

Reuben and his friends arrived a little after eleven, and I welcomed them and gave them the full tour. They weren’t what I expected. I was expecting his rescued girls, but instead, the group was mostly made up of white middle-aged businessmen and a few of their young pretty assistants. 

They toured the facility, asked a lot of good questions about finances and security, then thanked me and got back in their chauffeured van. Everly hitched a ride with me and I followed them up the mountain to his house for the reception. 

The inside of Reuben’s house looked completely different. He had opened all the windows, moved some of the furniture, and set up tables with drinks and snacks in the front room. The room in the back with the tv and all the chairs was full of people, and there were photos scrolling on the large tv. 

One photo showed a group of three girls standing in front of a university, holding up peace signs and looking excited. Another was of a tall thin blonde girl, her husband by her side, holding a baby in her arms, and Mike Black beside her, smiling into the camera. Another was a screenshot of a news article about a young girl who had just graduated with a doctorate, started a nonprofit organization in her local community, and won an award for influential people under the age of thirty. 

“That’s Kayla Black,” Everly said. “Doctor Mike adopted her. I think she still calls him every Sunday.” 

“It’s cool to see how well they’re all doing,” I said. “I can’t imagine what it must be like.”

“It’s like waking up from a bad dream.” Everly smiled softly, watching the photos flick through. “A dream you know happened, but that doesn’t feel real. Because this feels real instead.” She smiled at me and waved to a man I didn’t recognize, going over to him and hugging him tightly. He smiled and hugged her back, kissing the top of her head affectionately. I looked away, feeling like I was intruding on a private moment. 

I walked around and listened to a few conversations here and there, looking for someone I recognized. Finally, I found Becca. She was in the corner talking to a few of the businessmen who looked concerned. 

Becca was animated as she spoke, using her hands to gesture, her bright amber eyes glowing passionately. She looked so beautiful and excited.

“I know it seems that way, but hear me out. There’s a very clear moment that always represents a turning point. When a slave is passed around, back and forth between owners for years, they eventually take whatever is thrown at them. They give up the hope that maybe this time, this new master might not be as bad. Maybe this time, if they do everything right, they won’t be beaten. But it never works out that way, so they stop fighting. It’s a state of learned helplessness where they take whatever is thrown at them, because nothing has ever helped keep them safe before, why would it now? Those are the girls we take. When we get them, it’s almost impossible to convince them they’re safe. 

“But this moment happens, inevitably. Every one of our guardians are trained to see it. A dominant can innately sense it. It’s that first moment of pushback. That moment when she decides to resist, even just a little, either by accident, on instinct, or in an effort to regain control. It might be me setting a hand on their shoulder and them shrugging away. It might be me offering them more food on their plate, and they shake their head. Those first few times they get up the guts to resist, to push back, to say “no,” that’s when things turn around for them.

“After that moment, when someone accepts and bends to their nonconsent, we see a complete turnaround in their behavior. They start responding to therapy, they start communicating... they start trusting. They realize they have power. Everything we do is about giving back the power that has been stolen from them. And we use people who know how to exchange power safely. That’s why it’s safer and more effective than any other program, even many rehab centers.” 

I stayed out of her way while she finished her monologue to the gentlemen. They did look less concerned when she had finished her explanation, and I realized that the room had fallen quiet, and that others around us had stopped to listen to her speech. 

She glanced at me, and winked. 

An older woman in a suit spoke up, attempting to challenge Becca’s statements. “The presentation that Mister Weston gave this morning implied that some girls are sent back to their families after months or years of treatment. Are the families privy to their children’s therapy?”

“Mike, do you want to take that one?” Becca looked over to Mike Black. 

I recognized him but didn’t know him well. Doctor Black was one of those offensively handsome men who shouldn’t exist in real life but was actually a decent person on top of it. 

“My first daughter, Olena. When she came to me, she didn’t speak English. After about six months, I could tell she was trying to understand me, not just trying to keep me happy out of fear. I taught her English, and she was able to communicate to me about her family. 

“She grew up in a very small town on the outskirts of the mountains of Russia. Her town had a population of eight hundred and didn’t even have electricity. The only reason she’d been trafficked in the first place was because her family had traveled to a big city to see her brother’s graduation from university. She went to the restroom by herself and never came out. 

“Their town isn’t even on a map, and you can’t get there without snowmobiles. There was no way to find and return her to where she belonged without her telling us where she came from. So that’s one example of a delayed return.

“My second daughter, Kayla, asked me not to send her back. Her uncle had been sexually harassing her before she was ever trafficked, and she feared it would be worse if she went home, or was put into foster care. So yes, we did choose to keep her away from her legal guardian. I contacted him and asked him to give up guardianship, and he agreed, and I legally adopted her instead. 

“There are many cases of this happening for a lot of our girls. Should we have sent Kayla back? Legally, yes. Should we have contacted the FBI to get Olena back home? Sure, but she would have been trafficked again before they ever found her family, and even if she wasn’t, it may have taken years to locate the town she lived in. The year she spent with me was faster and less traumatic for her. 

“Sometimes, we bend the rules a little to do what is best for them instead of following the letter of the law. At the end of the day, we care more about the girls than following the rules. That’s why this whole project is so secretive. That’s why we rely mostly on private funding instead of government funding... because we know the government is too corrupt to allow us to make the full impact that we do.”

The snotty-looking business woman nodded, satisfied with Doctor Black’s answer. 

“Any other questions,” Reuben asked. 

An older gentleman spoke up. “You said you don’t take every single victims, that you only take those who have suffered extreme levels of abuse. How do you determine who you take?”

“We take those nobody else can help,” Reuben said. “We take those who can’t speak, who have no teeth due to injuries or drug abuse. We take those who are so traumatized that they can’t recognize they’ve been rescued. Taking girls like that and putting them through conventional programs like drug rehab, or sending them to shelters doesn’t help them heal or learn to be independent. It keeps them scared and makes them vulnerable to other abusers.”

Becca spoke up. “When I got out, I was brought to the police. I was given papers and a little bit of money and dropped off at a women’s shelter. But there wasn’t enough food for us all, and I spent all day hiding and sitting around. I was addicted to Heroin, and I couldn’t get out of that addiction on my own. I ended up back on the streets as a prostitute almost immediately, because a pimp recognized that I was on my own. That’s how Reuben found me... and that’s how most of them end up. They don’t know any other way to survive, and they don’t know how else to get their drug fix, especially once they’ve been forcibly addicted to them.”

The conversation continued and I listened in shock while Sam Bronson and his wife shared both success and failure stories of their experiences working with the police. Becca shared about her time as a slave, and a few others I didn’t know talked about their experiences taking the girls. 

“Explain to me how this project will be different from The Weston House,” one man asked. 

“This is a continuation of the Weston House. I plan to build a second dormitory on the church property, allowing for more housing for the girls who have gone through the program and want to be independent and start their lives. Everly is a great example of that,” he said, gesturing to her. She rose and smiled politely. “She lived with Jackson for a few years until she was ready to be independent. She worked at one of my restaurants for the past two years lived in her own apartment with a few college students. She wants to go to college, get a degree, have a career. Jackson can’t afford to send her. I can’t afford to pay for every single girl to go to school. Scholarships help, but housing is almost impossible. 

“So, I’m working with Alex and Jake Greenwood to expand their services at Greenwood Valley. They’ll offer more housing to the girls who want to go to school. They’ll have all the resources the church members do. They’ll have a community in a safe, guarded place. And... I’ve already got liaisons with the local university, the two local community colleges, and the university in Asheville. We are working to provide a program that will offer them free education, and opportunities for community service.

“My colleagues and I will be available for questions for the rest of the evening. If you are willing to participate in the funding of this project, I urge you to get in touch with me. Our goal is to start construction in the spring of next year.” 

A round of applause went through the room and glasses of wine were lifted in cheers. Reuben thanked his friends and returned to mingling. One of the girls who I had seen on the PowerPoint earlier came up to him, brought him a drink, and kissed the back of his hand in silent gratitude. He accepted her gesture and put a hand on her head in thanks. 

I suddenly felt very out of place, and in over my head. Turning on my heel, I walked back through the house and went out the back door, circled around to the front lawn, and climbed into my car. 

I couldn’t do this. This was a bad, stupid, awful idea. 

Reuben Weston was a good, honest man with a big heart. He deserved someone who was going to serve him, to be a safe place for him to come home to. He deserved someone who would bring him peace at the end of the day, someone who he could rely on. He deserved someone consistent. Trustworthy. Able to fulfill his needs so he could serve others. 

That was not me. I was the complete opposite of that. He was way, way too good for me. After a week of dealing with my shit, he would throw me out on my ass. I would push him too hard, say something too rude, or stress him out too much. And he deserved so much more than that.

This isn’t working. 

Sorry, kid, but I’m out. 

You’re not a brat, you’re fucking insane. 

It had happened before, and it was going to happen again. The reason I always had such shitty relationships was because I didn’t deserve anyone good. 

As I backed out of his driveway, I saw him jogging out of his house towards me. I ignored him, even when he shouted after me, and drove back down the mountain. 
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When I got home, I changed out of my fancy clothes and took a shower, washing off all the hairspray and the makeup. Pulling on my comfy silky pajamas, I lounged in bed and scrolled on my phone, trying to ignore the static in my brain. My whole body felt empty and numb, like it wasn’t mine, like I was just watching it from a distance. I couldn’t focus on anything. Every thought I had, it would stop halfway through and I’d lose track of it. But the thoughts on repeat through my head... I couldn’t distract myself from those. 

Worthless. Useless. Fucking annoying. The ache from my self-hate made my body burn and throb, and the sense of loss of a relationship that never even happened weighed me down. 

I should have followed my gut and avoided him from the start. 

Eventually I couldn’t ignore how hungry I was, and I went down to the kitchen to find some food. In the dining room the Murphy’s were laughing and talking with some of the musical theater students. They smiled and waved at me, and I acknowledged them, but didn’t have the energy to interact. 

Maybe eating something healthy would make me feel better. 

Doubtful. I felt like absolute dogshit. 

I stared at the sandwiches, the plastic containers of leftovers, the frozen burritos, and gave up after I realized that nothing sounded good. I’d rather just be hungry. 

Becca and Simon had both texted me, but I ignored them. Reuben had called four times and sent a few messages as well, but I didn’t look at them. I laid in bed and stared up at the ceiling, wishing I was in my galaxy room with him instead. 

But that would never happen. Because we would never work. Why get invested if he was just going to cut me off when I got frustrating? Better to just enjoy the time we had and move on before I got my heart broken again. If I’d had my sharps, I would have used them. 

Maybe I could steal a bottle of something sweet and alcoholic from the liquor cabinet. That might help. And since I was on an empty stomach, it wouldn’t take much. I found myself a bottle of Screwball and retreated to my room. 

Finally, when I was sloshed enough, I read through the messages. 


Becca: I didn’t get a chance to talk to you! Why did you run off?

Simon: Hey Sprite, I heard you’re here but I don’t see you. 

Reuben: Alice, I don’t know what I did or said to make you take off like that, but I’d like to talk about it. 

Reuben: Please just tell me what is upsetting you. I won’t bother you if you don’t want this. But I’d like to know where things went wrong. 


I sat up in bed and responded to Reuben only. Maybe one day I’d patch things up with Simon and Becca, but it was unlikely. 


Alice: I’m going to pisss u off, Reuben. You desserve better then that. This inst gonna work. I’m srorryy. I really like you and I think if I wasn’t so broken we would be happy. But it’s to late. I’m fuked. I hope you find yr dream sub. Because I’m not her. 


He responded immediately. 


Reuben: You are, actually. And I think you underestimate my patience. 

Alice: That’s not the point. You deserve smeone who wll be good to u. 

Reuben: I need someone who is good FOR me. And I think that’s you. 

Alice: I’m a shit. A drunk littl shit. 

Reuben: Yes. But you’re MY little shit.

Alice: You don’t know how fucked up I am. 

Reuben: You’re talking to the guy who can’t climax unless you’re screaming. 

Alice: Im emotionally unavailable.

Reuben: I want your submission, not your emotions.

Alice: I will destroy you. 

Reuben: I know. I can’t wait. 


I broke down in tears and struggled to type after that. I wanted to run downstairs, hop in my car, and drive back up the mountain, and throw my arms around him. Why did I always break relationships? Was every single one of them that fell apart my fault? 

Why the hell did this man like me so much anyway?


Reuben: I’m leaving Tuesday at 9am and will be in DC for at least 2 months. I know that after a week together, me being away is going to be upsetting to you. I’m asking you to be brave, and not cut me out. I would like to explore this more. I understand if you want to wait, and I don’t want to pressure you. Alice, you specifically asked for consistency and a commitment. I am not going to string you along, but I’m going to hold you to that same standard. To me, that means, please don’t run away from me and refuse to talk about it when you get upset about something. 

Reuben: You said you wanted someone to hold onto you and not let you go. I will do that for you, sweetheart, but it’s got to be you that comes to me. When you’re ready to submit to me, I’ll be ready to take you... but that means I’ll keep you. 

Alice: So what does that mean for us? That we’re just going to txt for the next 2 months? Or are u tryign to get me to come with u? 

Reuben: I am not trying to “get” you to do anything. I would love to have you with me, even for just a few days or a weekend. But as I said before, that is a very big step. If you feel comfortable coming up to stay with me for a few days, you’re more than welcome to do that. Otherwise I’d like to continue to talk over text and on the phone. 

Reuben: Alice, I know you’re scared. If this isn’t what you want, I’ll leave you alone. But I know what I want, and that’s for you to be mine. 

Alice: You don’t even like me!

Reuben: You really think that? The past week with you has proven to me that, one, I was completely wrong about you, and two, I was at least a little bit wrong about myself. You’re clever, creative, and adorable. You make me laugh. And you are far too attractive for me to be trusted to be alone with you. Please give me a chance to prove it. 

Reuben: Do you remember when I pulled you into that elevator, and you said I baited you? Sweetheart... I can’t tell you how on edge I was after our conversation in the snow, waiting for you to make that move. I’ve wanted you to be mine for longer than I care to admit over text. 


I remembered the deep growl and the way his eyes flashed when he’d mocked me and slapped me around in the elevator. I remembered his hands on my ass and his fingers in my hair while he punished me and spanked me. That was exactly the kind of affection and play that I craved. And after his descriptions of favorite past scenes, his kinks, and his love of bullying pretty girls, I knew he craved it too. 

I thought about our evenings together, and what life might look like with Reuben instead of here at Greenwood Valley. As much as I loved my new friends here, I missed my home. I would be back in my city, with the people I knew and loved, and I could annoy the shit out of my new favorite scary man. We would spend our evenings together, eating yummy food and teasing each other, and maybe he would tell me stories about things that were bigger and more important than me. I could see us happy. And I wanted it. 

But I wasn’t sure if I could get my ass in my car and go down there and hand myself over on a silver platter. I wanted him to prove to me that he truly wanted me. 

Reuben, please take away this choice for me, I thought. I imagined him coming down here and dragging me by the hair back to his house and locking me downstairs in his playroom, and convincing me that I was his toy. I wanted him to claim me. I wanted him to make me. 

Angrily, I texted him back, hoping to bring that fantasy to fruition. 


Alice: I want that too, Reuben. But I told you before. I’m not going to drop to my knees just because you demand it. You want me? Come get me. PROVE IT.


Reuben didn’t answer for a long time. Finally, I got a reply. 


Reuben: No, Alice. I told you how this is going to work. I know you want me to put you in your place. I know you want me to dominate you, to force you, to take control. I know you want to fight and lose. And I cannot wait to indulge in that. But I will not kidnap you. If this is what you want, come to me, and give me your submission. Prove to me that you mean it. But I won’t take what’s not mine. 

Reuben: We can go as slow as you want. Let’s talk when you are calm and sober, and we get through this. Don’t cut me out, please. But I’m not going to make you mine until you make yourself mine. 


Ugh, this man and his rules, I thought to myself. But I knew he wouldn’t be able to stay away from me for two months. I knew he wanted me to come with him. That’s why he’d told me what time he was leaving... so I could be ready to go with him. 

He’d dragged me into an elevator for an ice cube. He wasn’t going to leave for DC for two months without me.

I knew I was being unrealistic. I was spiraling, and it was manipulative of me to want him to take control over me when I hadn’t truly committed myself to him. I knew, but I didn’t care. And I hated myself for that.

Can’t do anything right. You don’t deserve a healthy relationship anyway. 

Frustrated, I tossed the phone aside and I cried myself to sleep.

Sunday I was useless. I hoped he would show up, even though he said he wasn’t going to be there. Alex kept looking at me with her silent, judging, expressionless face, and I knew she knew what I was thinking. Just go to his house, she would say. 

I wanted to... but I couldn’t. 

Monday I couldn’t stay still. I paced, I cleaned my desk four times, I made every phone call I needed to. My mood was all over the place. I kept looking at the door, hoping that he would get tired of my bullshit and show up. I kept checking my phone, wondering if he would text me and ask me what I had decided, or demand I come over, or threaten that he was on his way. 

I snapped at Cat when she asked me a question. I don’t remember what she said, or my response, but her face hardened. She scolded me, telling me to get myself together or to go outside and take a walk until I was ready to act like an adult. I stomped outside and walked the paths around the church until my legs hurt and I had to stop because I couldn’t breathe. I decided I wasn’t doing shit until he reached out to me. If he didn’t really want me around, I wasn’t going to waste the pain hurting for him. 

Tuesday finally rolled around. I kept hoping he would cave and come get me. The hours ticked by. 

Nine o’clock hit. 

Reuben never showed up. 

I let my face fall into my hands.
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Chapter 32
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She didn’t text again. I knew she was waiting for me to come down there, grab her, and take her back to my house. She would love that. But it went against everything I believed in as far as consent. Besides, if I broke my word, she would never trust me again. 

I could break some rules for Alice if she truly and honestly gave herself to me and proved to me she wanted this. But I had to let her make the first move. I had to know she meant it, even if that meant letting our relationship fizzle out for now. She was scared, and we needed space. Maybe we would talk some more over my time away from Cullowhee and she would be less scared when I got back. I told myself, this is for the best. 

But I also knew how her brain worked. She hadn’t texted me since Saturday night, and it was already Monday afternoon. I knew she struggled with cutting people out. What if this was it? What if this was all we ever had? What if “I will destroy you” wasn’t a promise, but a warning?

I shut that thought down. My vision still hadn’t come true. And I knew she’d said no collars, but the vision of Alice wearing my collar, the one I had made for her before I even met her came back into my head. 

No, I will see that sight one day. At least, that’s what I told myself that night when I went to sleep. 

The next morning, I woke up and realized with horror that I hadn’t seen Alice in my sleep. Not once. For the first time in over twenty-four years, I hadn’t had my vision. 

It was over. 

I laid in bed until nine o’clock, trying to go back to sleep in hopes the vision would come, but it never did. Angrily, my heart aching at the loss of the prophecy, I forced myself to my feet, put my bags in my car, and headed to DC. 
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Wednesday morning, my friends greeted me far too cheerfully in the lobby of our public dungeon, AnchorX. Becca smiled at me, but her face fell as she saw my expression. Simon was saying something to Lindsay, but he shut up when he saw me. 

Lindsay winced. “Yikes,” she mouthed to her boyfriend, and looked away in discomfort. Her boyfriend Brett looked away and put his hands in his pockets.

“Reuben, you okay?” Sam asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“You don’t look–”

“I’m fine.”

“How’s Alice?” Simon asked. 

“Who knows.” 

“Did she–”

“Drop it.” 

Not another word was said. 
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We spent the next few hours going over the numbers. Most of the people who attended the fundraiser had pledged annual amounts to support the expansion project, which we were tentatively calling Pathway to Peace. 

Alex, Jake, and Andy Greenwood were on the conference call while we outlined what we needed and wanted. Andy Greenwood owned a construction business and would do the work, and was thrilled to have another large scale project that he had almost complete artistic control over. 

I sat back and watched my team basically run the meeting for me, speaking when necessary. I almost felt like I wasn’t needed anymore. 

Truth be told, I facilitated the work at The Weston House, but I didn’t really do much other than act as the Master of the House, show up when the new girls arrived, vet new caregivers, and sometimes facilitate CNC scenes. When I was here, I did my best to eat meals with the girls, talk to them, connect with them, and show them some level of autonomy, but my team of therapists and caregivers did most of the real work. My small-scale rescue project had grown to the point where, like my restaurants, my people ran it for me. I had great people on board who were more skilled than I was. I was the face and the wallet, but that was about it. 

God. I’m turning into one of those rich assholes who just shows up to board meetings and owns things. Maybe I need a new hobby. Or a girlfriend. 

Well that’s not going to happen now, is it? 

I clenched my jaw. I knew I made the right decision asking Alice to make the first move. I knew my vision had gone away because she’d decided not to show up. My visions always changed when people made decisions. She decided not to come, or not to reach out to me, so my vision changed. 

Maybe she would change her mind. She is a bit flighty, after all. 

Cat disappeared from my visions years ago, and still managed to show up in the end. Maybe Alice would come around. 

Still, part of me wanted to get back in my car, drive the ten hours back to North Carolina, and throw her in the back seat of my car, and drive her all the way back up here, chain her to the fucking wall, and make sure she knew who she belonged to. 

But I’d never be able to live with myself. And if I went back on my word, she’d never trust me again. 

“Reuben, oh my God, please, put a stopper in it until I’m out of the room.” Lindsay’s sarcastic tone interrupted my thoughts. She was clutching her head in frustration. 

I rose to my feet. “I’m going out for a coffee.” 

“Get me a bottle of Bulleit while you’re at it! I’m gonna need it to survive your melancholy bullshit.” 

“Shut up, Lindsay.” 
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The next few days were both long and short. Sometimes I felt like I was stuck in a time warp, the minutes frozen on my watch face. Other times I blinked and it was eight o’clock in the evening, and I hadn’t made dinner. I was still so frustrated, so disoriented that my vision hadn’t returned, that Alice was gone from my head. 

And it wasn’t just that she was gone from my dreams. I began to realize just how attached I’d gotten over the past few months. She was annoying, but only because I felt like I couldn’t do anything about it. I liked her feisty side. I liked her playfulness. I liked her high energy, her contagious laughter, and the way her whole body seemed to vibrate when she got excited. I liked the way she’d randomly switch to spouting facts about space when she was bored or wanted attention, or how she’d talk to herself quietly under her breath when she thought nobody was listening. She was a funny little fox. 

Mostly, I was pissed off. I had done almost everything right. I’d followed the rules. We’d tried to go slow. I’d asked all the right questions. I’d done this so many times before with other subs; why hadn’t it panned out? 

I found myself on my knees. I didn’t have the most intimate relationship with God, but we had an understanding. He communicated with me what He wanted, and I did what He told me to do. I didn’t ask for much, just clarity in what He expected. So the confusion and hurt of not understanding why Alice was gone from my mind hurt. Quietly, I begged. I want what you want for me. But I really, truly thought that was her. Please, clarify this. I’m so confused. 

That Friday I began a long day of interviews for the rebranding and reopening of one of the restaurants that hadn’t done so well. I tried my best to focus, but I found myself running behind, and my notes were almost useless. I wasn’t inspired or impressed by any of the interviews. I got home that evening around seven o’clock and collapsed on my couch in my big, empty house, wondering what the hell I was doing with my life. 

It was nine o’clock when I realized I still hadn’t moved from my spot on the couch. I lost time scrolling on my phone, reading nonsense on the internet to distract me from the fact that I was alone and hungry, and didn’t want to cook. 

I ordered a pizza, which was something I hadn’t done in a very long time. Twenty minutes later, there was a knock at the door. They’re not usually that fast on a Friday night, I thought, but opened the door anyway. 

There was no pizza in sight. Instead, standing on my doorstep wrapped up in her double-breasted wool coat and scarf, looking more beautiful than ever, was Alice Benson. And she was crying. 
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Chapter 33
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“I fucked up. I had a chance, and I fucked up. I broke it before it even started!” 

Alex was sitting next to me, holding a water bottle and a box of tissues, trying to comfort me. She looked as distraught as I felt. Maybe it was her clairvoyance, and she could feel my emotions. Or maybe she was worried I was going to do something stupid, like bang my head against a wall until the thoughts in my head finally shut up. 

Useless. Can’t do anything right. All you had to do was fucking drive. Not be a brat for once in your life. But no, you just couldn’t–

“Alice,” Alex interrupted my thoughts, shutting them down. For a brief moment, my head was clear. “Just call him. Or just go to his house.”

“I can’t,” I cried. “He’s gone, he left for DC this morning! He won’t be back for two months! God, I’m fucking useless.”

“Do I need to slap you?”

“Probably!”

“Alice... just pack your car and go to his house. I’ll give you some gas money, and his address. Or better yet, call him and talk to him. Tell him how you feel.” 

I shook my head. It’s better this way. Just cut your losses before you get too involved. 

But he could have been what I needed. I had another chance at something like I had before and now it’s ruined. 

“Alice. You asked for my advice. I’m telling you... go to him. Be honest with him. If this is what you want... take it. But Reuben was right. It has to be on you. It’s not fair what you asked of him.”

“I know,” I muttered. “And I hate myself for that. Why do I suck so bad?”

“Because you’re out of control right now. You’re not like this normally. When I met you, you ruled the entire office and practically put the Italian Mob in their place by yourself. You’re still hurt, and scared. Only learning to trust again will give you yourself back.” 

She stood up, put her hand on my head, and eased my irrational panic until I felt a little more levelheaded. 

“What if I hurt his feelings,” I whispered. “What if he thinks I don’t want him?”

Alex didn’t usually sound irritated, but this time, it came out in her voice. “Alice, for fuck’s sake, just talk to him.” 

Alex gave me a hug before she left, giving me a pointed look and nodding to my water bottle on my nightstand. 

Damn. What is it with all my friends and making me drink water. Fuck them. 

I drank the water anyway because I knew Alex would come back in here and make me if I didn’t. And I’d seen her in scary mode. It wasn’t sexy. 
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I thought about it for the rest of the night. I could call him or text him. But that wouldn’t really help me make a decision, because I’d just talk myself out of it again. He said he wanted me to “give him my submission,” and I wasn’t sure what that looked like, but I knew it was serious for him. He might not collar me, but I had a feeling he’d commit himself to me. After all, he’d kept his promise. He’d waited for me, and I hadn’t shown up. He said he wasn’t going to come and get me and he didn’t. 

I wanted to pack my bag, get in my car, and hit the road. I knew I was already way too attached to him. And that scared me. 

The other half of me wanted to cut my losses and stay free. No more Doms. No more Masters. No more Daddies. They’re only in it for themselves.

Lying awake in bed, I decided there was still something I needed to do. I had questions, and I needed the answers from someone I could trust. Someone who knew Reuben better than anyone. Someone unbiased towards me, who didn’t care about me one way or another. A stranger. 

I grabbed my phone and texted Megan. I’m coming into town... can we meet? Please don’t text Reuben. 

I didn’t sleep well that night. I tossed and turned and kept checking my phone. Megan texted me on Wednesday evening, saying she could meet me Friday after work. Early Friday morning, I handed my laptop over to Alex, and she gave me a knowing expression. Climbing into my car, I prayed I wasn’t about to make the biggest mistake of my life. 
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I got into town around seven. Megan and I were supposed to meet at a bar down the street from her office. I was there early, looking over my shoulder and hoping she found me before anyone else did, and praying to hell I wouldn’t run into Woodrow. 

“Alice?” A friendly voice startled me. I jerked around and met a pair of warm brown eyes, and a timid smile. 

“Hi,” I whispered. “Yeah.” She looked familiar. I was sure I’d seen her in some of Reuben’s old videos. 

Megan sat down beside me and unwrapped her scarf from her neck, showing off a beautiful red and black leather collar with a brushed metal lock on it. She ordered a drink and a sandwich, and then smiled at me. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said. 

“You too,” I whispered, feeling like a fraud. It wasn’t a pleasure. I was stressed, confused as hell, and hoping I wasn’t making a fool of myself. 

“What do you want to know about Reuben?” 

There were so many questions I didn’t even know where to start. I opened my mouth, stammered, and shut it again, then drank my entire shot. 

What was I doing here? What was important to know? What mattered to me more than anything else? 

Megan was sitting straight and collected, waiting for me to decide what to say. 

“Do you regret it,” I blurted out. “Do you regret your time with him, even how it ended?”

“Oh, God no. I could never.” She got a nostalgic look in her eye. “Alice, here’s the thing about Mister Weston. He keeps his promises. He promised me, when we first got involved, that if I ever left his care, it would be on my terms, and I would come away a better person than I was when I entered it. 

“When I first left, I felt broken. I felt like he’d ruined me, like I’d never be happy again. But...” she smiled, as if remembering something pleasant. “He taught me a lot of things. One of those things was to make conscious, intentional decisions and be confident in them. I was a spacey, confused, apathetic doormat before I met him. He taught me how to think through my choices, and make a decision that I could stand by, so I could always look back and know I made the best decision I could at the time. 

“With that in mind... no, I don’t regret anything in our relationship. I don’t regret my three and a half years with him, I don’t regret my selfless service to him, and I don’t regret leaving. Because I learned not to regret my decisions. I know that every choice I made, I made with intention, and it was the best decision I could have made at the time with the choices I had.” 

“Would you go back to him?” 

“No... but not because he wasn’t good to me. I’m not right for him. He always needed me in addition to his other submissives. I wasn’t enough for him by myself. And now that I have Noah... I’m enough for Noah. He loves me the way I need to be loved. And he needs me to serve him the way I need to serve. That was never enough for Reuben. I was okay with that, because he had other people to fulfill those needs, and I filled a very clear role for him. But when he lost Robin, he lost a lot more than his Princess that day. Did he tell you what happened?”

“About the accident? Yeah.” 

“And he told you he thinks it’s his fault?”

I hadn’t put those two pieces of information together. I knew he’d had a dream, and he’d ignored it. But it made a lot of sense that he blamed himself for her loss. “His dreams, right?”

She wrinkled her nose slightly when I mentioned it. “He has a lot of guilt about it, and he won’t talk about it. Not to Becca or Mike, or anyone really. He lost almost everything he cared about in that accident, including all his subs. A few of them left on their own, and the others he told he needed some time. I don’t think he meant to permanently end things with all of them, but that’s just what happened. 

“Eventually it was just me, and him. So then, not only was he depressed and in mourning, his needs weren’t being met. The monster inside him was starting to win, and he felt guilty about letting it out on me. I’m not a masochist. He taught me to take pain, but I hate it. And he knew that, so he avoided doing impact sessions with me. Pain is his love language, and I don’t speak it. 

“Robin’s death affected our relationship in more ways than one. When it was just the two of us, I felt like a stranger living in his house. I felt like a maid. Like hired help... an inconvenience. Robin was so integral in the way we communicated and in the way I served him. It was like a mom and dad losing a child. We didn’t click anymore. I lost a daughter and a sister that day, too. 

“So I stand by my decision to leave. He took the fall, claiming he released me because he needed to step back from the lifestyle, and hoping that nobody would judge me for my lack of commitment. But that’s not really what happened.”

She took a sip of her drink, and then twirled her straw as she spoke. 

“Here’s the thing. Reuben never would have let me go. If I hadn’t left, I would still be his today. And I would have missed out on all the experiences I had as a result. I would have missed out on being Miss Becca’s submissive, and then Noah’s. Becca taught me to love myself again and helped me through losing Robin. Noah taught me how to love others again, how to open myself up and be selfless in my service, and enjoy that headspace without guilt. And I love both of them, and I’m so glad I had the experiences I did. Honestly, as much as I miss Robin, I’m much happier now than I was with him.” 

“What was she like?” I asked. 

“Oh my God. Spoiled rotten.” Megan laughed. “She was... well, okay. Do you know what he does? His real job?”

“Yeah, The Weston House and the girls he saves.”

“She was one of those. She was in her late twenties, maybe early thirties, but she was so Little. Regressed to two, maybe three years old. She was a sweet princess. She loved to color and play, and sing, and draw him pictures. She felt safest when he was in arms reach, and she liked to wear a leash attached to her collar. He would take us on walks in the park sometimes. She liked to pet the dogs we found, and swing, and go down the slide with him. He absolutely adored her.” 

I smiled at the idea of Reuben holding a girl on his lap going down the slide. 

“Is there anything you wish you could change?” I asked softly. “If you could go back... is there anything you would do differently?”

She nodded sadly. “When Reuben and I parted ways, it took me a while to emotionally recover. For a long time, I held onto this idea that I would never find anyone else like him. That he was it, that I’d never find that connection, that trust, that emotional intimacy with anyone else. And I resisted another partner for a long time. 

“It took almost five years, but when Reuben finally asked if I would meet a friend of his, I said yes. I wish... I wish I had said yes sooner. Because when I did finally meet him, I felt like I came alive again. I felt like the color was back in my world. I neglected myself for so long, convinced myself of the lie that I’d never have another chance... anyway, I wish I’d let that lie go a lot sooner.” She smiled at me again, but then her face fell into concern. “Are you okay?” 

I reached up to my face. Sure enough, I was crying again. 

I nodded and dabbed at my face with my napkin. Megan may never know it, but she had told me exactly what I needed to hear. I had given up on the idea of finding someone like Augustus Quinn, of finding someone who would love me like he did. But maybe, if I was brave enough to try one more time, to let go of that lie... 

I took a deep breath and tried to distract myself from my heartache. “Okay, now the real questions,” I said, sitting up straighter and folding my hands. “What is he like in bed?”

Megan laughed and blushed. “Um... intense. A little mean. Demanding... pretty much exactly what you’d expect. He’s not gentle. He’s a sadist... he uses orgasms as a weapon. But you’ll still be addicted after the first one. Sex doesn’t feel like sex... it feels like a monumental event. Have you guys played together?”

“Just a spanking. Oh, and he spit in my mouth once. That was... wow. Yeah. Anyway.” I shifted on my barstool. “Um... Okay, best scene you ever did together?”

She blushed again. “We were together for about a year and a half. I’d moved in with him a few months before and was learning how to serve him around the house, take care of Robin... we had done a few scenes together but nothing very intense. Just training mostly. And I was a little disappointed because it all felt very... basic? Or, tame? Like, I knew he was holding a lot back from me. And I told him I wanted more. 

“That was the first time he put me into subspace, and he did it without laying a finger on me. He made me come six times just by whispering in my ear. That man is scary, Alice. He can make you do anything he wants you to... which is why you have to trust him. You have to know where your limits are. He’ll respect them, he’ll stay away from your hard limits with a ten-foot pole and never even consider pushing you towards them, but if you aren’t clear with what you’re not okay with, he’ll put you there, and you’ll do it, because it’s him. He knows how to play with power. It’s power that gets him off.” 

I thought back to when he’d told me about his hypnosis kink. What would it be like for him to snap his fingers and send me into subspace? Would he break the brat and turn me into a good girl like Sophie? Could he? There was something exciting about him having that level of control over me. And I wanted it... because I wanted to see if he could. 

“Did you like the hypnosis?”

She smiled. “It’s probably the one thing I miss. We did a lot of it while we were long distance, because he could send me tracks to listen to. I would record myself listening to them and he could watch them... um.” She blushed and adjusted her hair, sitting up straighter. “He’s been teaching Noah how to do some of it. Trance is amazing, and those triggers he put in my head were my first step towards wanting slavery. The absolute surrender of power, lowering of inhibitions... I loved that he could force me into that place with a word or a snap of his fingers whenever he wanted, and I had absolutely no power to control it. It’s more than hypnosis, it’s brainwashing. I love it.”

I felt myself blush at the idea. When Reuben had mentioned the idea of a trigger for me, it scared me a little. But the way Megan talked about it made me want to bring it up to him. 

If he ever let me into his house again. 

“What was the worst punishment he ever gave you?”

“He asked me to do something by the end of the day, and I chose not to do it. I can’t remember what it was... it was small, seemingly insignificant. But it wasn’t about the task, it was about the disobedience. I thought my convenience was more important than serving him. The lecture I received... I could tell he was disappointed in me and that made me feel so gross. 

“Like I said, I’m not a masochist. He took me downstairs, rigged me up in chains, and caned me. It was the worst beating of my life.” Her voice lowered and quieted as we spoke, and she glanced around us, making sure nobody was listening. 

“I was actually close to using my safeword. That had never happened before. If he had continued, I would have. 

“It lasted forever. Strike after strike, this steady, constant pace that never seemed to stop. But the way he looked at me...”

Megan shivered. “I’ll never forget the look on his face. The only way I can manage to take pain is if I know I’m bringing my Dom pleasure. But he didn’t enjoy a single strike he gave me. I could tell. That’s what broke me. He hit me to punish me, not because he wanted to.

“That punishment completely broke me of any will or desire to fight back or give him attitude. From that point on, it didn’t matter what he told me to do, how absurd or how ridiculous it was, or how humiliated I was to do it. I did it, no questions asked, and I did it with as much will to please him as I could muster. I never wanted to see that look of disappointment on his face again. That’s why you have to trust him. Because I would have done anything he told me to do without a second thought. The idea of seeing that look on his face again was just...” she shook her head, her eyes unfocused and slightly downcast as she remembered. 

We were both quiet for a moment. I didn’t know the kind of beating that Megan was referring to. Augustus had never hit me to punish me, not really. All our impact had been for play. Bruce and I had never gotten that far. Michael had enjoyed hurting me because that was the point of our relationship, and so had Simon. And Woodrow and I only had play impact scenes. He was never really my Dom. I couldn’t imagine Reuben hurting me because he was legitimately disappointed in me. 

“How did you apologize when you knew you fucked up?”

Megan’s lips twisted into an awkward smile. “Naked, on my knees, with his cock in my throat.” 

I nodded and stood from my seat. “Seems simple enough. I can handle that.” 

“Begging doesn’t hurt... can’t say it helps, but it doesn’t hurt. Also, he has a weakness for puppy-dog eyes and crying, but don’t tell him I told you that.”

I grinned. “Don’t worry. I already figured that one out on my own.” 

“Good luck, Alice. I’m sure I’ll see you around...” she smiled and cocked her head as she looked at me. “I think you’ll be good for him. He’s so lonely... and so bored. He won’t admit it.”

“Oh, he won’t be bored with me around,” I muttered. If he forgives me.

I said goodbye, left a twenty on the high top and got in my car. I had made my decision about Reuben. I was going to do things his way, this one time. Because based on the past week, and everything I learned about him so far, I knew it would be worth it. 
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Leaving the bar and climbing into my car was the easy part. Driving to Reuben’s house... that was a lot harder. 

He lived surprisingly close to Woodrow. Maybe five minutes away, and in the same subdivision. It was crazy to think that we had been so close by for so long but never met. 

I circled the block a few times, not ready to pull into the driveway. Every time I got near, I thought, this is ridiculous. He’ll send me away, or tell me he’s not ready, or that it’s too soon, or that I’m crazy. He’ll tell me he’s disappointed in me. I didn’t want to see that look on his face. 

But that was the less scary of the two options. Because the scarier one was that he would let me in and give me exactly what I asked for. That he would keep me. 

I can’t do this. 

I have to do this. 

Let me go. Don’t send me away. 

I finally pulled into his driveway simply because I was tired of driving, and I sat there for a minute trying to collect myself. What would he expect of me? He said I would have to “give him my submission” and I wasn’t sure what that meant. But I had an idea in my mind reminiscent of the story he had told me of the first time someone had offered themself to him, and I was pretty sure that would be enough. 

This is such a bad idea. He said he wanted to talk and explore this. He said I could come up and stay with him for a few days, not forever. You’re throwing yourself into a fucking black hole. 

I thought back to what Megan had said. I had neglected myself for so long, convinced myself of the lie that I’d never have another chance... 

I knew what I wanted. Swallow me whole, you dark, beautiful man.

“Last chance,” I whispered, and forced myself out of my car. My feet moved on their own, slowly, towards his front door. I wanted to run the other way... but I couldn’t. I had to do this. I had to give myself another chance. 

Hand shaking, I knocked on the door. A moment later it opened, and Reuben’s eyes widened in surprise when he saw me. 

Neither of us said a word. He stared at me in surprise, his eyes softening. He let out a long deep breath, and then stepped aside. 

A fresh wave of tears escaped my eyes as I walked past him, and I heard the door click shut behind me. I wish I wasn’t so overly emotional, crying all the time. But Reuben had never once told me to stop, nor did he ever seem to be bothered or offended by my tears. He wasn’t going to start now. 

He took my coat, draping it over the chair by the door. I kicked my shoes off since he was barefoot. 

Standing in the entryway of his house, he looked at me, arms hanging limply by his side, as if they weighed too much for him to deal with right now. I stood in front of him, hands behind my back, balled up into fists. Staring up into his eyes, I saw hesitation... or nervousness? I was too emotional to be able to read him. But I knew he wasn’t sure why I was here. 

“Alice.” 

He whispered my name, like it was something precious, something special to be treasured. I saw his hand twitch like he was going to reach for me, but he hesitated, and tucked his thumbs into his slacks. 

I regret so much. 

I am not a good person. I am not good for you, and I won’t be good to you. 

I’m too broken for someone as good as you. 

I don’t know how to do this without breaking it. 

Help me. If anyone can help me, it’s you. If anyone can handle me... it’s you. 

There were so many things I could say, but none of them were what I was trying to say. None of them were what I was asking. And I knew if I opened my mouth and word vomited all over him, the only thing it would get us was confused. 

So I did the only thing I could think of. I brought my hands out from behind my back, fists clenched, wrists presented, and held them out to him, the way he had described to me when he was telling me about the day on the bridge. 

His eyes widened in shock, staring at my offering. He didn’t move or breathe, his eyes locked on my exposed wrists. 

Oh my God, he’s going to send me off. He’s going to tell me I’m crazy, or that this is too early, or that he doesn’t want me–

Without speaking, he took both wrists in his huge hands and led me into the living room. He positioned me directly in front of a chair by the fireplace, and then sat down in it across from me, leaning back in the chair and folding his hands in his lap. 

His expression was guarded, but his intense eyes stared into mine like he was trying to tell me something. I waited in front of him, not knowing what to expect or what he wanted from me. 

Please don’t send me away. Please tell me I didn’t fuck up too bad. 

I opened my mouth to apologize, but he held up a hand. “No, don’t speak until I tell you to.” He continued to stare at me, calculating. I wished I knew what he was thinking. I wasn’t sure if he was angry, or happy to see me, or frustrated, or pissed off. I didn’t know him well enough to be able to tell. 

Please don’t be mad at me. I’m sorry. 

I pursed my lips, swallowing the words. He’d told me to stay quiet. I needed him to know I was serious about this. This was my chance to prove to him I meant it, that I wasn’t a complete disaster, that he wasn’t crazy for thinking I was worth it. Maybe I could earn his forgiveness. 

He leaned forward in his chair, putting his elbows on his knees, continuing to stare at me. He seemed to be trying to decide something. I clenched my jaw shut. He said to be quiet. I need to be quiet. 

Finally, he spoke. “Alice... this is very fast. I expected us to talk and discuss a lot longer before we started this. Are you sure this is what you want? Because if we do this,” he cut over me before I could answer, “you’re going to hate me before you like me again. I told you weeks ago, your emotions at the time don’t matter. I don’t care if you like me, hate me, or love me, because those emotions are going to change for you day to day, hour to hour. I care whether you honor your commitment or not.

“And your commitment is that you will allow me to lead you. You promise to submit to me, and I promise to care for you and do what is best for you. I told you before, this isn’t a game to me. I like to play... but I need to lead.”

His needs before my wants. My needs before his wants. Reuben was a good man, and he cared about me, and he would take care of me. I knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt. Before I could second guess myself, I met his eyes. “Yes Sir.” 
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Chapter 34
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Watching Alice struggle against her tears and fight to stay silent was a beautiful sight. Almost as beautiful as her bravely presenting herself to me. Even though I was pretty sure she didn’t know what it meant, she had chosen to do it because I had described it to her, told her how important it had been to me, and she had attempted to replicate that. 

I sat there on my couch, studying her, trying to decide what to do. 

She ghosted me, I thought. She made her choice. She tried to manipulate me into giving her what she wanted. That’s something I won’t stand for. 

She said she doesn’t want a relationship, she only wants a dynamic. I tend to get emotionally involved. Even though her track record proves she’ll change her mind, I can’t guarantee that, and it’s not fair to assume that. We want different things. I hoped to talk more before we did this because I wanted her to open up to me before we start. This is a bad idea.

But it’s her. And she showed up today because she knew she made a mistake. That was extremely brave and took a lot of vulnerability. I told her to show up when she was ready, and I promised her I wouldn’t send her away. 

Why are you even considering this? Not only is the vision gone, you do not have time to train a new submissive right now, especially one who is going to try to control you every step of the way. 

I knew the answer to that. Any other sub who tried to manipulate me like Alice had on Saturday night, I would have laughed, told them to fuck off, and not even answered the door. But it was her. I wanted what I’d seen. I wanted to tame that snarky attitude. I wanted to see her brave enough to be good for me. I wanted a best friend and a confidant, and I knew she was supposed to be that person for me. I’d been working towards that for over half my life, and my heart wanted it, even though my head said bad idea!

This is on me, I realized. That vision was gone because Alice made her choice. I can send her away. I can make my own future or wait for the next vision. This is my choice. 

I tried to imagine a future without Alice in it. I tried to imagine telling her that this wasn’t going to work, that we weren’t compatible, that I had needs she didn’t feel compelled to satisfy, and asking her to leave. I knew it would destroy her, and I would hate myself for that. I wondered if maybe this was God’s way of giving me a final out, of letting me choose my path for the last time. Would I cave and submit to the vision He’d supplied? Or would I turn her away and hope for something better?

Was there something better than what the Master had for me? 

The resolve settled on me like a weighted blanket. I was confident in my decision, and I was going to see it through. Alice might be the biggest disaster of a submissive I’d ever taken on, and I was fully aware this was far too early, but I wouldn’t be bored, I’d never be lonely, and she needed my affection as badly as I wanted to give it. Maybe, if we both broke a few rules, we’ll find something special underneath. 

I asked her one more time. “Are you sure this is what you want?” I was going to have to go full out on her if I was going to reign her in, and she was going to hate me before she liked me again. I knew she’d probably try to break up. She’d push me. She’d challenge me. 

But I wanted her. I wanted to tame her, to play with her, to guide her. I wanted to see her grow and evolve and learn to be brave. I wanted to see her at her best. I wanted to be part of watching her become the person she could be. 

Say yes. Please say yes. 

It’s too early. We’ve only vetted for a week. This is reckless and stupid. 

But I fucking want her. 

“Yes Sir.”

She’d never jokingly called me by an honorific. She’d never called me one while we were talking last week, or when I’d punished her before. She’d refrained, knowing it was important to me. She knew it meant something to me, and I respected and appreciated her refrain. But she was using it now, and I knew she meant it. 

“This would be like we talked about. We agree on rules and tasks, I punish you as I see fit based on the things we discussed last week, and you respect me as your authority. I know you don’t want anything too serious to start, and I know you want a dynamic, not a romantic relationship. I’ll respect that. But I still need your respect as your dominant. 

“I don’t want to break your mischievous streak, Alice,” I said. She sniffed as she watched me, her eyes bloodshot from crying. “Nor do I want to break your playfulness. I like that about you. But I am going to make it very clear to you who is in charge here. Do you understand?”

She nodded. 

“Try again.”

“Yes Sir.” 

“And you will not brat me this evening. I have several hours left. We’ll consider your pass complete at the end of the night. Starting tomorrow, you may act as you desire, and I will play your game, but at your discretion. I want you to know exactly what you’re getting yourself into, and I suggest you tread carefully until you know what I expect of you, and you know what to expect from me.” 

“I understand, Sir.” 

“You asked me to hold onto you and keep you, even if you fight me. Am I correct?”

She nodded. “Yes Sir.” 

“We are going to take this one day at a time, and figure this out as we go. If you feel we need to redraw our dynamic, you sit down beside me, at any time, and tell me you want to renegotiate. Otherwise, you accept what I have for you. I will still check with you before pulling anything crazy out of the closet, and I’ll discuss any kinks we haven’t talked about before. I intend to build your trust, but part of that has to be you surrendering to me.” She bit her lip and nodded again. 

“Tell me your safeword.”

“Scarlett.” 

“Can I trust you to use it appropriately?”

“Yes Sir.” 

“That means at any time, for any reason, but I have to trust that you won’t use it to attempt to control me.” 

She nodded fervently. 

“Good...” I nodded to her and sat back in my chair again. “Take everything off.” 

She hesitated only for a moment, a flicker of surprise at my request. Perhaps a bit of embarrassment? But her hands rose behind her neck, reaching for the zipper on the back of her dress and freeing herself from it. She pushed it down her breasts and it slid from her hips, falling to the floor. 

The naughty girl hadn’t worn a damn thing underneath. 

“Alice... where is your underwear?” 

She opened her mouth, shut it, and then took a steadying breath, as if to measure her response before she said it. “I didn’t wear any.”

“Yes, I can see that. Why not?” 

There was really no way to contain her snark. The quiet respectful tone left her voice as she said, “Well, to be perfectly honest, all my cute ones are at your house, and I don’t have a key. And I figured I’d end up naked by the end of the evening anyway, so I just skipped them.” 

“That’s a lot of attitude for a girl who has agreed not to brat.” 

“Sorry, I really am trying.” She bit her lip and gave me her puppy-dog eyes. 

“No, you’re trying to manipulate me. Again. Like you did on Saturday.” My blood pressure rose. 

“No, Reuben, I mean it. I am trying. I promise and... I’m sorry. You’re right.” She dropped her head in shame, and I think she really meant it. “I did try to manipulate you on Saturday. And you told me you wouldn’t be manipulated by me, but I tried anyway. I think part of me needed to know you were serious about keeping your word... but I shouldn’t have done it that way, and I regret it. Please, forgive me...” 

Her shoulders shook and her tears started again. God, I loved watching her cry. She looked so open, so real, so honest. Like I could see the world in her eyes. 

I rose and stood in front of her, tilting her chin up and making her look at me. “I forgive you, Alice. After tonight, you will be in the clear, okay?” 

Hope blossomed in her face and she gave me a tentative smile. 

“Your training begins tonight, right now. I need you to tell me any limits that have changed since we last spoke. Anything you’ve changed your mind on.” 

She hesitated, looking away for just a minute, but then looked back at me, a resolution in her eyes. “I want the trigger. Like you said. Your hypnosis thing.”

That wasn’t at all what I expected. “Are you sure? We can wait for you to make that decision. That’s a hell of a lot of power you’re giving me, Alice. And I know you don’t trust me yet.”

“No, I don’t want to wait. I want... I want no control. I want to be yours.” She blushed as she said it. “I’m tired, Reuben. Sir. I’m so tired.” 

Poor thing has no idea what she’s asking for.

“You are mine. You have always been mine.” I walked behind her, and took her hands from her side, bringing them up behind her head. She interlaced her fingers and rested her hands behind her head. Leaning forward, I whispered in her ear, “I’m going to make sure you believe it,” and I opened her elbows a little more.

I moved her and positioned her exactly the way I liked. Her chin up, face forward, shoulders down, elbows open. I nudged her legs apart, repositioned her hips and her feet until she was standing straight and open for me. Then I circled her, inspecting her carefully and quietly. 

She was a sight to behold. A perfect plump little ass, the remnants of bruises just beginning to fade. Curvy legs, and the tiniest bit of a tummy that looked so bitable with that glittery stone in her belly. The snake tattoo slithering down her body made her look like a mysterious nymph or a mermaid. Her breasts were firm and full, and both nipples were pierced with little silver rings. Good God, those are going to be fun. 

There was a flash of rebellion in her eyes though, like she was still mentally fighting the indignity of being displayed like a trophy. 

She wanted this. But she wanted to fight it just as hard. 

Just submit for tonight, sweetheart, and I’ll do the rest. 

Her eyes followed me as I circled her. “Look straight ahead. At the clock. Yes, good.” Behind her again, I removed the rubber band that held her hair in a ponytail on the top of her head. Her hair cascaded out of the band, and I ran my fingers through it. Thick and strong, and softer than silk. I inspected the ends. They were a little split. Lifting a handful of her hair, I inhaled. She smelled like something sweet and kind of fruity, but I didn’t love it. I’ll take her out soon and get her something nice. 

I got another good look at the tattoo on her hip. It looked unfinished, the beginnings of a vague shape. I trailed a finger across it, and her skin pebbled in goosebumps. 

“What’s the story here?”

“We got interrupted... had to go into work for an emergency. Never finished it.” 

“What is it supposed to be?”

“I don’t know, I told Pierce to surprise me.” 

“No more surprise tattoos on your body.” She worked her mouth, and I could tell she was working to bite back a snotty comment. I smacked her hip right on the tattoo and she yelped. “Understood?”

“Yes Sir.” 

Putting a hand on her back, I pushed her forward, forcing her to bend forward. She gasped and resisted, but I pushed harder, and she surrendered. 

“What is this?” I asked in a mocking tone. “For fuck’s sake, Alice, I haven’t even done anything yet. You’re soaked.”

Hands still behind her head, she twisted back to look at me. “The fuck did you expect?” 

I knew you couldn’t keep it under control. She’s bursting with more attitude than she is sexual energy. Which is a lot judging by the cum dripping from her lips. 

I pinched her hard on the back of her thigh and she yelped, squirming away from me, but I didn’t let go. Fisting my other hand in her hair, I pulled her head back into the position I wanted it. Only when she resumed her earlier position did I release my thumb and fingernails from digging into her skin. 

“That mark will look nice with your bruises.” 

“Thanks,” she said dryly. 

I gave her another one, harder this time. She shouted again, trying to get away, but I already had her by the hair. She figured out pretty quickly that she had no choice but to stand still and take it. 

“You want more?”

“No, Sir.” 

“Then I suggest you lose the attitude.” I released her hair, and then spread her ass cheeks, soaking in the beauty of her body. She gasped at the degradation of the inspection, and I felt the excitement in my own body start to grow. I stared at her holes. Tiny and pink, a rose and a rosebud, both soaking wet. How pretty. 

“You’re cut like a damn butterfly, Alice,” I said, giving her a dose of her own sarcasm. I flicked the long lips of her pussy one at a time so they fluttered just slightly. She gasped, and I saw her clench at the touch. “You like pain, don’t you sweetheart?” I pinched one delicately. “Because there’s quite a lot to work with down here.” 

A quiet whimper, and then a sigh as I released her labia. I smacked her ass. “Stand up.” Walking to the front, I knelt and inspected her. She fought to keep her head and eyes forward as I neared her. She was completely smooth, not a hair in sight. 

“Did you wax just for me?”

“No, Sir. I prefer it.” 

“I do too. You’ll keep it up.” I tapped on her inner thigh ever so slightly. “You’ve lost your position from when you were squirming around. Wider.” 

She closed her eyes once, then opened, and spread her legs wider. I chuckled. She wanted to fight me so badly. It was killing her to follow my every order and not brat me while she did it. But I knew she was taking me seriously. She wasn’t fucking around. She did want this. 

“Well. Look who’s come out to play,” I murmured. Her clit was bright red and swollen, pushing out of its hood. I lowered my face just a little as if to get a better look and her mouth popped open. Oh, I know what you want, little brat. You’re not getting that for a very, very long time. 

“Like a little bug, poked up out of the dirt to escape the rain.” 

I stood up and met her gaze. She was barely swallowing her attitude now, but still trying so hard to be good and do as I say, her face and chest flushed pink with humiliation. Delicious. 

I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt if I told her to get on her knees right now, I’d get an eye roll and an argument. We’ll get there. One of these days, I’ll get her under control. 

So instead of asking, or telling, I walked behind her, put my hands on her shoulders, and pushed a knee into the back of her knee. They buckled, and I guided her to the ground, placing her gently so as not to hurt her. She made a sound of complaint, almost a whine or a growl. 

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

“Nothing, Sir,” she said, sounding nervous. 

I adjusted her feet behind her and repositioned her arms again. I was sure they were starting to ache. 

“Rule One. I will address my Dominant with respect. Say it.” 

She took a steadying breath and forced the words out of her mouth. “One. I will address my Dominant with respect.” 

“Two. I will be open and honest and communicate my needs and feelings.”

She repeated my statement. I continued to correct her posture in painstaking detail. It wasn’t really about the position, it was about her letting me move her. “Three. When I disobey, I will be punished, and I will express gratitude for my lesson.” 

I lifted her chin slightly as she spoke. Her eyes were drilling holes in the wall across from me, trying so hard not to meet my gaze as she recited the rules. 

“Four. I will use my safeword appropriately, but as needed.” She repeated that one without a moment’s hesitation. I knew we’d discussed that before, and that she knew how I felt about it. 

“Five. I will take care of myself and my body, as it is now my Dominant’s property.” 

She didn’t like that one. Her eyes left the wall and she hesitated. Before she could speak, I grabbed her chin in my fingers and spoke directly in her face. “You belong to me. So does your body. You’re going to take care of it. No more self-destruction. No more cutting. No more skipping meds or eating candy for dinner. You don’t get to break my things. Got it?”

Something about what I said made her very emotional. Her eyes filled with tears, and she nodded. “So say it.” She did, her voice shaking as she spoke. I stepped away from her and sat back down in my chair directly across from her, watching her breathe, try, and get herself back under control. 

“Those are the five most important rules we will ever set, Alice. We will decide the rest as we go, but these are the foundation, and the ones that matter. You will kneel here, every night, in this position, and recite these rules, until you have them memorized. Do you understand?”

“Yes Sir.” She bit her lip. Then she recited them, word for word, in order, without missing a beat and without breaking eye contact. 

Only Alice would find a way to brat me and obey me at the same fucking time. I had to fight to keep my composure. I was both annoyed and impressed. 

It was right then that the doorbell rang. It startled her and she jumped a little. Standing and flicking one of her nipple rings, I headed to the door. 

“Reuben, wait,” she whispered. She looked at me over her shoulder. She knew she was in sight of the door. 

“Fix your position and be quiet or I’ll have you open the door.” Her mouth popped open, but she turned back around and went silent. 

I opened the door to accept my meal, keeping myself in the doorway to block the driver’s view. But she didn’t need to know that. I paid him, thanked him, and shut the door. 

It was a good thing I’d ordered a large. I set the pizza box down on the coffee table beside her, and then opened one of the drawers on the table. “Pick a color.” 

“Any color?”

I had pretty much every color in the house. “Any color.” 

She thought for a moment, and then said, “Purple.” 

Of course she would pick purple. “Good choice.” I opened the drawer and withdrew several bundles of rope. I only had the lavender ones upstairs. The dark jewel tones were downstairs and would look better on her skin. But for now, I’d stick with the pastel tone since they were more convenient.

Her eyes widened at the sight of the ropes, and she looked excited, and a little scared. Taking her hands from her head, I stretched her arms, rubbing and massaging her back and shoulders so they wouldn’t lock up too badly. She let out a little sigh of pleasure as I rubbed and squeezed blood back into her arms. 

“You need to tell me if your hands go numb, or start to tingle,” I warned. She nodded, sighing as I stretched her arms and placed them how I wanted. I set her so both hands were behind her back, her wrists crossed, and then began to tie her. 

It was bizarre what happened to a rope bunny when you began to tie them. Some girls got excited and horny. Some almost came alive. And some began to melt away, quietly settling into their comfort zones in the back of their heads. Alice quieted, her breathing slowed, and she seemed to become malleable, letting me move her easily. She was putty in my hands. 

I created a harness around her chest without going around her neck. Then I bound her arms together behind her and tied her ankles to her wrists so she was stuck on her knees and couldn’t stand up. It was almost a kneeling hogtie. “There,” I whispered as I finished. “Perfect little toy.” 

I could see her fighting internally again, desperately wanting to challenge me, but she shut her mouth, swallowed, and looked straight ahead. 

What a good girl. Trying so hard. 

I knelt in front of her to loop one more piece of rope through her harness, creating a leash at the front of her chest since her neck was off limits. “Your battle does not go unnoticed, or unappreciated, sweetheart,” I said, stroking the side of her face as I did so. She closed her eyes and sighed at my touch. I could say good girl nonverbally if that’s what she needed. 

Gently, I tugged her forward just a little, and she struggled not to fall. 

“Ugh, wait, what?” 

“Come.”

“How? I am literally tied up.”

“You’ll figure it out.” 

She groaned but attempted to waddle on her knees as I pulled her lead forward, putting her right in front of me. “My knees hurt,” she whined. 

“Good thing you like pain.” I grabbed the pizza box, set it on my lap, and opened it. “Have you eaten?”

“No.” 

I grabbed her chin with my free hand, holding it firmly, waiting for her to correct herself. 

She rolled her eyes subtly. “No Sir.”

“Roll your eyes again and see what happens.” 

She swallowed, staring straight ahead at me. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 

I tore off a piece of pizza and took a bite, then brought it towards her face, giving her a bite as well. I let her get pizza sauce all over her lips and chin, not wiping it up. She attempted to use her tongue to lap it up, but just made a bigger mess. I huffed a laugh at her, and she glared. 

We finished a few slices of pizza this way until we were both full and she was a mess. Then I used my fingers to wipe up the mess on her chin and held them out in front of her. 

She opened her mouth and leaned forward, licking them as sensually as possible. The little metal ball in her tongue traced along the seam of my fingers, and she scooped up every drop of the sauce. Oh, so you have no problem with humiliation if it means you get to be sexual. Okay. Noted. 

“Little slut,” I muttered as she sucked on my fingers. 

Her tongue flicked out again. “You like it.” 

“I like you naked on your knees submitting to me even though you’re mad about it. That’s what I like.” In a way, I almost liked it more that she was fighting it so badly. I set the pizza box aside and tilted her chin up a little higher. “Now shut up and stay still, and let me bully you a little.” 

I ran my thumb over her lip. She held my eye as she attempted to open her mouth, as I knew she would. She tried to catch my thumb between her lips but I pulled away, and slapped her breast. She gasped, staring at me as if she were shocked at the audacity of my actions, but I saw her eyes warm and her cheeks blush. 

Last time I’d slapped her in the face, she’d almost come. It was a very gentle slap, well-practiced with just the tips of my fingers, but it had turned her on. Clearly this was doing so as well. “Hmm you like that?”

“I don’t know, maybe you should do it again to figure it out.” 

“It’s a yes or no question, brat.” Again, I adjusted her face, running my thumb over her lips. Her nostrils flared but she kept still, letting me touch her. With my other hand, I reached forward and twisted her other nipple ring, just a little. She moaned, her mouth opening, and I slapped her again. 

“Ugh, the fuck!” 

Another slap. Her breasts were beginning to turn pink. 

“Reuben! What did I do?” 

Two more slaps in the same spot, and I could see the beginning of my handprint on her tits. “I don’t know, maybe you should do it again and find out.”

She growled and shut her mouth, biting her lip. I couldn’t help but laugh at her. 

God I’d missed this. Fucking with a pretty girl, in complete control. But this was different than being in control of anyone else. This was Alice. She was trying so damn hard to be good, to please me, when everything in her nature was probably making her want to bite me. 

Once more, I played with her lip. She remained still, keeping her mouth shut while I played with her nipple ring, pulling, twisting, running my fingers around and over that sensitive little nub. I watched as her face began to flush, her breath picked up, and her eyes widened. 

Holy shit she was sensitive. She was close. “Don’t you dare,” I growled. “You’ve got a hell of a lot more work to do to earn an orgasm from me, little girl.” I pinched her nipple hard. She gasped and I slapped her face a little harder than before. 

Her eyes widened in shock and I could tell she was fighting for composure. Don’t push too hard, I warned myself. Not today. Not unless you want her to break. No, she was getting denied tonight, that was for damn sure. She just didn’t know it yet. 

Finally, tugging and pinching at her lip, I let my thumb slide into her mouth. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she moaned around my thumb, sucking and licking at it. Dammit I wanted her mouth on my cock. 

Keep it in your pants. You’ve got a hell of a long way to go. 

I let her suck me for a few minutes while I whispered to her. “That’s my girl. Good, Alice. That’s right. You know how to make me happy, don’t you sweetheart.” She seemed to melt under my words. Oh, hypnosis on her was going to be a walk in the park. 

I withdrew my thumb and tilted her face slightly, studying her carefully. Her pale ivory skin was flushed with excitement, and I noticed a few freckles on her cheeks and nose that I hadn’t noticed before. They were very light, and usually covered up with makeup. But they were cute as hell. I loved freckles on a girl. 

On a whim, I grabbed a pen from nearby and connected the freckles on her face. She looked confused that I was drawing on her face, but she sat still, curious as to what I was doing. I connected the freckles on her right cheek to look like a constellation, and on the left, I drew them together into a tiny star right by her nose. When I drew back, she looked so confused.

“What a cute little toy,” I whispered. Fisting her hair with one hand, I used the pen to write across her chest, digging in a little harder than I needed to. She gasped and her mouth popped open. I scrawled my name across her chest, writing a few other things on her stomach, her thighs, her side, her shoulder. Plaything. Toy. Mine. Slut. Her eyes were watering, and she was breathing hard and letting out pathetic little moans by the time I was done. 

“That’s much better. Now you look like you’re mine. What do you say for your marks?”

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered, and I could see that little splash of wonder in her eyes growing more intense. 

“You’re welcome. Now...” I set the pen down and looked her straight in the face. “Tell me. Who do you belong to?”

She bit her lip, hesitated, and forced the words from her mouth. “To you.”

Not good enough. Not what I want. 

I gripped her hair harder. Her eyes widened and I growled in her face. “Let me clarify what I want from you. I want you to tell me who you belong to. Use my name... and mean it.” 

She was still fighting. She tried, but she was resisting. “I... I belong to Reuben Weston.”

I slapped her in the face. She gasped and looked at me in shock. 

“I told you to mean it.” 

Her eyes flashed and her nostrils flared again. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” She tried again, her voice firmer. Less hesitation. 

She was still scared. So fucking scared to belong to someone because God forbid they hurt her again. My chest ached and my stomach burned at the knowledge of how many people had hurt her. 

Another slap in the face, and she cried out. I took her chin and forced her to look at me. Tears ran down her face. “Stop fighting me!” I released her hair and held her face in both of my hands firmly. “I’m not going to hurt you, sweetheart. I’m going to keep you safe. Now say it again and believe it.”

She stared at me for a long time. Her eyes shifted between mine, back and forth, as if watching me for a sign of weakness. Looking for me to quit on her. To give up. Her final battle. I kept her gaze. Don’t quit on me. I won’t quit on you, don’t quit on me. 

Her eyes softened and filled with tears. In nothing more than a whisper, she said it again, like she was surrendering to the truth. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

I smiled. My heart felt like it was going to explode. That was what I wanted. I pulled her up and dragged her into my lap, her legs falling on either side of mine, holding her hips and pulling her flush against me. 

“Good. Say it again.” 

She said it as if she didn’t quite believe it. Like it was something she had just realized. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“That’s right, beautiful girl.” I caught her tears on my thumb. “One more time.” 

This time, as she said it, she smiled. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“Don’t you ever fucking forget it.” Then I buried my hands in her hair, dragged her closer against me, and kissed her. 

Her mouth was like velvet, hot and wet, and sweeter than candy. She melted against me and attempted to kiss me back, but I wasn’t having any of that. I bit her lip and sucked her tongue into my mouth. Fusing our mouths together, I sucked the air from her lungs and felt her melt, groaning into my mouth. I could feel the heat of her pussy on my lap, her wet cunt soaking through my pants. Letting one hand go from her hair, I wrapped my hand around her throat, not squeezing, just holding her there. 

She shuddered against me, and I drew back just in time to watch her eyes roll back slightly, a deep satisfied moan escaping her mouth. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back, and I leaned forward and bit her neck, sinking my teeth into that delicate spot right below her ear. Another shaky moan escaped her lips, the sound going straight to my cock. 

Fucking hell, this girl had way too much power over me. 

I drew back and stared at her, breathing hard, trying to keep my head on straight. I wanted to toss her over my shoulder and take her up to my bedroom and make her mine in the biblical way, but that was off the table for now. Instead, I held her still while she subconsciously rocked her hips against my leg, desperate for stimulation from that cute little clit poking out in need of attention. At the sight of how desperately she wanted release, I felt myself building. Her need was my oxygen. 

I held onto her as she rocked herself into me, holding still and refusing to give her the touch she craved. When she finally submitted to the fact that she wasn’t getting off, her head fell forward, and she rested her forehead against my shoulder. I could smell her cum and her sweat, and it made my mouth water. Slowly, she dragged her head up and looked at me, smiling softly. 

“You don’t hate me, right? Sir?” she whispered. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. How could I hate my favorite toy?” 

“Just checking.” Then she laid her head back on my shoulder and closed her eyes. 

Looking up from where she lay against me, I could see our reflections in the cabinet in the dining room. On her back, red marks from my fingernails glowed in the darkness.

It was going to be a long road of carefully leading her day by day if I wasn’t going to scare her. But I knew I could do it. And I knew she would be worth it. 

Because she was mine. 

After so long. My girl, on my lap, beautiful, desperate, tied up and dripping. All. Fucking. Mine. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]





Part Three
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Brats have a much different way of requesting domination than any other submissive. Not only must you be willing to play their game, but in order to tame them, you must be better at it. To do this safely and stay within the lines of negotiation and consent, extremely detailed and clear communication is necessary between all parties.

Learn to think like them and recognize the difference between disobedience and asking for domination. Learn also to recognize the qualities in your brat that you like and appreciate. They are conniving, clever, and creative, and they tend to be very critical thinkers. They like to argue because they like to explore concepts, and because they are competitive and like to win. They are bold, brave, and very strong. These are positive traits and should be encouraged and built up. 

It can be a challenge to encourage these traits but punish their negative behavior. Remember the goal of punishment is to correct negative behavior, not to change them as a person. If your true goal is to legitimately tame your brat, you shouldn’t have one. 

~How To Tame a Brat, Chapter 1, by Reuben Weston
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Chapter 35
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Alice lived with me for a week before I realized I was in way over my head. The girl was more than a brat. She was a loose cannon was completely out of control. 

She’s like a small child, testing the boundaries to see if their parent means it. This is good, I told myself. She needs this. This is part of the process. But that didn’t make it easy. I considered myself a fairly patient person, but Alice seemed to do everything in her power to test my patience and my commitment. 

The morning after Alice arrived at my house, we sat down over coffee and decided what her main tasks and chores would consist of. I asked her if she had the desire to pursue getting a job and another apartment, and she said “I want to work a job that matters. I want to help you.” We decided for the time being, she would split her time between here and Cullowhee until she was comfortable staying with me full time. 

She would clean the kitchen after I cooked, keep the laundry done and the fridge full, and run errands for me as I needed. But I also wanted her to grow and pursue her own interests. We decided she would start a video blog on a new social media app called TikTok and make videos about space and stars and all the other stuff she loved. She also texted her old brat group that usually met at The Underground to let them know she was back in town, and although she wouldn’t be attending the club anytime soon, she was open to meet-ups and lunch dates. 

That morning after breakfast, I took her to the local bookstore and had her pick out a new notebook that she liked. She wrote her rules on the front page. The rest of the notebook would be used for her tasks and punishments. I didn’t want her to have to hand over her personal notebook for that purpose, and I encouraged her to write about her feelings and emotions through this adventure we were about to embark on so she knew she would have some privacy in her writing. 

She looked at me like I was crazy. “You want me to... write about my feelings.”

“Yes.”

“We’re gonna be here all day, buddy.” 

“Buddy?” 

“Yeah. We’re buddies now.”

“Why don’t we go back over rule one, and what it means.” I was met with an eye roll and a scoff. 

After she finished copying rule one fifty times in her new notebook, glaring the entire time, she proceeded with her next task: to call Becca and reschedule her recurring therapy appointments at AnchorX, and get refills of her prescriptions.

“I need to go to work,” I told her right around lunchtime. 

“But it’s Saturday!”

“Yeah. And I have work. I have a few interviews for the restaurant, and a meeting with a few new Doms at The Lounge. I’ll be back around three o’clock... try not to get into trouble until then? And make sure you eat lunch.” 

When I got back, I found her sitting on the floor in Robin’s old bedroom. She had black mud on her face, her hair wrapped in a towel, and she was scrolling on her phone. Other than the towel on her head, she was completely naked. Beside her was a cup of coffee with what looked like chocolate and whipped cream on it, and a half-eaten bag of Doritos. 

“What on earth are you eating?” 

“Lunch.” She held up a Dorito. 

“That’s not a meal, you Hellion.”

“It is if you eat the whole bag.” 

I removed the bag from her vice-like grip and sent her off to the bathroom for a second shower. She still had writing all over her body from my claiming her last night, and she’d managed to get her face mud in her hair.

That afternoon I gave her a tour of the house, though I skipped the dungeon for now. After she told me what Woodrow had put her through, I’d decided to avoid going down there for a while, and maybe do some smaller less intense scenes with her to build some trust. 

We finished the tour outside my office door. “I have some rules about this room.”

“Oh, boy. More rules. Hold on.” She scampered off and returned a minute later with her notebook, pen in hand. “Okay, I’m ready.”

“If this door is open, you’re welcome to come in and talk to me as you need to. If it’s closed you need to knock. If I open the door and let you in, you may come in. If I leave the door shut, it probably means I’m in the middle of something important. Now, you may open that door and enter, even if I don’t open it for you... but in that case, you had better have a good reason.” 

She thought for a minute, chewing on her pen, staring at me. “What is an example of a bad reason?”

“You want attention and feel like being annoying.”

“And what is an example of a good reason?”

“There are people at the door... something is burning in the kitchen... you are sick or injured...”

“Got it.” She slammed her notebook shut and stuck the pen in her hair.

“Were you going to.... write that down?”

“Nope. I just had to hold my pen. Because I’ll remember if I hold my pen.”

“...Okay. I have a conference call at six. I’ll make dinner after that. Why don’t you pick a book to read?”

Alice spent the next forty-five minutes rearranging my library in a way that made absolutely no sense to me, but it kept her happy, quiet, and occupied. The conference call was a shit show, but we got through it with minimal swearing and walked away with a plan regarding the television marketing for the new restaurant. 

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, shutting my laptop and rubbing my eyes. 

“You need glasses,” Alice said, plopping herself down beside me. She was holding The New Bottoming Book. She opened it and began to read. 

“I do not.” I pulled my hands away from my eyes, which were only tired because I’d been sitting too close to the screen. 

“Yeah, you do. Mister Squinty-eyes. Also, the demographic of people you want to market your restaurant to doesn’t watch TV unless it’s on their phone, and they never watch commercials. So your agent is right, you need to do some social media stuff if you want that new place to take off.”

I looked down at her. I hadn’t realized she’d listened to the conversation. She was also two pages into the book, and there was no way she could read that fast. She was just being obnoxious. 

“And you are suddenly the expert in social networking and media branding?”

“No, but I’ve only made two videos on TikTok so far, and I already have three hundred followers.” 

I looked at the clock. “Alice, it’s been less than eight hours since we had that conversation.”

“You know, you should do some videos with me.” She used the book to gesture to herself, waving it around as she spoke. “I can do an account for you, and I can film you making dinner every night! And you can talk about your new restaurant, and then you wouldn’t have to do anything extra to promote it.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said, plucking the book from her hands. I had a blog and an Instagram account, and Mister Isaka was reaching out to some tv shows and planning some commercials. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll do all the work. Oooh, and you could make a guest appearance on Sophie’s YouTube show. Maybe have her come here and cook in your fancy kitchen! She does southern comfort food!” 

Alice had a point. Sophie’s recipes were in line with what I was hoping to build. But I wasn’t sure about a new social media platform that I didn’t have time to manage or learn. 

Before I had a chance to argue, she smirked and put her hands on her hips, saying, “I bet you twenty spankings that I can make a video of you making dinner tonight and it’ll have a hundred likes by bedtime.”

“Twenty spankings, huh?” I resisted a smile. “So, we’re using those as currency now?”

“Sure,” she grinned evilly. “And if I win, it means I get to spank you.”

“No, it does not.” 

“Sure it does. You win, you get to spank me. I win, I get to spank you.”

“Absolutely not.” I pushed my chair away from my desk. “I think if I win, I get to spank you, and if you win, you get bragging rights. That should be reward enough.”

“If I win, you go to the eye doctor and get some fucking glasses, ‘cause you’re blind, old man.” she pointed at me and stuck out her hip, pursing her lips. 

Don’t grab her by the throat. Don’t... grab her... by the throat... 

I stood up and looked down at her, raising an eyebrow and crossing my arms over my chest. She blushed and shrunk back slightly, but there was fight in her eyes. I loved the way something as simple as me standing up and glaring at her got a response. Thirsty little slut. 

“First of all, I am not blind. I can see perfectly fine. Second, I am only forty, I’m not that old. And you’re not that far away from me.” 

“I’m barely thirty!”

“You’re thirty-three. You’re only seven years younger than me, you little snot.” 

“Are you sure? I think I’m twenty-six.” 

I rolled my eyes and put a hand on her shoulder, leading her towards the kitchen. “Yeah, and you act like you’re eight. Come on, get your phone and let’s go make your stupid video so I can spank you later.” 
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Alice took immense pleasure in teasing me about being a thirst trap while cooking, and even suggested I remove my shirt for the video, which I struck down immediately. She also asked copious stupid questions, made snarky comments at every possible turn, and generally tested my patience until I nearly gave up on lasagna and threatened to make “brat pie” instead. Her resulting comment? “Oh, you can put your fingers in my pie, Sir.” 

We finally finished making dinner – and by “we,” I mean I made dinner and she was annoying – but it resulted in a superb lasagna with freshly grated cheese, lots of garlic, and a ricotta cheese mixture featuring sage and butternut squash that took the casserole to the next level. She posted her video and we sat down to eat. 

“So, can you explain to me why you rearranged my entire library today?”

“Well, they were all out of order,” she said with complete seriousness. “I fixed it.”

“They were organized by topic. Now I’m not going to be able to find anything when I want to.”

“Well, now they’re organized by color, so it should be even easier for you to find them than before.”

“How is the color... Never mind. Did you actually read any of the book you picked out?”

“Yeah, I read the first chapter.”

“How? You were talking the whole time you were reading.”

She pointed to her brain and wiggled her eyebrows. “I’m super-powered. Annoying, but super-powered. Ooh, let’s check your video.”

“Not during dinner,” I said, and removed her phone from her hands and set it aside. “No phones during dinner.” 

“Ugh. Fine. Is that a rule?”

“Yes. Rule six, no phones during mealtime.”

She sighed dramatically and flicked a sage leaf away from her meal. “I suppose that’s a fair rule.” 

After dinner, I supervised while she cleaned, and then we returned to my office while I had her put all the books back the way they’d been before. She teased me the whole time about how I sucked at organizing books and my way was stupid, and I warned her that her twenty spankings were going to turn into quite a larger number if she kept it up. She smirked and wiggled her ass, jumping out of the way when I tried to grab her. The little bug was fast when she was focused. 

When she finally finished fixing my library, I let her check the video. To my complete shock and absolute horror, she’d gained significantly higher than the aforementioned number of likes. She laughed and cackled at me as I conceded that I would indeed make an appointment with an optometrist sometime next week, because I had agreed after all. 

Then I pulled her over my lap and spanked her ass until her giggles turned to moans, reminding her that I didn’t need to win a bet to spank her, because she was mine, and I could spank her whenever I damn well pleased. 
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On Sunday, we stayed home and rested. I tried to keep her occupied, but I learned very quickly that Alice wasn’t kidding when she said she needed to stay busy. I sat on the couch and attempted to relax while watching Howl’s Moving Castle, but she teased me endlessly about watching “nerdy kids shows” and being boring. 

“Alice, I work sixty hours a week and today is my only day off for the next month. I am entitled to my show of choice. Do you even know how to relax?”

“No!” She flopped down on the couch beside me, dramatically collapsing in my lap. “I can relax when you give me the attention I deserve!” 

“I just spanked you yesterday.”

“Yeah well, that was yesterday. Besides, I don’t have any marks, so it doesn’t count!” 

So I gagged her and tied her to the coffee table. Once she was silenced with a ball gag, I worked an intricate design of knots down her back and around her chest. I bound her legs so she was kneeling over the coffee table, and her arms so they were crossed behind her back. Then when she was completely incapacitated and unable to move or squirm at all, I poured myself a double shot of my favorite whiskey, set it on her lower back, and finished my fucking episode in peace. 

When I finally untied her, not only had she drooled all over the ground, but she was a complete mess between her legs. “What am I going to do about you,” I murmured in her ear as I massaged her shoulders and her legs, letting my fingers fall into the indents in her skin left from the rope. 

“Whatever you fucking want,” she sighed, her eyes closed. She surrendered to my hands on her, and I could see that look of wonder and appreciation I craved when she finally opened her eyes and met my gaze. 

“How am I doing on brat code?”

“You’re learning really fast. I’m so impressed.” She laid her head against my chest, and I tightened my arms around her. “Can I have some ice cream?”

“Before dinner?”

“For dinner.”

“Absolutely not. But you can have some afterwards.” 

“Can we have chicken nuggets?”

“I think I can make that happen.” 
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The next few days continued as the previous ones had. I did indeed make an eye appointment, and Alice made her videos, helped around the house, and ran errands for me during the week. In the evenings, I made dinner and she attempted to test my patience in every way she could. Her mood swings took some getting used to, and she was easily distracted, but I could tell she was trying. 

Even though she was frustrating, annoying, and extremely needy regarding my attention and my reassurance, I found myself excited to see her when I got home. I was working through some ideas of a scene I wanted to do with her, and I’d brought up a few ideas that she seemed to really like. 

Then, around one o’clock in the morning on Wednesday, she started screaming, and I couldn’t wake her up. She screamed and cried and shook, her eyes squeezed closed. She called out her safeword several times, and when I tried to hold her, she thrashed and kicked and pushed me away. She ended up almost falling out of the bed. 

“Alice, wake up, please, sweetheart–”

“Scarlett, let me... no! Let me go–”

“Alice, wake up. You’re safe. Please wake up. Come on.” I held her against my chest again, and she struggled to get free. Her eyes were open now, but I could tell she was still asleep. 

Then her hands went to her throat, her nails digging into her skin, scratching at her neck like she couldn’t breathe. 

The only thing I could do was restrain her, so I held her tight and kept her hands away from her neck until she screamed and cried herself out. Slowly, the panic seemed to drain away and she fell back asleep. 

I climbed into the bed beside her, watching her sleep until I was sure she wasn’t going to have another nightmare, and then I surrendered as well, waking up at my normal time and escaping her room before she noticed I’d slept beside her. 

The next morning, she seemed completely fine. Over breakfast, which consisted of an omelet for me and coffee and a half a piece of toast for her, I asked her if she remembered her dream last night. 

“Oh, I don’t know. I never remember my dreams.” She shrugged nonchalantly. 

“You don’t remember any nightmares?”

She hesitated, her coffee cup halfway to her lips. “No, I don’t think so.” She sipped her coffee and looked at me. “Did I talk in my sleep or something?”

I didn’t answer, and instead tried to decide how I was going to help her. Nightmares were not uncommon with the girls I worked with, but I didn’t want to put Alice through intense therapy and treatment without talking about it first. Especially when she was already so sensitive to the belief that she was broken. But right before I left for the day wasn’t a good time to bring any of that up. 

“Yeah, you were pretty upset, and I couldn’t wake you up. Let’s talk about it when I get home, okay?” I stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. 

“Okay,” she said, and immediately launched herself into telling me about some digital war that was happening on her discord server between the brats and the Doms.

I planned to have the conversation that night when I got home, but that evening when I returned, I found her lying in bed, her eyes red from crying, almost lethargic from not having eaten or drank anything that day and crying too much. 

I tried to comfort her, holding her in my arms and trying to get her to drink something, but she was nearly nonresponsive, alternating between shaking and crying and long stretches where she stared off into space. 

That evening I finally got her somewhat communicating with me, and she admitted that she was afraid I was going to send her away because she was fucked up. Only by threatening that I was going to take her to the hospital was I able to get her to consume some watered-down apple juice, and then she passed out. While originally I had planned for her to spend a few days here with me before returning back to Cullowhee, now I thought sending her home after this episode would be more damaging than helpful. I decided not to mention her return to North Carolina, and would let her bring it up herself. 

She had another nightmare that night. I stayed by the side of her bed until morning, and then rescheduled my appointments for the day so I could get some sleep. 

When I woke up that afternoon, she had managed to knock over half the items in the laundry room in an effort to wash her clothes because she couldn’t reach anything on the shelves, and apparently, I didn’t own a stepstool. When I looked at the load she’d put in, I realized she had stayed here for almost a week and was out of clothes because she hadn’t brought any underwear, so I made her get dressed and took her out to the mall to get her a few pairs of panties. 

“But I hate panties,” she whined. 

“Good girls wear panties for Sir.”

“What about bad girls,” she asked coyly.

“Bad girls have to do laundry every few days because they only brought one pair of jeans and some fishnets.” 

“Well I’m sorry, I figured I’d spend most of my time naked,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. A couple standing beside us made a face at her comment. Alice didn’t notice them. 

“I have no problem with you spending the majority of your time naked. But you have to wear panties when you leave the house.”

“Why-uh?” she whined, somehow managing to turn a one syllable word into two. 

“So you don’t flash anyone by accident. And because I said so. Now stop being so impolite or you’ll be writing more lines when we get home.”

She rolled her eyes but said, “Yes Sir.” We really needed a rule about eye rolling. 

She begged for a milkshake on our way out, and I refused, because it was four o’clock and I knew it would ruin her appetite. 

“But I haven’t eaten all day!”

I stopped short and looked at her. “What? You haven’t eaten anything?”

She shook her head. “I forgot.”

“You... forgot to eat.”

She nodded. “So can I have a milkshake?”

“You can have a fucking meal, and maybe a milkshake when you’re done.” I dragged her over to the nearest halfway decent kiosk and made her order an actual meal, then watched her inhale it as if she hadn’t eaten in a week. She chattered the entire time, talking happily while she munched on her sandwich and sipped her milkshake. 

So much for dinner plans. 

That evening, we negotiated another rule. “Rule seven. You need to eat at least two actual meals a day. Not snacks, not candy, not a bag of chips. Real food. Dinner is one meal, and you can choose breakfast or lunch.”

“Uh... I don’t know if I can do that,” she said. “I literally just forget to eat sometimes. And you know I always feel nauseous in the morning.”

“Then I think you should set an alarm or a reminder on your phone to eat lunch. I also think you should be tracking your liquids. You didn’t drink hardly anything today other than a milkshake.” 

I set a large glass of water down in front of her. She made a face and pushed it away. “Coffee counts as water.”

“Coffee is a diuretic. It does not count as water.”

“But it’s made of water.”

“And strawberry milkshakes have fruit in them, but do not count as fruit. Three glasses of water a day, and two meals a day. That’s perfectly doable.”

“Hmm...” she tapped her finger against her chin. “I think I can do one of each.” 

We haggled back and forth until I finally got her to agree to two glasses of water, a meal with me at night, and at least one meal or healthy snack throughout the day. I sent her a link to my app of choice and programmed that into our profile, and made her set an alarm on her phone to check it off by 1pm every day. 

On Friday afternoon, I went back and forth in my head about the scene I had planned with Alice. Part of me thought it would be fine to move forward and go for it, and I could tell she was antsy to play again. The other part of me worried it was a bad idea. I had a clear idea of what I wanted, and although it stayed far away from her hard limits, the nightmares she’d been having and the safewords she’d shouted made me think maybe she was more stressed or anxious about doing an intense scene than she let on. 

Not sure what to do, I called Becca for advice. We met at The Lounge that afternoon before I went home. 

“How are things going,” she asked. I could see the curiosity and excitement in her eyes. “You’ve been in a much better mood lately, so it must be going fairly well.”

“Have I?” I asked out loud. “I’m exhausted. She’s a lot to keep up with.” 

“Well, you made a joke on our conference call on Monday, and you haven’t done that in about two years. And the lines between your eyebrows are temporarily gone. So, whether you believe it or not...” she sipped at her martini. “I think you’re quite happy.”

Maybe she was right. I had laughed more in the past few days than I had in months. But I was also stressed as hell, and I felt like I was on the edge of Domspace all the time. It was exhausting. 

“I have so many things I want to do with her,” I said softly, leaning forward and talking quietly. “But she’s screaming in her sleep and shouting her safeword during night terrors. And she had a horrible crash the other day where she was so dehydrated, she couldn’t even talk. I’m just worried about her, and whenever I bring it up, she gets worried I’m going to break things off.” 

Becca nodded and set her drink aside. “You know I’m limited in what I can say to you, as her therapist.”

“Of course.”

“I’ve known Alice for quite a few years, and I’ve guided her through several relationship starts and ends. I can tell you right now, this is part of the process for her. Next, mark my words, she’ll start breaking rules to see if you follow through with your punishments. Although she’s never mentioned night terrors before. That might be new. Remember, she’s gone through some pretty extreme abuse of power. And the abuse and lack of trust started a long time ago with her. It’s not about you.”

I nodded. “I expected the trouble and the rebellion. I didn’t expect the screaming in her sleep.” 

“How’s the Woodrow situation, anyway,” Becca asked. 

“We’ve submitted a police report. Rachel gave a full testimony. Sam took her statement and is acting as our liaison. I haven’t mentioned it to Alice, because last time I brought it up she nearly had a panic attack, and last time she heard his voice, she dissociated.

“I think she needs EMDR, and maybe some hypnotherapy. Maybe I can bring her by the center and–”

Becca cut me off. “That’s not a good idea, Reuben. You really want her around the other girls? Especially the ones who are currently going through those therapies right now? 

“Many people with her disorder think in extremes. Like I said, I know Alice. Not super well, but well enough to know that bringing her to the center right now will feel like you are handing her off. She’s going to feel like her problems are too much of an inconvenience for you to handle, and she won’t be open with you about her needs. Instead, she’ll start to hide the things that upset her, so that you don’t know how hurt she is. Therapies like that need to be her idea, and her decision. She’s pretty stubborn like that. 

“I suggest you tell her about the services you offer at the house during a conversation where it comes up naturally. Guide her in that direction and allow her to make the decision herself.”

“Fair point.”

“As far as your concern regarding a scene, you may be right in putting it off. Especially if she’s safewording in her sleep.” Becca hesitated, then shut her mouth and appeared to calculate something. She took another sip of her drink and looked up at me again. “You know... it may be a good idea to set something up at AnchorX. A planned, supervised scene in a place outside of your home and your basement, with me or Simon nearby. Specifically asking her to use her safeword could be really helpful to her. No matter what the scene is.” 

I tried to reconcile what Becca was telling me. “We don’t usually do CNC or therapy scenes with people we haven’t built trust with. I’ve spanked her and slapped her around a little, but Becca, that’s... a lot more.”

“It doesn’t have to be. It could be any kind of scene, whether it’s low or high intensity, training or edge play. But if she’s safewording in her sleep, I suspect her subconscious is trying to come to terms with that word failing to keep her safe in the past. And you don’t want that. 

“Just talk to her about it, get her thoughts. Maybe do something really casual and ask her to use her safeword outside of play sometime this weekend so she can know what to expect from you. Or see if having a public scene with some trusted people around her makes her more confident. I guarantee Simon would agree to supervise if you asked. I would too.” 

Becca and I talked a little more, but I eventually cut the conversation off when I looked at my phone and realized Alice had resorted to sending me messages one letter at a time to get my attention. 

I showed Becca the phone. “I’m being summoned.” 

She laughed. “You’d better go give her attention before she starts sending you nudes.” 

“Hm... I could wait around another ten minutes.” 
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When I got home, there were bags of groceries on the kitchen counter, half the cabinet doors were open, and the laundry room light was left on. I looked around and called out for Alice, hoping she wasn’t curled up in bed depressed again. 

I found her sitting on the ground in my office singing to herself with her earbuds in. “Dark nights, oooh, Dark nights...” She had my laptop open in her lap, and she was clicking away. Beside her were two coloring books splayed open, with a pile of sparkly gel pens and some sticker sheets on the ground. 

I’ll eat that sticker book if she’s not a Little. 

“Alice... sweetheart? What are you doing?”

She didn’t hear me, so I set my hand on her head. She screamed and ducked, throwing her arms up over her head like she was shielding herself. A moment later, she’d jerked out her earbuds and set the laptop aside. She jumped to her feet and began to pace and speak rapidly, fighting off the adrenaline rush. 

“I didn’t hear you come in! I guess that’s my fault, I was listening to music. These earbuds are noise canceling. I’m trying to learn this song. I almost know it! But there’s some lines I haven’t quite memorized yet. But I’m really close. And also, look, I found these! Look how cute they are! Did you get these for me? I love them!” She pointed erratically to the coloring books. She’d finished half of a dalmatian and started on Rapunzel. She’d made Rapunzel’s hair black and purple, and put a glittery sticker inside every single square of the castle she was locked in. 

I looked back to her, and saw her wringing her hands, her eyes darting around like she couldn’t fixate on anything. She was breathing fast. 

I started to speak, but she cut me off. 

“I found them in the bottom drawer of the dresser. There are some pages missing though. Anyway, speaking of missing things, I heard you during your conference call on Monday about how you do your files at The Weston House, and how each girl has a file, right?” She handed me the laptop. Her hands were shaking and she almost dropped the laptop, but I caught it while she continued to speak a mile a minute. 

“So I did a thing. It’s not live yet, and I can reverse it if you hate it, but I made it so that instead of having to go into the file and update it, and then go into the master spreadsheet and update that too, I just linked the spreadsheets so now when you update one, it automatically feeds that information into the other. So the Master will always be up to date, and all you have to do is update the profile within the folder of each girl. Is that cool or what!”

I set the laptop down and put my hand over her nose and mouth, holding her face firmly in my hand. She had started to hyperventilate and I worried she was going to throw up. 

Her eyes flew wide at my motion, and her hands slammed over mine. But instead of trying to pull them away, she dug her fingernails into my wrist and arm like she was trying to push herself tighter against me. Slowly, I removed my hand from her nose, and then her mouth, and she gasped. Her eyes watered and she shook a little. 

“Do you know how to count your breaths?”

She nodded. 

“I want you to count with me.” I sat down in my computer chair and pulled her into my lap, making her look me in the eye. She counted shakily, and a little erratically while she inhaled, held her breath, and exhaled. I breathed with her, watching her carefully. After a few rounds, she calmed down. 

“Alice. I’m so sorry, did I startle you?” 

She clenched her jaw as she nodded and kept breathing steadily. “You just surprised me,” she said. Her eyes filled with more tears, and she rubbed at them, smearing the carefully painted wings on the corners of her eyes. 

“I’m glad you like the coloring books,” I said, hoping to distract her. 

She laughed. “Yeah, I do. I used to love Rapunzel actually, because I always felt like... well, um, my life got really shitty after Scarlett died, because, you know, she was their favorite. And I always felt like I was trapped, and that maybe one day someone would show up and kidnap me and keep me as their slave or something. And that would be better than being at home because at least that meant that he wanted me.”

Oh. You want me to steal you away, pretty girl? I tucked that particular fantasy of hers aside, vowing to find a way to make that come true. 

“But that stopped around the time I was fourteen, because people kept telling me I was crazy, and I figured nobody would want to rescue me if I was crazy. And then all the boys only cared about me if I was sleeping with them, so I did that a little bit, but it wasn’t very fun, so I eventually started smoking instead, and that’s when I got in trouble at school.” 

“Okay, you’ve lost your breathing. Can you go back to that?” 

“Right. Yeah. Okay... wow. Sorry I’m...” She caught her breath and attempted to speak while regulating her breath. “I just got really um... yeah.” 

I held her and rubbed her back a little more while her breathing evened out, then I moved the laptop slightly so I could see what she’d done to my files. 

Amazingly enough, her system made perfect sense. She’d reorganized the folders and relabeled everything so they were by first name instead of last name, since half of them were like that anyway, and some of the girls didn’t have last names. She’d also taken the miscellaneous documents I’d stuck at the bottom of the folder and put them in the appropriate profiles. 

And she’d cleaned the hell out of the Master spreadsheet, linking and adding in more columns so that the Master had almost all the information I would need on a regular basis. 

“Alice this is... really impressive and very helpful. Thank you.”

“I hoped you wouldn’t be mad. But it was just such a good idea, and I was so bored...”

“Well, next time, before you get yourself into my files, I’d appreciate it if you ran your idea by me first, but this is really great. It’ll save me a lot of time. Let’s go ahead and make this live.”

“You need someone to organize your calendar, by the way. You missed a conference call at one o’clock.”

I winced. “Shit. What was that for?”

“Someone named Albert?”

“Damnit. I’ll have to call him and reschedule.”

“No, I already did it, you’re meeting him tomorrow at four o’clock.”

“How did you even get into my laptop without the password?”

She grinned up at me. “Because I paid attention while you were typing. Your password is ‘howtotameabrat’ with no caps. Which, by the way, is a really shitty password.”

“We all reset our passwords every thirty days. I run out of ideas pretty fast. And I got used to typing that phrase shortly after I met you so...”

She laughed and laid her head against my chest, sighing happily as I hugged her closer. 

“How long did it take you to do this?”

“Um, about four hours. I had some extra coffee.”

“So you got back from the store around... noon?”

“Oh, no, I did it all this morning and then went to the store when I got hungry and... fuck. I forgot to eat again.” She looked up at me guiltily. “I wanted a chicken salad sandwich for lunch so I decided to go out and get one while I did the grocery shopping, and then I forgot to get my sandwich while I was out. I got back about thirty minutes ago.”

I smiled and stood up, holding her against my chest as I did so. She giggled and wrapped her legs around my waist. “Looks like someone’s in trouble... You also forgot to put the groceries away.”

“Oh no!” she shouted. “Have they gone bad?”

I chuckled. “Well... Let’s go find out. Also, let’s practice shutting cabinet doors and turning off lights, okay?” 
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Due to Alice packing the cold and the frozen items together in a cold bag, the food was fine, so she helped me put everything in the fridge while she continued to chatter almost nonstop. “How much extra coffee did you have today, little bug?”

“Uh... I had two cups here and then I got a Frappuccino while I was at the grocery store.” 

“And you probably added chocolate to it, didn’t you?”

“Obviously.” 

“That’s a lot of caffeine for such a little girl.” 

“ADHD Brain. Caffeine doesn’t make me hyper. It just makes me poop. Ooh, also, I was wondering. When can we go to The Lounge? And also, I texted Simon and told him I was back in town and that I owed him an apology and he said I could come by the shop whenever. I’d really like to finish that tattoo I started. Do you think that’s something I could do this weekend? You said we were going to scene this weekend, right? You said you were going to flog me!” She bounced in place. 

“Is there any possible way to reduce the amount of energy you are exuding right now?”

“Yeah. Drugs.” 

“What kind?”

“Melatonin, Adderall, Wellbutrin, and Prozac. Weed helps too, sometimes, but it also makes me horny. And I should probably start getting my birth control shots again. I tend to have really bad crashes and dissociation when I get my period because I also have premenstrual dysphoric disorder. Also, I was wondering why you like Giraffes.” 

Giraffes? Where had she gotten that? I shook the question out of my head. “Go sit on the couch, I want to talk about this weekend.” 

Her face went from animated and excited to blank and withdrawn in less than a second. 

“Don’t freak out on me, I’m not canceling it. I just want to talk about it.” 

“Okay...” she mumbled cautiously, and she slunk away to the living room and settled herself on the couch. 

A little while later, I had brewed her a cup of chamomile tea with some honey, and poured myself a shot of Woodford Reserve. She tasted the tea and made a face, setting it aside. 

“What, it’s good!”

“It tastes like butt.”

“Okay. Listen. You’ve been having nightmares where you’re shouting your safeword and clawing at your neck.” 

Her face fell and she started picking at her thumbnail and rubbing her feet together. 

“I worry you’re going to have a panic attack on me if I go dark. I want to bounce a few ideas around with you, okay?” 

“But I like you dark,” she whispered. 

“You’ve never seen me dark, Alice. We’ve never done anything more than what I consider very light play, and I worry I’m going to freak you out.”

We talked a little more and I told her Becca’s idea of doing a scene at AnchorX with someone supervising. “I want you to know that you’re not alone, not in danger. That I’m not going to ignore your safeword if you choose to use it. And... I thought a little more about the fact that you’ve been safewording in your sleep, and how it was ignored so many times from the events of eight months ago, and I worry you won’t be able to use it if you need it.”

She didn’t answer. Her eyes were unfocused and she lifted her finger to her mouth to chew her nail. Slowly, so as not to startle her, I let my hand come into her field of vision before taking her hand out of her mouth and holding it between mine. 

“What are your thoughts on that?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if you’re onto something or not. The only thing I’ve done since him was when you spanked me. I guess I’ve been blocking it all out, not thinking about it.”

“The more you force yourself not to process it, the more your subconscious is going to have to do it while you’re sleeping. You have to process trauma, Alice. If you don’t, it will physically begin to hurt you.”

I felt her trying to pick at her fingers, even though I was still holding her hand. She struggled slightly and then gave up, staring at her hand in mine. I brought it to my mouth and kissed her wrist, wanting desperately to open my mouth and let my teeth glide across her skin, just to see her reaction. But I was trying to keep her focused on our conversation, and that would probably just make her horny. 

Finally she spoke. “What should I do?”

“Only you can answer that. But, I’ve done a lot of therapeutic scenes before, and I have some ideas.” 
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Saturday afternoon, we drove to AnchorX. It was weird driving the familiar streets with Reuben. His SUV was about three times the size of my little two-door Hyundai, and everything looked different yet oddly familiar when I was in the front seat of his car. 

He idled in the parking lot and turned to look at me, studying me with trepidation. “Are you sure you’re good with this?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. 

I knew exactly what was going to happen today. We’d talked through it together, deciding what to do and what to avoid. In theory, I was totally okay with it. But I honestly wasn’t sure how I was going to react. And I was worried I would fuck it up. 

I opened the door to climb out, but Reuben reached across me and pulled the door back shut. 

“We can wait on this.”

“I don’t want to wait.” 

“What are you afraid of?”

“What makes you think I’m afraid,” I spat more aggressively than was warranted. 

“Your eyes get all... darty.”

I clenched my jaw and looked away. 

His voice was encouraging. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.” 

There were so many things. But the biggest insecurity weighing on me was that this beautiful, sadistic man was going to be unhappy with me if I wasn’t able to meet him in his darkness. I was most afraid that he would release himself on me, “go dark” as he said, and that I would be upset by it. I was afraid of not being enough for him, not being able to handle his needs or his desires, or his true self. 

Because that was the thing about sadists. They were embarrassed and shy and tended to hate themselves because of their desires. Because what kind of decent human enjoys inflicting pain and suffering on another person? What kind of person do you have to be to get off on that? At least, that’s what they tended to tell themselves. 

I adored them. Once they slipped into that mental headspace and let themselves free, I thought sadistic men were absolutely beautiful. They were real, and solid, and honest, and I wanted to take everything they had and drown in it. 

But Reuben was right to be wary. The last sadist I’d played with broke my trust. I worried that Reuben would show his true colors and let his Beast out on me, and I would respond in a way that made him feel unwanted. 

How was I supposed to say that in a way that was truthful, but also didn’t make him drive me home?

“Can we go inside?”

“Yes, of course.”

Inside, Annette was typing away at the front desk, as she always was. Her long blonde hair was pulled up in a ponytail and she wore a black blouse with a peter pan collar, elegant minimal makeup, and a relaxed and professional expression on her face. I was pretty sure her main job at AnchorX was to keep the scared nervous submissives from freaking out, so she always looked relaxed. 

But I knew Annette from The Underground. She put on a mask when she came to AnchorX. She was an extreme edge player like myself, a switch, and a fellow brat. Annette dropped her calm, collected mask when she saw me. 

She jumped up and ran around the desk and wrapped me in a bear hug. “Oh my God, are you okay? I heard about Woodrow. What the fuck! It’s so good to see you. I saw your name come up and I wasn’t sure if it was really you!” 

“Hey! Yes, it’s really me.” I hugged her back. 

She pulled away and looked at me. “You good? Do I need to kill a bitch?”

I laughed and shook my head. “No, I’m being taken care of. But thank you.”

“Becca and Simon are in room five. They’re ready for you.” 

“Thanks, Annie.” 

She kissed both my cheeks and hugged me again, and I laughed and wiped her lipstick off my face. Annette made her way back to the desk, attempting to resume her calm, collected demeanor. 

Reuben put his hand on my shoulder and led me towards room five. His grip seemed a little heavier than it had before. 

Before he opened the door, he leaned against it and looked at me again, crossing his arms and staring down at me. Leaning against the door with his arms crossed like that, I barely came up to his elbow. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. 

Hot. So hot. 

“Now... tell me what you’re afraid of.”

I stared at him, trying to put all that shit I’d come to terms with into words, and ending up with, “Mostly, that I’ll disappoint you.” 

He reached out and took my face in his hands, dropping down to one knee to look me in the eye. His voice was quiet and low, barely more than a growl. “You won’t. I’m already so proud of you. You’re walking into a room knowing I might upset and trigger you. That’s a big deal, little bug.” 

He brushed my hair out of my eyes and ran his thumb along my lip. “I need you to understand that I adore you. I need you to safeword if you get upset. I will be extremely hurt if I find out you went too far because you were afraid of telling me what you need, or because you don’t want to ruin a scene. It’s just a scene. We can do this as many times as we want, whenever we want. But you must be honest with me. Do you understand?”

“Yes Sir.” 

I loved watching his face when I called him that. It was like it fed a fire deep inside him. 

He took a deep breath and rose to his full height and opened the door. “Go in, check in with your friends. I’m going to wait until Becca gives me the OK to come in. Then we’ll proceed with what we discussed.”

“Okay, Darcy,” I smirked, and snuck past him. He landed a quick smack on my ass and shut the door behind me. 

The small playroom was lit with low, yellowish lights. It resembled a grungy shack or cabin and was as close to Woodrow’s playroom as they had. I’d played here before, but they’d removed most of the wall decor and furniture to mimic what I’d described. 

Simon was pacing, his thumbs tucked into his pockets. Becca stood beside the rack. They both looked up at me when I came inside. 

I felt embarrassed to see them both, but Simon’s face changed from stressed to relieved. He missed me. Of course he missed me. God, I’m such a dick to him. 

I smiled and ran to Simon, and he scooped me up in his arms, hugging me tightly. “Don’t you ever fucking hide from me again, Sprite.” 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and I realized my throat was thick with emotion. I hugged him back tightly. 

An onslaught of memories hit me: the first time I’d drunkenly fallen off the stage and into his lap and the way his eyes had lit up. The first time we had sex, and we both lost the vibe when I said something stupid that made him laugh out loud, and we ended up sharing whiskey and laughing it off. The time I asked him to take charge of my aftercare after my scenes with Michael Lewis, and he’d wholeheartedly agreed. The hours we spent talking and crying and laughing in his tattoo shop while he decorated my skin and turned me into a walking piece of art. All of it flashed through my mind in a split second, and I squeezed him tighter. 

Why the hell had I let this relationship fizzle out? Simon was one of my best friends. He always accepted me for who I was, and never judged me other than to call me out on my bullshit. He was nothing but supportive, made sure I had my needs met, and backed me up when other people hurt me. 

He’s a damn miracle. 

“I love you,” I whispered to him. I may not be in love with Simon, but I knew what this was. 

“I love you too, you little demon sprite. Don’t pull that shit again, you understand?”

I nodded and wiped my eyes. Great. I’m crying again. That’s super cool. 

“Seriously, Alice. Even if you think I hate you... even if I do. I will always be here for you. I will always help you. I will always kick a fucker’s ass if they hurt you. Even if it’s Reuben. Got it?”

The way he said that meant the world to me. Simon knew I struggled with cutting people off, and he also knew I tended to yo-yo between affection and disgust. “I promise.” 

“Can you tell me what he’s about to do to you? Are you clear on what’s happening today?” 

I nodded but he pushed me to elaborate, so I gave him a rundown of what Reuben had described. 

“Are you okay with that? Do you want to change anything?”

“No. I want to get through this.” 

“Walking through the door counts as getting through this.” 

I huffed a sad laugh and smiled. “Yeah... it feels like it.” 

“I’m going to watch you really fucking carefully, Sprite, and if I think you need to stop I’m going to call it. But I’d rather you call it. Actually I think it’s important that you use your safeword, even if you’re not freaked out or upset. I think you should use it just so you know you can. Just so you know you did.” 

I took a deep breath and nodded again. “Yeah... I haven’t told him that, but I was planning on it.” 

“It’s Scarlett, right?” 

“Yeah. And Orange for a break.” 

“I’m listening for Red, Yellow, No, and Stop, too.” 

“You’re such a good person.” 

He put his thumbs in his pockets and shrugged awkwardly. “I care about you. For the record, I told Reuben he needed a brat a few years ago, and he laughed at me. So you just earned me a hundred bucks. I think you two are going to be great together.” Looking me in the eye, he said softly, “He will absolutely take care of you. He cares so damn much, Sprite. He cares so much it’s going to break you in half.” 

I wasn’t sure what to do with that, so I pushed him away and said, “Okay, enough emotional bullshit, I want my ass beat.” 

He rolled his eyes and ruffled my hair and took up a spot in the corner on a stool, setting his elbows on his knees and clenching his fists. 

Becca approached me next, a gentle smile on her face. 

“Hey sweet girl.” 

“You must not know me very well yet.” 

It was our typical greeting, one we’d used for the past few years. It was almost a joke, and it felt good to make it. 

“You sure this is what you want?”

“Yes ma’am.” 

“Ooh. Very respectful. I like it.”

“Don’t get used to it.” 

Becca knew the way to my heart was sarcasm. She had a way of pulling the truth out of me by being brutally honest. “This was my idea, Alice,” she said. “And if it’s not right for you, then tell me to fuck off and I’ll cancel the whole thing. Hell, if you’d rather watch him top me, I’ll let that happen just so you know what to expect.” 

I shook my head. “No, I think I’m good,” I said, standing up straighter. 

“I’ll be listening for anything out of the ordinary. Red, yellow, pineapple.” 

Red, yellow, pineapple. That was another running joke we’d had at The Underground. People used to say it during conversations when they wanted to halt the discussion and make a solid point. 

I was safe here. I smiled and felt the tension release from my shoulders that I didn’t know I was holding. 

“Okay... lay down then.” She gestured to the floor beside the rack, where she’d placed a yoga mat. 

Smart woman. Not giving me time to think too much. I found myself walking to the mat and laying down. Becca made her way to the edge of the room. I laid down on my side, my back to the door, curled up in the fetal position, and closed my eyes. 

It wasn’t until I closed my eyes and the room seemed to drop into silence that I allowed myself to even listen to the thoughts that were bombarding me. Knowing the purpose of our scene today was to put me back in a place where I had to confront what had happened to me suddenly sounded like the dumbest fucking idea I’d ever had. I’m crazy. I’m fucking crazy. Simon was right. Maybe I should just safeword right now and call it a day. This isn’t–

The door flew open and slammed shut a moment later, and I felt a rush of heat– or ice, or numbness, or maybe all of them– run down my whole body, paralyzing me on the mat. I could see Woodrow, in my mind’s eye, walking towards me with intention. Suddenly I was back there, naked, cold, terrified, and completely helpless. 

Only it was Reuben who pulled me up under the armpits. The sight of him almost jerked me out of my headspace. It confused me. Why was he here?

“You listen to me, you little whore,” he growled in my face, spit flying and hitting my skin. His eyes flashed and he snarled. “You belong to me now, and the sooner you accept that, the easier it will be for you.” 

He leaned forward towards me and I pushed him away on instinct, but he grabbed my wrists with one hand and my neck with the other and pressed my back into the wall, lifting me up off the ground. My feet hung limply under me, and I squirmed and kicked on instinct. His eyes darted between mine for a moment, and then he lowered his head and sank his teeth into my neck. 

The combination of the confusion in my head, mixed with the eroticism of Reuben biting me shut my brain off. I wasn’t capable of speaking at that point. 

His teeth cut into my skin and I gasped, and then I felt his tongue lap against my neck. A low growl reverberated through both our bodies and his hands tightened around my neck and my wrists. 

Then he dropped me. He pulled away and let me go, and I fell to the ground. My knees hit the yoga mat that Becca had set out for me – was Becca here? Was that Simon in the corner? – and I felt like I was falling out of myself, out of wherever I thought I was. 

My body was dragged by my arms and my hair towards the rack in the corner, and I felt bile rise in my throat. At the same time, a deep pang of desire and need clenched deep in my gut. What the fuck? How am I scared and turned on at the same time? What the hell is wrong with me? 

He pushed me against the rack mounted to the wall, and I remembered where I was. A quick memory invaded my mind of Woodrow strapping me here. I had absolutely no safety, no control, because he wouldn’t fucking listen to my safeword. 

Shit. Oh my God, someone help me! I felt my mouth move on my own and I wasn’t sure what I was saying. A hand wrenched my face up, and I met his eyes—

Reuben’s eyes. Reuben was here. 

“I’m okay.”

Somehow, my clothes were gone, and I was cuffed to the wall behind me. His eyes glowed with feral energy, and he cracked his knuckles. The leather tails of the flogger snapped against my skin. 

“I’m okay.” 
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Knowing I was safe combined with the onslaught of memories I was experiencing was a really fucking weird combination. 

I could see Reuben, his eyes dark and intense and filled with fire, laughing at me as I struggled against him. I could feel his hands around my neck, tight and unrelenting the way the collar had been. But it wasn’t a collar, and it was him, so it was okay. I could hear him saying the same things Peter had said, but it wasn’t Peter. It felt the same, but it didn’t. 

It was overall very confusing. 

I knew I was panicking, but I was also starting to float and settle into the scene. Part of me wanted this over, and the other part of me was afraid that if I didn’t get through it, everything would fall apart. I saw that look in Reuben’s eyes as he held me there, letting my legs kick against nothing and the blood cut off from my brain. He smiled at me. Like he knew. Like he was waiting. 

Like he was proud of me. 

“Come on, sweetheart. Tell me to stop.” Another slap in the face. 

“I don’t want you to stop!”

Softly, he whispered to me, “I need your trust more than I need your pain.” 

And he was right. It was on the tip of my tongue, and I had to choke the word out, because I was so fucking terrified I’d see him roll his eyes, or sigh in defeat, or hesitate when I said it. 

But he didn’t. His eyes widened and I watched my safeword physically jerk him out of his headspace.

Instantly, he released my throat, unbuckled my wrists from the cuffs he’d used to restrain me to the rack, and pulled me into his arms. 

There was a strange, high-pitched sound in the back of my mind that I was pretty sure was my blood rushing back into my brain. He wrapped me up in a weighted blanket and held me against his chest, rubbing my back and kissing my hair as he spoke to me in a low, soothing tone. “You’re safe, sweetheart. I’ve got you. You’re safe. You did such a good job. I’m so proud of you. You were so brave. You’re okay. We’re here, I’m here, your friends are here. You’re okay. What a good girl I have.” 

I hugged him tighter and the high-pitched scream seemed to fade away slightly, like I was coming up out of a nightmare. 

Only I was never in my nightmare, because Reuben had been there the whole time. I’d seen it all; I’d seen Pete, the flash of his eyes, the smile on his face, the confidence of his hands holding the whip. Only it had been Reuben, with a flogger instead. And he’d had this look on his face while he watched me carefully, waiting and listening. Careful. Intentional. 

As the adrenaline burned its way through my body and the rush and the terror faded away, other things clicked into place as well. I’d seen Simon sitting on his stool, watching me and listening. He’d made eye contact with me as if to make sure I was still able to communicate. I’d heard him say, “Reuben, hold on,” when I felt my throat close in terror, and Reuben had hesitated and waited until I made eye contact with him again. I’d seen Becca stand up when I uttered my safeword. She was beside me now, holding a bottle of water, saying something that I couldn’t quite connect with. 

I pressed my face into Reuben’s chest and breathed in as deep as I could. 

“Hey, exhale. Come on. You’re going to pass out.” A sharp burst of something, not pain, but something jarring forced me to cough. I found myself laughing in a weird dysphoria. 

A while later, I settled. I wasn’t sure how long it took but I felt calm, and safe. My friends were here, and Reuben had his arms wrapped around me, and I was sipping on some water through a straw, and I felt myself smile and close my eyes. 

The only thing on repeat through my mind was the look in his eyes when I’d uttered that word, the way all the tension in the room had evaporated instantly upon my revocation of my consent. 

I looked up at him, and he smiled. “You okay?”

“Are you upset with me?”

“Hell no. I’m so fucking proud of you.” 

“I’m mad at you.” 

“Why?” He looked down at me in horror. 

“You didn’t let me come!”

He burst out laughing and hugged me tighter, squeezing my ribs so it was almost painful to breathe. I caught a glimpse of a joyous light in his eye a moment before he pressed my face into his chest, and it seared itself into my memory. My eyes fell shut and I melted into him, only halfway aware of the world. 

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

“Was I screaming?” I whispered. 

“Well... yeah, for a while there.” 

“Am I still screaming?”

“No. You’re good. Are your ears ringing?”

“Yeah, a little.” 

His hands cupped my ears and kissed my forehead. I lifted my face to his. 

“How come you never kiss me?”

“I kiss you all the time!”

“No you don’t. You haven’t kissed me since last Friday!” 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Let’s fix that.”
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“You okay, Sprite?” 

I jerked in Reuben’s arms and looked up at Simon. He had a soft smile on his face. 

“Yeah, I’m good, I think,” I said. “I’m kinda hungry.”

Reuben was running his fingers through my hair. “Do you want to talk about this now? Here? Or do you want to wait?”

“Um... we can talk.”

We were in a different room now, sitting on a couch. I was still wrapped up in Reuben’s arms, and he was holding me snug against his chest. He was so warm and snuggly, like a teddy bear. It made me feel all fuzzy inside. 

“You seemed in and out of the scene,” Simon said. “How much do you remember?”

“Um... I remember seeing two things at once. I could see Reuben, but I could also see Woodrow. I was there, but I was here. And I felt safe even though I was scared. And also turned on. Which is really weird.”

“It’s very normal,” Becca said. “What made you decide to safeword?”

I tried to think back to the situation. “I felt like... well, like he said. Our trust was more important than the scene. He needed to know I’d use it if I needed it, and I needed to know I could. I feel like this was almost... a test run? Does that make sense?”

“It absolutely does,” she said. Simon was nodding. “I’m really glad you chose to do what you did.”

“Me too,” Reuben said.

“I feel like part of me only freaked out because we planned on me freaking out, and I would have been okay with our old plan if I hadn’t psyched myself out... but I’m also glad we did this, because like you said, I have to process it. Is that normal?”

“Absolutely,” Becca said. “And you didn’t psych yourself out, you allowed yourself to get through what you needed to get through. That’s why scenes like this work. They put you back in that place and give you control over the situation. You did really well, Alice.”

Reuben was nodding. “Yes. What else do you need? Are you okay? You told me cuddles and snacks, but I get the feeling you need more than that.”

“She likes ice cream, and bubble baths, and loves having her butt rubbed,” Simon said. 

I tried to hide my smile as I buried my face in Reuben’s chest. Simon wasn’t wrong. There was something weird, therapeutic, and a little sexy about having my butt rubbed. 

Reuben laughed and laid on his back, pulling me against him and letting his hands fall to my ass, rubbing small circles. “Were you going to admit to that?”

“I mean, eventually,” I sighed. “I’m loving this weighted blanket though.” 

“You need to tell me what you like, little bug. I’ll give it to you, I promise. My aftercare is giving you aftercare. I need to know you’re happy and okay. That’s what keeps me happy and okay.” 

“Okay, well... Can we get tacos? There’s this super good food truck over on thirty-second street. They barely speak English, but their tacos are so good, and you can order, like, one of each of their different kinds, and they give you a ton of cilantro–”

“Yes, we can get tacos. Look at me.” Reuben’s voice cut through my rambling. I sat up and crossed my legs. The weighted blanket wrapped around us fell off my shoulders, and I felt like I was still floating on endorphins. 

“You did something really scary today. Are we good? Do you want to crash with Simon tonight? Do you feel safe?”

“Simon?” I asked softly. “No, I want to stay with you.”

“I just worry I’ve upset you. Like maybe you need some space.”

I felt my eyes water. “Please don’t make me go away. I just want tacos and hugs and maybe we can watch a movie? We can watch your nerd tv show. Can I stay with you?”

The concern melted away from his face and he hugged me against his chest. “You can stay with me for as long as you want. You’re mine, remember?” 
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Walking into that room was one of the hardest things I’ve done in a long time. My gut told me if it went poorly, it would destroy the tiny bit of trust I’d established with her. 

I don’t want to lose her. We’ve only just started. I had no reason to adore her as much as I did, but I could already tell I was extremely invested in our dynamic.

We are both crazy for doing this. We should go home, rest, talk more, and revisit this in a few weeks.

But we had to do it. She was honest with me, telling me she needed regular pain sessions to maintain her mental health, and if I couldn’t trust her to use her safeword if she needed to, I couldn’t meet that need. 

I could see the commitment to our scene in Alice’s eyes, and her effort to stay in the moment with me. But I could also see the raw terror fighting its way to the surface. When she released herself to my trust, whispering her safeword as softly as she could bare to say it, she winced and held her breath. She believed, for that split second, that I would laugh in her face instead of care for her.

I took so much pride and comfort in bringing her back down, in holding her against my chest as she screamed herself out. It felt like she was evicting the memories from her mind through her throat. After our conversation with Becca and Simon, seeing her slowly come back to her adorable, chatty, and slightly goofy self, I felt a little euphoric. 

We did it. We are going to be okay. 

She was soft and a little drowsy on our way home, and I picked up the tacos she asked for from the food truck. She waved at the guy in the truck and rolled the window down and said, “Hola Señor Velasquez!” 

“Hola Señorita!” 

“What tacos do you want, little bug?” I asked her. 

“One of each.”

“One of each? How are you going to fit eight tacos in that tiny little body?”

She turned to me with a sly look in her eye and said, “You’d be amazed what I can fit.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. 

I shook my head at her and looked at Señor Velasquez, who was trying not to laugh. The man beside him did not win that battle and turned away and threw some tortillas on the grill.

I ordered a bunch of tacos for us to share, and Alice and the men in the truck chatted in a weird combination of half English, half Spanish, while they prepared our food.

“Extra sauce for you, Señorita!” said the other guy, and put a few extra small plastic containers of cilantro sauce in the bag. She grinned and raised her shoulder in a flirty way. 

“You guys are buddies, then?” I asked when I got back in the car. 

“Alvin and Pedro are part of the local cartel,” she said offhand. “We met through work.”

“Oh. Really?”

“Yeah... I may have slept with a few of them.”

“A few?”

“Uh... five.” 

“Five?”

“It was a long weekend.” 

“You little slut.”

“You love it. Give me one of those carnitas.”

“You are not eating in my car.”

Back at home, we demolished the tacos, and then sat on the couch and watched Rapunzel while she put away a half pint of strawberry ice cream. I brushed her hair and massaged her shoulders while she watched, and she eventually stripped down so she was naked while she sat in my arms. 

“Will you tie me up again,” she whispered during a particularly emotional scene. 

“Of course, little bug. What color do you want?”

“Umm black, I think.”

She watched the screen and seemed to breathe calmer and deeper as I wrapped the ropes around her chest. “You enjoy the ropes, don’t you?”

“It feels like I’m back inside my body. Like I can breathe again.”

I kissed her shoulder, enjoying the scent of her skin and the feeling of her blood pulsing under the vein near her neck. “You taste good.”

“You still haven’t let me come.”

“Oh... you want to come, hmm?” 

She nodded and looked back at me. “Yes, Sir.” 

I paused the movie and pulled her tighter against me. “You’re going to have to ask better than that.”

“Please,” she whispered. “Please, Sir? I feel confused and dizzy, like I’m going to explode.” 

I turned her around and pulled her into my lap, her legs spread on either side of mine. I buried one hand in her hair and forced her to look at me, and the other hand I let stray to her nipple, where I played with it, tugging gently on the ring. 

“Do you want pain, or pleasure?”

“Both. I want everything. I’ll take everything you have.”

“What if I decide you get nothing?” I tightened my grip in her hair. Her eyes flew wide and she whimpered a little.

“But... but you like me!”

“Yeah. And I like seeing you cry. And I like seeing you fuss. And I like seeing you under my control. So maybe I want you to just sit there and burn for me.” 

She stuttered and stammered, frustrated and angry, staring at me with her big pleading eyes all glossy from unshed tears. 

“You big fat jerk,” she spat, looking like an angry wild animal. A baby animal, but still wild. 

“If you’re going to call me names and insult me, I’m going to punish that mouth.”

“Bet, asshole.” She stuck her tongue out for just an instant.

I was going to try to keep it on the low side of things so she didn’t completely hate me this early in our dynamic, but she had this horrible way of pissing me off and getting under my skin. Fine, you demon child. You want the beast? You’ll have to deal with him. 

With one hand, I gripped her chin, squeezing her jaw hard. “Open your dirty fucking mouth,” I growled, and pried her mouth open, spitting in her mouth. 

The little monster moaned. Her eyelids fluttered and her cheeks flushed. 

“God, you are such a pretty little whore, aren’t you,” I laughed, holding her face in place so she had no choice but to look at me. “You like being my bitch? You like being my little toy?” 

She tried to speak, but I still had her jaw pried open. “Fuck!– stop squirming and sit still.” I spat on her tongue, a large glob this time, and she panted as I pulled away. “Now you’re going to shut your mouth and hold onto that. Don’t swallow until I tell you to. If you can do that, I’ll give you a fucking orgasm.”

Her eyes widened as I put both my hands on her knees, jerking them wide open. Pitiful little sounds escaped her as I ran my fingers up and down her legs, letting my nails gently scratch her skin. I was rock hard and throbbing at the cute little sounds and the desperation in her face. Not such a brat now, are you, sweetheart? 

I continued teasing and scraping at her thighs with one hand, and with the other I tweaked her nipple, softly first, then harshly pinching and twisting it. Little pain slut could barely contain herself, she was crying and attempting to keep her mouth shut around the wad of spit on her tongue. Her chin was tilted up, trying not to let her mouth spill open with the saliva that had most definitely flooded her mouth.

“Mmm, Mmm!” she whined, pointing to her mouth. 

“Oh, you want to be allowed to swallow?”

“Mh-hm!” 

“I bet your mouth is full of your drool now, isn’t it? Starting to drip down your throat?” Her eyes widened and she struggled not to choke. 

“Starting to tickle a little?” I smirked. 

Her eyes watered with the effort to keep from swallowing. Poor thing... I’ll need to train that gag reflex eventually, if only for the fun of it. 

Right as she seemed to get control over herself, my hand flew up from her thigh and gripped her chin, pressing against her neck with just the slightest bit of pressure. Not enough to hurt. Not enough to choke. Just enough to–

She swallowed, purely on reflex, and then stared at me in betrayal. 

“Oops,” I shrugged. “Poor baby.”

She opened her mouth and showed me her tongue. Although it was fainter, she still somehow had most of the glob of my spit on her tongue. She’d somehow maintained it on her tongue.

“Okay,” I grinned. “I’ll give you an orgasm, baby. But you’re going to wish I hadn’t.” 

I scooped her up in my arms and stood up. She locked her ankles around my waist, and I pulled her face to me and kissed her. I loved the way her mouth was so hot and needy for me, sweet and soft, and she was brave with her tongue and her teeth. I loved how loud she was. She didn’t try to shyly hide her pleasure. She wasn’t embarrassed. She let me see her need. I bit down hard on her lip and she moaned. 

Slowly, I walked us down towards the dungeon in my garage. She hugged me tight and pressed her face into my chest as if hiding from her surroundings. I laid her down on the full-size bed in the corner of the room, placing her wrists above her head and binding her in a simple double-column tie. Then I explored her body with my tongue and my teeth, playing with her breasts and letting my fingernails scrape down her skin, tasting the moans that erupted from her lips. 

“Please, please Sir,” she mumbled against my mouth. “I... I hurt.” 

“I know,” I said, digging my fingernails into her skin. “You look so beautiful.” 

“You promised...”

“Be patient or you’ll get two.”

I bit down on her thigh and spread her legs obnoxiously wide. From the drawer where I kept the dildos, I extracted the biggest fucking nightmare of a dildo I could find. Bulbus and textured, thicker than a coke can. Then I grabbed my favorite high-powered wand. My gut clenched at the images dancing across my mind. I couldn’t wait to see her fall to pieces for me. 

I watched her laying there, splayed open and needy for me. Fuck was she stunning, such a dripping little mess with those big blue eyes, her hair splayed out behind her... I shoved the dildo inside her sopping wet cunt, watching her eyes shoot wide at the intrusion as I pushed it further past the point of pleasure. Leaning forward to watch her pussy cling and flex around the toy, I drug my tongue up the inside of her thigh. My stomach flipped at the sweet taste of her cum and her sweat on her skin. She gasped and shuddered, flexing and thrusting her hips against the toy to make room for the invading monster I was about to fuck her with. 

“You going to scream for me, demon girl?”

She let out a string of nonsensical babbles and begging. She was crying harder now, and drooling a little. She didn’t see the vibrator, but she felt it when I pressed it against her clit. 

“Let’s take care of that needy little bug.” Her eyes widened in terror as she realized what I was about to do. I laughed and turned it on to the highest setting. 

And oh, did she come. She cried out, her eyes filling with tears and spilling over, her already smudged eye makeup made even worse by the fresh bout of tears. The sounds coming from her throat were desperate and needy, and made my blood hot. I felt her wetness spill out over my hand as I viciously fucked her with the dildo, and my head swam with the scent of her release. The wand on her clit forced another orgasm on her before she could recover from the first, and she screamed. Fucking screamed, opened her throat and wailed like she was being murdered. 

And I fucking lost it. That sound, that look on her face, I felt the exact moment I lost control and my orgasm washed over me: pure ecstasy, and a few moments of bliss. 

But she smiled as she screamed, and her eyes locked onto mine, and I saw something in her gaze that I didn’t expect to see. 

Affection. 

We were two sides of the same coin, and I knew I finally found the thing I’ve been searching for my whole life. 

Alice may have been a loose cannon and a complete disaster, but she was mine, and I was wholeheartedly and completely obsessed with her. 
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The house was quiet. I slept an extra hour and felt amazing by the time I got out of bed and went into my home gym to exercise. I found myself enjoying the workout more than normal, knowing I’d need my strength to keep up with the little bug down the hall. 

My mind went back to the events of last night. Her stunning body, the fight in her eyes, the sounds she’d made when she came... and the way she’d clung to me in the dungeon when confronted by her demons.

The girl was bringing me back to life. I could feel it. The numbness was fading. The past few years of high, thick walls built around the Beast was starting to crumble at the hands of a little five-foot fox in bondage. 

I slept fitfully the night before, worried that Alice would have another nightmare. Eventually I caved to the temptation and snuck into her room, laying on the edge of the bed beside her and watching her sleep before drifting off myself. She slept through the night, and I woke up and left before she woke up and realized I was there. I tried to keep us in separate beds for now, mostly to resist the temptation to overindulge in her body. 

The coffee was hot and breakfast was ready, but she wasn’t up yet, so I cracked the door open and peered inside. 

Oh. She was awake alright. Wide awake and flushed, her eyes closed and her mouth slightly parted in pleasure, her hands moving underneath the covers. 

“What are you doing, little bug?”

She jerked and rolled over, pulling the covers up to her chin and staring at me with wide eyes, her face flushed from her morning self-care. 

“Nothing.” 

“Oh... well good. Because breakfast is ready.” 

She pursed her lips and I raised an eyebrow at her until she finally got up, rolling her eyes. She pulled on a crop top and a pair of the panties I’d bought her last week. 

“What are we going to do today,” she asked as she heaped several spoonsful of sugar into her coffee. 

“I have to go by The Weston House for a few hours, but then I’ll be back. I thought we could go out, take care of a few things I’ve been meaning to get to... and maybe swing by Simon’s shop when we were done.”

Her eyes darted up to mine and she grinned. “Really?”

“I confirmed with him last night. That half-finished tattoo looks a little odd. Don’t you want to know what it is?”

She nodded. “Yeah. I’m super excited to see what he designed. He wouldn’t show it to me.”

“Do you get a thrill from letting him do mystery ink on you? Or is it more than that?”

She thought about it while she sipped her coffee and attempted to nibble at a piece of toast. She was doing better about eating in the mornings, but she still didn’t consume much. 

“I think part of it is the surrender for me. He’s making a decision for me about my body, and it’s permanent. I trust him, because he’s an amazing artist and I love ink anyway, but he’s the only one I trust to do something like that. It’s thrilling, but also really emotional. 

“He blindfolded me for the snake. Tied my wrists and blindfolded me, and did the three snakes around my belly. He ended up adding the part that goes up my chest and around to my back a little bit later. It started as just the three heads, and it was a surprise.”

“Does the snake mean anything to you? Or is it just art?”

“It means something to him. And it meant a lot that he shared it with me.” Alice looked down at her hands, and didn’t elaborate on the meaning of the snake, so I didn’t ask. 

“Well then. I think that settles our afternoon plans then, doesn’t it?” 

She bounced up and down in her seat, forgetting she was holding a coffee cup, and spilled it down her shirt. “Oops.” 

“Oh, Alice.” 

We finished breakfast and before she got up to shower and change, I cautioned her. “I know what you were doing this morning,” I said. 

She pursed her lips and cocked her head, one eyebrow raising ever so slightly, which I was learning was her brat face. 

“And?”

“I want to add another rule.” 

“Do you?” 

“Rule eight. I control your orgasms. You do not play or come without permission.”

She placed her finger against her lips, tapping her mouth like she was thinking. “Yeah, that’s gonna be a hell fucking no from me. Sorry.”

I smirked. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”

“What’cha gonna do about it?” 

“Well... you’re more than welcome to play and come as often as you want, then.” I couldn’t resist the smirk on my own face. She glared at me suspiciously, knowing there was a catch. 

“But?”

“But you won’t be getting any orgasms from me.” 

She dropped her arms down by her side. “No, Sir! That’s... ugh.” She pouted, sticking her lip out and shrugging sadly. “But... but they’re better when they’re from you.” 

“I bet they are.”

I knew I was playing dirty. And she knew too. She knew from our haggling about her water and meals that she was fully within her right to negotiate this particular request. I’d made it a point to go back and forth with her so she knew she had some say-so. 

But this was a game she wanted to play. And it was a game she wanted to lose. So this time, she sighed, rolled her eyes extra dramatically and muttered as sarcastically as possible, “Ugh, fine... I will not play, or come, without permission.” 

“You don’t sound super excited about it.”

“I’m not. I’m already regretting it.” 

I rose and walked towards her slowly, and she backed up until she was pressed against the dining room wall. Slowly, I lowered my face down closer towards hers, not touching her. 

“Do you have any idea how high I can take you?”

She bit her lip and let out a funny little combination of a moan and a squeak. She swallowed hard and said with a shuddering voice, “No, Sir.” 

“Well... you’re going to find out. Play the game, Alice. If you hate it, we’ll change the rules. But give me a chance to prove to you how wonderful it can be for you when I have complete control over your body. Give me a chance to blow you away.” 

The look on her face was enough to get my blood flowing south. She looked so completely pathetic, her lips parted, her breath shallow, her blue and purple eyes wide and dilated. Her voice was breathy as she attempted to retain her attitude. “You think you have control over my body?”

“I will.”

“You think you can blow me away?” she scoffed. 

“I did last night, didn’t I?” 

“Eh. It was okay.” But her cheeks were pink. 

I scooped her up and carried her back to her room, using the pair of fishnets discarded on the floor to bind her wrists. She giggled when I tossed her on the bed, but she moaned and squirmed as I tied her wrists. 

Leaning forward, I locked eyes with her as I let my fingers brush lightly over her nipples and down to her belly, circling the jewelry in her skin. Her reactions were phenomenal, and made it hard for me to stick to the plan. 

She lifted her face as if to kiss me, but I pulled away just far enough so she couldn’t reach. I held her gaze and smiled as my fingers trailed down just a little farther. 

“Oh fuck, please... ugh,” she whimpered when I pulled my hand away. 

“Stay,” I growled. “I’ll be right back.” 

“Agh!” She squirmed and pulled at the tights that held her wrists, rocking her hips against nothing. 

I returned with the tool I’d set out in my room, keeping it hidden so she wouldn’t fight me until it was too late. She didn’t get a good look at it when I came back in, and I set it aside and crushed my mouth to hers, effectively distracting her and blocking out her view of what I was about to do. 

“You’re mine, aren’t you, little bug,” I whispered against her mouth. 

“Yes Sir!” 

“Say it. Tell me who you belong to.” I nipped at her lip and then dragged my tongue across it. 

Her voice quivered and her breath was coming faster. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“That’s fucking right you do.” Before she had a moment to react, I very quickly grabbed the leather strap, hauled her legs up, and buckled the chastity belt around her waist, locking it into place with a tight strap between her legs. “And I like to keep what’s mine all nice and locked up,” I grinned, “ready and hot for when I want it.”

“Oh, fuck no!” 

She squirmed and kicked at me, but it was too late. I stood up and laughed at her whining and pulling at her tights, the leather and metal belt gleaming against her pale skin. It matched the collar I’d made for her, and the cuffs that Julia had just texted me she’d finished. 

“No, Reuben! Come on! This isn’t funny! Let me out!”

“Absolutely not.” I looked at my watch and sighed dramatically. “Sweetheart, I have to go to work.” 

“This isn’t fair! You got me all riled up and then... ugh!” She collapsed on the bed, still pulling at her arms. Her voice had risen to a higher octave as she whined. 

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” I said, reaching over and untying her wrists. “Be ready to go when I come home.” 

“Oh, I’m fucking ready to go right now! I am so fucking ready to go!” 

I laughed. “I bet you are.” I turned and headed for the door of her room. 

She jumped up and tugged on the belt, glaring at it. It was locked, of course, and she eyed the key around my neck. “But... But Sir!” She gave up tugging on it and threw herself at me, wrapping her arms around my leg, her eyes welling with tears of frustration. 

“Poor little girl,” I said, enjoying the fuck out of her torment. “You’ve never been properly edged before, have you? You brought this on yourself, you know. Playing without me this morning. You naughty thing.”

“Reuben, Sir, please, don’t leave me like this.” 

I felt a trickle of arousal go down my spine as I watched the first few tears fall down her cheeks. Tilting her chin up, I watched them make their slow journey down her face and splash onto her belly. 

“You’re so fucking gorgeous when you cry.” I pulled her close and kissed the top of her head with as much affection as I could muster, and then released her. “Get dressed to go out. Try not to look like a whore. See you in a few hours, little bug... Be good for me.” 

She stared at me in horror, the desperation on her face turned to anger. “No... No! I’m mad at you!” She stomped her foot. 

“You had better be good today, or you’re going to be really mad if I choose not to take that off tonight.” 

Her jaw dropped and her eyes filled with horror. I shut the door and left before she had a chance to say anything else, grinning like a fucking asshole the whole way to the treatment center. 
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When I got home from The Weston House, Alice was lounging on the couch playing on her phone. She had chosen her fishnets with little sparkly rhinestones up the back seams, black Doc Martens, a leather mini skirt, and a white crop top with planets on it. Her belly glinted with a purple and blue piece of jewelry, little stones teasing me and begging to be played with. She looked delicious like that, with her makeup done and her hair pulled up in a ponytail, dressed up like a little freak. 

“I thought I told you not to look like a whore.” 

“I think I look like a princess,” she said, flipping her ponytail. She still looked pissed as hell that she was locked up.

I rolled my eyes and went to check the kitchen to see if she’d finished her chores, or possibly sabotaged anything. “A goblin princess maybe... you didn’t put any of the pans away.”

She stood up, stomped to the kitchen, took the pan from the drying rack, and lifted it as high as she could, attempting to hook the handle on the metal hook above the stove, looking me in the eye the entire time. She was about two feet too short.

“Point taken. I’ll get you a step stool.” I took the pan from her and hooked it myself. 

“So I’m not in trouble, right?”

“You’re definitely in trouble. Come on.” I spanked her ass once just for the fun of it. 

“Hey... you’re going to let me come later, right?” 

I smirked and looked down at her. “Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Depends on how good you decide to be today.” 

She glared. “I don’t like you anymore.” 

I laughed. “You’ll like me again in an hour.” 

She growled as I led her towards the door. 
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The first stop was Julia’s shop on the outskirts of town. Alice was in a better mood once I distracted her by letting her choose the music, and she chatted and yammered the whole way during the car ride until we pulled up to Julia’s shop. 

She was what my mother would have called “a pile of spaghetti.” Every thought she had led her another direction, and then reminded her of some other random story. In the course of ten minutes, she managed to tell me about the time she almost drowned in a kiddie pool at the age of fifteen, a traumatic show-and-tell situation at age five, and something about a disintegrated pet hamster. I couldn’t follow most of it.

We climbed out of the car and she continued to chatter, “Oh my gosh, Julia’s place! I’m so excited. I haven’t seen her in like, forever. She used to come by The Underground all the time and try to sell her stuff! She stopped though. Oh, I wonder if that’s because she got into the shop? I got most of my stuff from her. It’s so comfy and she does custom work. Oh shit, did she make the belt? I bet she did. Do you think maybe–”

I cut her off, placing my hand over her mouth. “I’m glad you’re excited, little bug, but you’re wearing me out, and we’ve just gotten started. Tone it down about twenty percent, or I’ll be forced to gag you.” 

She said something in response, but it was muffled by my hand. “What?” I asked, removing my hand from her mouth. 

“I said... yes Sir.” She smiled innocently and waltzed into the shop. 

“No, that’s not what you said.” But she was already inside. Fine. I’ll get it out of you later. 

When I got inside, Alice was already at the counter chatting with Julia. The little blonde-haired blue-eyed kitten was an excellent artist, able to take leather, metal, and chains and turn them into some of the best kink gear I’d ever used. Once I got my hands on some of her stuff, I’d bought an old warehouse and opened a toy store, asking her to run it full time and fill it with as much of her own work as she felt inclined. It had allowed her to leave her crappy day job at a cafe and work on her art full time, and it added another stream of income for me. 

Julia and Alice were chatting at the desk, leaning forward towards each other like they were swapping very important secrets. They both glanced my way when I came in. Julia straightened, but Alice ignored me. 

Julia’s eyes darted back and forth between the two of us as if she wasn’t sure if she should give her attention to her boss or her customer. I alleviated the issue when I came up behind Alice and put my hands on her shoulders. 

Julia’s eyes widened in surprise and her mouth popped open into a little “O.” 

“Julia. I’m here for that order I placed with you. I also need you to find a few skirts for Alice. Preferably something... dangerously short.” 

“Uh... okay. Yes. Yes sir. Okay. Right. Dangerously short. For Alice because you two are, uh... Wow. Um. Okay.” 

Julia had a habit of not being in control of her mouth, and it was pretty adorable. The more flustered she got, the less in control she was of what she said. It had become a running joke at The Lounge not to tell her secrets, because she wouldn’t be able to keep it to herself if you got her flustered enough. 

“Is Ozzy here?”

“Yes,” she said, pointing towards the back. “Ozzy!” she shouted, then took Alice’s hand and dragged her towards the leather display. “So, wait. You and Weston? How long? What? Holy bananas.” Their conversation faded away.

Ozzy came out looking as jaded as ever. Between the resin fumes, the leather stains, and the weed I knew he kept in the back, he was probably high on something, if not a combination of all of it. 

“Wazzup boss man!” He grinned widely. His long messy brown hair fell past his shoulders, and dark circles under his eyes made him look like a racoon with his pale skin. 

“Ozzy,” I said. “I need to pick out something from you. Metal,” I whispered. “Not a collar, but something like it. Bracelet or an anklet, maybe.”

Ozzy led me into the back of the warehouse. At the workshop out back, I could see the sparks flying from whatever metal project Eddy was working on. He left his forge and came into the shop to greet me when he noticed Ozzy and I through the window.

Ozzy and Eddy both showed me a variety of options and even drew out a few ideas, but nothing seemed to strike me as perfect. Photos on his phone and drawings in his notebook fell short of what I wanted for her. Something unique, collar-like, identifying, but not upsetting to her. 

“That her?” he asked finally, after ten minutes of looking through the options and bouncing ideas around. 

“Yes,” I whispered. I watched Julia hold up a skirt against Alice’s waist, make a face, and then put it back. 

“Dang. Never pictured you with a brat.” 

“You know her?”

“A little. I do a lot of jewelry for Pierce, so I’ve run into her a few times.” 

Has every single one of my friends met Alice before I did? 

I looked back at the two girls. Julia seemed to search through the rows of designs before inspiration struck, and she scampered into her workshop, returning a moment later with a half-finished piece. The black leather piece stopped mid-thigh, had a slit up the side, and was covered in rhinestones swirling across the material, resembling galaxies and shooting stars. 

I knew it was perfect before Alice’s cry of delight even reached my ears. 

I looked back to Ozzy. “We have some time. But I’d like it within six months. I’d like it to be... unique. Get creative.”

“You got it, boss man. I’ll draw up some ideas for you.” 

We left Julia’s shop with two new skirts for Alice, and the cuffs I’d commissioned Julia to make quite a while ago. I refused to show Alice what was in the mysterious box, ignoring her begging and whining and threatening an “extremely boring time-out” as punishment. That seemed to do the trick. 

I thought about the matching collar in my dungeon, and I wondered if I should bring it back to the shop and have Julia re-sell it. The section with my name engraved into it could be removed. Alice said collars were off-limits, and I wasn’t going to fuck with that. 

But after she’d shown up on my doorstep, my vision had returned stronger than ever, and I still saw her wearing it. For now, I’d keep it in the bottom drawer, tucked away with the whips and the chains and the other stuff she didn’t want to play with. 

Even if I never saw that collar around her neck, I knew Alice was mine, and I planned to keep her, no matter how frustrating she made it for me. 
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After we left Julia’s shop, Reuben took me to the hair salon. “She needs split ends fixed, and some new shampoo. Whatever you have that you think will be good for her.” 

Karla was a pretty cool chick. She was a little taller than me, but not by much, and she had a similar style to mine. She was dressed in tattered black jeans, hot pink boots, and a crop top. Her dark brown curly hair had blue and pink dye at the tips, and her eye makeup was on point. We laughed and chatted while she washed, trimmed, and styled my hair. 

“You’d look super-hot with bangs, girl.”

“Oh, I used to have them. My old boyfriend didn’t like them so I grew them out.” 

“You changed your hair for a boy? Honey.” She looked over her shoulder at Reuben. “You’re not controlling her hair, are you?” 

“As long as you don’t cut it too short...” His eyes narrowed. “I need to be able to grab it.” 

I blushed and shifted in my chair. 

Karla and I decided on the style, and then she turned me around for Reuben to see, and his eyes widened at the sight. 

She had trimmed my hair, thinned it slightly, curled and layered it, and shortened my bangs. Reuben seemed to like the result. He stared at me, silent, then nodded once, and forced himself to look away. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. 

I leaned over to her and stage-whispered, “I think he likes it.”

“I think so too,” she grinned. “I deserve a tip, Mister Weston.”

“You’re damn right you do,” he muttered. He paid with his solid black credit card and left a large bill on the counter. 

Next he took me to a dress shop near the richer part of town. “Ooh, I’ve been here once,” I said. “I needed to find a fancy gift for the queen of Ghana.”

“The actual queen of Ghana?”

“Yep. I ended up buying her a necklace made of diamonds. It was for a... thing.” I realized I wasn’t allowed to tell him about the situation, because it was one of those weird work situations where I’d been threatened by the CIA not to talk about it. 

“Well. We’ll be going to our own fair share of ‘things.’ You’re going to become very good friends with Mic.”

Mic Sorrel turned out to be the most attractive, extremely hyper, and flamboyantly gay men I’d ever met. He took one look at me, clapped his hands, practically twirled in excitement, and then escorted me back into his chamber of secrets without another look at Reuben. “Oh darling, I’ll get you fixed right up! How many, Reuben?”

“Three. Something black and classy, something red and sexy, and something completely at your discretion. I’ll send other requests your way.”

“Yes sir!” he said, lifting his chin and immediately began taking my clothes off. 

I mean, I’d had less dramatic stripping sessions, so I went with it. 

He paused when he got me mostly naked. The fucking absurd ridiculous chastity belt around my waist didn’t seem to faze him in the least. But he did study my body with the intensity of a scientist, looking for shapes and colors and whatever else that artists looked at when they studied bodies.

He studied me from my feet up to the top of my head, gasping when he got a look at my face. “Well aren’t those the most amazing eyes I’ve ever seen. Weston,” he shouted. “You’ve given me a whole fucking universe to work with!” I couldn’t help but blush and smile. 

Reuben didn’t answer. I saw him behind Mic, his hands clasped behind his back, staring at me with equal intensity. “I know.”

Mic held up a variety of fabric swatches, draping things over me, and then taking them off. Eventually he took my measurements, dressed me again, and sent us on our way. “I’ll have the black by Tuesday. The others will be a little late, I’m backed up with the gala coming up.”

“Understood. I need the red by the end of next month.” 

“Yes sir!” The door of his shop swung shut behind us, muffling his cries of excitement. 

“So, he’s... interesting...”

“Most artists are. Mic will do your formal dresses,” Reuben said. “I go to many events throughout the year, and I’d like you to accompany me. I’ll also want you at the grand opening, if that’s something you’re comfortable with when the time comes.” 

I was no stranger to formal events. I’d gone to my fair share with my boss at the CIA, and with Augustus as well. I wondered, how many people would I meet who I already knew while on Reuben’s arm? 

Then we finally made our way to Simon’s tattoo and piercing parlor. I was so excited to see him I was practically vibrating. 

He was finishing up with a biker when we entered. Glancing up quickly, he did a double-take when he saw us. “My two favorite demons,” he whispered. 

“Hey, I know you,” the biker said. He was looking at me with recognition while Simon finished his arm. 

“Sorry, I’m a slut and I don’t remember you.” 

He laughed and pulled the bandana off his head. Half his head was shaved, and the other half was covered in long blond hair down to his shoulders. There was a scar on the shaved side of his head.

“Oh yeah, Helmet!” 

“How the fuck do you know Helmet, Sprite?” Simon asked. 

“I just told you. I’m a slut, remember? I took a ride on his... motorcycle.” 

Helmet smirked. Simon rolled his eyes and returned to his work. Reuben pinched the back of my arm and I yelped. 

“I told you to be good.” 

“Um, Helmet can tell you. I was very good.” I squirmed away from him before he could pinch me again and rubbed at the spot on the back of my arm. Damn that hurt. He dug his fingernails into my skin when he pinched. 

“You’re just begging to have your ass beat today, aren’t you?”

“Mayyyyybe.”

“Aren’t you sore from yesterday?”

“Yeah. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want more. Plus, I don’t have any marks!” He hadn’t flogged me hard enough or long enough to really get any good strikes in.

Reuben pointed at me and looked at Simon. “Is this normal for her?”

Simon nodded, completely serious. 

I explored the photography of Simon’s work while he finished up with the biker and his buddy. When he was done and they left the shop, he leaned forward in his chair and gave me a small smile. 

“Hey there, Sprite.” 

I skipped over to him and gave him a big hug, and he chuckled quietly. Eventually he pulled away from me and whispered, “He’s going to kill me if I hug you much longer than that.” 

Looking back over my shoulder, I saw the glare on Reuben’s face. 

“Oh, that’s nothing. You should have seen his face when I was talking about your dick.” 

Reuben’s glare intensified. Simon cleared his throat and stood up, putting some distance between us. 

Simon lifted his face and spoke louder, addressing Reuben. “Weston.”

“Pierce. I want to talk about that unfinished design. What were you planning?” 

Simon retrieved his notebook, flipping back through until he found whatever he had started on my right hip, and handed it over, passing it over my head so I couldn’t see. Reuben saw it, smirked, and nodded. Handing it back, he said, “finish it. Just the way it is.” 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“It’s a–”

“It’s a surprise, apparently.” Reuben interrupted. 

I grumbled but hopped up onto the table to let Simon do his thing, pulling my new leather mini skirt up and out of the way and pushing my fishnets down. 

“And Alice?” Reuben said, sitting beside me. 

“Sir?”

“No more ‘mystery’ tattoos. You want more ink, you clear it with me.” He flicked my thigh once. “This is mine now. You don’t get to make changes to it without my permission. You want mystery tattoos, fine, but Simon and I will discuss it before you make any decisions.” 

I was about to argue the fuck out of that, because excuse me sir, but this was my body, and I’d owned it a hell of a lot longer than he had, but here and now was probably the wrong place.

Although in the back of my mind, I thought, ok, he’s taking this owning me business really seriously. That’s pretty hot. So I shut up and swallowed my complaints, nodded, and rolled over on my side so Simon could work. 

Simon and I fell into our habit of talking about whatever came to mind while he decorated my body, and Reuben gave us space while we chatted. When he was finally finished, he helped me up, giving me a hand-held mirror so I could see the design. 

I gasped, my heart twisting painfully in my chest, my eyes filling with tears. 

It was a fox. A cute, playful little fox, sitting on the top of a hill, its fluffy tail flicking and its paw lifted up towards the sky, batting at a butterfly. Above the butterfly, stars and planets danced in the sky. 

“Oh my God, Simon,” I whispered. 

His hands were tucked in his pockets again, and he dropped his head, a little uncomfortable. “You like it?”

“How did you know?” I whispered. I’d never told Simon about Scarlett and the butterfly. But somehow, he’d hit the nail on the head. It was me and my sister, playing outside in my happy place, permanently staining my skin. 

I bit my hand trying not to cry but that wasn’t working at all. Simon handed me a tissue and I dabbed at my eyes. Beside us, Reuben sat with his elbows on his knees, studying me with his intense stare. 

“I love it. Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I said, hugging him and kissing him on the cheek. “I love it so much.” 

He smiled back, relieved at my happiness over his artwork. 

I ran to Reuben and hugged him too. “Thank you, Sir,” I whispered. 

I loved the feeling of his heavy hands holding me against him. I could feel his voice rumbling in his chest while he spoke. “Come on, little bug. Let’s go home. I’m sure you’re starving.” 
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Over dinner, Reuben and I made small talk. It was a little awkward, because I was pretty sure he had just spent, like, a gazillion dollars on me, but he acted like it was no big deal while we talked about our favorite restaurants, shops, and things to do around town. 

“Next Tuesday I have a dinner planned at Bistro 401,” he said. “It’s a new restaurant that opened about a week ago, and they want me to come in and have a meal. I’d like you to come with me. It’s extremely formal and I need you to be on your best behavior.”

“Will there be paparazzi?” I laughed. “Are you famous?”

“No,” he rolled his eyes. “It’s something I started doing about a year ago. I visit restaurants in the area and write articles for a food journal. I’ve got a whole list of places who have asked me to come have a free meal on them, and I’d like to start cashing those in. We’ll arrive at six and probably stay until close, and they’ll bring us pretty much everything on the menu. So... come hungry.” 

“Everything?”

“Yes. The point is for us to get a taste of everything and provide them with our feedback, and possibly recommend the restaurant to other people. I encourage you not to eat more than a bite or two of anything, otherwise you’ll be full in an hour. And we’ll take a cab because there are usually a lot of drinks involved.”

“Sounds fancy.”

“It can be exhausting to go by yourself,” he said. His face didn’t change, but there was a shift in the energy around him. Megan had said he was lonely... Did he know how lonely he was? How long had he been by himself? The accident where he’d lost Robin was almost seven years ago. Had he not had a companion since then? 

Even the past few weeks of him being around more, I could tell he was a different person than I’d originally thought. And I liked it. He wasn’t really “The Undertaker” anymore. He was more like a grumpy bear. 

“And as much as I’ve enjoyed cooking for you while you make sexually charged videos about me in the kitchen, I’d like to start teaching you to make some basic meals, maybe once a week.”

“Okay, so, that is a recipe for your house being burned down.”

“I’m a surprisingly good teacher.” 

“I have no doubt. But I think you overestimate my skills.”

“Well, you’ll have to learn some basics at the very least. It’s important to me. A day may come when I call you and ask you to prepare a simple meal either for us, for a guest, or for someone who needs it.”

“Yes Sir.” 

“I’d also like you to be responsible for keeping the guest rooms clean and ready for use at any given time. Occasionally I do have people over or take someone home from The Weston House if the situation calls for it, though those situations are much rarer these days.

“I will probably have you do a lot of shopping for me this week... food, gifts, gift cards, picking up various bottles of wine, and so forth. I also need you to go to a toy store and pick up a bunch of stuffed animals for the newer girls. And of course, you’ll accompany me to fundraisers and events, and make small talk and be generally charming with rich assholes who have too much money and nothing to spend it on. We have an event coming up a few weekends from now, hence our trip to see Mic.”

“I’m pretty good at all of that.”

“I figured you would be. I’ve found you can be quite charming when you want to be.”

“You think I’m charming?” I smiled and lifted one shoulder. 

“When you’re not being a little snot,” he muttered, but he didn’t look mad. He liked me being a snot. After all, it gave him an excuse to be mean to me. 

We cleaned up after dinner, and he banished me to my room and told me to change into something sexy. I took some time to retouch my makeup, hoping it would be ruined by the time we were done with whatever he had planned, and put on a lace bodysuit I’d brought from home. 

I was vibrating with excitement. What was he going to do? I needed this damn belt off, and I needed release. Wearing the thing all day had been a constant reminder of my need, and I was horny as hell. 

He was sitting in his armchair by the fireplace, scrolling on his phone and drinking something dark. Probably that nasty rye whiskey he seemed to like so much. He motioned me to come closer but didn’t even look at me as I neared. Excuse me Sir, but I’m standing here mostly naked ready to let you do pretty much whatever you want to me. You could at least ogle my tits. 

“Tell me your rules,” he said quietly. His voice had changed into that more commanding tone he liked to use on me. We went through this nightly. Sometimes he made me kneel, and sometimes he let me stand. It was annoying and silly, and I got through it as quickly as possible.

I included the newly agreed up on rule eight, though I altered the words ever so slightly in hopes I could loophole myself out of orgasm control, but no such luck. 

“I will not play or come by myself.” 

He looked up at me from his phone. His face didn’t change as he studied my body, his eyes slowly traveling over me. 

“That’s not the rule.”

“Are you sure? I thought that was the rule.”

“The rule is, you don’t play or come without permission.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Reuben. Sir. If I get there, I can’t just... not come.”

“You’ll learn,” he said, eyes flashing. “I’ll teach you.” 

“Yeah I don’t know, man. I’m kind of an asshole without orgasms.” 

“I never said you wouldn’t get orgasms. I said you wouldn’t play or come without permission.” 

I pursed my lips. I knew I could argue this, but he very clearly wanted to be in control of my release. And to be honest, I wanted that too. The idea of him owning and controlling my pleasure was hot. 

Fine. Whatever. We could try it. And if it sucked ass, I could ask him to renegotiate. Right? I took a deep breath and said, “Rule eight, I will not play or come without permission.” 

He finally tore his eyes away from my body and met my gaze. “You know, you’ve been a brat since you woke up this morning. I might have to do something about that.”

Yes yes yes yes yes you do. “I mean, you don’t have to.” But we both knew what I wanted. 

“Anything you want to add regarding your chastity?”

“I already told you weeks ago that I wasn’t okay with extended chastity,” I said. “Will I always be locked up?” I gestured to my waist.

“Do you need to be?”

Probably, because as soon as you take this thing off, I’ll be jilling off every minute you leave the house. But fuck if I was going to tell him that. “No. I can be good. I don’t like it, but I can.”

“Then I’ll be sure to take it off regularly, for other reasons than to use you.” I loved the way he said that, but it also made me want to be snarky with him. 

I remembered what Megan said. He’s a sadist. He uses orgasms as a weapon... but you’ll be addicted after the first one. And I remembered how it felt last night to let him tie me to that bed and drag orgasm after orgasm out of me. I’m going to need way more of that. 

“I can’t handle extended denial,” I said. “I’m not a good person.”

“No longer than six months. Acceptable?”

“Six months!” I cried. “I was thinking, like, five days!”

“Hmm.” He studied me, one bushy eyebrow quirking slightly. “Five days isn’t much of a punishment, is it?”

“It’ll be a bigger punishment for you than it would be for me!” 

“Fine,” he said, and I could see the smile pulling at his lips. “Five days maximum, and only when you’re really, really naughty.” 

I took a deep breath and let it out in a gust. Something told me I was going to regret this. But I said it anyway. “Ugh... Yes sir.” 

Reuben was unimpressed. “You didn’t say that with a lot of conviction. Try again.”

“Yeah well, I’m agreeing to it, not excited about it.” 

He grinned and his eyes flashed with that evil, sadistic excitement. “Okay.” 

He was on his feet suddenly, and he had grabbed my nipple through the body suit and held tight to the ring. I gasped and struggled to keep up as he dragged me by the breast through the house and into the room at the end of the hallway. The lights flickered on and I was dragged down the stairs into his personal dungeon. 

Holy fuck. 

He’d brought me down here last night, but I’d barely noticed anything because I was so desperate and needy by the time. Now I got a good look at it. 

It was a beautiful, terrible place, like something out of a dream. Black cement floors set off the wooden ceiling with metal suspension bars mounted across it. One wall was brick while the others were dark wood, giving it a grunge vibe. He had a variety of bondage furniture, and a set of chains hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room. He had tasteful artwork hung, mostly gesture drawings, and photographs of light and shadow on leather and latex. The lights were on dimmers, and he lowered them to a medium setting; bright enough to see clearly but not bright enough to hurt my eyes. 

He dragged me by the nipple to the edge of the room. In the corner was a table with stirrups, similar to something I’d expect to find in a doctor’s office, only it had leather restraints attached to it. 

I tried to pull away but he had a good grip on my nipple ring, and I wasn’t going to risk tearing the thing out. I liked my tits, thanks very much. But I did struggle as he tried to grab me and haul me onto the table. 

“Stop... ugh. Stop fighting me, you brat!” He released my nipple and grabbed at the bodysuit, and I heard a snap as a seam tore. He lifted me up and shoved me onto my back, attempting to pin me down to the table.

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, old man!” I laughed and kicked his hands away. He managed to get me on my back and strap the waist restraint around me, but I accidentally kicked him in the shoulder in the process. 

He froze, looked up at me with narrowed eyes, and growled like a fucking wild animal, angry and ready to attack. I felt a heavy tug in my stomach at the sound and my arms broke out in goosebumps. 

He spoke as he buckled my ankles and thighs into the stirrups, and then adjusted them so my legs were spread obnoxiously wide. 

“I buy you fancy dresses and pretty panties,” he growled. “Take you shopping and get you a tattoo, and in return... you lie to me, give me attitude, and then kick me?” He walked around to the other end of the table and secured my wrists behind my head, the leather cuffs he’d bought earlier today snug against my skin.

“When did I lie to you?” 

“When I asked you what you said outside Julia’s shop. I know you said something cheeky, and you lied about it.”

Oh. That. Yeah, I wasn’t going to get myself into even more trouble than I already was, considering my current helpless situation. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sir,” I said as innocently as possible. 

He gathered up my hair and pulled it through the head rest, wrapping something around it. Suddenly I couldn’t lift my head. The asshole had used my own hair as bondage. 

“You’re going to add another lie to your predicament. Okay. That’s fine, Alice. But I’m warning you... you have no idea what I’m going to do to you. You would be smart to quit while you still can.”

Quit? And miss out on the process of you completely destroying my will to fight? Nah. “I’m no quitter.” 

He disappeared from my field of vision and returned with a series of leather straps. Instantly I felt myself freeze and chill to the idea that one would go around my neck, but he went to my legs instead. 

He now wore a pair of black leather gloves, and the texture against my skin made me hot. He removed the belt I’d been locked up in all day, mocking me for the mess I’d left on it. With one hand, he trailed a leather-clad finger from my inner thigh down towards my pussy. I clenched my jaw in an effort not to react. I was splayed out for him in the most indecent way, and he seemed to take pleasure in making me uncomfortable about it, so fuck if I was going to give into that.

He studied my sex for a moment, smirked, and then adjusted those leather straps. I craned my neck up to see what he was doing, but the angle was wrong, and I couldn’t move my head. But I did see when his lips quirked, right before I felt a sharp burst of pain bite into my labia. 

“Ow! What the fuck!” 

Reuben chuckled. “So much to work with,” he said, pinching my labia. He looked up at me, and his eyes were bright with something intense and terrifying that made me shiver. 

He wrapped the leather strap around my thigh and then clipped the other end to my labia, and I realized what he was doing. He was spreading me open. I blushed and felt myself gush at the thought.

He repeated the exercise on the other side. This time, I swallowed my expletives because he was already enjoying this too much, and I’d be damned if I was going to give him what he wanted within ten minutes of being in his dungeon. Fuck that, you’re going to have to earn me crying for you. 

On the second side, though, he seemed to sense my desire to fight. He took his time, brushing his leather-clad fingers against my opening, nudging me, playing with my labia and squeezing and massaging my thighs as he worked. And... it was working. Try as I might, he was dragging a reaction out of me whether I liked it or not. It felt so, so good. It wasn’t just the way he was touching me. It was the sound of his breathing as he did, the way he watched me, the smugness in his eyes, how he was completely focused on me and my reactions. It made every brush of his leather-clad fingers more intense. I couldn’t help the ache that grew inside me as he touched me. Reuben knew how to tease, and it was made worse by the way he’d teased me this morning. 

He finally snapped the last clamp onto my labia right as I was starting to feel myself start to lose myself a little, and I gasped in pain against my will. Brightness erupted behind my eyes and burned through my body, and I felt myself get even more wet. 

He laughed at me. “Barely started with you, little bug,” he said, and flicked my clit sharply. I jerked and gasped at the sensation. 

“Now... would you like to tell me what you muttered into my hand today at the shop? Or am I going to have to drag it out of you?” 

“I mean... You can try. Don’t know if you’re going to get anywhere.” And yes, I was fully aware that was a dumb thing to say considering the fact I was the one tied down and splayed open like a dissected frog, but hey. Old habits die hard. 

“I see.” He disappeared from my range of vision. A moment later, I felt something pressed into my hand. 

I felt his lips near my ear, his whiskers tickling my skin. “Hold onto that, little bug. You let it go, I’ll consider it a safeword. Okay?”

When I opened my mouth to answer, he’d slipped something into my mouth. A large plastic ring forced my jaw uncomfortably wide, and he buckled the ring gag around the back of my head. 

I attempted to complain, but it came out sounding like “ahhhhh ahhhh aaaaahh...” so I shut up, because that was just stupid and embarrassing. 

“That’s much better,” he said. “Now, I guarantee that by the time I take this gag off, you’re going to tell me what you said today at the shop.”

I attempted to say “I don’t remember,” but it came out as “Aahh aaahhh aaaarrrrhhh.”

“Sorry, I don’t understand you. Probably because your mouth is splayed as wide open as your pussy right now.” 

I felt my face burn in humiliation. I wanted to spit at him, but I couldn’t because my mouth was officially useless. Even my tongue was useless. I was starting to drool. Damnit. This isn’t sexy. This is just undignified. 

“Yes. Fun little trick I picked up from Lindsay. By the time I take that gag off, you’ll be desperate to tell me everything.” He disappeared again and I heard him rummaging through drawers or boxes that were out of my line of vision. What the fuck is he getting? And why is this making me wet? I hate my pussy. Cheater. 

He reappeared with his hands by his side, whatever implements he’d chosen hidden from my line of sight. “Shake your head, yes or no. Yes you’ll tell me, or no you won’t. I’ll give you one last chance.”

I did neither. I stuck out my tongue. He laughed and rolled his eyes. 

I loved seeing him like this. Even if it got me in trouble, even if he made me suffer... Reuben was alive, on fire, laughing and smiling, with that bright excited light in his eyes. And it was beautiful. 

That excitement turned to fear when I saw what he was holding in his hands. 

So this is what happens when you poke the bear. 
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Chapter 40
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Ring gags were probably one of the most effective weapons I had in my arsenal. You could still talk around a small ball gag, but rings were impossible. Coupled with Alice’s current predicament of being splayed out for me, I thought the irony of being as open as possible was fitting. 

“I don’t really care what you said this morning, Alice,” I smiled down at her in condescension. “But you refusing to tell me is a problem. So, we’re going to reinforce rule two before we talk about rule eight. You will be open and honest with me, and when I ask you to tell me something, you’re going to fucking tell me.” 

Her eyes widened in horror as she saw the tawse I was holding. It was a thin, lightweight tool, but was still going to hurt like hell. Oh yes, sweetheart. You should have tip-toed a little more carefully with the attitude. 

She whimpered as I neared her, and squeezed her eyes shut in anticipation, her chest heaving as she braced herself for the impact. I stood still, waiting until she cracked an eye open. 

Thwack. I gave her a nice stripe right on her panty line. She howled at the first strike, both eyes shooting wide. She pulled at her restraints, but there was no way those were going anywhere. By the time she let herself relax back onto the bondage table, I’d struck her again on the other side. She screamed and her eyes watered. 

Stunning. The look in her eyes, the cry coming from her mouth, and that pretty red mark starting to blossom... I will paint you with beauty and pain, little girl. 

“I know how much you love pain, Alice. Here, have another one.” Thwack! She howled. “Not quite as fun without the warmup, is it?” I gave her a few more strokes on her mons, leaving painful red marks in the wake of the leather strip. 

“Breathe and take your punishment, you goblin. Such a naughty girl deserves some nice bright marks. That’s what you whined about earlier, isn’t it? That you didn’t have any marks?” Thwack! “Here. Have another.” 

She had tears running down her cheeks, her eyes wide from the pain, and she panted around the ring gag. She was trying to say something around it, attempting to beg or plead, or maybe tell me whatever it was she’d lied about earlier. 

“Oh, eager to talk now, huh? Too bad, I’m not done punishing your cunt.” I struck her again, this time right across her splayed open pussy. 

She screamed, and the sound was bright and desperate. Louder than her other cries, and it felt like her voice was filling my body with white hot power. A flash of heat and excitement went through me and my mouth watered. I was so aroused I was throbbing in my pants.

Another strike, and I watched her muscles grip and quiver, a juxtaposition to her wails of pain. She breathed it in, surrendered to it, letting it burn through her. 

Don’t lose your head, I told myself, but I was on the edge already. The Beast was pounding his fists on the door to the cage in the back of my head, desperate to have his way with her. Another few strikes along the outside of her cunt and inner thighs, and another across her pussy, and I felt myself start to glow. It was like an explosion of the tension I held within me suddenly seeping out every cell of my body, and I could see and feel everything around me in perfect detail. Every sound she made, every flash of her eyes, every tear that ran down her cheek. And the bright red that bloomed under that leather strap? Perfection. 

Fuck I missed this. For a few moments, the sounds of her screams and the beauty of her eyes and her soaking wet cunt made me feel like myself again. 

I bit my tongue before I could fall all the way back into that space. She’s not ready for that. Get it together. 

I checked her hands. She was still gripping the metal Ben Wa ball I’d put in her hand like her life depended on it. Her face and neck were flushed, and her nipples were hard as a rock. 

If I wasn’t careful, she’d have her release much earlier than I wanted her to. 

I would have struck her again, but she was far too close. Not yet, little goblin princess. That’s not for a while. You can take so much more for me. 

I struck the front of her thighs, then her calves, then her plump little ass. She was crying fully now, her chest heaving, sweat starting to pool on her skin. My breath caught as I watched her. Am I really here? Is this really happening? Do I really have my girl, splayed open and crying at my hand? She still fisted her hand tightly against the little metal ball. After every strike, her eyes flew open and she met mine, wordlessly begging me for more. The way she looked at me, I felt like I was stripped bare, even though I was still fully clothed. 

After another few rounds of intense strikes across her poor pussy, Alice was staring up at the ceiling, her eyes half-closed, breathing hard, tears running down her face leaving black marks from her makeup. She was trying to speak, but it came out sounding like crying because of the gag. 

“You ready to tell me?” I panted. 

She attempted to nod her head, and I set the tawse down across her breasts, unbuckling the gag from her lips. 

As soon as it was out of her mouth, she licked her lips and spoke, trying to catch her breath around her words. “I said... you can take... your twenty percent... and shove it up your ass.” 

I burst out laughing. “Very good, little goblin. Very good. Try telling me to shove something up my ass some other time and see what happens to you. That’s the one warning you’ll get.” I could feel my lips stretching from the tension of my smile. When was the last time I felt this high? 

She opened her eyes and looked at me, looking like she was halfway high. “Sounds like fun. I’ll keep that in mind.” Her eyes closed and she released the tension she’d been holding against the restraints, a fresh burst of tears escaping with the breath she was holding. 

I pried her fingers open and removed the metal Ben Wa ball from her fist, setting it aside, then I put a hand against her face, smearing the tear and the makeup from her mascara across her cheek, then dragging it down across her breasts and down her belly. She whimpered at my touch and I felt another surge of pleasure and a deep tug in my gut at her reaction. 

“Check in,” I whispered. 

“Huh?” 

“You okay?”

“You gonna let me cum or not?”

I laughed again and pulled my hand away. “Not anytime soon,” I said, retrieving my weapon. “We need to talk about your punishment for kicking me in the shoulder.” 

“That was an accident!”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not done punishing you yet. Are you going to be mouthy? Do I need to gag you again?”

“No, Sir,” she said, her voice quiet and tentative. 

“Does the gag upset you?”

“No, it just pisses me off!”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Then I struck her across her tits. 

After a good amount of punishment on her breasts, chest, and nipples, she switched from crying to begging. “Sir please... oh fuck. Please let me come–”

I threw the tawse aside and cupped my hand around her throat. Her eyes flew open.

“You can take more for you, can’t you, sweetheart? I know you can. I know you love this, don’t you?” 

“Yes! Yes Sir, please, more...” 

“I’ll give you as much as you can take. The more you take for me, the higher you’ll fly. Now stop your begging and let me destroy you.” 

She gasped and panted for a moment. Her voice was just a whisper as she spoke. “Okay. Okay, I’ll try.” 

I left the tawse on the floor and grabbed the bamboo cane. Not the worst thing I had in my arsenal, but certainly enough to get the job done. 

Her eyes widened for the split second she saw it before it struck her, and then she screamed as I brought it down across her tits again. A few more strikes and I moved to the other side of her, only to see that she’d made a puddle on the ground between her legs from her desperation for release. 

Almost there, little princess. Give me more. 

A few more well-placed strikes that she took beautifully, breathing it in. Her eyes met mine and I could see, for a flash of a moment, exactly what she could become, just how far I could take her. 

Oh to take her there.

My hands were sweating in my gloves from the exertion of her punishment. I added a few cane stripes to her ass, beautifully displayed from the stirrups, and then set it on the counter beside me. 

“Now. Are you going to kick me again?”

She shook her head as much as she could with the way I’d tied it up. “No Sir,” she whispered. 

“What is rule three?”

“Uh... I... Uh...”

“It’s the rule about punishment,” I reminded her, and set my leather-clad hands on her tender breasts, squeezing slightly. 

“Thank you, Sir. Thank you for your lesson,” she gasped out as she remembered. Her eyelids fluttered slightly as I squeezed her harder. I released my grip, then let my hands graze over her abused body. She moaned and twitched in her bondage, trying to lift her hips to my hands.

She’d made a puddle on the floor, her poor cunt dripping and needy. 

“Good, Alice. That’s my girl. Remembering and following her rules.” I let my voice fall into the cadence I used for hypnosis, speaking quietly to her. “You want to follow my rules, don’t you, sweetheart?” She tried to nod as I continued. “It makes you feel so safe, so protected, that you have my rules to follow. Now... about rule eight.” 

I removed my hands from her body, and then pulled the gloves off, setting them near the cane. I wanted to feel her for this.

“I can’t... oh please,” she whispered. 

“Please what?”

“I need to come. Let me come!”

“You were quite hesitant to agree to that rule, weren’t you, little bug. Maybe we should save that one for a later date. No, Alice,” I said, feeling my mouth twitch. “I think whatever orgasms you get, you’re going to have to deal with.”

Her eyes flew open as she heard the sound of the wand turn on. “No,” she cried, but it was too late. 

With one hand pressed against her mons and pulling her skin upward to reveal her clit more fully, and the other hand wrapped around the wand, I pressed it against her clit. She was already so close that she came immediately. 

Not like that was going to stop me from holding it against her clit until I got bored. 

Within the next fifteen minutes of angling the wand, repositioning my hands, and trying out different amounts of pressure, Alice came seven times. Each time she cried out in a horrible, gut-wrenching cry of pain and pleasure, and by the time I released her from her torture, I was ready to come in my pants from the sight and the sound of her screams. 

“Please,” she was screaming. “Please! You can have them! You can have my orgasms, you control my orgasms! Sir controls my orgasms, I won’t come without permission! Sir, oh fuck, please stop, it’s too much! I can’t–I, oh, shit, I can’t... aaahhh!”

I removed the wand from her clit, panting hard as I watched the aftermath. She was still convulsing against the leather straps. Her eyes were halfway open but I could tell she couldn’t see anything. She was close to subspace. She was right on the edge of peace. 

Dive down for me, little bug. Let it all out. 

“I control your orgasms,” I whispered, more as a question to verify. 

“Yes Sir.”

“Good.” I felt a surge of power and excitement as I turned the wand up from medium to high. “Because I think you have a few more in you.”

“No! Please!”

“I control your orgasms, don’t I?” 

“Yes Sir?”

“Well... I want you to come again. Come for me, Alice. Come all over my hands right fucking now.” 

She did as she was told, not like she had a choice. She came three more times before I let her quit, though these were much harder to drag out of her than the others. She cried and shook the whole time, the desperation of her voice sending shocks of pleasure through my body. 

She was a royal disaster by the time I was done. My hand was soaked from her juices. She’d squirted a few times, and possibly pissed at least once. I pulled the wand away when I knew she was deep into subspace, no longer screaming, just breathing hard and staring out at nothing with a serene, uncomprehending look. Unbuckling her from the bondage and cradling her like a doll against my chest, I brought her upstairs to her room.

I held her against my chest, soothing her skin with soothing lotion and oils as I spoke to her softly. “That’s my girl, Alice. What a good, sweet girl I have. You love to float for me, don’t you, sweetheart?” 
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Chapter 41
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I floated my way through the next few days. The welts and the bruises on my ass, my breasts, and my poor nether regions made it impossible to sit comfortably, or wear much of anything, so I spent the majority of my time in nothing but that wretched chastity belt. Not like Reuben had a problem with that. He smirked every time he saw me in it.

Sunday evening after our scene, we cuddled and watched movies. He let me lay my head on his lap, and he stroked my hair while we spoke quietly. I confessed how much I loved his punishment and the overstimulation. The warning I’d received from Megan was spot on. I’d do almost anything to relive that scene or something like it. I was officially addicted to him. He practically glowed with pride upon hearing my confession. 

Looking down at me with so much damn confidence in his eyes, he said, “I told you so. I knew you were right for me.” 

I felt like his most prized possession, and I closed my eyes and sighed, melting into a subby pile of goo in his lap. 

Monday he asked me to do some laundry for him while he sat in his office and got on conference calls and answered his emails, and he had me do a few other odd and end chores around the house. I was in this weird mental place where I knew I was being super soft and submissive, and even though I wanted to be a brat, I enjoyed the feeling way too much to fight it, so I rode the high. I felt completely at peace with my decision to submit myself to Reuben. If this was the way he was going to deal with my attitude, I was totally okay with it. 

Tuesday came around and I was still riding my high of being completely overwhelmed by him. That morning he woke me up with a kiss on my neck, his hands brushing my hair off my forehead as he spoke in my ear. 

“Good morning, sweetheart.” His hands slid under the covers and trailed down my body, leaving a stream of goosebumps in their wake. They came to rest on my waist, and he unlocked the belt. 

“Hmmmm... what time is it?”

“Far too early for little girls. I need to leave, but I didn’t want you to wake up to an empty house.” He kissed my cheek. “Go back to sleep, but don’t be upset when you wake up and I’m not here. I’ve left a note on the table for you, okay?”

“Mm-hmm. G’nite Sir.” I drifted back to sleep.

I woke up a few hours later, and when I checked my phone, it was almost nine o’clock. Damn, I haven’t slept this late in forever. I felt like my head had finally cleared from the past few days. I already missed subspace, but I also enjoyed the clear-minded, focused feeling I had now. 

See, dumbass? You feel like yourself again. This is why we need a Dom. Alex was right the whole time. 

I remembered Reuben waking me up to tell me he was leaving, so when I went out into the dining room, I wasn’t surprised to see it empty. Still, it felt a little weird. The past few days he had been there when I woke up, cooking breakfast and making coffee, and speaking to me in his low, quiet, smooth voice. 

He always had me bring the coffee to the table while he finished cooking breakfast. It was our little “thing.” I checked the coffee machine; the pot was on warm, keeping what was left nice and hot for me. 

I felt my body warm a little at the thought. He’s way too good for me. Leaving me warm coffee. Man, even Augustus never did that for me. Of course that was because I was the one that made the coffee in our relationship, but still. There was something special and thoughtful about it. 

I sipped the coffee and ate a croissant he’d left on the counter for me. Then I remembered the note he’d mentioned, and I dragged myself off to find it. 


Alice,

Text me when you wake up. I have a project for you. I will explain it here the best I can, but please let me know if you have questions. 

My pantry and fridge here and in Cullowhee are highly lacking. Because of my back-and-forth, I never know what I have on hand. I’d like you to brainstorm an idea on how we can keep track of what we have, use the perishable foods before they expire with minimal waste, and track the nonperishables to the best of our ability. 

I’d also like you to go through the fridge and throw out anything expired, or suspicious. It’s been a while since I’ve done that, and I feel it’s probably about time. 

This does not need to be completed by the end of the day, but I think it would be good for you to start thinking about it. I have a feeling you’ll come up with a more effective system than I have, which currently consists of buying what I need for that night’s dinner, resulting in copious leftovers, moldy vegetables, and half-empty boxes of pasta. (See pantry for more.)

We can discuss more at dinner tonight. Don’t forget, we are dining at Bistro 401 at 6pm. I have a currier bringing your dress sometime today, and a driver picking you up at 5:30. Please be dressed and styled as you deem appropriate for a formal event. 

Wear panties. 

-Sir. 


I laughed at his anecdote about underwear. Man, fuck panties, I thought. They always gave me panty lines, and I didn’t like them. At least he’d taken the damn chastity belt off. 

Which reminded me. I was horny as hell. 

I finished my croissant and coffee, then ran to my room to play for a few minutes. He wasn’t here to stop me, and there was no reason he’d ever find out. I let my mind wander back to that Sunday when he’d struck my tits and my cunt over and over, that awful, beautiful bite of pain building until I couldn’t think anymore and completely exploded. And then the vibrator for who knows how long... oh my God...

I came quickly, though it wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it had been with him. I wanted another one, but I didn’t have a toy with me. Maybe I could sneak down into his dungeon, use one of his, and wash and return it before he even noticed? 

I hurried down the hall and down the stairs, flipping on the light switch to the beautiful dungeon and looking through the drawers until I found the toys. I found one that looked promising and made my way back up the stairs to the door of the dungeon to return to my room. 

It was only then I noticed the problem. There was no door handle. 

Wait. No. How could that even be a thing, I thought. I pushed and nudged and attempted to pry the door open with my fingers, but there was no way. 

No, this doesn’t make sense. I tried to keep my cool and not freak out. There had to be a way out. 

Suddenly, Reuben’s voice came through a speaker or audio system that I couldn’t see. “Having trouble, little bug?”

“How the fuck... where is the doorknob?” I shouted. “Let me out!”

“What do you have in your hand?”

I looked around, trying to see where the cameras or speakers might be. I finally noticed them and glared right into them. 

“Let me out!”

“Put the toy away, Alice. Have you forgotten rule eight already?”

“I... ugh,” I rolled my eyes and stomped down to the drawer where I’d collected the vibe, putting it back in its place and returning to the door. “Now will you let me out!”

“Did you come this morning?”

“I’m not going to be able to without a vibrator,” I said. It was technically the truth, right? Like hell was I telling him I had an orgasm this morning. “You wore my clit out on Sunday!” 

There was a click, and the door popped open just a few inches. I pulled it open and escaped the dungeon, leaning against it and breathing hard. Only then had I noticed how stressed out I was over the whole ordeal. 

What the fuck! Who has a room with no doorknob? 

I checked my phone and noticed a text from him. 


Reuben: What happened to you texting me when you woke up?

Alice: Sorry, I ate breakfast and then got distracted with my overwhelming need for an orgasm. 

Reuben: Are you clear on your task?

Alice: Yes Sir. 

Reuben: Good. Let me know if you have questions. I have a long day, but I’ll see you tonight at 6. Be good for me today, okay sweetheart? 

Alice: ...hmm... Nah. :) 

Reuben: That punishment worn off already?

Alice: Well, I WAS in a good mood, but then I got locked in your dungeon and freaked out a little. 

Reuben: You shouldn’t have gone in there without my permission. I told you that during the tour. There’s a keypad on the side of the door, you can only leave with the code, or my permission on the app on my phone. You won’t be able to sneak in there, little one. 

Alice: First of all, you underestimate me. Second, I’m not little. 

Reuben: Right. Whatever you say. 


Then I got a horrible, scheming idea, and dug through the closet until I found a large shoe. 

I should be good, I thought. He doesn’t know about the orgasm this morning. Plus, I’m enjoying this high. 

But I want a different kind of high. 

I went back into the dungeon and used the shoe to prop the door open, grabbed the vibrator from the drawer, and settled myself right in front of the camera’s view. 

His voice didn’t come through for a while, and I assumed he was probably in the middle of something and unable to respond. He probably got a notification on his phone when someone opened the door. That’s how he knew I was in there. 

I let myself get lost in the pleasure of playing with my nipples, running the vibe up and down over my clit and sliding it inside me, becoming more desperate by the minute. By the time I was ready to come, I was aching. I didn’t normally edge myself, but the excitement of putting on a show for him was making me want to make it worth it. I wanted to know he was watching while I came. 

His voice finally cut through the speaker. “You bad, bad girl. If you come right now, you’ll be back in that belt for five days. I will edge you every night until you’re screaming for release and deny you every. single. time.” 

Damnit. He probably would, too. 

“You’ll have to catch me first,” I laughed, biting my lip at the idea. 

“Don’t think for a minute I won’t restrain you and put it on while you can’t do anything about it. I did that last time, and I’ll fucking do it again.”

Shit. He had a point. 

“Will you punish me tonight,” I said, looking the camera straight on. “Are you going to punish me for sneaking in here and outsmarting you?”

“You bet your ass I will. And I guarantee you won’t like it.”

I groaned and switched off the vibe. I could wait a few hours for release. I couldn’t wait five days. 
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After washing and returning the vibe, I took an Adderall and threw myself into the task he’d left for me. I loved projects and organizing things, and his pantry and fridge were in desperate need of some TLC. I started with the fridge, throwing almost everything away even remotely suspicious, including things that sounded disgusting, like “oyster sauce” and some weird looking mushrooms that looked like they had mold growing on them (see? mold!) and a tiny jar of something called “truffle oil.” Whatever that was. 

When I was done throwing everything away, I ended up taking everything out anyway and deep cleaning the fridge shelves and drawers, because it was a little grimy, and I thought, why the hell not? I’m not going to get satisfaction anywhere else for a few hours, might as well have a clean fridge. 

I had pulled almost everything out of the pantry, made a trip to the grocery store to buy some plastic storage containers for all the half-empty boxes of pasta, and was attempting to reload tape into his label maker when there was a knock at the door. It was the currier with the dress. I signed for it, thanked him, and sent him on his way. Was I supposed to tip him? No clue. 

Then I checked the time. It was four thirty. I had an hour before the driver would collect me. 

I dropped everything, ran to the bathroom, and got cleaned up. My makeup and hair done just in time, I finally opened the box to look at the dress. I gasped at the sight and hurried to put it on.

It was short, ending mid-thigh, with a sweetheart neckline and cap sleeves. Form fitting and stretchy, with rouching across the belly, it made my curves even more pronounced than normal.

Oh he is going to eat me alive in this dress. 

I stared at myself in the mirror in awe. My tattoos were barely hidden and it showed off a decent amount of skin. I had to put some concealer on the bruises on my chest and legs left from Reuben’s intense caning, which were still sore from two days ago. 

Also in the box was a shawl to cover my shoulders. It was a silverish blue, light as a feather, made of thin, soft glossy thread that was warmer than it looked. I wrapped it around my shoulders and tied it in a single knot in the front, letting the tails fall in front of me. 

I wore the pair of strappy heels that came in the box, added a barrette to my hair, threw my lip-gloss in my purse, and ran for the door just as the doorbell rang. 
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It had been a long time since I’d been in a place this fancy, and I was trying not to gawk at the plush carpet, luxurious mahogany tables, and the beautiful setup of the restaurant. 

The host brought me back to the quiet corner table where Reuben was waiting for me, looking droolworthy in his black suit and tie and already sitting there with two plates of appetizers and a few mixed drinks in front of him. He rose when he saw me, drawing a chair out for me and helping me in. 

“You look lovely, Alice.”

“Thank you, Sir,” I smiled at him coyly. 

He leaned forward and whispered in my ear as he pushed my chair back in. “Don’t think for a minute you can cute your way out of your punishment tonight.”

I looked up at him, giving him my sweetest look. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Sir.” 

I had a drink in front of me before I even finished settling down in my chair. The waiter stood back from the table, his hands clasped behind him, and his eyes dropped down at me. “Elderberry Haven cocktail, miss.” 

“Thank you,” I gave him my most charming smile. He blushed and went on his way. 

Reuben slid a plate across the table to me. “Try this,” he said. 

I looked at it suspiciously. “What is it?” It was a pink and brown mush of some kind with seeds sprinkled on top. 

“Delicious,” he answered, and scooped some onto a piece of bread for me, holding it out. 

I leaned forward and sniffed at it. It smelled weird. “No thanks,” I made a face. 

“It wasn’t a request,” he said, his voice seeping with humor. While his face remained stoic as ever, his eyes twinkled with something sly and conniving. 

It’s a trap, I thought. “Uh... I’m allergic to whatever that is.” 

“You already told me you have no food allergies.”

“Well, it’s a very recent development.” 

“Alice... you’re going to try everything I offer you tonight and give me your honest feedback.” He held the piece of bread up closer to my face. I glared at it as he spoke. “You don’t have to like it, and you don’t have to swallow. In fact, I encourage you not to if you legitimately don’t like it. But you’re going to put it in your mouth whether you like it or not.”

I wrinkled my lips, squeezed my eyes closed, and opened my mouth, leaning forward slightly to take the proffered bite. 

Just as he promised, it was delicious. Damn him. “Eww,” I said, just to be obnoxious.

He said nothing, just raised an eyebrow. 

“Okay,” I complained. “It’s amazing. Now tell me what it is.” 

“Very, very expensive beef.”

“Well, beef is fucking amazing,” I whispered, and took another scoop of the stuff. 

Reuben was right about the ordeal that night. Every fifteen minutes, there was a new plate of something in front of us. We’d eat a few bites, and then he’d set it aside before I could eat it all and get full. He wouldn’t let me finish any of my drinks, either, because they kept bringing me new cocktails and mixed drinks. He was right, I would have been sloshed in an hour. Even so, two hours later, I was much more loose-lipped than I thought I would be. 

I asked him about his mysterious days without me, and he filled me in on the restaurant he was trying to re-brand and re-staff. “One cook was legitimately good, but he’s already left and found another position. I’d reached out to him and asked him to stay on and even offered to pay him a severance pay while I rebranded the restaurant, but he didn’t want to wait around. He’s good, has a lot of potential. I can’t blame him. Still, it feels like a loss. 

“The other interviews this week can’t cook for shit. It’s been a nightmare trying to find decent talent.”

“Why not use some of your cooks from your more established places? Like, for example,” I said, setting my drink down and lifting a finger as if to make a point. He swiped it and set it aside. “Hey!”

“You were saying?”

“Let’s say you have a chef at Oak City Grille. That restaurant has a good reputation and it’s well established. But you have a chef that is good, but not essential to the restaurant. Move him to your new one, give him a chance to be a super-star, and then re-fill his position. Oak City Grille has a good name, you’ll find someone fast to replace him. Or some lower-level guy who only gets to work a few nights a week but wants more hours can finally get those hours he wants.”

“Clever, Alice. I had considered something like that, but I like the way you think.”

“It’s a good idea, right?”

“It is.”

“I know, ‘cause I’m super smart.”

“Yes you are,” he said. “How far did you get on your project today?”

“Oh, I got the fridge cleaned out, and I started on the pantry. And I think I came up with a good way to organize everything. See there’s this app, and you can keep track of things you have, and all we’d have to do is record what you buy, and what you use. It even synchronizes to your recipes and your grocery list if you want it too. I played around with it a little bit and I think it’ll work... but I should warn you... I barely started on the pantry, and I almost ran out of time, so there are cans of soup and boxes of pasta all over your counter.” 

He pursed his lips and chuckled under his breath. There was something so sexy about the way he tried to hold himself together and resist his laugh. He was so distant and stoic, but he was finally letting his guard down. I loved it. I sighed in happiness, rocking slightly in my chair. The bruises on my ass and my inner thighs and the side of my sex ached a little.

“Feeling good,” he asked me. He leaned back in his chair, and I could see the tension of the day practically evaporating from him. “Or bad?”

“Good. It’s like a hug every time I sit down.” 

He shook his head mockingly, and mouthed, “little slut.” 

I shrugged. “You like it.” 

“Hmm. Maybe.”

“You liked the show I gave you today, admit it.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Did you finish when you left the room?”

I rolled my eyes. “No. I can’t come twice without a vibe.” 

As soon as I had spoken, I realized my mistake, and snapped my mouth shut. Crap. I just admitted to breaking rule eight. Reluctantly, I met his gaze. 

He’d already known. He was just waiting for me to admit it. Damnit. I walked into that one like a brick wall!

“Um... so...”

He reached under the table and set his briefcase on his lap. From inside, he withdrew a small black bag, passing it over the table to me before setting his briefcase back down on the ground and out of sight. 

I took the proffered bag and pulled the drawstrings open, revealing a small pink egg toy. 

“Be back in three minutes. Return that bag with your panties inside.”

I blushed as I shakily stood to my feet. The bag was modest in size and looked like a little clutch, so I could get away with walking to the restroom.

He said to return the bag with my panties inside. He didn’t say I had to put the toy in. 

But I want to. 

He didn’t say I had to turn it on. 

But I want to.

I’m going to suffer for this. 

But I want to!

I did as he asked, pushing the egg inside me. The skimpy thong I’d worn went into the bag, and I left the bathroom a few moments later, gripping the toy with my muscles and attempting to walk confidently. 

The fact that nobody in the room knew I was pantiles with a sex toy in my pussy made me feel like a motherfucking rockstar. The queen brat of all brats. A force to be reckoned with. 

That all changed when I sat across from Reuben and handed him the bag. He took it, checked, and put it in his pocket. Then he fiddled with his phone, and the vibe came to life. 

It must have been some pre-programmed pattern, designed by some atrocious cruel pleasure Dom, because within thirty seconds I felt myself starting to tingle and melt from the deep pulsing of the toy. A low grumbling, followed by pulses, then high buzzing, then staccato beats... it was dragging me to the edge of pleasure, forcing my muscles to contract and flutter, and then changing right before I could come, and the egg sat right against my g-spot.

I met Reuben’s gaze. He smirked and sliced a piece of chicken from the newest plate of food, holding it out to me on his fork. “Is everything to your... satisfaction?” he asked. 

“Mmm,” was all I could manage. I felt myself blush as he licked his lips. 

I was a little buzzed, horny as hell from this morning’s unfinished orgasm, and now Reuben Weston was feeding me and teasing me in public. I’d played this game before with other Doms, but nothing had ever been this intense before. 

During one particularly intense pattern of vibrations, he leaned forward across the table and whispered in my face, “If you come in front of everyone at this restaurant, it’ll be the last orgasm you enjoy for a month.” 

“You said no more than five days,” I whispered, genuinely fighting off the urge. It was one of those staccato beats that forced a strong clench of my muscles, and it was hard to resist.

“I said ‘enjoy,’ not ‘experience.’ If you think for one minute I can’t make orgasms the worst torture you’ve ever had, you don’t know me very well yet. The only reason you experience pleasure, Alice, is because I want you to. Remember that.”

I fought. I succeeded... By the skin of my teeth. 

We sat at that restaurant eating fancy food and drinking too much until almost midnight. I attempted to make small talk around the aching of the toy in my pussy and the tingling in my clit. He fed me more food, flirting with me and calling me his pretty little toy. He let his fingers brush against my lips as he gave me tasty bites of things to try while he told me about the special food we were eating and how it was prepared. He told me how gorgeous I looked flushed with need and called me his sweetheart. I found myself slipping back into that soft space in my head where I was desperate enough to do as he asked without arguing about it. I was already in trouble, anyway. Why make it worse when this was so nice? 

I needed it to end soon, but I hoped it never did. Oh my God and he hasn’t even gotten me naked yet. 

He finally turned off the toy right as the manager and the chef came out. Reuben stood and shook their hands and slid his chair over so he was right beside me, the other two standing across from the two of us. 

“I hope everything was satisfactory,” the manager began.

“Yes. It was an overall excellent experience.” 

I felt Reuben’s hand settle on my thigh right as the manager turned to me. “And your thoughts, miss?”

Reuben squeezed my thigh slightly. “Oh, God... I loved it. I...” 

His hand slid under the hem of my dress, his fingers brushing my inner thigh with the tenderest touch. 

“I think... I thought...”

The manager and the chef were staring at me with high hopes. Reuben moved his hand higher, nearing my wetness. 

I sat up straighter. Turn the brain into work mode, Alice. Do whatever it takes to not be a wet, drooling baby in this chair. 

“I thought almost everything was delicious, though a few of the plates had a particularly odd presentation. It was a bit of a turn-off, honestly. The tuna threw me off and I almost didn’t try it simply because of the plating. And even though it was yummy, the tofu looked like tofu. The point of tofu is for it to look and taste like anything but tofu, even though it’s tofu. So don’t make it look like tofu.

“But I’m no expert,” I shrugged. “Still, all in all, I thought this was absolutely lovely.”

Reuben withdrew his hand and snickered. “I agree with the lady’s critiques.” Then he proceeded to add his own critiques, all of which I thought were unnecessarily harsh. Still, the chef and the manager ate up his feedback with smiles and excitement. 

Reuben rose and took his briefcase, and I stood and pulled my dress down a little. It had ridden up on my thighs from his exploration. He shook their hands again, and it wasn’t lost on me that his fingertips had just been brushing against the wetness that had dripped down my thighs. Somehow, that thought made me feel even more dirty. They sent us home with a to-go box of mini samples of their desserts, which we were too full to try that night. 

He hailed us a cab and I stumbled into the back, tipsy from the drinks and wobbly from my teasing for the past few hours. He climbed in after me, looking like a predator about to demolish its favorite animal. 

He gave the driver the address and his credit card, and a moment later, we were off. He moved over to the middle seat, pulling me into his lap and sliding closed the divider between the cabby and our seats. 

A moment later, one hand was around my throat, and the other was under my dress. He squeezed my neck ever so gently and I let my head fall back onto his shoulder. His huge hands made up my entire world. His fingers gently prodded at my opening but refused to enter me, brushing against my clit. I turned my face and looked up at him in desperation. 

He just smirked back. He his hand left my sex and reached into his pocket, and I just knew he was fishing out his phone to turn the vibe back on. Sure enough, a moment later a low, steady vibration rumbled through me, far too low for me to come, but just enough to make me suffer. 

“Fuck.” 

“Oh, Sweetheart. You have no idea how much trouble you’re in.” 
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The ride home took twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of that damn vibrator buzzing itself crazy right against my g-spot. Twenty minutes of his hand on my neck, squeezing and releasing me, his fingers venturing down my cleavage and across my nipples and back up to my neck again. Twenty minutes of his hand squeezing the bruises on my inner thighs and my panty line, sending shocks of pain mixed in with my pleasure. Twenty minutes of his growls reverberating through my whole body, his lips and teeth toying at my neck and shoulder. 

When we finally got home, he didn’t turn the damn toy off. He just threw open the door, signed the receipt, hauled me out of the cab, and dragged me into the house. 

He brought me to the bathroom in my bedroom. “Strip,” he said. “Wash your face, brush your teeth. Do it now.” He stood with his arms crossed across his chest, leaning against the doorframe. I did what he said, not having the strength to argue. I was far too desperate to think straight by that point. 

I washed the makeup off my face, brushed my hair, brushed my teeth, and then turned to face him. He grabbed me by the hair and hauled me to my bed. I had a sinking suspicion I knew what was coming, but I wasn’t willing to believe it. 

I struggled against him, but he was stronger than me. He pinned my hands above my head with one hand, and with the other he cuffed my wrists to the headboard with restraints that I hadn’t even known were there. He straightened, adjusting his tie, and glaring at me. “Stay,” he warned, like I had a choice, and left the room. 

The damn vibrator was still. fucking. going. 

I moaned in desperation and squirmed, thrusting against the toy to get some relief, but the vibration seemed to be getting steadily lower, just low enough to feel but not nearly close enough to come. 

“Fuck,” I groaned. 

He returned about fifteen minutes later. Gone was his jacket and button-down shirt and dress pants. Instead, he was wearing a pair of dark sweatpants and a t-shirt with a metal band logo on the front. I could see the tone of his arms through the shirt, and there was just a tiny tuft of dark curly hair on his chest peeking out from the collar of his shirt. He was rock-hard and big under those sweats. I bit my lip at the sight. He looked good enough to eat. 

But first I really needed to come. 

“Please, Sir,” I said, letting my desperation come through. My eyes watered a little. “Please let me come.”

“You’ve already come today,” he said. “I was going to give you such a nice orgasm this evening... but you stole it from me. So instead, you get all the buildup without the release.” 

“No,” I cried, and the tension and desperation I felt made my eyes fill with tears.

He knelt over me, straddling me with another pair of cuffs, and attaching my ankles to my wrists. He ran his hands down my thighs, squeezing, scratching, growling, and I felt myself clench with need. 

Then he turned off the egg toy, and reached behind him to retrieve the leather chastity belt he’d had me in before. 

“Oh, no, please! Reuben! Sir! No, don’t do that to me. Not... please...”

“What is rule eight, Alice?”

“I won’t come without permission. I’m sorry, I’ll never do it again, I’m sorry! Please!”

He left the egg inside me as he strapped the belt around my waist. 

“Please,” I begged, “I can’t. I won’t be able to sleep like this.” 

“Your tears are so pretty,” he whispered, thumbing them away with so much affection it made my heart ache as bad as my pussy. “I love it when you cry for me. Cry for me some more, baby. What a good little toy.” He kissed and bit my lips, and then licked the tears off my cheek, groaning and grinding himself against me. 

I sobbed in frustration. Then I heard the buzz. 

“This is the one you stole from my dungeon, isn’t it?” he asked, holding up the vibrator I’d snatched earlier. 

“Uh... yes Sir...”

“Well. Let’s see how you like it.”

He let the buzzing dildo glide over my hips, my mons, my inner thighs, my lips, even my nipples. He circled my sex, even pressing it against the metal section of the belt that covered my opening and my clit for just long enough to make me scream. But then he would pull it way moving on to torture me in another place. 

I was starting to feel fuzzy again. My whole body hurt, and nothing else mattered but release. 

“Please, Reuben, I’ll do anything. I can’t... I need to come.” 

“Anything?” he asked. 

“Anything.” 

“That’s a risky thing to say to me, little bug.”

“Please. I have to... I... I can’t... oh God I need to come. I can’t take any more, please.” 

“Stay here, I’ll be right back.” He turned off the vibrator he’d been teasing me with and left the room. 

I let my head fall back against my pillow. 

He uses orgasms as weapons. 

I was in way over my head. 

A few minutes later, Reuben came back with a device that looked like a syringe. He set it aside before I got a good glimpse of it. He removed the part of the belt that sealed off my sex, and then massaged and squeezed my legs, pressing the heel of his hand against my pussy for a moment to send a powerful shock through me. 

He pulled out the egg vibrator and set it aside, and then pushed something long and thin inside me. I moaned at the sensation, a new wave of desperate tears emerging from my eyes. 

A moment later, he pushed a button or a leaver, and I felt something pump into me. Some kind of liquid, or cream. Lube? The sensation was unlike anything I’d ever felt. I squirmed and thrust my hips at the feeling. 

He withdrew the tool, then he took the dildo he’d teased me with earlier and very, very slowly, slid it inside me. 

I gasped at the fullness. It wasn’t too big, but it was curved with a ripple down the front, and it brushed my channel in all the right ways. He pressed it in and out, so slowly there was no way I’d release, still teasing me. 

Then a moment later, something weird happened. It was as if the ache inside me lessened, steadily, and then I felt no ache at all. 

“Huh?” I lifted my head to check. The toy was still inside me, and he was thrusting it even more vigorously now. He withdrew it and massaged it against my clit, spreading whatever cream he’d used there too. 

But I couldn’t feel it. It didn’t feel good or bad, it just didn’t... feel anything. 

“No. What?”

“Lay back and come for me, sweetheart.” I watched in horror as he began vigorously thrusting the toy inside me. I knew how it should feel; it would be mind-blowing after all that teasing today. The curve and the texture of the toy combined with the speed and the strength he was using it should have sent me right over the edge. Instead, I watched in mute horror as I felt absolutely nothing. 

“No...”

“There we go,” he grinned widely, displaying bright white teeth in the low light of my room. “You didn’t feel that at all, did you, little goblin? You just had an orgasm. I watched it. I watched your muscles squeeze and pulse around this plastic cock. You feel some relief, don’t you? It’s a shame you didn’t get to enjoy it.” 

I collapsed back on the pillows behind me and sobbed. Fuck this man and his teasing and his games. This was the worst idea ever... he’s a monster. 

“You should be able to sleep perfectly fine now,” he said, buckling the belt back across my sex and finally releasing my ankles from their bonds. My legs fell down beside me and I let them sit there, feeling hopeless and miserable. 

I am never, ever, ever breaking that rule again. The shitty orgasm I had this morning wasn’t worth it. Especially knowing what I could have experienced tonight with him. 

He wiped his hands across my chest, smearing the remains of the numbing cream he’d used against my breasts. “Let this be a lesson for you, my little goblin princess. You steal an orgasm from me... I’ll steal one from you. And you’ll hate it more than you hate denial.”

He kissed my forehead, unbuckling the cuffs but leaving them buckled around my wrists. “Sleep well, beautiful.” 

All I could do was cry. 
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Chapter 42
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Alice was not at all happy when she got up the next day, and it was amusing to watch. She looked like an angry cartoon character, pouting and glaring at me as she stomped around. On top of her anger at being back in the chastity belt and the least fulfilling orgasm in history, she was also slightly hung over. Her hair a mess, the remainder of her eye makeup smeared, and the glare on her face made for an overall humorous start to the day. 

Unfortunately, I was soon to be reminded that her attitude came along with her attraction. 

I gave her some bacon and an ibuprofen, and she took it, though she complained about it the whole time. 

“Can you finish the pantry today?”

“I can. Don’t know if I will.” She stabbed at the bacon with her fork. 

“Will you finish the pantry today?”

“Maybe. Depends on my mood.”

“Have it done by the time I get home and I’ll take the belt off.” 

She whispered something under her breath. 

“What?”

“Nothing, Sir,” she said, and popped a piece of bacon in her mouth, chewing pointedly. 

I felt my hackles raise. Why am I doing this? She’s not even trying. 

Because she’s mine. And now I have to figure out how to reach her. She’s just like the girls at the center, but hurt in a different way. With them, I allow them to say no, that’s the turning point. What is the turning point for her? What situation can I put her in that will allow her to find freedom and safety with me? How can I make her say yes?

I wasn’t sure yet, but if there was one thing I’d learned from the past few years of training subs, it was that consistency was key.

Before she could take another piece of bacon off her plate, I grabbed her plate and slid it out of her reach. “Repeat what you said under your breath.” 

“I said, ‘I’ll show you getting it done.’”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

“So sue me.” 

“Alice... I understand you’re frustrated. But you agreed to the rule, and then you broke it. I can give you another punishment for your attitude if you need it.” 

She pursed her lips, glared at her coffee cup, and then shook her head. “I know, Sir,” she mumbled. “I just didn’t think you’d do that.” 

“Well, now you know not to do it again. Your orgasms belong to me, and I want to enjoy them with you. If I don’t get to enjoy them, neither do you.” I slid her plate back over to her and continued eating my breakfast. “Before I forget. The team is out on a trip right now, and they’ll be back tomorrow with another group of girls.”

Alice looked up at me while she chewed, curious. 

“Tomorrow is going to be a long day. I’ll probably be at the center most of the day and part of the night, if I come home at all. That being said, I think it might be good for you to drive back down to North Carolina for a day or two, and pick up some more of your clothing, since you only brought three outfits with you.” 

Alice froze, ceasing her chewing, and looked down at her plate. 

“Unless you want to go out and buy more clothing,” I said, “but that seems a little wasteful, doesn’t it?” 

She nodded silently. She wouldn’t look at me. 

“You could bring your telescope back up here if you like. You should have a pretty good look outside through your window.”

A shrug. Her face was blank, but her jaw was clenching. 

“Alice?”

“You don’t want me to come to the house?”

I hesitated. We hadn’t had this conversation yet, and she had never really met any of the girls at the front end of their treatment. “I think we should wait on that.” 

She swallowed, still not looking at me. “So you’re sending me out of the state. So I won’t do anything stupid and fuck it up.”

“No... that is not what I said, and that’s not what I meant. I said you’re out of clothes, and I won’t be around much, and I don’t want you to be bored or lonely. Unless you’d rather stay here by yourself for two or three days, and I doubt very seriously you would enjoy that.” 

“Right. Got it. Yes Sir.” She stood and took her half-eaten bacon and my empty plate to the kitchen and began to wash them without another word. 

I checked my watch. I didn’t have time for this right now. I had a meeting in an hour.

“I need to go. We’ll talk about this lack of communication when I get back.” 

She didn’t answer. I waited for an acknowledgement of my statement but heard nothing. I gave her another moment, but she refused to speak. 

Where is the line for her? What is attitude, what is rebellion, and what is fear? How much is her disorder, and how much is just... her? 

I stomped back into the kitchen to see her eyes welling with tears while she scrubbed a pan. Fisting her hair in my hand, I jerked her head up so she was forced to look me in the eye. At the action, her mouth popped open, and she almost dropped the pan into the sink. 

“Tonight when I get home, we’re going to talk about this attitude of yours. I expect you to spend your free time today thinking about it so you’re ready for the conversation. Now. Tell me... who do you belong to?” 

She clenched her jaw and her eyes flashed. But she said it. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“Yeah.” I leaned down and sank my teeth into her collarbone, biting down hard enough to make her cry out. Then I growled in her ear. “That’s so you don’t forget.” I smacked her ass as I pulled away. 

She was still glaring, but I caught a glimpse of the pink in her cheeks before I walked out the door. 
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I thought about Alice all day. We texted a few times back and forth, but it was all related to the pantry. She sent me a link to download the app she’d told me about. When I opened it, I saw she’d already entered everything, including the things that were going to expire soonest, and I was blown away by how much easier this was going to make my meal planning. 

When I got home, she was wearing nothing but my chastity belt and a loose t-shirt. Why was that such a sexy combination? With no bra, I could see her nipple rings through the t-shirt. 

I want to bite and bruise every part of her body. Mark her up. Maybe I’ll write on her again. 

Although the t-shirt looked suspiciously large on her. “Is that my shirt?” 

She turned around and raised an eyebrow at me, and I saw her lips were locked around a tootsie pop. 

“Nope.” She smirked. Well, someone is in a mood today. 

“Are you sure?” I stalked forwards and lowered my voice, and then reached out and grabbed it by the base where she’d knotted it above her belly, jerking her forward and speaking low and clearly right in her face. “Because I think it’s my shirt.”

Her eyes widened but she didn’t pull back from me. She pulled the lollipop out of her mouth with a loud pop. “Not anymore.” 

I snatched the candy from her with my other hand. “Didn’t I tell you no candy before dinner?”

“You did not.” 

“I think I did.” 

“Nope. You said no candy for dinner. That’s different.” 

“I see. Thank you for clarifying.” 

“No problem.”

I released the shirt and tossed the candy into the garbage can under the sink. “Rule nine. No candy before dinner.” 

“How much before? Because ten o’clock at night is before dinner the next day.” 

“You’re an adult, Alice. Use your discretion, or I’ll change it to ‘no candy without permission.’” 

She rolled her eyes and recited the rule with as much sarcasm as humanly possible. 

I’d spent all day deciding how I was going to handle her attitude and what her punishment would be. That went out the window with the eye roll. Consistency. Break a rule, get punished. Easy. 

I grabbed her arm before she managed to get too far away from me and pushed her against the wall, one hand holding her throat and the other gripping her wrists. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened in a silent gasp. 

“Really heaping it on recently, aren’t you?” The feeling of her neck in my hand made my blood hot. All the bullshit from the day seemed to evaporate right out of my body, and the only thing that mattered to me was getting Alice back in her place. I’d been looking forward to this all day and I was ready to go.

“Us damn masochists, right?” She half-laughed, breathless. “And you can’t punish me for something that you just made a rule for.” 

“You’re not being punished for the candy. You’re being punished for the eye roll. I warned you not to do that.” 

“Yeah, but it’s not a rule,” she grinned as her face began to turn a darker shade of pink. 

I squeezed just a little harder. “Rule ten. No eye rolling.” 

“No way! Not a chance. That’s one habit I’ll never be able to break.” 

“Maybe,” I growled. “But if it’s not a rule, I can’t punish you for it.” And I really, really wanted to punish her for it.

“And what’s my punishment for eye rolling,” she whispered, barely able to speak now. 

Smart girl. Learning to ask before agreeing to things. I felt my lips quirk. “Spankings.” I released the grip on her neck. 

Her eyelids fluttered and she gasped, her knees giving out from the blood rush. I caught her and held her under her arms. She was limp in my hands, but she was panting and smiling. “Rule ten,” she gasped. “No eye rolling.” 

When she recovered enough to stand on her feet, I turned her around, smacked her ass hard twice, and then let her go. “Go get ready for dinner. Be naked.” She skipped off with a smile on her face. 

Sure, smirk and walk away like you just won that battle. You have no idea how I’m going to make that backfire on you, little monster. 

For dinner I made stuffed peppers. Alice made a show of eating the ground beef and the cheese out of the middle and picking at the rest. I wasn’t sure if she disliked it, or if she just wasn’t hungry from her sugar rush. Or maybe she was just being ornery. 

After dinner, I made her clean the kitchen spotlessly in nothing but that belt. She looked embarrassed and angry about it, but I could see the wetness from her pussy leaking into her legs whenever she bent over. She might not like being disciplined, but she sure as hell got off on it. 

“Okay. Good work. That’s how I expect you to clean the kitchen every time. Understood?” 

“Naked and everything?”

I glared back at her. “Unless there are guests over, yes.” 

“Yes Sir,” she griped. 

“Good. I’m going to the front room. I want you to bring me a shot of whiskey and then come sit with me.” 

I left the kitchen before she could argue. 

A few minutes later, she presented me with a shot of whiskey... in a plastic bag. 

“In a glass, you deranged raccoon.” 

She gasped at my insult, turned on her heel and stomped to the kitchen, returning with a water glass. She’d shoved the plastic bag inside and was still glaring at me. 

Sighing, I took the glass and set it aside, then grabbed hold of the rings in her nipples, pulling her down towards the ground. They were convenient for manhandling her. “Knees... good. Legs wider. Hands behind your head. Don’t fight me,” I snapped as she struggled against my hands positioning her. “Just do it. You want to be edged again?” 

“No!”

“Then get on your fucking knees and fix your position.”

She made a disgruntled face, but finally got into the position I wanted her in. “Now. This morning, you got very upset over my request for you to go back to Cullowhee and collect your things, and the fact that I don’t want you at the center tomorrow. Are you ready to talk about that?” 

“No.”

“Okay. Then you’re going to kneel here until you are.” 

She worked her mouth, and looked away from me, resolutely deciding to maintain her silence. But she held her position as best she could. There was only so long she’d be able to stay there, though. Her arms were already starting to droop, and she couldn’t stand being bored. 

I, on the other hand, was permanently tired, and had no problem sitting on the couch and doing nothing for as long as I needed to.

While I waited for her to get bored enough to talk to me, I extracted the plastic bag from the glass, and attempted to pour the shot of whiskey into the glass without making too much of a mess. I succeeded, tasting it tentatively to be sure she hadn’t added anything suspicious to it. It tasted fine, though it was a little awkward to drink out of a water glass. 

After a few minutes I could see the fight leaving her eyes. She was uncomfortable and angry, and she probably wanted to tell me how she felt because it was burning her up. She was only fighting on the principle of the matter. By the time I had finished half the glass, she was working up the courage to speak. I waited her out, refusing to ask her again. 

“I just...” she swallowed. “You just told me to go back. You didn’t even ask. You just told me, like you’re my boss or something. Like I had no say. I thought we weren’t doing that.”

“You always have a say in our dynamic. You chose not to say anything. You shut down on me. That’s why we’re talking now.”

“I just think it would have been nicer if you asked me, not just demanded it.” 

I tilted her chin up. “I think you misunderstood me. I did ask you. I said it would be a good idea for you to go back, I didn’t order you. I suggested it. If that bothered you, you should have clarified. 

“Alice, I have no problem changing my requests, my orders, or even the way I speak to you based on your needs or your feelings. But if you give me the silent treatment and start acting like a little bitch every time you’re unhappy or hurt, I can’t change my behavior. So how about next time you’re unhappy, you talk to me about it like a big girl instead of a spoiled little child?” 

She rolled her eyes. Five for the spank bank. “Will that even do any good,” she snapped. “Because in my experience, what the Dom says goes, no questions asked.”

“Well, let’s consider your experiences for a minute.” I counted my fingers in front of her face, speaking softly. “You had a new Dom with no experience top you without negotiation. You had a user and a cheat. You had a psychopath, a few non-committed playmates who bailed when it got hard, and then a gaslighter and manipulator who kidnapped you. So yes, I can see how you would assume that. But that’s not how it works with me, because I’m not them. Now tell me why you don’t want to go to Cullowhee.” 

She was crying again. Always crying, the pretty thing. Her lip quivered and she took a deep breath. “Because... because I don’t... want you to... decide you... like it better when I’m not around.” Her eyes fell closed. 

I huffed a laugh as I thumbed her tears away, smearing her eyeliner, then readjusted her posture so her hands were in her lap. “Look at me.” She opened her eyes and I ran my finger over her lip. She opened her mouth for it, but I tapped her on the nose. “No... just let me touch you. Good. That’s my girl. Alice, do you know how miserable I was the few days I was up here without you?” 

Hope almost seemed to blossom in her face. “No, Sir.” 

“You should ask Simon and Becca. They had to deal with my sullen behavior. It wasn’t a pretty sight.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I wish I hadn’t–”

“No. You’re forgiven for that, remember?” She nodded. “You don’t need to feel bad about that, because you’ve already apologized and have been forgiven. I didn’t tell you that to make you feel bad. I told you that because I don’t think I’ve done a good job explaining to you how attached to you I’ve become. I’m going to miss you while you’re gone. But, sweetheart, you only have three t-shirts, and you’re out of socks. And as much as I love you naked, you need some more clothes if you’re going to be up here with me for the next two months, which is my preference. I need you to pick up some work dresses and a few pairs of shoes besides those cute boots you like to wear so I can take you out. 

“I also want you to collect that folder of paperwork you left in your bedroom in my house. I’d like to make copies and keep it somewhere safe.

“And... I had packed a box of toys for us to play with, and some of your harness with no neck segments. But when you ghosted me last week, I left them behind. I’d love for you to bring those up too.” 

She leaned her face into my hand and smiled softly. 

“See? I don’t hate you. I like you. You really think I would put up with your shit if I didn’t?”

Her smile intensified and she met my gaze. “Okay.” 

“Now. What else do you need to tell me? What else are you upset about?”

She thought for a few minutes before she said, “Why don’t you want me to go to The Weston House?”

Good girl, trying hard to trust me. “I don’t think you understand what you’re going to see when they arrive, little bug. Even I don’t know what to expect. The last batch, we had six that were suicidal, two who succeeded, and one who wouldn’t stop screaming until we sedated her. It turned out she had a broken foot and was in excruciating pain, but she couldn’t communicate that to us. Three wouldn’t look anyone in the eyes, four didn’t speak English, and one of them was eight years old and already shaking from drug withdrawals. 

“You don’t want to see that. I want you to meet some of the girls who are doing well, see what the process looks like, maybe even sit into some group therapy sessions first, before you are there when a new group comes in. Because when we bring a new group in, it is all-hands on deck, and their safety and survival is our top priority. Everybody has a job, we have a process, and... you don’t have a role in that yet. 

“I think it’ll upset you, and part of my job is to be there for those girls and try to reach them from the start. The first few moments I spend with them are very important. I don’t want to be worried about you having a panic attack, or needing me while I’m trying to help them and get them settled. And you’re my top priority, so if that happened, I would divert to you.” 

At my words, the concern and the frustration settled into acceptance. “You’re probably right... I know you’re right.”

“So what pissed you off?”

“Like I said. You didn’t even ask. You didn’t explain it. You just gave me no say in the matter.”

“In this situation... you have no say. The Weston House is my organization and isn’t part of our dynamic. It’s my job. I wouldn’t take you to my restaurant to help me cook, and I’m not going to take you to the center until I have a concrete role for you to fill.”

“Okay! But knowing why helps me not hate you! I want you to explain this stuff to me, not just throw it at me!”

“I don’t care if you hate me. Hate me, love me, it doesn’t matter. You still need to learn to trust. 

“Let me tell you a story my father told me. A boy and his father were walking in the woods together. One day, completely out of the blue, the father told the son to freeze. The son did as he was told, and didn’t take another step. The father approached and used a stick to brush the leaves out of the way, and in front of his son was bear trap that would have snapped his ankle in two. Had the son continued walking and asked, ‘Why?’ he would have been hurt.

“One day, sweetheart, I’m going to ask you, or tell you, to do something, or make a decision for us, and you may not understand it. It will probably be for your safety. When that day comes, I need you to obey even when you don’t understand it. I don’t expect that to happen right away, but I do expect you to work at it. Practice it. Think about it consciously and decide to trust me. I’ll continue to talk about it with you if that’s what you need, but you need to practice the other side, and practice the trust so that when that day comes, you’re confident in your submission, not terrified, and you give me a chance to protect you.”

She looked suspicious, but really, I couldn’t blame her. “I know I’m asking a lot... come here. Come up here.” I leaned back on the couch and motioned for her to join me. She scrambled up into my lap. I repositioned her so she was kneeling with one leg on either side of mine, just how I liked. I withdrew the key to the chastity belt from my pocket and unlocked it, setting it aside. She sighed at the relief of her freedom.

“It has happened before, and I worry about you getting hurt, especially with your tendency to argue and push back. I don’t have a problem with you playing and bratting me, but I need to know that if a situation ever comes up, I can trust you will turn that off and obey. 

“Over time, I’m going to prove to you that the decisions I make for you are in your best interest. I want you to learn that submission is always going to pay off for you, because it will lead to good things. And you haven’t been mine long enough to learn that lesson yet. You still think of submission as losing. It’s not... it’s winning.” 

She looked at me like she didn’t believe me. 

“I’ll teach you, little goblin.” 

“If you say so, old man.” 

“What do I need to do about that attitude?” 

“Probably...” she put her finger up on her lips like she was thinking hard. “Ice cream.” 

“Ice cream? You barely ate your dinner!” 

“Yeah well I hate peppers. And ice cream is a good attitude adjuster.” 

“Hm. Somehow I doubt that will have the desired effect.” 

“You could try giving me a few orgasms. That would probably do it.” 

“Good girls get orgasms. Bad girls with attitude get punished.” 

“Well, you could spank me. That usually works.” 

“You’re still too bruised from Sunday. You need to heal. How are those bruises?” 

She wiggled in my lap. “Yummy.” 

“Little weirdo.” 

“Old man.” 

“Okay, I’m really not that old.”

She reached up and brushed my beard with her fingertips. “Hmmm,” she leaned forward, as if inspecting. “Beard turning grey. Over forty. Nope, you’re an old man.”

“This old man is going to put you in your place if you’re not careful.” 

She bit her lip and grinned. “How old are you, anyway?”

“I’ll be forty-one in August.” 

“Wow...” she pursed her lips and looked away as if confronted with an ugly truth. 

“What!”

“Nothing. I’m just accepting the fact that I have a type.” 

I couldn’t help but laugh. She looked at me again and grinned. “I like it when you laugh.”

“Well, I have laughed more in the past two weeks than I have in the past five years. Which is one more reason why you don’t need to worry about me kicking you to the curb. Okay, little bug?”

She sighed and nodded happily.

“We okay?” 

“Yes Sir. I’m sorry I shut down on you.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you what you needed to hear to feel cared for. I could have been more clear with you. And if that’s what you need to feel comfortable, then that’s what I’ll do. I can’t expect you to trust me with no history between us. So from now on, I’ll give you a more thorough explanation for my requests. Does that work?”

She nodded. “Thank you, Sir.” 

“But in the future, when you’re upset, I need you to talk to me, not just shut down and be a brat for what you need.” 

Her face fell. She looked up at me with her huge mystical eyes full of tears and said, “I don’t like to ask. I know I’m a pain. I hate being so needy.”

“I don’t have a problem with your needs. I have a problem with you not sharing them with me.” 

She looked at me like she’d just had an epiphany and threw her arms around my neck. I hugged her back, not sure what else to do or say. 

Eventually I pulled her off to the side and dug through the end table by the couch. I’d read online in one of my groups to strategically place restraints everywhere you think you might need them, so I had ropes bundled up in almost every drawer in the house. I pulled her legs over my lap and began to wrap them, twisting the ropes into a pretty design and securing them so they were snug against her skin. Her thighs bulged ever so slightly around the ropes and it made my mouth water. When I finished, I kissed her thighs and sank my teeth into her skin.

Because I could do that. Because she was mine now. 

Then I pulled a blanket over the two of us and flipped on the tv, pulling up one of my favorite tv shows. I needed to turn my brain off for a few minutes before I passed out and dealt with the chaos that would ensue tomorrow. 

“What are we watching?”

“Cowboy Beebop.”

“What is that? Oh, is it an anime? Ugh. You’re such a nerd.”

“It’s a good show.”

“It’s anime.” 

“It’s about space cowboys and a robot dog.” 

She pursed her lips and grumbled, “I guess I can give it a chance.” 

While we watched the first episode, I continued putting our rules and consequences into the Obedience app. I programmed Eye Rolling as having five spankings as the punishment. 

Which wasn’t that many... unless I kept a very careful count and let loose on her once a month.

I put the rest of her rules in and threw a few rewards in there that she could earn if she felt like being good once in a while. Maybe she just needed some extra motivation. A combination of positive reinforcement and consistent consequences wasn’t going to make things worse. 

She was shifting under the blankets, and I knew she was trying to relieve some of the tension she had building inside her from me tying her up. 

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Hm.” I grabbed her hands and dragged them out from under the blanket. They were damp and smelled like her cum. 

“You filthy little slut. Touching yourself right here next to me, thinking you can get away with that.” 

“I had an itch!”

“An itch inside your pussy?”

“Yeah! It’s right on my g-spot. Can you reach it?”

“You have absolutely no idea how horny I can make you. You want a repeat of last night?”

She let out a frustrated cry and leaned against me. 

“What did I say earlier about orgasms?”

“Only good girls get orgasms.” Another eye roll. 

“So be good for me through the rest of the show, okay, sweetheart? I’ll take care of you.” 

She grinned and bit her lip and tried to settle down. 

She didn’t know that either way, she was going to have an orgasm tonight. But it was up to her on whether she enjoyed it or not. 

I got a wicked idea for some extra fun and left her on the couch for a moment to retrieve one of my favorite remote toys. Returning to the living room, I caught her trying to grind against the couch. 

“Why are you so horny all the time,” I muttered, pulling her over my knee. I got a good look at the bruises still decorating her ass from my previous abuse. 

She tossed her head so that her hair fell away from her face and glared back at me. “Because I wasn’t loved as a child!” Her eyes widened as she saw what I was holding. It was the same one I’d tortured her with last night. “No.” 

“Did you just say ‘no’ to me?”

“Oh, so you’re deaf and blind?”

I turned the toy on, sliding it across her slit but not pushing it in. She started squirming and bucking, wriggling, trying to get herself closer to the buzzing toy. I ignored her and resumed watching the show. 

“Reuben!” 

“Shut up, I like this part.” 

“You’re so annoying!”

“I’m going to gag you again if you can’t be quiet.” 

She huffed and wriggled some more, groaning at the teasing, but attempting to stay quiet. After another ten minutes, I finally pushed it all the way inside her. She let out a beautiful moan, and I felt her wetness gush around my fingers as her lips parted to accept the intruding device. 

I set it to the pattern that seemed to annoy her the most and let it run, holding her in place over my lap so she couldn’t do anything to satisfy herself. Long slow pulses of increasing vibration built her up and then cut off, leaving her unsatisfied with every interval. I felt her melting with every passing moment. 

There were a lot of ways to keep naughty little subs motivated to be good. And the promise of something good in the future tended to be the most successful motivator. 

When I decided I’d had enough tv, I pushed her off me, shut off the tv, and threw her over my shoulder as I took her back to her bedroom. 

“Agh, not the cuffs again!” she complained as I locked her wrists, pinning her down with my leg while I did so. 

“Always complaining and whining,” I said. “Do we need a rule about that too?”

“No Sir,” she pleaded. 

I removed my tie from my neck and tied it around her eyes. She bit her lip as I adjusted it, tying it on the side so the knot wouldn’t bother her head. 

“Good?”

She nodded, whimpering slightly. 

Time for some magic. I turned off the toy and she made a sound of complaint at the loss of the sensation. 

“I want you to listen very carefully to the sound of my voice, okay? I’m going to give you a very, very nice orgasm. But you are going to do everything I say. You can do that for me, can’t you, sweetheart?” 

“Yes Sir.” 

“Good. That’s my girl.” Then I let my voice carry her away. 
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Chapter 43
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I woke up the next morning with the cuffs still on; they weren’t secured above my head, just buckled around my wrists. They were so pretty, with the black leather with purple embossing, and brushed silver hardware. How had he known that purple was my favorite color? Maybe he asked Alex. 

I should text her. I should text all of them. I’d gotten a few messages from Sophie and Mark and Cat while I’d been up here, but I sucked at replying. Out of sight, out of mind, and all that other ADHD stuff. 

I laid in bed for a few minutes, rubbing my eyes and trying to remember what happened last night. He had put that damn toy inside me, teased me while we’d sat on the couch, letting me feel his erection pushing into my stomach, his big hands on my body keeping me in place. Then he’d brought me back to bed, turned the toy off, and... and what? Why couldn’t I remember?

I tried hard. He had promised me a good orgasm, and I knew I’d had one. I felt amazing even now. I remembered this beautiful, fuzzy, floating feeling, like subspace, where nothing mattered but listening to him, and then the toy turning back on... and I cried out, twitching and thrusting against it as my whole body exploded. But what had he done? 

I reached down and felt myself. No belt, thank God. I was supposed to go back to Cullowhee today anyway. He wouldn’t have locked me up. 

My inner thighs were coated in my sticky and partially dried cum from last night, and I felt myself getting wet again at the memory of the powerful orgasm he’d forced on me. But what had he done? I remembered the feeling, but not how I got there. I couldn’t help but gently circle my clit with my fingertip at the memory of the mind-melting orgasm he’d given me. 

The bedroom door flew open and I jerked my head around to look at him. Reuben stood there in his usual outfit, which I was pretty sure was the only thing he owned. His eyebrows lowered and his eyes narrowed when he saw me look back at him. 

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing...”

He knew exactly what I was doing. He didn’t like it, but he clearly didn’t want to pick that battle this morning. “Get up. Breakfast is ready.”

He didn’t shut the door until I got up and proved I wasn’t going to masturbate. I threw on a pair of shorts and a tank top and came out into the dining room. 

“What happened last night?” I asked. 

“What do you remember?” He set a small plate of one egg and a piece of toast in front of me. I tried to eat some of it but my stomach was a little queasy, so I just sipped my coffee. 

I told him what I remembered. He smirked. “Sounds about right. I turned the toy back on and you came... just like I told you to.” He met my gaze. I could see a flicker of the dark cravings he buried most of the time trying to push to the surface. 

“You hypnotized me,” I whispered. 

“I did. And you loved it.” 

I felt my whole body flush. “Why can’t I remember?”

“The short answer is, you do. The long answer is very complicated. Can we revisit it? I have to leave in fifteen minutes. The team gets to the center in two hours. They’ve already collected the girls.”

Oh yeah. Today was the day he met the new victims that his mysterious group of vigilantes rescued. I couldn’t remember much of what he’d told me, but he’d mentioned someone named Lindsay. 

“How many girls are there?” 

He finished his coffee with a gulp and poured himself some more. “We were expecting twenty-five... They called me this morning right after the rescue. There are forty. We have to pull a bunch of extra beds, and I’m moving some of my girls without caregivers to hotel rooms to make more space. It’s going to be a long week for everyone. Can you bear with me?”

I smiled. “Yes. And I’ll try not to be too awful to you. Just... text me once in a while so I know you don’t hate me, okay?” 

He set his coffee down and stood behind me, gathering my hair up in his hands and pulling it down, forcing me to look up at him. He’d done that a few times and there was something silly, sweet, and really dominating about the action. I loved it. 

“I will.” He kissed my forehead. “And you text me if you start to feel insecure or upset, okay?” 

“Yes Sir.” 

“That’s my girl.” He left my side and finished his second cup of coffee as fast as he could, setting it in the sink. “Dishes before you leave today?”

“You got it, boss.” 

He raised an eyebrow. 

“Boss Sir. Sir Boss. Eh, I don’t know about that one.” 

His lips quirked once and he scoffed, the lines on his forehead disappearing for just a moment before he turned and walked out the door. 
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“You’re back!” Sophie clapped her hands like a happy little girl when she saw me. She ran up to me and threw her arms around me, squeezing tightly. 

“Hey,” I laughed, hugging her back. “Oh my God I just realized I haven’t texted you once since I left.”

“I know! And I was worried about you!” She pulled away and looked at me. “Are you okay? Are you guys good?”

Mark and Cat were nearby, and Alex poked her head out of where she’d been working in the office. I met her eyes and smiled. 

“Yeah. I’m really good.” 

I filled my friends in on the drama and the shenanigans I’d managed to get myself into during my time away, minus the sex games and the explicit details. Cat seemed pleased and Sophie couldn’t stop smiling. 

“How long will you be back,” Mark asked. 

“Just a day, I think. I’m going to go to his house and pack some of my stuff that I left there and pick up some documents.”

Later, Alex went with me to Reuben’s house up the mountain and helped me load the boxes and pack some of my clothes. 

“You seemed more like your old self over dinner,” she said softly. “The others noticed it too.”

“You know me, Alex. I haven’t been myself lately.” 

“I know.” {“It’s been very hard to see you so hurt and scared. I’m glad you’re doing better. Do you feel safe with him?”}

“Yeah. I do. Mostly...” I remembered our conversation where he’d called me out on bratting instead of communicating. I still wasn’t sure if I was willing or able to open up emotionally to that level yet. Plus annoying him was just so much fun. 

{“Go slow. He will guide you.”}

“You know you talk like a fourteenth-century monk, right?”

She muttered a curse in Russian under her breath that I think translated to “you’re a bitch.” I laughed at her. 

She finished helping me load the heavy plastic tubs into my car and selecting the clothes I wanted to bring with me while she told me about how Jake was trying to propose to her. 

“He keeps coming up with ideas, but we are so close now that I can hear his mind from almost everywhere. He is getting frustrated because he is trying to surprise me.”

“How is he going to do it?” I wrapped my telescope up in a blanket to protect it. 

“I don’t know and it’s pissing me off!” She growled quietly. {“I told him we should just get married and be done with it. He doesn’t need to surprise me with a proposal. He’s had the ring for over a year and he’s been carrying it around in his pocket.”}

She slammed the trunk of my car shut and I caught a glimpse of a rare facial expression on her. Her lips were pursed and she looked frustrated. 

“Be humble and trust him,” I grinned, remembering she’d said that to me once.

She muttered another Russian curse under her breath.

“Hey Alex,” I said, remembering something I wanted to ask her. “Did you know about Reuben’s vision of me?”

She stopped, her face going blank again, staring at me without speaking. That was enough of an answer for me. 

I tried not to feel mad at her, but it was really hard. “Why didn’t you just tell me,” I snapped. “And why didn’t you–”

I felt her mentally cut me off while she searched for the words. Climbing up and sitting on the trunk of my car, she stared off into the darkness of the trees around us. 

“I know too much, Alice.” 

She spoke softly, slowly, measuring her words. They seemed heavy as they emerged from her. “I know many things, most of which I should not know. I have learned that when I interfere, it is much worse than if I simply step back. 

“My father taught me that lesson years ago, and I did not listen to him. But I learned it for myself recently. There are things I can do that nobody should be able to do. I have a very specific role here at this church, within this community, and with my job. But when I try to step out of line and influence or affect things I have no business in, it backfires every single time. And I am tired of hurting my friends. 

“Maybe I messed up with you and Reuben. But I would rather have not said anything than said something and made a horrible mistake.”

I sat beside her on the trunk of my car, thinking for a while, trying to understand what it was like to know the thoughts, feelings, secrets, hopes, and dreams of everyone around you, and knowing it would be a disaster to do anything about it. It had to be stressful and emotionally exhausting.

“For the record, I did try to send you to Reuben, and I tried to push him your direction as well. He asked me if I recognized you, and I told him I did, and that I was sure he would find you soon, probably at his own bar. Then I told you to go to Reuben’s Lounge instead of that other club. I hoped you would find each other... I suppose I should have interfered more than I did.”

I thought back to the night I met Peter Woodrow. I’d felt like I was looking for something special and magical, and I’d found Pete at the bar. We’d bantered back and forth easily, him threatening to punish me for my snarky mouth, and me calling him on it until he actually did something about it. Very much like what I’d pulled with Reuben. 

I hope we make it. 

“Do you think,” I started, but Alex already knew my question, and she answered it. 

“Yes.” 

Yes, Alex believed we would be happy, that we would make it. 

Practice the trust. 

For now, I was going to believe it too. 
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That night before I went to bed, I saw that Cat had returned my flogger and my sharps in a little bag that she’d left on my bed. The flogger had been a gift from Simon a few years ago, and was leather with twelve tails, and metal studs with sharp tips secured into some of the ends. It was a brutal tool, and I figured I’d bring it with me and see if Reuben could do some magic with it. I sent him a photo of it as I climbed into bed. 


10pm

Alice: (photo) Got my flogger back. Look like fun?

Alice: Alex helped me pack up the stuff at your house. I’ll be back tomorrow evening. 

Alice: Hope everything is good on your end... I want to hear about the girls if you’re willing to tell me. 

12:30pm

Alice: Dang, you weren’t kidding when you said you’d have a long night. Hope all is well. 

Alice: I’m dead to the world, Sir. I’m going to sleep. But you can call me or text me when you can. 

2:30am

Reuben: I’m sorry, Alice. Tonight was a shit show. I didn’t even have my phone on me. That flogger looks phenomenal and I’m pissed that Simon has used it on you and I haven’t. We will remedy that immediately. As far as the girls... I’ll update you when I see you again. I try not to text this stuff. 

Alice: Damn son, it’s late. 

Reuben: Son? And why the hell are you still awake?

Alice: I went to sleep but I woke up like twenty minutes ago. 

Reuben: Go back to sleep. 

Alice: Can’t. Too horny.

Reuben: Bullshit. If you were horny you would have done something about it. I know what you were doing this morning when I came in to wake you up. 

Alice: Fine. I’m the normal amount of horny. But I can’t sleep. My brain is too busy. 


My phone lit up with a phone call from him and I answered. 

“What’s up?”

“Why is your brain busy?”

“I dunno, I was just thinking about how unfair it is that Pluto had its planet status revoked just because of its size. I think it’s probably going to backfire because Pluto was the Roman god of the underworld, and he might be pissed off that we revoked his planet. Also its biggest moon is almost the same size as the planet itself.” 

“Well that’s... really something.”

“I know. Super cool right?”

“Super cool.” 

I rolled over on my side and repositioned my phone, trying to get comfortable. “So what happened today?”

He sighed. “We had more than we expected. We got forty-five girls. Not sure what happened. Lindsay is livid because that means her team missed intelligence somewhere and they don’t know where, so IT is trying to figure that out. 

“As far as the girls, there’s a huge age range and we are going to send some of the younger ones to our sister organization. Many of them are about what we normally expect, but there are five unreachables. We have three on suicide watch right now. Some of us are taking turns. I’ll be honest, I probably won’t be back tomorrow night.”

“Oh.”

“Sorry, Alice. I know you were probably looking forward to–”

“No, it’s okay. It’s not your fault,” I said, trying to be understanding. “If you need to stay another day, stay another day. If that’s the case, I’m going to stay another day here, I think. Sophie missed me, and I have a bad habit of not texting people when they’re out of sight, so I think I’ll stick around and hang out with her.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” he said around a yawn. 

“Okay I’ll let you go, you’re probably exhausted.”

“Hmm. Goodnight, little bug.” 

I hesitated. “Um, Reuben?”

“Hmm.” 

I miss you. Did you think about me? Are you happy? Do I annoy you? Are you using The Weston House as an excuse to get a break from me? A variety of questions burned through my head, but I didn’t want to ask them. It felt weird and stupid to ask. Besides, he said he liked me, I needed to practice believing him... right? 

Maybe that was just an excuse not to ask. 

“Nothing. Good night, old man.”

“Goodnight, little monster.” He hung up and I stared at my phone screen as it slowly dimmed, and then shut off. 
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The next day, I found out that Sophie and Mark were going off campus for a project they had planned, so after breakfast I gave Cat a hug and left for DC anyway, even though Reuben wasn’t going to be home yet. Maybe I could go to The Lounge that evening if I got bored. I already felt out of place at Greenwood Valley even though I’d only been gone for a short period of time. 

I texted Reuben a few more times, sending him some memes and a photo of my boobs just in case he needed to be cheered up. It seemed he had a less chaotic day that day than the one before, and he answered me as much as possible. 

When I got back to his house that evening, I bummed around on Discord for a while, looking for suggestions on how to get in trouble, because I had a feeling he would enjoy taking his stress out on me when he got back from the center. 

I did a load of laundry, put away the clothes and shoes I’d brought with me, and dragged the plastic bin of toys and whatever else he’d packed up the steps and into the house, using my “old worn-out shoe” technique to prop the dungeon door open and drag the whole box downstairs. 

It was heavier than I expected, and I finally caved to the urge to open it and dig through. Sure enough, the tub was filled with boxes and plastic containers of unopened toys. On top were a few silk and cotton drawstring bags, and I peeked inside. He’d packed some of my harnesses, like he’d said. And like he’d promised, they were all ones without sections that went around the neck. 

“Dang, Reuben,” I said out loud. “You are seriously so thoughtful. Why am I such a bitch to you?” 

There was no answer. I removed my shirt and slid one of the harnesses on, a piece that crossed over my chest and buckled behind my back. The straps that went around my breasts lifted them up a little higher, making my cleavage look amazing. I looked at myself in the mirror of the bathroom, smiling at the sight. I still had some marks from when he’d caned my breasts. They didn’t hurt anymore, but they were pretty, like clouds in deep space against my skin.

After I finished opening the toys and plugging them in to charge, I headed back upstairs. I decided to put on one of the leather miniskirts he’d bought for me and send him some pictures, since he’d liked the boob pic I’d sent earlier. I also swapped out my silver nipple rings for black metal bars with little red glittery stones on the side, and put on my dark red lipstick, striking a naughty pose, and sending it to him. Sure enough, a message came through a few moments later. 


Reuben: Sweet Jesus. 

Alice: Nice, huh?

Reuben: Shit like that is making me want you in bondage 24/7, little bug. 

Alice: I can’t be in bondage 24/7!

Reuben: Sure you can. You can wear cuffs and only take them off to shower or use the restroom. You can wear that harness under your clothes. You can do your chores in a belt and a gag. 

Alice: I hate the belt!

Reuben: I’m going to condition you to love it. 

Alice: Impossible. 

Reuben: Challenge accepted. I thought you were staying in Cullowhee?

Alice: Changed my mind, everyone had plans. I was planning on going to The Lounge for dinner. I’m not ready to go to TU yet. 

Reuben: I would highly recommend you avoid TU for the time being, but that is your decision to make. There’s some drama happening there right now... I’ll take you when things get sorted. Have fun at The Lounge. I will follow up with people to make sure you were good. Though a bunch of them are here with me, so it’s pretty quiet over there right now. Anyway, I’ll be home tonight but it’ll be late. Probably past midnight. We were able to get some of the shenanigans sorted. 

Alice: Midnight isn’t that late. 

Reuben: We may need to discuss a bedtime for you. 

Alice: How about instead you just keep giving me mind-melting orgasms that make me pass out? 

Reuben: Good girls get orgasms. Be good for me, little bug, and that is exactly what you’ll get. Have to go; we are about to bring the girls down for dinner.


I got up and was about to make my way to my bedroom to throw on a shirt when I heard a click, and the front door swung open. 

I felt a burst of panic burst through the back of my head, a metallic taste of adrenaline on my tongue. Reuben had just said he was having dinner at The Weston House, so if he was there... who was opening the door? 

All of this ran through my head in a matter of milliseconds as the door opened, and two figures stepped inside. I recognized one of them instantly: Michael Lewis, my former play partner who had disappeared when he’d gone on the run for being a serial killer. The other was a tall, muscular girl with dark brown hair and bright green eyes, a sly crooked smile on her face, maybe about my age. 

“Hey there, Alice,” the girl said, stepping into Reuben’s house. Michael followed her and shut the door behind her, his eyes staying on my breasts and stomach, naked except for the leather harness and skirt I wore. My hands flew up to cover my breasts, but he raised an eyebrow at me as if to say, why hide? I’ve seen it before. His handsome face seemed like a lie, now that I knew his crimes, and knew he worked with Agent Smith Smith. 

Wait. Hold on a damn minute. I backed up as I looked at the girl. Her twisted smile intensified. “A pleasure to finally meet you. Never got around to it back in the day.”

“You... you’re...” I took another step back, feeling my limbs start to burn hotter with the urge to run. The famed terrorist was a girl? 

Maybe I could lock myself in the bathroom? No, that would never work. How many girls had tried to escape Michael and Agent Smith Smith before? How many had they killed?

“Relax,” the girl said, attempting to dismiss my fears with a waved hand. “We’re here for business, not pleasure.” She waltzed into the dining room, brushing past me and heading to the cabinet. She held a crystal goblet up to the light, inspecting it as if she were a jeweler, then opened one of the cabinet doors near the bottom and rifled through the contents. 

“He keeps the good shit hidden,” she said, extracting a heavy decanter and pouring herself a shot. “Has he taught you to make his favorite drink yet?”

“N-no,” I stuttered. 

“Ah. Well, I’m sure it’s coming. He’s picky as hell. I’m pretty sure he can’t actually taste the difference between three drops and four drops of bitters, but damn does he like to stress the recipe.”

I rocked from foot to foot, still wanting to run but knowing I probably couldn’t escape. I was freaked out and couldn’t feel my limbs. I could see a gun on the girl’s hip, and I knew from experience that Michael did not need a weapon. He was the weapon. 

My eyes darted between the terrorist in the dining room, and the serial killer who was currently untying his dress shoes and making his way into the living room. He kept his eyes focused on me as he settled into Reuben’s armchair, crossing one leg over the other, his smile growing slightly as he settled down. 

“Hello, Alice.” 

“Uh.” I swallowed and looked back at the girl. She was making her way into the living room with two glasses of whatever she’d stolen from the decanter, and a bottle of beer. Handing one glass to me and another to Michael, she set the bottle of beer in front of herself before sitting on the floor in front of the coffee table. 

“Sit,” she said, nodding to the table. I carefully lowered myself down to the ground. I mean, what else could I do? Argue? I wasn’t that suicidal. 

I tried to dig my phone out now that my hands were hidden from both of them by the coffee table, but before I got a chance, the girl extracted a folder of papers from inside her leather jacket, setting them on the coffee table. 

“Okay,” she said, opening the folder. “So here’s what I’ve got. First of all, your marriage to Pete Woodrow has been annulled. I tried to delete it, but he’s been telling everyone that you’re married, including the cops who were looking for you. With too many people knowing about it, it would be a problem to just make it look like it never happened. You still have the copy of the certificate I stole for you?”

“Uh...yeah.”

“Cool. Keep this with it. This is a copy of the annulment.

“Second. I’ve changed your name back. That was... surprisingly difficult. Unfortunately I had to reissue you a new driver’s license and social security card, so you should use these from now on.” She slid the before mentioned paperwork across the table and flipped to the next page of her folder. 

“Wait. You’re... you’re...”

She paused, cocking her head and steepling her fingers while she waited for me to reconcile what was happening. 

“You’re Agent Smith Smith.”

“Yeah. Third thing, that money he stole from you? Unfortunately Mister Dick-drow withdrew it as cash and closed the account after you disappeared, so I don’t know where it’s gone. We’re keeping an eye on him. 

“I’ve opened a new bank account for you. Here’s all the paperwork. Sadly, I can’t just make sixty-thousand dollars reappear in your account.” She stopped and cocked her head. “Well, actually I could. But I’m not going to, because you’re tied to Reuben now, and he gets audited by the IRS every flipping year, so it’s probably best to avoid financial fraud for now...” she held up a finger. “But I did fix your credit score! You have a solid eight-fifty.” 

“You... you’re... you stole the...”

The girl looked over to Michael, a sarcastic look of exhaustion on her face. “Dude, she’s really struggling with this one.”

Michael looked unimpressed, and almost bored. “Well, Lindsay, Reuben did tell you to wait. He probably hasn’t explained everything.”

“How do you guys... hold on...”

I held up a finger, trying to process what was happening. 

I knew the girl was Agent Smith Smith. Reuben said his friend Lindsay had stolen my stuff back. But he said he knew Michael Lewis because he was a work associate, and that Lindsay was the name of the girl who he worked with to recover the stolen sex slaves... and that the group was a private military group... 

Oh. Oh hold on. 

“There it is,” Lindsay grinned. “I knew you’d get there eventually.”

Michael Lewis and Agent Smith Smith weren’t bad guys. They were wanted by the government because they rescued trafficking victims. 

“That’s why Cole Stewart wanted you dead,” I whispered. I knew Stewart had been involved in the coverup of the fiasco known only as “the body farm,” but it was classified, and I didn’t know anything about it, other than he was definitely involved in some shady shit. 

“That’s why Cole Stewart was willing to give up Alex Victor to have me killed,” she clarified. 

I remembered Alex’s assignment now. She had been trying to get out of the CIA, and Stewart had told her that if she killed Agent Smith Smith, he’d never call her again. Alex had claimed she’d never been able to locate the mysterious agent. 

That was probably a lie. Alex was probably working with Lindsay to feed her information under the CIA’s nose, and she’d sacrificed her get-out card for Lindsay’s cause. Because that was exactly the kind of shit Alex would do.

“Damn she’s fast once she gets all the puzzle pieces,” Lindsay laughed. 

I met her eyes and actually looked at her for the first time, and I felt that weird absorption that I’d felt that one time Alex pulled me into her headspace. 

“You’re clairvoyant.” 

Michael laughed. “Holy shit. That’s a new record. I’m writing that down.”

“First time anyone’s ever called that without me having to explain it,” Lindsay muttered, looking disgruntled. “But I guess it makes sense if you know Alex. 

“Okay last thing for now, I promise. I’ve submitted a restraining order on good ol’ Woody for you. The police know the situation, and he’s under investigation for another assault that happened after you left.”

“Reuben’s girl?”

“Yeah. But he has a few buddies in the force, and he’ll probably get off. I was actually going to ask you if you want us to kill him.” She had a hopeful look on her face. 

I smiled awkwardly and looked between them. Michael’s lips lifted into a subtle smile. I laughed a little and he did too, and then she joined in, and then we sipped our drinks and I waited for them to tell me they were kidding. 

They waited with anxious expressions, and I realized they weren’t joking. 

“Uh, no. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Nobody would ever find out,” Michael said softly. 

“Just like nobody ever found out about Beth Fredericksburg? Or all the other girls you killed?”

“I was an amateur back then.” He swirled his drink and took another sip. 

“No. No murder, please.” I didn’t want Reuben or myself getting in trouble for anything so severe. 

Lindsay sighed, dejected. “Can I at least beat him up a little?” She was acting like a little kid who wanted ice cream.

“I wish you hadn’t asked me. If you get caught, now I know about your intent.” 

“God I love the way you think.” She put her elbow up on the coffee table and rested her face in her hand, smiling with a crooked smile. “Alright fine, I’ll keep my hands clean of this one... for now. But if you ever change your mind, you just let me know, and I’ll take care of him for you.” 

“Sure, great. Thanks. Will do.” I grabbed the glass and drank my shot in one gulp, coughing and sputtering at the taste. It wasn’t as bad as that rye, but it was still gross. 

Lindsay nodded, took a swig of her beer, closed the folder, and slid it across the table to me. Then she climbed up onto the couch, setting her feet on the coffee table. She hadn’t taken her shoes off, and she wore a pair of black leather boots that hugged her thick calves and went all the way up to her knees, decorated with chains and metal spikes. “Cool. So... wanna order wings, or something?”
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Lindsay and Michael hung around for a few hours. At first I wasn’t sure what they were waiting for, but eventually Lindsay confessed that Michael wanted to talk to Reuben about something, but didn’t want to do it in front of everyone at the house. She made herself at home, ordering wings and mozzarella sticks and helping herself to Reuben’s supply of alcohol. I tried to text him and let him know she was here, but Lindsay had grabbed my phone right out of my hands.

“No, don’t. He’s stressed enough. Don’t make it worse.” 

“He deserves to know that you’re here! Plus, he isn’t getting back ‘till after midnight.” It was only nine o’clock. 

“Guess we have time for another movie then.” 

She turned on Netflix and grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the cabinet. We ended up watching some true crime documentary that featured interviews with a bunch of psychopaths and murderers. Lindsay and Michael made a game out of trying to read their micro-expressions and determine if they were lying. Michael criticized their technique and planning, saying things like “well no wonder he got caught” and “what is it with murderers and bragging about their crimes?” 

“You brag all the damn time,” Lindsay said, throwing a pillow at him. 

He smiled as he caught the pillow, his eyes never leaving the screen, like he expected her move. “Yeah, but they’re drug lords and child murderers. And I only brag to you.” 

Fucking weirdos, I thought. 

“You have no idea,” Lindsay whispered to me. 

“There are some really fucked up people out there,” I said after the conclusion of a particularly horrendous interview. 

“Tell me about it.” Lindsay licked her fingers free of the ranch dressing she’d dipped her wings in and glanced over at me and my blue cheese. “How can you eat that shit? Blue cheese is mold.”

“It’s cheese, it doesn’t count.” 

“It fucking counts,” she said, glaring at the dressing. “I can see the energy from the live organisms. Plus it stinks.” 

“Okay well... You stink,” I said, not knowing what else to say. It wasn’t true, Lindsay actually smelled like the bottle of Bulleit bourbon she was currently drinking straight out of the bottle. 

She ignored my jab and hit play on the next episode. “Well, at least I don’t eat blue cheese.” 

Blue cheese was my weird food exception to my “no mold” rule. Augustus had loved it, and had explained the basics of cheesemaking to me, so I didn’t feel bad about eating it. We’d spent many nights eating a variety of creamy, gooey, stinky cheeses spread on crackers and baguettes, and salted preserved meats. 

I tried not to think about him. I didn’t want to spiral with Lindsay and Michael here. I felt the anger and the hurt well up in me, but I focused instead on how furious Reuben was going to be tomorrow when he realized I’d taken the batteries out of that damn egg toy he liked to torture me with.

Lindsay grinned. “I like it. See, I always thought he needed someone feisty. Megan’s cool, don’t get me wrong, but she’s boring as hell. Literally lives to be bossed around. So weird.” 

“How long have you known Reuben,” I asked. 

“Uh... five... six years? We started working together very shortly after he started The Weston House.”

“How bad were the girls this round,” I asked softly. “He didn’t tell me much.” 

“Well, I’ve never been so happy to be spat on in my life,” Lindsay said. “There are some strong fighters in that group. Some of them are going to bounce right back. About a third have families to go home to, and my team has already contacted them to arrange pickups. There are a few that are really bad off, but the program works almost every single time.” 

Except when something as small as a pencil falls through the cracks. I hoped and prayed nothing like that would happen this time. The idea of seeing Reuben come home with that weight on his shoulders, when he already bore so much... 

My phone buzzed on the couch beside Lindsay, jerking me from my thoughts. She looked at the screen and handed it to me with a sigh. “Better get that.” 

It was Reuben. I answered the phone with, “Lindsay and Michael are here, and they wouldn’t let me warn you about it.” 

“Oh for fuck’s sake. I was going to see if you wanted food. I’m on my way home.”

“We ordered wings.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes... tell her to get her damn shoes off my coffee table and stop drinking my scotch.” 

“She’s drinking Bulleit. Michael is drinking the scotch... and staring at my tits.” 

“Of course he is. Go put a shirt on.”

“He wouldn’t let me!”

“You’re more scared of him than me?” I could hear the sarcastic mockery in his voice. 

“He’s a serial killer. You’re just a sadist.”

He huffed a humorless laugh. “I’ll see you soon.”
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“I told you two to wait for me,” Reuben said as he set his things down after he got home. Lindsay was still crashing in the living room. Michael stood by the window, talking quietly on a cell phone. 

Lindsay grinned and put her arm over my shoulder, and I froze, not sure about the unexpected touch. “Yeah but you should have seen the look on her face.” Lindsay grinned. “She thought we were here to kill her!” 

Reuben pointed at the two of us. “Uh-uh. No. You two are not allowed to be friends. One brat is enough for me to deal with.” 

Lindsay and I looked at each other and grinned. I hadn’t particularly liked her before, but Reuben’s insistence that we weren’t allowed to be friends was basically an invitation to the exact opposite, and the subtle frustration and dislike I’d had for her evaporated. A fellow brat right around the corner who wasn’t afraid to fuck with my Dom? 

Party time. 

Reuben dropped his stuff on the chair and kicked off his shoes. He was normally meticulous about putting things away, but tonight he had a fuck it, I’ll do it later kind of look on his face. And he looked worn out. “Now, what is it you two wanted to talk to me about that you couldn’t wait twenty-four fucking hours?” He didn’t sound thrilled. 

Lindsay rose, shoved the last mozzarella stick in her mouth, and mumbled, “I ain’t got shit to say to you, it’s all him.” She pulled her on her leather motorcycle jacket and zipped it closed. “Hurry up, Michael, I’ll be outside.” To Reuben she whispered, “Don’t kill him. He’s an idiot.” She waved to us both, leaving the door cracked open as she left. 

I finally got a good look at his face. Reuben looked exhausted. His face was weathered and paler than normal, his forehead drawn, and his eyes bleary like he needed a nap. He glared at the mess on the coffee table, and I awkwardly started tidying it up. 

“Did she drink that entire bottle of whiskey?” he asked, nodding to the empty bottle of Bulleit. 

I nodded, not sure what else to say. Reuben closed his eyes in astonishment, and then yawned. 

Michael finished his phone call and came up beside him, his thumbs in his pockets. “Weston.”

Reuben’s voice was clipped as he spoke. “Lewis. What is it?”

Michael spoke softly, stepping closer to Reuben so as not to let me hear their conversation. At his words, Reuben’s eyes darkened. He drew back and glared at him. “Absolutely not. Get out and don’t ask again.” 

Michael opened his mouth, shut it, and pursed his lips. “Reuben, I don’t think we’ve–”

“No.” Reuben pointed to the door. “And stop breaking into my house.” 

He sighed, nodding once, and left, hesitating at the door to look back over his shoulder at me. I looked away, gathering up the French fries that had fallen on the floor. 

I could barely hear Michael, but I heard him well enough to know what he asked. “About her... Would you consider... sharing?” He asked quietly. 

I froze, waiting to hear Reuben’s answer. Reuben’s cold, harsh growl cut through the silence in the house. “If you ever touch her, I’ll shoot you in the head.” He slammed the door shut on the two spies. 

With my new sort-of friends gone and the door locked, Reuben trudged to the couch and settled down beside me, stealing the last few cold wings from the plastic container. He looked down at me, staring for a few moments before speaking. 

“You’re a hell of a sight for sore eyes, little goblin.” 

“I brought the stuff you asked for,” I said, shifting slightly at the knowledge of how many fun things we had to play with later. 

“I can see that.” He reached out and brushed a finger across the leather harness I wore. “I’m sorry, I’m exhausted and won’t be much fun tonight.”

“It’s okay, I’ve had enough excitement for the day. Are you hungry? Want me to order something else? I can make you a sandwich or something. Or microwave some leftovers.”

“No,” he sighed. “That’s very sweet of you, but I ate at the house. I just...” He reached out and pulled me closer to him, burying his face in my hair and letting out a deep, satisfied growl at the scent. He stroked my hair and my back softly for a few moments, and I kept waiting for him to pull away, but he didn’t. A few minutes later, I realized he was breathing slow and steady. 

I turned my head up to look at him. His eyes were closed, and his face was relaxed. He’d fallen asleep. 

I smiled and tried to relax in the awkward position, happy to have his arms around me again. Oh man, he really does like me! But after a while I got a cramp in my side, and I felt him starting to lean too heavily to one side. 

I had to shake him awake. “Reuben, you’re falling off the couch!” He jerked and forced himself to stand. 

“I’m going to go to bed,” he whispered. 

“Yeah, good plan,” I laughed. “I’m right behind you.” 

“Don’t sleep in that,” he added, pointing to the harness. So tired, and yet he’s thinking about me. He’s secretly so soft. 

“’Kay,” I smiled, pushing him gently down the hall. “Got it. Good night, old man.” 

He grumbled something about only being a few years older than me and began stripping off his shirt before he even got to his room. I checked on him a few minutes later, to find him asleep on his bed on his stomach, wearing only his boxers, his bedroom light still on. 

He works too hard. He’s going to work himself to death at this rate. Doesn’t he have more people to help him at the center? 

I dug around in his linen cabinet until I found a spare blanket and shook it out over him. I put a glass of water by his nightstand, because that was the kind of thing he’d do for me. It made me happy to do something nice for him, especially remembering how thoughtful he’d been sorting through my harnesses and selecting the ones he knew wouldn’t trigger me. Once he was covered with the blanket, I turned off his bedroom light and shut the door behind me. 

I was pretty tired myself from the whole experience of meeting Lindsay, plus the long day of driving, so I got ready for bed, pulling on the t-shirt I’d stolen from him to sleep in. But after tossing and turning in bed for about an hour, I got up.

Not knowing what else to do, I snuck around the house. I’d left some trash downstairs in the dungeon from when I’d opened all those toys, so I grabbed a trash bag and threw all the boxes and plastic wrappers away. I also put away his shoes and his briefcase which he’d left chair in the living room. Still too wired to sleep, I snuck back into his room and stood by the door. 

He’d moved in his sleep and had curled up on his side. The bed was massive, a king-size at least, with tall metal posts to hold the canopies of heavy red material. The metal head and footboard had all kinds of places to hook things to. The long gray bedspread went down to the floor, and I was pretty sure it was one of those beds with a cage underneath. 

Across from his bed was a dark wood dresser with a large mirror, and there was a black leather chair in the corner. Would he bring me in here one day? He’d otherwise kept the door to his private rooms shut, and he’d grazed over them in his tour. He’d done the same when he’d given me a tour of his house in Cullowhee; he’d all but skipped it, like it was sacred.

I snuck farther into his room and explored the bathroom. It was hard to see with the light off, but I used my cell phone as a flashlight. A big bathtub with a separate shower and beautiful marble countertops made the room look like something from a luxury hotel.

I felt all warm and fuzzy thinking about sitting in that tub with him. Maybe one day he’d let me take a bath in there with him. How did I get so lucky to find such a good Dom? What makes me so special that I have a Dom like him?

I heard him mutter something from the bed, and I left the bathroom and hoped to sneak out quietly. He looked like he was still asleep, but he had his arm out from under the blanket, hand splayed like he was searching for something. Tentatively, I tiptoed closer and climbed onto the bed beside him. I slipped under the blanket and lay on my side and placed my hand in his outstretched one. 

He grunted and his hand tightened around mine, and then he pulled me against him, wrapping his arms around me and tucking me against his body, nuzzling his face into my neck as he spooned me. One of his hands grabbed roughly at my breast and squeezed hard enough to make me gasp and my eyes water.

The past two weeks had been emotionally draining on me, and I’d been working very hard to remind myself that Reuben was my Dom, not my boyfriend. But the way he was hugging me now, subconsciously in his sleep, it was hard to remember why I’d told him I wanted a dynamic and not a relationship. 

He sighed, contentedly, and I heard him mutter, “My girl.” Then he went back to snoring quietly. 

Tears streamed from my eyes and my heart thumped painfully in my chest, and I tried to keep my breathing steady as silent tears streamed down my face. I had no choice but to choose at that point: would I let myself love him? Or would I just let him top me?

Love is something you know, not something you feel.

If Reuben loved me, he would prove it. I had time. For now, I had no choice but to close that emotional door. Because if I fell in love with him, and he was just here for the power... Dear God over heaven and earth and the rest of the universe, I cannot take that. 

I felt my heart wrench in my chest as his arms tightened around me. His lips moved to my neck, and I felt him smile against my neck. 
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“Mine.”
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Chapter 44 
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I had a horrible habit of waking up two minutes before my alarm. I suppose it was better to wake up naturally instead of the jarring discomfort of being wrenched from a dream by a blaring alarm, but it didn’t make it any less annoying to be awake at five am. This morning, however, something felt different. 

There was someone in bed with me. Or rather, on top of me. 

Alice’s hair was splayed out over my face, her legs tangled with mine, and her face pressed against my chest. She was drooling a little, but she looked so cute and relaxed laying on me. I dismissed my alarm and decided to lay there for a few extra minutes, just enjoying the feeling of her body on mine. 

I tried to remember last night. I’d gotten home, hugged Alice, basically passed out on her, and then she’d somehow gotten me into bed. I had a blanket over my legs that I didn’t normally use, an old quilt that had been on my mom’s bed. The fabric was soft and buttery from years of use, and the colors were faded, but the ivory and green double-ring pattern was beautiful in its own way, because it was hers. 

Alice must have found it in the closet and put it over me. I also noticed a full glass of water on my bedside table. My heart squeezed at the realization. 

I knew you were a good girl under all that hurt. 

As I rubbed her back slowly, she eventually stirred, smacking her lips and flipping over on her side.

I reached over and flipped on the light. Alice groaned and pulled a pillow over her head. 

“Good morning, trouble.” She only grunted in response. “Any particular reason you’re in my bed and not in yours?”

“Coffee,” she muttered. 

I huffed a laugh and dragged myself out of bed. For only getting five hours of sleep, I felt amazing. 

“I’ll come get you in an hour, okay?” I brushed her hair off her neck and let my lips rest against her skin. She was already asleep again. 

Over breakfast she was more subdued than normal. “Everything alright, little monster?”

She smiled at me and nodded, her eyes big and full of something sweet, like appreciation. “You talk in your sleep.”

“Oh do I?” I laughed. “That’s a new development. What did I say?”

A mischievous look came into her eyes. “You said, ‘Alice gets as many orgasms as she wants, and I’m going to buy her lots of candy because I love her so much!’”

“Really.” 

“Yep.” She looked proud of herself, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes. 

“Well, we’ll see about that. I need your help today, little bug.”

“Project?” she said, quirking her head like a curious bird. 

“Sort of. This weekend, I’m having some people over for dinner. It will be formal, and I’ll need you on your best behavior. I’ll also need you to do some serving. Have you ever done that?”

“Only making coffee and doing dishes and stuff.”

I measured my words as I spoke. “I’d like to send you to service training for the day if you’re comfortable with that. I won’t have you serve dinner per se, but I’d like you to be available to assist and serve as needed for the meal, and possibly serve dessert and coffee afterwards. It’s a serious discussion between me and a few friends and I need to pay them respect in the way I treat them. They are all lifestylers, and there’s a certain protocol that is expected for something like this.”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Okay.” 

I’d expected more resistance from her. “You look excited.”

“I like learning new things and planning parties. It’s exciting.”

“Am I not keeping you busy enough?”

“Is there such a thing as being busy enough?” 
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I spent the rest of the day finishing up interviews for the rebrand of the restaurant and reaching out and setting up some vetting appointments with new possible caregivers. Becca and the rest of the team had their hands full at The Weston House, and we’d found placement for a few of the other girls who had been with us for a few months. I checked in with Alice a little later at the training center I used, and she seemed to be doing well. 

That evening, I resumed my efforts at her training. We went back through her rules, and I wrestled her down to sit by my feet and began reading a chapter of a book out loud to her that I thought might be valuable to her education. But when I glanced down at her, I could tell she wasn’t paying attention, so I handed her the book and made her read it out loud instead. She looked sad and a little put out by the time she finished the chapter. 

“Okay, why are you glaring,” I said. 

She worked her mouth. “I just... I need to think.” She growled and squeezed her head with her hands. Her legs were bound so she was stuck in a kneeling position. 

“Let me ask you this. This chapter was focused on mutual consent. Was it upsetting to you, or confusing? Emotionally, how are you reacting? I can’t read you perfectly yet.” 

“I’m...” she shifted and let go of her head. Her eyes were red with unshed tears. “I feel really bad.” She wouldn’t look at me. 

“Can you reiterate the main points of the chapter, so I know you understood what it said?” 

“Oh, I understand it. Play without consent is abuse, or has a very high risk of abuse even if your partner is into it. And that consent can be revoked by either partner. And that both parties have to consent for it to be safe.”

“So what about that is making you feel bad?” 

I was expecting her to say something about Woodrow, or any of the other awful experiences she’d had, but instead, she leaned her head against my leg and looked up at me and whispered, “Am I toxic?” 

“Hold on, what? No. Answer the question.” 

“I never... I didn’t... I’ve always just...” She struggled to express herself, going back and forth with her words until she gave up and just closed her eyes, whispering, “I’m sorry. I never got your consent, back when we met, and I started annoying you on purpose.” 

I smiled and put my hand on her head, stroking her hair, a feeling of pride and satisfaction welling up in me. “Do you think I hold that against you?”

“It doesn’t matter, apparently.”

“No, you’re right. It doesn’t. But I don’t think you’re toxic, Alice. And although your methods of requesting domination started a little on the sketch side, I think we’re making progress now that we’re on the same page. You’re learning to communicate, and I’m learning brat code. Don’t you think so?”

“You’re really good at brat code,” she said. “So, you’re not mad at me?”

“Trust me, you would know if I was mad at you. No, monster. I’m not mad at you at all. We’re here after all, right?”

We were both quiet for a while, and I let her think through the things she’d read. Eventually, she said, “You should have a safeword.”

“You think?”

“Yeah, ’cause you’re right, we can’t read each other very well yet, and I don’t want to cross the line with you and risk...” she gestured awkwardly. “Losing this. I don’t want to legitimately upset you, or break another relationship. That’s one thing I’m pretty good at is breaking things.”

“Hold on.” I tilted her chin up so she would look at me. “Do you blame yourself for the destruction of your other dynamics?”

“I mean, it takes two, right? After so many failures, there’s only one common denominator, it has to be my fault.” 

“Maybe there were things you could have done differently. Tomorrow for your task, I’d like you to think about that and write some of those things down in your journal. I won’t read it unless you want me to, because I want you to be honest with yourself. Self-awareness never hurts anyone. 

“But from what you’ve told me, your relationships fell apart because you were with abusers. And you cannot take the responsibility for their abusive behavior on yourself.”

“Augustus wasn’t an abuser.”

“Okay, but he was the one who shut your relationship down, not you. You served him selflessly, and he didn’t accept it. So that’s a different scenario.” 

We talked for a while longer until I could tell she was getting tired, so I pulled her into my arms. “Go take a hot shower and climb into bed, little bug. I’ll be in there to tuck you in, okay?”

“Okay but you still haven’t given me your safeword.” 

“I’ll tell you what...” I tucked her hair out of her face and let my fingers trace the snake on her skin down to her belly. “I’ll count up to three. That way you know exactly how close I am to not being okay.” 

“Okay, that’s perfect.” She stood up and bit her lip in expectation. There was desire and want in her gaze but... she didn’t want to ask for what she was hoping for. Still too scared. 

“Be a good girl and do what I say. Good girls get good things, remember?”

She smiled and skipped off. “Yes Sir!”  

That night, with her wrists cuffed to the headboard and a blindfold on her eyes, I spoke to her and quietly guided her into a quiet, peaceful trance where she felt safe and warm and fuzzy. I played with the bars in her nipples while I spoke to her, teaching her body to associate my tone with pleasure. Then I worked her up into an even more heightened place of sensitivity and continued laying the foundations of all my favorite triggers, finally bringing her out of the trance right as I let her come. 

She bucked and writhed against the cuffs as her body convulsed. I wanted to do so much more to her tonight, but it was already late, and we had a busy weekend ahead of us. I unhooked the cuffs from the headboard, though I left them buckled around her wrists, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. 

“Sleep well for me, sweetheart.” 

She was already out. 
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Chapter 45
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It was a busy Saturday getting ready for Reuben’s party. He got up early and started preparing the food and set me to work cleaning the house and arranging the dining room. I set the table exactly the way I’d learned in his training at the hotel class I’d taken, and he looked over it with a careful eye, seeking out any little detail I may have missed. 

Walking behind me, he put his hands on my shoulders, leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “Excellent job.” Then he marched back into the kitchen. 

“Um, that’s it?” I laughed. “Excellent job! No bites, no kissing, no spitting in my mouth, no spankings, just, ‘good girl!’” I mocked his voice as I followed him back into the kitchen, a little pissed off. 

He grabbed my ponytail and jerked it down, pulling my face up so I was staring up at him. Sometimes it shocked me how much bigger and taller he was than me. This was one of those times. 

He leaned forward and spoke slowly right in my face, his voice a low, cold growl. “Alice... you did a great job, and I’m extremely pleased with you. This evening, when everyone is gone, and you’ve followed the rest of my orders, I plan to make you come so hard you pass out. Is that better?” He cocked an eyebrow at me sarcastically. 

My whole face burned with embarrassment and excitement, and I felt my pussy leaking. “Um. Yes Sir.”

“Good... that’s my girl.” He released my hair, and his rough thumb grazed my bottom lip. Goosebumps broke out on my arms. Seriously it is unfair how much control this man has over my body. 

“Now. I need you to go out and pick up a few things for me. While you’re out, since you are being so good for me today, you can get yourself a snack. Maybe a coffee drink or something. Sound good?” 

I grinned and rocked my shoulders back and forth in excitement. “Yes Sir!” 

“Go put clothes on. And wear my belt underneath.” 

I tried to hide how turned on I was at the idea of wearing his chastity belt in public under my clothing by rolling my eyes. I was pretty sure it didn’t work. 

He’d warned me that he would make me love it. Although I still hated it, there was something about it that turned me on. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, but I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. 

Besides. It’s not like arguing with him gets me anywhere but punished and dominated. 

On second thought... I needed a little bit of Reuben’s bullying today. Just a smidge to give me an excuse to be a princess the rest of the day. I decided while I was out I’d get a Frappuccino and some candy, and then send him a photo of me eating it while there was nothing he could do about it. 
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I picked up the stuff from the grocery store and stopped by the Starbucks kiosk on my way out. I got myself a Frappuccino with chocolate, cinnamon, vanilla, and sugar cookie syrup, and extra whipped cream. I was slurping the whipped cream off the top so I could fit the domed lid onto the cup when I heard a familiar name being called for an order. 

“Order for Peter!” the barista called, and I felt myself tense. 

Unlikely it’s him, I thought, but looked up anyway. 

Peter Woodrow was collecting his latte, and kept his head ducked as he walked past me. He looked just like he always did; dark wash jeans, a light blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and his light-brown hair combed over with a little bit of gel to keep it in place. 

I watched him take the lid off his latte and add a sprinkle of cinnamon and cocoa powder on top, stir it in, and place the lid back on. He’d had me fetch his coffee more times than I could count, especially on days where I’d stayed over. He’d always let me get whatever I wanted at the coffee shop, and never forced me to eat breakfast. Our rules had been superficial, only in place to give him an excuse to punish me for not following them. 

It was weird how normal it felt to see him like this. Not scary. Not dangerous. Just a dude getting his coffee. 

He was about to walk out the door when I snapped at him. 
“Really? Seriously? You’re not even going to look at me?” 
I’m not sure what made me do it. Maybe I wanted closure, or some type of reaction. Maybe I wanted him to validate the fear and avoidance over the past few weeks. But him slinking past me when he clearly knew I was there was not an acceptable end to this situation, restraining order or not. 

He paused in the doorway. Several other patrons noticed us but didn’t say anything. I knew the baristas could hear us. 

“Alice... cupcake.” His voice was full of something somber and sad. Regret? He continued, not turning around. “I’ve been instructed not to talk to you. I’m leaving now. I’m sorry.” 

“I’m sorry?” 

He stopped, tilting his head, wanting to turn back to see me but resisting. 

“That’s what you have to say to me. That you’re sorry?”

Slowly, he turned to face me. 

He didn’t look sorry. He just looked... apathetic. “What do you want me to say, hon?” He lifted a hand and let it fall. “I’m sorry that you told me exactly what you needed, and I gave it to you, and it wasn’t enough. I’m sorry that after over a year of trusting me, you freaked out and suddenly our entire history meant nothing. I’m sorry that I gave you hours and days and months of my time, and you bailed when it got hard. I’m sorry we lost what we had.”

I stuttered and stammered in shock at his words. That wasn’t at all what happened! He hurt me, he abused me, he whipped me, ignored my safeword, stole my money–

“Look, if you want to talk...” he held his temples with his free hand and then let it fall. “Drop the restraining order and call a lawyer. I miss you, cupcake... I’d love to work this out. You were...” he laughed humorlessly and shook his head. “You were my wife. I tried everything to find you, you know that? 

“But I know you well enough to know that you don’t want to come back. It’s been too long, and I know how you are, so... let me leave, please? And not get in trouble with the law for another thing I didn’t do to hurt you?” 

He turned and left, leaving me dumbfounded and mute in the middle of the coffee shop. 

He didn’t try to get me to come with him. He didn’t try to grab me, to touch me. And that shit that he said... had he really meant that?

Becca and I had been talking a little bit about him in the few sessions we’d had so far. She’d warned me about him, cautioning me to think carefully and be aware of anything he did or said if I ever ran into him. “We’ve acknowledged he’s a liar. That means you can’t believe what he says to you. You have to disregard it. You have to choose who to believe.” 

Frustrated and confused, I left the coffee shop and climbed into my car, turning on my favorite playlist and sipping my sugary blended coffee. Dorothy’s sweet, sexy, country-tinted voice let out a prayer of freedom from past suffocating chains, filling my car and drowning out the obvious lie that Peter had, once again, tried to shove down my throat. 

The lie that he had done nothing wrong... the lie that it was me who was crazy. 

“I’m crazy,” I muttered to myself, “but I know the difference between play and assault.” 

So I shouted alongside Dorothy and attempted to lay his lies to rest, eager to finish my tasks and get home to safety. 
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Saturday evening, I had just taken the roast out of the oven and wrapped it in foil when Alice returned to the house, her arms laden with shopping bags from the errands I’d sent her on. I’d messed up the dessert, so she’d gone by Oak City Grille to pick up a to-go box of desserts and a bottle of wine to go with it. 

Alice gently set the pastry box down on the counter, and then turned to put away the other bags. 

“Please tell me Denise is baking today – oh thank you Lord in heaven,” I whispered as I lifted the lid of the pastry box. Six elegant fruit tarts gleamed back at me. 

“I thought I only ordered five,” I whispered. 

“You weren’t going to let me have one?” Alice raised an eyebrow at me. 

“You had a Frappuccino and caramel apple for lunch, you little demon.” 

“It was an apple. It counts as fruit!” 

“With two inches of caramel! It’s candy!”

She stuck her tongue out at me and I grabbed her by the throat and held her tightly before she could scamper away. 

“Why don’t you see what happens when you stick your tongue out again. Go ahead. Try it out.”

She blushed and clenched her jaw shut. 

“You promised to be good tonight, remember?”

“Sure... when your friends get here,” she grinned evilly. 

“I need one hundred percent, Alice. I mean it. I’ll make it worth it for you at the end of the night.”

“Hm... can you live with ninety-five?” With the snarky smile on her face, she looked just like a playful fox hoping to get away with a sneak attack. “As long as it’s not disrespectful? And it’s just for the laughs?”

A little mishap or snarky moment from her would give me an excuse to punish her, either publicly or in private, so I agreed. “Fine. Ninety-five percent, and you are not to be rude or bratty in front of my old Master, please.” She hadn’t been completely horrendous lately, so I was hoping for the best. 

“Yes Sir,” she grinned and blushed, shrugging her shoulders in an adorable manner. 

My colleagues would be over in an hour, so I sent her off to clean up and put on a dress and went to change into something cleaner myself. 

When I came out, she was already dressed and ready. The table was perfect, the appetizers were out, and Alice was decanting the wine. Her hair was tied up in a French twist, a single lock of hair escaping near the nape of her neck and curling slightly, begging to be toyed with. I normally preferred her hair down, but the way it was done up today was so classy and elegant, I couldn’t complain. Her full, luscious lips were painted a dark red, her stunning eyes framed in thick black paint. She wore a cute little black skirt and a white blouse, and black pumps with bows on the front. 

I paused in the doorway and tried not to gawk at her. She looked like a more modest version of a sexy French maid. Somehow, it was hotter than lingerie. 

She caught me staring at her. “You like?” she asked, twirling in the skirt. It flared open and I got a good look at the lacy white panties she had on underneath. 

“I like.”

“I saw Pete today.” 

She said it so offhand that at first, I wasn’t sure who she was talking about. She held the decanted wine in one hand, and a crystal goblet in the other. She poured a normal amount in one glass and handed it to me, and then took a second glass, pouring just a splash for herself to taste. Swirling the wine a few times, she sniffed at it, tasted it, made a face, and then gulped the rest down. 

“Who?”

“Woodrow. In the grocery store when I stopped for coffee. He walked right by me, didn’t even look at me. I had to yell at him to get his attention.”

I felt my blood run cold. “Alice, what did he–”

“He didn’t do anything,” she shrugged. “He just tried to tell me that he was good to me, and I was the one who freaked out and left. Like every other time I freaked out and left. Because he’s a liar. And I don’t believe him.” She spoke so offhand, like the whole thing was no big deal. 

She took the goblet she’d used to the kitchen, and I heard the sink turn on. She washed and dried it quickly, coming back to the dining room with a soft towel to soak up the last of the moisture, and then set the goblet back in the cabinet, talking the whole time. 

“It just surprised me, that’s all. And it pissed me off because I’ve been avoiding him and scared to run into him, but clearly, I had nothing to worry about. I feel like I’ve wasted a lot of time and energy worrying about something I didn’t need to stress about.”

Alice was wrong about having nothing to worry about. Pete was a liar and a gaslighter. But at least Alice recognized that, and he hadn’t tried to approach her. 

“Why didn’t you say anything about this? Are you okay?”

“I’m saying something now. And I’m fine. It’s just stupid because... he was saying that stuff to me, and I just stood there like a lemon, you know?” She looked frustrated, but she was trying to maintain the apathetic casual look on her face as she spoke. “He was just like, ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t enough for you’ and ‘call a lawyer if you want to work this out’ and ‘you were my wife, I gave you everything,’ even though he literally beat me, and stole my money, and forced me—whatever.” She shook her head and laughed. “Whatever, right? Fuck him. He’s a liar and... and it doesn’t matter.” 

“Okay...” I tried to figure out what to say. She was acting blasé about the whole thing, but I could tell she just needed to talk it out, to convince herself she was fine. “Alice, if you need to step back from this tonight, we can–”

“No, absolutely not, do not leave me alone with my thoughts right now. I can’t do that.” She looked towards the window at the sound of a car rolling up into the driveway.

“Okay. We’ll continue as planned. But if at any time you need to step back and deal with this, or you need me to help you emotionally, you tell me. You are my priority. Not a dinner party.” 

She looked up at me, her head cocked slightly. “Thank you, Sir.” 

She really did seem relaxed about the whole situation, but I had a feeling she had a lot more to say. I wished I had more time to sit down with her and talk this through, but there was a knock at the door. Instead of running for the door, she ran to me, reaching up on her tiptoes and pulling me down by my tie, and brushing her hand across my beard. 

“What are you doing?”

“You had toothpaste, silly,” she grinned. 

“And you chose to mention it after our serious conversation?”

“You’re lucky I rubbed it off before I answered the door.” She winked and scampered off to get the door. 

The first to arrive was Anthony Mack. She took his coat and escorted him into the living room, and I got to enjoy the look of absolute shock and confusion on his face as the little “Demon of The Underground’’ acted like the sweetest, most well-trained submissive I’d ever had. 

“Well, this is a surprise,” Anthony smiled and shook my hand. “Congratulations, Ben, you’ve officially done what I thought no man could do.” 

Alice stood by the door with her hands behind her back, biting her tongue. 

“Oh, she’s not tamed. She’s just... highly motivated.” 

He laughed at that, and I poured him a glass of wine. 

The others arrived shortly after that, and we went into the dining room for dinner. Alice followed my instructions down to meticulous detail, serving the five of us and quietly disappearing into the kitchen to begin cleanup and plate the dessert. 

Over dinner, my friends questioned me about Alice. 

“Why do they call her the Demon of the Underground?” asked Jeff. 

Sam chimed in. “From the rumors I heard, she’s a brat, very manipulative, and completely untamable. She’s a hardcore masochist, and a lot of people have tried, and failed, to give her enough sadistic attention to break her attitude.” 

“Some of those rumors are untrue,” Anthony added. “She’s not manipulative. She’s what the Old Guard calls a ‘SAM,’ or a Smart-Ass Masochist. It’s true that she’s more hardcore than you’d expect, and also true that she would laugh in the face of anyone who claimed they could tame her.” 

“She seems to make you happy, though,” Jeff said, his gravelly voice in contrast to the other younger men in the room. 

“She’s a little monster... But she’s my monster.” 

We retired in the living room with the tarts and some freshly brewed decaf coffee. I had Anthony, Jeff Ludlow, Jack Bowman, and Sam Bronson sitting in my living room, and it was time to get to business. 

“Alice,” I said as she finished topping up my coffee, “I need you to go into the kitchen and stay there until you’re called, please.” 

“Yes Sir,” she smiled sweetly, and danced off. Part of me wondered if she’d put salt in my coffee, or pulled some other prank. She’d been so good all evening, sweet and cute and respectful. Weirdly enough, her good behavior was stressing me out more than if she’d just been her normal self. 

I’m probably going to pay for this tomorrow, I realized. I should probably be planning ahead for that. 

Jeff Ludlow was coughing a little more than he had earlier that evening, and he reached into his pocket for a handkerchief, holding it against his mouth. I waited until he stopped before I began.

“I have a few updates for you all,” I said. “Starting with the Woodrow situation. Lindsay and Michael Lewis have a tracker put on him. We pressed charges against him for Rachel’s assault, but Sam informs me that it’s unlikely her testimony will bear enough weight to have him convicted.”

Sam nodded unhappily. 

“Alice also ran into him today, and he made no effort to communicate with her or acknowledge her until she confronted him about it, and he left after a short conversation without being asked.”

“His membership has been revoked, as I’m sure you know,” Anthony said. “I’ve also let all my associates know the situation. He’s blacklisted at all locations, and at every other dungeon I could get in touch with.” 

“And Alice’s testimony?” Sam asked. 

I hesitated. “Technically, she’s already provided a statement. Last time I brought up talking to the police, she was extremely uncomfortable. I’d like to bring it up again, but not yet.” I thought about her reaction today, hoping she wasn’t hiding her true feelings about the whole thing, but betting that the fear and betrayal just hadn’t hit her yet. “She’s still very traumatized by the whole ordeal. When the time comes, we’ll work through it, but I don’t want to push her on it if the police are just going to shut it down anyway.” 

I wasn’t going to say it, but there had been another night this week where Alice’s nightmares had returned, and she’d screamed her safeword repeatedly. I hadn’t been able to wake her, and instead just held her until she settled down and fell back into sleep. I didn’t want to make her trauma worse by putting her back in a position where she had to face her abuser unless I had to. 

“We have time,” Sam said. “At least, a little bit of time. I’ll see if I can dig up Alice’s report. The police are dragging their feet on the case because he is friends with a lot of them and has a good reputation down at Rally Point Bar. That’s where most of them drink, ‘cause they get a discount. It’s right on the edge of town. Honestly, Reuben, it’s likely that even if Alice did go back to the police, it wouldn’t do any good.” 

I nodded. “Still, assuming something does happen, I’ll broach the topic again and maybe get her in for some EMDR sessions. Though the two therapists we have on the books are jam packed right now with the new girls we just brought in.”

Jack spoke up. “I was going to ask you if you had someone for me.”

“I do actually, but...” I looked at Jeff. “It’s not one of the rescues.” 

Jeff started coughing again, this time a little more intense. I offered him some water, but he dismissed the idea, and took another sip of his coffee with shaking hands. 

He cleared his throat. “As some of you know, I’m dying,” he said, jumping straight to the chase as per usual. “My submissive has been with me for a very long time. You all know Becca, and you know she doesn’t need a Master–” 

He broke off coughing again, the racking and jerking of his body causing his coffee to splash on the floor as he choked. I stood up, as if I could find some magic potion that would remedy the situation but felt useless and helpless watching him cough and struggle to speak. 

Before I could even offer him a cough drop, Alice had emerged from the kitchen holding a mug and a box of tissues, a dish towel hanging over her arm. She took his coffee from his hand and helped him wrap his fingers around the handle of the mug, her eyes wide with worry. 

Jeff raised the mug to his lips and inhaled deeply, smiling and taking a sip. “Mmmm. Peppermint. Good for the throat.” 

Alice watched him in quiet concern as she dabbed up the spilled coffee from the floor. He took another sip and looked at her. “Why does he call you a monster,” he asked, referencing a conversation we’d had over dinner.

“Because I’m a very bad submissive,” she said with complete seriousness. “And I like to annoy him on purpose to get punished.” 

“Ah.” He took another sip of his tea. “But the best submissives are the ones who are only good for their Daddies, don’t you agree?”

Her eyes softened. “Yes sir.” 

He patted her hand and continued to speak as if finding some comfort from holding it. “As I was saying, Becca doesn’t need a Master. But she does need to submit occasionally to feel safe, and so she knows she has someone to watch her back and guide her when she needs it. Mostly, she needs a partner who she can respect as an equal but choose to submit to out of respect.

“Of course, she and I have already discussed her dismissal. She refuses to leave now and let me die alone, and she knows she will return to Reuben’s care after I pass. But I would like to take it a step further than that.”

I had sent Alice away because I didn’t want her to hear this conversation. Not that I didn’t trust her to keep a secret, but because I worried it would be upsetting to her. I was about to send her back into the kitchen and out of earshot of the conversation, but Jeff patted her hand again, like he was enjoying her company. Alice was watching him with a cautious expression. 

Jack’s eyes widened and he sat up taller as he understood. “Jeff, you don’t mean to...”

“I do, actually,” he said, coughing again. Alice patted Jeff’s back lightly, which seemed to help. “She’s convinced me to try to extend my life with radiation, and I told her I’d give it a year. I don’t think I’ll last that long. I know you adore her, and I know you just lost your girl.”

Jack had taken on quite a few of my rescued girls, and none of them had stayed for any real length of time. He was like any Dom, and he had a deep desire to be needed and wanted like the rest of us. The girls leaving was a sign of the way he had coached, encouraged, and empowered them, but it hadn’t been kind to his heart. 

“I’ve asked her to play before,” Jack said softly. “Many times. She’s always turned me down. You all know I have the utmost respect and a lot of affection for Becca, but I don’t think she–”

“She wasn’t allowed,” Jeff cut in. “She was allowed two other Doms to submit to. One for pain, one for pleasure. Reuben, of course, was at the top of her list, but they don’t play much anymore. And Mike Black was her favorite playmate, but he fell in love with a sub and married her, so he’s monogamous with his wife now. Though they do co-top sometimes.

“Anyway, after Mike got married, I told her she could pick another playmate and she chose you. But I struck that the hell down because I had a feeling she’d fall in love with you and leave me.” 

“Well... now you know how it feels,” I said, giving him an ironic look. 

He knew I meant it playfully, as I’d teased him about stealing her for years. Jeff grinned, showing his yellowed teeth, and flicked me off. Beside him, Alice snickered, and attempted to regain her demure expression. 

“But Mike married Stormy almost three years ago,” Jeff said. “Has she not picked anyone else since then?”

“Nope,” he said. “I ask her about it sometimes, and she keeps asking for you, even though you don’t even live in the state. When I asked her if there was anyone else, she said there wasn’t anyone else she really respected enough to submit to.” 

Jack seemed to grow taller at his statement, while his eyes softened. 

The conversation continued while Jeff told Jack more about Becca and her need for structure, clear and specific domination, and ritual. He also told him about the planned release he’d had for her, the handling of his finances after his death, the return of his collar, and his plan for the destruction and distribution of his kinkwear before his death so his family wouldn’t be stuck with that particular task.

The whole time, he sipped his tea and squeezed Alice’s hand, like she was a stress ball. She patted his back when he coughed and used her dishcloth to dab up some spilled tea off his lap when he choked once. 

Alice was staring at Jeff with an expression I wasn’t sure how to read. Something like sadness, or maybe respect? She finally pried the empty mug back out of his hands and disappeared off to the kitchen with it, only to return a few moments later with a second one. 

I’d never seen her like this. She seemed so happy and satisfied doting on him. Watching her serve him so selflessly was making my heart melt for her a little more. 

I remembered how I’d woken up with her in my bed a few nights ago, that old worn-out quilt pulled over us and a glass of water by my bedside table. Perhaps Alice was slowly getting to the point where she did feel safe enough to serve. I felt pride well up in me as I thought about the changes in her behavior over the past few weeks. It was subtle, but she had tried to communicate more, she had started taking her meds and seemed more even-tempered, and the little moments of service were becoming more frequent. 

What a good girl I have. 

“I like her,” Jeff said to me as he took the tea, letting the hot steam wash over his face. “What do you think about all this, Monster Girl? Do you think I’m a wicked old man for plotting and planning my girl’s life behind her back?” 

Oh, why did he have to ask that question to her?

I opened my mouth to speak, but Alice smiled and shook her head in response to his question. “I wish my daddy had been more like you,” she whispered, her voice shaking. Her eyes welled with tears, and she dropped her head as they spilled over. 

“Alice, come here,” I said softly. 

Jeff let go of his death grip on her hand and she came over to me, climbing up onto the ottoman by my feet. I wiped her tears away and held her hands firmly in mine. 

“Sorry,” she mouthed. “I know you said... but he was coughing and...” 

“It’s okay.” I kissed the top of her hands. “I’m not mad. I’m actually very proud of you. That was sweet. Are you alright?”

She nodded. 

“You need to keep what you’ve heard tonight to yourself, understand?”

“Yes Sir. I won’t say anything, I promise.” 

“Thank you for bringing Jeff some tea.” 

She smiled and took a deep breath, her tears drying up. 

“Go back into the kitchen and finish cleaning up. We’ll talk about this later.”

“Are you going to punish me for disobeying you?” She asked, just loud enough for the others to hear. 

Well now I have to, silly. “Yes, Alice. I am.” 

She smirked, pumped her fist as she whispered “Yes.” She hurried back into the kitchen, only to poke her head out a split second later and stage-whisper, “That was my five percent.” She shut the door, leaving me to explain that one to my friends. 
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That night after everyone left, we both showered and met back up in the living room. I sat on the couch in my sweatpants while Alice laid beside me with her head on my lap, naked except for a silky black bathrobe. It was tied loosely around her waist, and the silk lay over her skin in the most beautiful way. I stroked her hair while she laid against me, which seemed to calm her down, and always made me happy because I loved her hair so much. It was thick and long and soft as silk, but strong enough that I didn’t feel like I was going to tear it if I gripped it hard. And boy did she love having her hair pulled. 

“What did you mean tonight, when you told Jeff you wished your daddy had been like him?”

She was quiet for a few minutes before she spoke. “Augustus and I never had any plan for when he passed away or couldn’t take care of me. Part of that was my fault, because I kept shutting the conversation down whenever he brought it up, so he made the plan himself without my input. But when I tried to argue with him about it, he refused to hear me out. He did what he thought was best for me, but he didn’t give me a choice. He... took away my permission to say yes or no. 

“Jeff and Becca already have a plan in place for the end of his life, and she was part of that conversation. And even though he’s picked a new Dom for her, one of the things he said tonight was that it was no guarantee she’d even want to stay with him, and that it was totally up to her. Which, of course it is. But he acknowledged that. And I think that’s important. 

“I just wish... I don’t know.” She shrugged slightly. “I just think it’s really important they have something they agreed on together. It sucks when a relationship is over and you’re on your own, completely unexpectedly with nobody to go to. It’s jarring. You forget how to be single.” 

“We need to talk about something for us, eventually” I whispered. Not that we were nearing the end of our lives, but a plan for exit was just as important as a plan for entrance, especially considering Alice’s track record.

“No,” she said, curling up tighter against me. “Not yet.”

“Well, not tonight, but we need to, soon. Maybe around the six-month mark, Alice. It’s just as important as the rest. Statistics say I’ll pass away before you do–”

She cut me off. “Actually, with my disorders and my PTSD, it’s more likely I’ll commit suicide.”

“Don’t joke about that.” My hand tightened in her hair. 

“I’m not joking. I’m telling you the statistics. And we both know I’ve already tried. That makes it even worse. People who try once tend to try again.” She spoke so casually, so off-hand about the whole thing that it didn’t even feel like this conversation was real.

I pulled her face up towards me. “You are not allowed to kill my submissive,” I growled. “And no more talking about our deaths tonight. We’ll discuss some options another time.” 

Her eyes filled and she scrubbed at them. “’Kay.” Her voice was thick as she said, “I wish I didn’t cry all the time.”

“I like it when you cry,” I whispered, catching her hand and moving it away from her face so her tears could flow uninhibited. 

“Why?” Her voice shook as she asked. 

“You look real. Honest. Vulnerable. I think it’s beautiful that you share that part of yourself with me.” 

“Did I do good tonight,” she asked, sitting up and leaning against me. 

“Oh, Alice, you did so good. I’m so impressed. You were so good that it stressed me out.”

She snickered. “I tried really hard. My brat group said sometimes the best way to brat is to not brat.”

I bit back a laugh. She wasn’t wrong. Part of me had been so stressed about her good behavior, it would have been easier if she’d been her normal self. “I’m so proud of you. And I appreciate it.” 

“But you’re still going to punish me for coming out of the kitchen without your permission, right?”

“I’d planned to wait until tomorrow, since you’re a little emotional. Plus, I’d like to give you your reward at the same time.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m always emotional. Besides, my emotions don’t count.” 

Her emotions don’t count? What on earth was that supposed to mean? I looked at my phone. It was almost eleven o’clock. I didn’t have a conversation like that left in me tonight, so I texted myself a reminder to demand an explanation for that particular line of bullshit later and decided to turn in for the night. 

“Come on, you,” I said, standing up and offering my hand. “It’s your bedtime.”

“Nooooo,” she whined. “I’m not tired.” Her eyes were bleary and bloodshot and she slouched against the back of the couch.

“You’re exhausted. Come on, I’ll tuck you in.” 

She climbed off the couch and took my hand. “Will you hypnotize me again?”

“You like it when I do that, don’t you?” 

“Yeah. I feel safe, and it helps me sleep.” 

“Well, you were so good this evening, I think you earned it.” 
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Chapter 47
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Sunday morning after our dinner with Reuben’s friends, we both slept in. We had gone to bed in our own rooms, but I woke up with him sitting on the floor beside me, his arms crossed over his chest, his head leaned back against the bed. 

Why is he sitting on the floor in my room? I reached out and brushed the hair out of his face. It had gotten messy and a little longer over the past few days and he needed a haircut. The weird rough texture felt good under my fingers, and I kept stroking and playing with it. 

“Hmm,” he grumbled, but then woke up, rubbing at his eyes and clearing his throat. “Alice.”

“What are you doing on the floor,” I mumbled. 

He hauled himself to his feet and stretched, and I heard his hips and back pop loudly. “I was worried about you. Come on, get up, let’s make some coffee.”

“Hmmm I want hot chocolate,” I said, snuggling deeper into my blankets. 

“Hot chocolate for breakfast?”

“I was so good yesterday, wasn’t I?”

He sighed and rubbed at his face. “Okay, come on.” 

“Yay!” I pulled on a hoodie against the bite of the cold morning air and followed him to the kitchen. He started the coffee maker and then set to cutting up a bar of chocolate into small pieces. 

“Why were you on the floor in my room,” I asked him again. 

“Alice... Do you know what EMDR is?”

“Nope.”

“It’s a type of therapy involving flashing lights, REM sleep cycles, and traumatic memories. It deprograms your trauma.”

“You’re joking. That sounds like science fiction.” I pushed myself up by my arms and sat on the counter across from him while I watched him pour some milk into a saucepan. 

“It’s real. And we use a lot of it at The Weston House. I wasn’t going to bring this up, because I don’t want you to feel like your needs are a problem, because they’re not. I want to take care of you, and I want to fulfill your needs. But, I’d like to maybe get you in for a few sessions, if that’s something you’re willing to try.”

“Okay... I’m not opposed to different kinds of therapy. But why did you change your mind and decide to bring it up?” And why were you sitting on the floor by my bed this morning? 

“Because baby... you scream in your sleep.” 

I sat rigidly still on the counter, my fingers digging into the marble. I whispered, “I do?” 

“Sometimes. And I hate hearing you so upset. You safeword in your sleep, which tells me you’re having some very upsetting dreams.” 

“Didn’t it stop after our scene at AnchorX?”

“Mostly... but it happened again last night, and a few nights before that. I was hoping it would go away, but I’d like to help you work on that, if you’re okay with it.” 

I stared at his hands as he finished cutting the chocolate and began mixing it in, stirring the milk slowly. Augustus had always used powder mix and water to make hot chocolate. Reuben had broken out a knife and a chocolate bar first thing in the morning for me, only because I’d had a bad dream last night. 

“Is that something you’d be interested in trying?” he asked me. 

“I mean, I’ll try anything twice,” I shrugged. “So yeah, I don’t see why not.” Especially since he was clearly so concerned for me. Despite his insistence, I did feel icky knowing I was being a traumatized pain in the ass and had disrupted the small amount of sleep he got. 

“Why twice?” He raised an eyebrow at me. 

“It might have sucked the first time.” 

“Hm.” He ladled some of the cocoa into a mug and brought it to the table, motioning for me to follow him. I jumped down from the counter and did so but froze as I watched him take a spoon and measure out a heaping tablespoon from the sugar container on the table. 

Oh no. Oh shit. 

I tried not to let my face react. Last night after I’d finished cleaning up, I’d swapped the sugar and salt as an anticipatory prank for today. I watched in horror as he dumped a huge spoonful of salt into the steaming mug of hot chocolate. Never before have I had a prank backfire on me so disastrously. This is bad. I’m going to have to drink that. And he was being so sweet to me!

“Here you go, baby,” he said, sliding the mug into the spot where I normally sat. I held the mug in my hands and tentatively lifted it to my lips, hoping it wasn’t too horrendous. 

It was awful. It took everything in me not to react. 

He set to preparing his breakfast. “Have I ever told you about the time my mentor, Oliver Dupont, taught me to cut an onion?”

“No, Sir,” I said, pretending to sip the cocoa. 

I could hear Reuben rifling through the fridge, looking for the ingredients he wanted for his omelet. He seemed to make one every day. 

“Cutting onions is one of the first things you learn to do safely in any kitchen, but Oliver had very specific methods. He wanted no waste. I was taught by my mother to cut off the ends of the onion and use them for stock. Oliver didn’t like that one bit.”

I watched Reuben as he pulled the outer skin off the onion he was holding. “He taught me how to cut these in a very exacting way. Every single swipe of the knife mattered to him. When I could do it easily, he blindfolded me and made me perfect it without being able to see.” He looked me in the eye as his hands flew, dicing the onion without looking at what he was doing. 

I swallowed hard. I loved watching him work with knives. I had a major knife kink, and he was an absolute master with the tools. 

Mushrooms, spinach, and some spices flew into the pan. He cracked a few eggs into a bowl and began to whisk them, pouring them over the ingredients in his pan. 

“He did the same with every new challenge he threw at me. He presented me with a method, and then careful, effective training to master the skill. Then he would take away my sight and force me to rely only on my instincts, my sense of touch, smell, and awareness. 

“I had to make entire meals blindfolded before,” he said, finishing the omelet and scooping it onto his plate, and then setting it in front of his spot on the table. 

He sat down and scooted himself closer to the table, reaching for the pepper grinder and the sugar pot on the table. “So, I’m not sure why you think, after being a professional chef for my entire adult life, I can’t tell the difference between sugar and salt by looking at them.”

I pursed my lips and set the mug down, giving up the guise of pretending to drink the cocoa. Damnit. Outbratted again. 

Reuben’s eyes glowed with humor, and he sliced off a piece of his perfect eggs. “Now... Go dump that out and get yourself the unsalted leftovers on the stove. You can clean out the containers after breakfast.” 
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Reuben set me to work after breakfast, cleaning and doing laundry and taking care of some other chores we hadn’t gotten to during the week. After lunchtime, we piled the clean laundry on the couch and folded it together, talking and laughing while we did so. He was letting me rant about the solar storms on Jupiter, smiling subtly while I matched socks. I showed him the videos I’d made on my Tik Tok recently, and he laughed a few times. He had such a great laugh. It struck me that not only had he become my Dom, but my friend. It felt really good talking to him. He accepted my crazy, and he listened to me. I trusted him. 

He told me about some of the new girls at the treatment center. He also told me more about his time oversees learning to cook under different chefs and his subtle dry humor had me laughing hard enough that my eyes watered. 

The conversation fizzled out after a while, and before I could find a new topic to throw myself into, he said, “Alice... what did you mean yesterday when you said your emotions didn’t count?”

Oh boy. Here we go. 

“Well, see, you know how I’m crazy?”

“I prefer you not describe yourself that way.”

“Okay,” I rolled my eyes. “You know how I experience more mood swings in an hour than most people do in a month?”

“Sure.”

“My emotions don’t really count, and they’re not really real, because they’re a result of my disorder. Most people have one or two moods a day. I have all of them. I don’t think you fully realize how badly I swing from despising you to adoring you while you’re not here. Like, even yesterday while I was at the grocery store, I literally wanted to kick you in the balls because I was so frustrated. By the time I got home I liked you again. That’s bullshit and it’s not real. Those moods don’t really count, because it’s just my brain and my disorder playing tricks on me.”

Reuben snapped the wrinkles out of a sheet before folding it. “Okay, I understand where you’re coming from, but that doesn’t mean your emotions aren’t real. It just means that you experience more than the average person does. That doesn’t mean they don’t count.” 

“It does, though. Because I shouldn’t feel that much stuff to that degree.”

“Just because you shouldn’t, doesn’t mean you don’t. Let me ask you this... someone who has depression, do their emotions count? Does it ‘count’ that they have lows just because they have a mood disorder?”

I pursed my lips and hesitated. “Well, yeah–”

“And someone who has an anxiety disorder. Do their panic attacks ‘count’?”

“I mean... yeah, but–”

“So why are you any different? Just because you feel more? Because you feel more moods, more often, at a higher level than others? That doesn’t make sense, Alice.” His tone felt accusatory, and I felt my hackles rise. “Your moods, thoughts, and feelings are just as valid and just as important as anyone else’s, and you do yourself a disservice by denying yourself the right to acknowledge them.” 

“But...” 

When he put it that way, it seemed so simple. But it’s not simple! It’s the only way I can explain why I feel what I feel! Immediately, I felt frustrated, and dejected that he didn’t get it. Nobody gets me. 

“You’ve been telling yourself that your emotions don’t matter, that they’re not real, but you’re really crippling yourself in the long run. I know you do it to shield yourself, to protect yourself, but that kind of invalidation is going to backfire on you.” 

He doesn’t understand, I thought, and the anger and frustration at myself and at him began to burn in me. He doesn’t understand what it’s like, to have all these feelings inside me, and not be able to control them or do anything about them. Because he’s normal, and I’m a broken, stupid fuckup. 

I unclenched my jaw and forced myself to breathe. “My solution to that is sadomasochism. I need pain. That’s why I need you,” I said, nudging him with my shoulder in an effort to be playful and break the tension. “Because pain helps me get all those emotions out. It’s like pulling the plug, and it all drains away. That’s why I’m a better person with a sadist.” 

“I understand that baby, but that’s not a practical, long-term solution. You are going to have to learn a variety of coping mechanisms to deal with your emotions, little bug. If you don’t, and you ever have a time when you can’t indulge in your masochism, you’re going to explode. That’s part of the reason why I care so much about helping you sort through this stuff.” 

He put a hand on my shoulder, squeezing my muscles. I exhaled and tried to release the knots that had formed in my neck from this conversation that I didn’t want to sit through or think about. 

“There is nothing wrong with using pain as a coping mechanism... unless it’s your only tool. You need more tools in your toolbox.”

I tried to crush the frustration that was building in me. I knew I was spiraling, but I couldn’t stop it. “You think I haven’t tried? I’ve been going to therapy since I was eighteen, Reuben. You know what helps? Crying until I pass out, and hurting until I can’t see. Not ‘validation,’ or whatever that means.”

“Okay, so far you haven’t found anything else that works. I understand that.” He sat down and looked at me, knowing I was near the point of snapping at him now. “So, I’m asking you honestly. Remember, you can say no. How open are you to trying new methods?” 

I rolled my eyes in frustration. When he said it like that, how could I say no?

Great. Now I feel like a useless bag of emotional garbage who isn’t even trying. And cue waterworks. 

“Fine. Great,” I said, throwing my hands up and letting them fall. “Let’s do it. Whatever.” I grabbed a dish towel and dried my eyes. Reuben handed me my water cup that I’d been attempting to sip on all day, but I pushed it away. “No, I don’t want that, it tastes like dust.” 

He looked into the cup. “I’ll get you some fresh water.” 

My voice was harsh as I snapped at him. “I don’t want water, it’s gross!” 

His face hardened at my tantrum. I’d shouted louder than I meant to, what with my frustration building and my emotions nowhere to go. I clenched my hands into fists and dug my fingernails into my skin, squeezing my eyes and biting my lip. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, squeezing my eyes shut. 

I hadn’t meant for him to ever see me like this. But why did I think we’d ever have a relationship where I didn’t have an emotional break? That’s what it was like with me. It came with the territory. 

This is it. This is the part where he tells me we need a break, that I’m being a fake sub, that he doesn’t want to do this anymore. My hands went numb at the thought, and I couldn’t move for fear of the words coming out of his mouth. 

He didn’t answer. When I finally got my breathing under control, I opened my eyes and looked at him. 

He was staring at the cup of water, as if all the solutions to my problems were my hydration level. His voice was soft, barely more than a whisper. 

“Go downstairs and wait for me by the cross.” 

Tossing the dish towel aside, I stomped down the hallway and into the dungeon, slamming the door behind me. 
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Reuben came down about twenty minutes later. I was exploring the room, unable to keep myself from looking through the drawers and the boxes. It was mostly to distract myself from the emotions bubbling up inside me, threatening to make me want to dig my fingernails into my skin and tear myself to shreds. 

When he came downstairs, he immediately approached me, took me by the wrist and dragged me to the bed in the corner of the room. Without speaking, he forced me to sit, and then sat beside me, turning to face me. 

“Okay. Alice, I need to ask you a very serious question.”

I swallowed as he studied me but forced myself to nod. 

“Do you really believe those things about yourself? Do you truly believe that your emotions don’t count and aren’t important? Or is that something you say to yourself sarcastically because you aren’t willing to admit how bad they hurt?”

I looked down at my hands. Did he have a point? Maybe. Maybe me saying my emotions were fake, a figment of my imagination, was because they were too painful for me to deal with, and my only solution was to refuse to admit they were real. 

I stammered and rambled myself through an explanation to him, trying my best to explain my thoughts, but ending up at the same conclusion I started with. 

“It’s just too much, and it doesn’t make sense that I feel this much. I know my reactions to things aren’t logical. I know I jump to conclusions and get hurt by stupid things that aren’t true. Like, upstairs I was pretty sure you were about to break up with me. Which might sound silly to you, but that’s what I thought. It’s easier to block it all out, ignore it, push it down, and then deal with the explosion when it comes. That’s why I use pain. If I have pain, like I said... it empties it all out.”

“I have no problem with you using pain,” he said, and his voice was soft, comforting. His tone had shifted to the voice he used when he was hypnotizing me, and I felt myself relax a little at the sound. “I love giving you what you need, and I love when you suffer for me. But baby, what are you going to do when you’re sixty, and you don’t heal as fast? What are you going to do when you’re seventy, and you dislocate a hip from being paddled, and have to go to the hospital? I’ll go to prison for assault, and you’ll be injured and on your own. Did you ever think about that?”

“Honestly, I hadn’t ever considered I’d live that long,” I shrugged. 

He released a deep breath and covered his eyes with his hand, squeezing at his temples. “Well, I plan on you living that long,” he snapped, and his hand fell away. He looked a little pissed, and his anger escalated as he spoke. “Because I plan on living that long, and I want you by my side. I’ll be damned if I lose anyone else. I’ll be damned if I lose you.” His eyes flashed and he clenched his jaw.

His statement hit me in the face like a fucking brick. How many girls had Reuben lost? He was almost forty-one. He’d lost Savannah, and never got closure. Then Becca found someone else, Megan left, Robin died, and all the other submissives and playmates he’d had were gone or moved on... was he just as hurt as I was? It had never dawned on me that we’d both lost so many people. Probably about the same number, and his dynamics had all been significantly more emotionally involved than mine had been. 

I met his eyes and for a moment, I saw that fierce aching pain in his face that I recognized when I looked in the mirror and missed Augustus Quinn. That awful shattering from the inside out that makes my blood boil and my skin feel too tight. He’d felt that too. 

He did understand. I was just an asshole who let my emotions get away from me. 

I opened my mouth to speak, to apologize, but choked on my tears. I couldn’t get it out. My mouth felt numb. I hurt for both of us, but I hurt most because I’d selfishly not even considered what another dynamic would do to Reuben, especially if it didn’t pan out. I’d only been thinking about myself, as per usual. 

Reuben continued his lecture about my feelings, unaware of my epiphany. 

“You need to have other methods of dealing with your problems besides getting your ass bruised, and drinking enough alcohol to make you pass out and forget about how miserable you are. Is there anything else besides self-destruction that has ever worked for you? Anything we can try? Because I’ll go to the end of the fucking Andromeda Galaxy to find something that helps you, sweetheart. But I need you to meet me at the landing zone.” 

Welp, that about does it for my heart. I guess I’m completely broken for him now. 

I crawled across the bed to where he sat and climbed into his lap, burying my head in his chest. His heavy arms tightened around me, and I felt him press his face into my hair. 

“Sweetheart.” He leaned over and kissed my shoulder. At his affection, I felt a strange lightness in my chest, like there was nothing I needed to worry about except listening to him, and being good for him, and trying my best, because that was the best possible thing that could happen in that moment was to make him proud of me. 

I hadn’t noticed that he’d brought a bottle of water downstairs, but he opened it and helped me sip some once my hiccupping sobs had died down. He wiped away my tears and helped me regain some regulation to my breathing. I sipped some water, even though it tasted like plastic, but pushed the bottle away after a few sips. 

“You really don’t like water, do you.”

“It tastes gross. And it makes my tummy feel weird.”

“I’ll see what I can do about finding you something else hydrating and healthy you can drink.” He kissed the top of my head. “Would that help? Maybe some watered down apple juice, or a sports drink or something?”

I nodded, my throat closing up again at how hard he was trying to help me. “I’m sorry I’m such a bitch,” I mumbled. 

“You’re not a bitch. You’re in pain. My fox only bites when it’s scared, Alice. I know that.” 

His understanding was only making me feel worse, like I was using him, manipulating him with my tears to gain his affection. Especially since I knew he liked it when I cried. 

Maybe we really were meant for each other.

“I’m sorry I pushed you so hard earlier while we were folding laundry. I didn’t realize how quickly you were getting frustrated.”

I shook my head. “I tend to jump moods really fast, or escalate quickly. It’s not your fault, it happened so fast I didn’t know how to stop it.” 

“Would it have helped if I’d backed off?”

“Probably,” I said. “But I can’t just be like ‘I’m annoyed with you, shut up and let’s talk about this later.’”

“No, you’re right,” he said. “That would have been a little disrespectful, and I wouldn’t have appreciated that. I know I tend to be very direct, and I know when you’re emotional or stressed, my direct way of speaking probably makes it worse, and it’s harder for you to calm down. So from now on, why don’t you give me a warning word, or use your safeword when you’re escalating?”

“Okay.” 

“Does writing help you at all?”

“I’ve been trying. It helps me figure it out when I don’t know what I feel. Because sometimes I have too many feelings at the same time, and I don’t know what they all are. But talking is better, but it also means I end up saying mean things to you and I don’t want to do that.”

“I think you should write whenever you feel like you’re going to spiral. Take a break, try to identify what you’re feeling and where those emotions came from. It’s important to recognize that you’re there and try to identify what triggered it. If we can find some of your triggers, we can reduce your mood swings.” 

I nodded. “That actually sounds like a really good idea.”

“I tend to have a few of those on occasion.”

He tilted my chin up so he could look down at me. I reached up and brushed his hair off his forehead, the strange wiry texture feeling funny in my fingers. “You need a haircut.” 

He sighed and closed his eyes, then nodded. “Yes, I do. I thought I’d get one on Thursday after my eye appointment.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. “Your eye appointment for your old man glasses.” 

He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure my vision is fine.” 

“We should bet on it.” 

“We can bet on it later. Right now, I need to punish you for snapping at me, and for invalidating your feelings.” 

Wait. Hold on. I’m in trouble? I didn’t want to be in trouble right now. This wasn’t fun trouble. This was like... gross, feel-bad trouble. I’ve-legitimately-upset-him in trouble. 

Fuck. 

Reuben noticed the change in my body language. “What’s the matter?”

My neck felt hot as I asked, “Are you mad at me?” Do you hate me?

“Do you really think I would punish you while I was upset with you?” He spoke softly while he rubbed my back. “Why do you think I made you wait? When I play with you because you brat me, that’s different. I can tell the difference, little monster. But Alice, I promise you, I will never punish you while I am mad. That would be me taking my frustration out on you, not me trying to teach you something. Punishment is about teaching you, about correcting your behavior. It’s about setting you up for future success, not relieving my anger. 

“I am trying to teach you to control your reactions to your feelings, and to be open and honest with me about your emotions without being disrespectful. Don’t you think that’s an important lesson to learn?”

“Yes Sir,” I whispered. 

“Do you feel like that’s a valid reason for me to punish you?”

I nodded again. 

“Okay... then take everything off. Fold your clothes and leave them on the table over there, and then stand in front of the cross.” 

I felt like I couldn’t speak as I moved to do what he said. My limbs felt numb, and my mouth was fuzzy. I felt a little sick, and I hated myself more than normal. I was nervous because I remembered what Megan had said, when he had punished her until she broke. 

Could I let him break me? Would it be worth it? Is that what he would do to me?

I could safeword if I needed to. He would listen. I know he would. He cares too much about doing right by me to not stop if I ask him to. But he was right... I did deserve this. I needed it, even if I was scared. 

Walking slowly to the cross, I held my hands up. He secured my wrists, then my ankles, and then leaned down and brushed my hair out of my face, kissing me on the cheek softly before turning away. 

I still felt gross about disappointing him, but I was also aroused. And I did need emotional release if I was going to get anything else done today, whether he said I needed other tools in my toolbox or not. 

He returned with a black long-tailed flogger, the ends of the tails adorned with dark red leather roses. It was beautiful, and it looked erotic in his hands as he stalked across the room, a look of confidence and intention on his cruel face. 

He surprised me by rolling out a mirror and positioning it in front of me. He wanted me to watch him hurt me? 

“Here’s what you’re going to do, little monster,” he said, approaching me and holding my chin in his other hands. He’d put on those leather gloves he liked to wear, and I loved the feeling of it against my face. 

“I’m going to give you a statement, and you’re going to rephrase it into an ‘I’ statement. You’re going to look at yourself in the mirror while you repeat it. When you do, I’ll strike you. Do you understand?”

I felt a little bit of frustration burning in my stomach. What kind of bullshit punishment was this? I-statements? Mantras in the mirror? But he looked serious, and I wasn’t about to argue with him and make my punishment worse. Besides, if this was really what he wanted, and it would put us back on good terms, I’d do it. I wanted that gross, sickly feeling in the pit of my stomach gone as soon as possible. 

“Yes Sir.”

He walked out of view of the mirror, and I focused my gaze on myself. My makeup was ruined already, long black streaks running down my face, my cheeks flushed, and I was breathing harder than I realized. 

Take your punishment, you shit. You deserve this. You deserve to have him disappointed in you. 

“You are a strong, brave woman.” 

“What?” I turned and looked at him in confusion. 

“Say it.”

My forehead creased and I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror, nor could I make those words come out of my mouth. I could barely think them. They felt wrong. 

I shook my head. “Sir... no.”

“Say it, Alice.” 

His face was drawn and he looked... angry. Not sexy angry. Not “I want to do something about that attitude angry.” Actually frustrated with me. 

“But... I’m not.” 

He approached me again, draping the flogger over the side of the cross. His expression darkened and I tried to shy away from him as he neared me, but I was bound tightly to the Saint Andrews. He leaned forward and spoke in my face. “Do you know what I do to people who insult my girl?”

I swallowed hard. “No Sir.”

“You don’t want to find out. My submissive is a strong, brave woman. And you will not argue with me about it.” 

Just say it and get this shit over with. Be done with this. Get through it, take your damn punishment, so we can move on. 

I took a breath and whispered, “I am a strong, brave woman.” 

He took my chin and turned my face. “In the mirror. Look at yourself. Say it again.”

Why did I hate this so much? Why was this so hard? Why did I feel like a fake and a liar? A year ago, I would have said this shit to anyone who would listen. My confidence had been off the charts. But now I couldn’t even say it to myself. 

What happened to me?

I forced my mouth to move only because he had demanded it. But it didn’t feel real. It felt like I was lying. 

As soon as I’d finished speaking, the rosebuds of the flogger snapped against my chest, leaving a gentle flush across my breasts and a warm tingle down my body. God, that flogger was amazing and I wanted more. 

“You are thoughtful, and kind.”

Not really, but I want you to flog me again. “I am thoughtful and kind.” Another glorious burst of heat seared over my skin, and I sighed. 

“You are not broken.”

Damn. Buzz gone. “Okay, that’s just not true.”

“You’re going to say it anyway.” 

I glared at him. He glared right back, swishing that flogger around in his wrist, waiting. 

Fine. But only because I wanted more of his pain. “I... am not broken.” The words weird, like my mouth was moving, but it wasn’t really me saying it. Another strike from him drew me back to my body. 

“Your fear does not make you weak.” 

My eyes burned at the thought of saying that. Once again, Reuben had hit the nail on the head. 

“Sir,” I whispered. 

“Your fear does not make you weak.” 

“My fear... does not make me weak.” 

Strike. Burn. The roses struck my thigh this time, leaving a little bundle of pink behind on my skin. 

“Good. Say it again.”

“My fear does not make me weak.” 

He spoke to me, forcing me to face myself and speak his truths about me, forcing me to face the pleasure and the pain. Slowly, as I spoke and repeated his statements, as the words stung my lips and the roses on his flogger struck my skin, as the tears splashed on the floor at my feet, the words felt less like a lie. Maybe he was right. Maybe instead of those statements being wrong, maybe... I just hadn’t known.

“I am cherished, valued, and respected.” 

“I am independent and creative.”

“I feel strongly because I am strong.”

“My emotions are important.”

“My feelings are real, and they matter.”

“I am not useless.” 

“I am important and valuable.”

“I honor my Sir with my service.” 

“I am not a problem.” 

“I am not an inconvenience.” 

“I am special.”

“I am beautiful.” 

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” 
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He brought me into my bedroom and climbed onto my bed with me. Reuben held me in his arms and rubbed a sweet, cooling lotion into my skin to soothe the burning from his affectionate abuse. His flogging had left some pretty welts on my skin, and I found myself tracing the lines with my fingertips. 

He caught my wrist and held it up to his mouth, and I felt his teeth graze my skin. I felt a little floaty, like I was halfway to a trance. 

Flashes of our scene came back to me. Did he really think all those things about me? That I was smart, brave, beautiful? That I wasn’t useless, and that I honored him? It was hard to believe anyone could feel those things about me. 

I knew my friends tolerated me, but I was pretty sure Reuben was one of the only people in the world who legitimately liked me. 

“I want you to do some writing tonight, like we discussed. See if you can remember what set you off. I’d also like you to write down some of those statements I made you say. Whichever ones you can remember. Okay, little bug?”

“Yes Sir.” I leaned against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me tightly and pulled a weighted blanket up around both of us. He had taken his shirt off after I’d covered it in tears and makeup. Tucked up in his arms against his bare chest was the best possible place I could be right now, and I was all warm and fuzzy. 

I lifted a finger and traced the tattoo on his chest. The anchor and the whip, intertwining with each other to create the traditional BDSM triskelion. Knowing him and what he did, the name of his dungeon and the logo made more sense now. 

“How are you feeling?”

“Safe.”

“You are safe. You will always be safe with me.”

“I know.” 

He stroked my hair and nibbled on my shoulder. 

“Hey, Reuben?” I looked up at him again. “How come you don’t kiss me that much? Do you not like it?”

It was something I’d noticed in hindsight, but not really something I thought about often in the heat of the moment. I was usually so focused on what he was doing, not what he wasn’t. It wasn’t until later when I thought back on it, thinking back on the details of our scenes, that it would hit me that he didn’t really kiss me that often. 

As an answer to my question, he turned me around in his arms so I was straddling him. I loved sitting on his lap like that, his large strong legs between mine. Sometimes I could feel his cock pressing against my leg or my pussy. 

One hand snaked around my waist, and he pressed against the small of my back so I was flush against him. With his other hand, he gathered up my hair and gripped it hard in his fist. 

“Have I ever kissed you in a way that makes you think I didn’t enjoy it?” His face was close enough that I could feel the heat of his breath against my cheeks. His eyes filled with desire as he stared down at me. 

“Um, no, actually, which is why I ask.”

“Hm...” I swallowed as his eyes roamed my face. Licking his lips and tilting his head slightly, he leaned closer to me. I froze in anticipation, letting my eyes fall closed. 

His lips nearly brushed against mine as he spoke in his low, growling voice. “I love your mouth. I crave your mouth in ways I cannot begin to express. Your lips, your tongue, the taste of you... I dream of your taste, and the filthy, depraved things I will do to your mouth.” 

Holy shit I was close to an orgasm just because of the way he was talking to me. He was barely touching me, but I felt my nipples tingling as if he were rubbing them. My stomach dropped and I gasped at the feeling of his lips just barely touching mine, a whisper of a feeling, as he spoke to me in that soothing, enchanting tone. I tried to lean into him, but he had a good grip on my hair.

“I am very, very careful about when I kiss you, monster. Because I intend to condition you. One day, every time I kiss you... you will come for me.”

“You... you can do that?” I gasped, my eyes flying open. 

A slow, evil smile spread over his face. “Oh, little bug. I can do so much more than that. Now... are you sure you want me to kiss you?”

“Oh my God, yes please.” 

“Only good girls get what they want, sweetheart,” he said, tearing his eyes off my lips. “Are you going to be a good girl for me?”

My stomach flipped and I nodded, my breath raspy. “Yes Sir. I can be good for you.” 

“I know you can. Remember, Alice, good girls don’t come without permission. That’s our rule, isn’t it?” 

I nodded as he let go of me, extending his arms to either side over the headboard of the bed. “I want you to show me how you touch yourself. Play with that needy little clit, monster girl.” 

My hands slid down my body, squeezing my breasts on their way down to my pussy. He watched as I dipped a finger into my wetness, spreading it around on my clit as I rubbed at it. 

“Aggressive, are we?”

“It feels good, Sir,” I moaned. 

“Hm. But you should be gentle with that. It’s mine, isn’t it? Your body belongs to me, doesn’t it?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Because you belong to me.” I loved the way he was looking at me, with so much desire. It was like he was holding himself back from devouring me. 

“Yes Sir!” 

“Say it.”

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” My statement was more of a moan. At his command, my fingers were moving slower, but somehow it was even more intoxicating. Rubbing my clit with the fingers on one hand, I slid my index finger inside, desperate for more sensation. 

“Ah-ah, no...” he slapped my wrist. “Naughty girl. Not yet. That pussy isn’t quite needy enough. And you’re going to be a good girl for me so I can kiss you, aren’t you?”

“Yes Sir!”

“Hmmm... yes you are. What a good girl I have.” His hands left the headboard and brushed lightly over my nipples. Bright bursts of pleasure shot through my whole body. 

“Oh fuck.”

“You love that, don’t you little bug? It feels so good to be my little play toy, doesn’t it, sweetheart?” His voice was smug, and it was making my head spin. 

“I’ve never... oh God...” I’d never been so sensitive in my life. I felt like I could come just from the way he was playing with my nipple rings. “Please,” I found myself whispering. “Please, Sir. Please let me come.” 

He released my nipples, and I whimpered a complaint, already missing his fingers. But then one finger traced my lips, sending shivers of pleasure through me. His other hand he set around my neck. 

There was so much happening at once, that for a split second, I thought I was going to come before he gave me permission. I opened my mouth to beg him again, but before I could answer, he squeezed my neck ever so slightly, and leaned in, taking my mouth with his. 

I could feel the softness of his lips and the roughness of his mustache against the top of my lip. He opened his mouth against mine and shoved his tongue inside me, stroking my mouth and sucking on my tongue. It was a battle of passion I could not win, so I surrendered to it, moaning into his mouth as he sank his teeth into my bottom lip. 

Then my vision went white as I felt his other hand trail down my body. He moved my hand aside, slowly circling my clit with his fingers. 

Oh shit. I can’t stop it. But I couldn’t ask for permission, nor could I beg him to stop, because my mouth was full of him. 

The hand on my neck squeezed harder. His fingers circled faster. Then one finger slid inside my aching pussy, thrusting roughly and rubbing against that delicious spot inside me, right as he growled into my mouth. 

“Come for me.” 

Yes Sir. 

“That’s my good girl.” 
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Monday and Tuesday, and even part of Wednesday, I was way too subby and happy to even consider calling myself a brat. Every time Reuben walked past me, he’d look at me with that knowing, passionate look, his eyes darting down to my lips or dragging over my body like he was so damn proud of himself that he was the one who owned me. Every time I found my back turned to him, I’d feel his hand on the back of my neck or my hip as he walked by. 

He made good on his word about water, and called me into the kitchen on Monday afternoon. “I made you something. Give this a try.” He handed me a glass of something pink. 

I sniffed at it and sipped. It was still water for sure, but it had a light fruity taste, and just a hint of sweetness. It tasted a little like a smoothie. I found myself smiling. 

“Good?”

I nodded, happily, and took another sip. “What is it?”

“Fruit tea. Completely decaffeinated, made with herbs, dried fruit, and nuts, and some Honeybush tea. You can drink as much of it as you want.”

“Really?” I asked, excited. 

“Yes. And it counts as your water for the day.”

I rocked back and forth in excitement as I took another sip. It wasn’t very sweet, but it wasn’t awful. It was his thoughtfulness that made me all warm and fuzzy, though. I set the cup down and threw my arms around him. “Thank you, Sir.” 

Later that day when I went to the fridge to get myself another glass, I added a splash of the simple syrup he kept in the fridge for mixed drinks. Just a little extra sweetness. 

Oh yeah. Much better. 

He was working from home most of the week, though he was making daily morning visits to The Weston House. During one trip, I decided to get clever and boil some water to make some more simple syrup, and I added it right to the container so he wouldn’t catch me adding it. He was happy I was drinking water, and it tasted even more like a smoothie with a little bit of extra sugar in it, so we were both happy. I washed and dried the pot before he came back. All his cooking lessons were paying off. I didn’t even catch anything on fire. 

Wednesday afternoon he was on his laptop, and I sat in the armchair behind his desk typing on the extra laptop he’d dug up for me while he worked on a conference call. He needed someone to manage his calendar, and since I was an Outlook Whisperer, I’d told him I could help him out. I set his email up on my laptop and was going through his emails and setting up appointments for him while I listened to him chat with the guy on the other line. 

“So, what we usually do is have you come down for about a week,” Reuben was saying. “We’ll put you up in a hotel and take care of your meals for the time you’re here. You’ll come by the center and have dinner with the girls and meet a few of them. Myself and a few of the other employees will see if we can feel out who might be a good fit for you. Then you’ll meet them one-on-one a few times, and we’ll reassess until we find the right placement.

“You are a little farther away than we prefer, but I do have several recommended therapists in your area, so you would be responsible for continuing her therapy sessions, her medical appointments, and so on. We check in with both of you three times a week for the first month, and then once a week for the second month. After that we reassess how often we do check-ins. We visit in-person once every six months.”

“How long do the girls tend to stay with the caretakers,” the man asked. 

“It depends. The average is about three years. Although some have stayed for much longer, and others have bailed the first chance they got. A few have asked to come back to the center, though that doesn’t happen often. 

“I think that about wraps it up. Do you have any other questions for me?” Reuben asked. 

“Actually, I had many, but you have clearly had this conversation enough times to answer all of them. There is one thing I wondered...” the man on the computer hesitated, attempting to figure out how to phrase his question. 

I pretended to type and click on the computer, invested in the conversation. Finally, the man asked, “Do you ever have a situation where the girls become emotionally attached to their caregivers?”

“Quite often, yes. Usually it’s similar to a parent-child relationship. However, if you’re asking if the girls fall in love with them... sometimes the answer to that is yes as well. 

“We have a procedure in place for that. Usually, we ask them to spend some time apart, or some time with another Dominant, to get some space from their emotions. It can be very overwhelming to feel so much trust in someone after a long bout of trauma, and sometimes they mistake that trust and affection for love, and sometimes, they don’t know how else to communicate that other than offering themselves sexually. That’s why it’s so important that you communicate with us how they’re doing, and that you resist and constantly reinforce the lines of your dynamic. We will press charges against you if we find out there has been any kind of sexual relationship between you two, and you’ll be blacklisted in your local community.”

“I completely understand. It’s obviously not a goal of mine,” the man said. “I was just wondering how common it was.”

“I would say... one out of twenty. But don’t quote me on that number, I’d have to go back through all our files to give you an accurate one. 

“Usually, some space and some time with another caregiver, even for a short period of time, is all that is needed. Learning to show affection in nonsexual ways helps them as well.”

I zoned out of the conversation, although I recognized that it went on quite a bit longer after that. I was stuck chewing on what Reuben had said. 

It can be very overwhelming to feel so much trust in someone after a long bout of trauma, and sometimes they mistake that trust and affection for love.

Was that something I was at risk for? I already knew I was a little obsessed with Reuben, and extremely attached to him. Probably way more than I should be. The memory of him quietly telling me to go downstairs to the dungeon, and how he’d calmly explained that he was going to punish me for being disrespectful made me think of that gross nasty feeling in my gut. I hated it. I’d even said all those silly mantras and I-statements just so he wouldn’t be disappointed in me anymore. 

Was I in danger of convincing myself I was in love with him when I wasn’t? 

Based on my track record, that is a resounding yes. 

Almost immediately, I felt my defenses go up. While we were vetting, I’d told him I wasn’t looking for a romantic relationship. I wanted rules, structure, play, and pain. He’d said the same thing when he’d claimed me, that he respected that and would honor it. 

I’d have to be pretty damn careful to shield myself from falling for him, or convincing myself I was in love with him, especially if it was really just trust and appreciation that I felt. 

My will solidified, I attempted to resume my focus on his calendar while I thought through a few ideas to make the next few days a little more fun and interesting. 
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Thursday morning, I went by the center to meet a few new caregivers and speak with some of the girls who had been there for a while. Some were starting to come back to themselves, while others were still a little lost. But even the ones who were lost seemed to be less afraid. 

The meetings went well, and I had a chance to touch base with Becca while I was there. We sat in her office, and I sipped on a fresh cup of coffee. 

“How is everything? How are you holding up?” I asked her. 

“We’re okay. He agreed to radiation, and he hates it, but he’s taking it like a champ and is doing well. I hate watching him suffer, but he seems to have some more drive these days than he did before. So that’s good. The doctors say he’ll probably live at least another two or three years if this next round goes well.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“We had that horrible conversation yesterday, though,” she sighed, and I could see the mask of professionalism fall over her face. “That one you never want to have.”

“I can imagine that was quite upsetting.”

“Well, it wasn’t the first time it’s come up. But it wasn’t any better. Especially because now... it’s real, you know?” She finally met my eye. That fierceness in her eyes was back, like she was fighting an invisible battle. I loved that look on her, even though I hated that she was upset. 

“So that went about as well as could be expected. Anyway, we have some time before we have to really start... doing anything.” 

She stopped talking, turning her head to see the photo on the wall. In the photo, Becca held a bouquet of flowers and her newly earned diploma, a huge grin on her face. Her Master was by her side, and Mike, Simon, Jess, Alexis, Brittany, and I had stood around them. We had all come out to see her receive her degree, and I’d thrown a party at my house. 

“He said he picked someone for me,” she whispered. “That you two talked about it.”

“Yes.”

There was a weight in the air. Becca knew she could ask, but I knew she wasn’t going to. She knew she could say, “I don’t want to. I want to be on my own.” But she wasn’t going to. She wanted to do what Jeff wanted for her. It brought her joy to bring him joy. It was a chance for her to trust him. 

She knew she could ask me questions, but I knew she wouldn’t. The last time we’d had this conversation, I’d simply told her, “I’m leaving for a few weeks, and I think you should stay with my friend so you’re not alone.” 

She knew then she could say no. She knew now too. But she hadn’t... Because she trusted me. It warmed my heart to know she trusted me now just as much as she had then... maybe even more. 

She continued to stare at the photo in silence as I stared at her. Then, as if shaking off her memory, she turned to me and said, “How are things on your end? How’s the brat wrangling going?”

She was changing the subject and moving on. It was her way of saying, Yes sir. 

“Surprisingly well. Despite the unending emotional rollercoaster she seems to ride, and how incredibly tired I am, I’m afraid I’ve grown quite fond of her. She’s been downright pleasant the past few days, actually... which means I’m probably in for it this evening.”

Becca smirked. “I think you’re in for it a little earlier than that. Are you aware you’re wearing two different kinds of shoes?”

I looked down at my shoes in surprise. Sure enough, they were both black, and both the same brand, but were slightly different styles. 

“What the... oh, that little snot.” I reached into my pocket and grabbed my cell phone to text her, but she had already sent me several photos. They were of her, twisted up in her sheets, definitely naked but hiding all the best parts. 

I texted her back. Very nice... Don’t think this is going to get you out of your punishment tonight. 

She replied with an emoji of an eye roll. 

I shook my head and put my phone back into my pocket. “Like I said... things are great.” I took another swig of my coffee. “She is a never-ending source of entertainment. Although, I wanted to get your advice and pick your brain about non-masochistic coping mechanisms for intense mood swings.”

“Hah! Good luck. I’ve been trying to get her to try things besides pain for years now. But I can talk to her next week when I see her. What have you been doing?”

I explained to Becca what we’d done so far: her writing, her attempting to identify her triggers, my redirection, and the subtle use of hypnosis I’d started implementing that she had consented to, but not noticed yet. 

Becca approved all my methods so far and gave me a few more suggestions to try for when things started getting sticky again. 

I gave her a hug before I left. Before we left her office, she stopped me. “Um... Reuben...” she reached up and tugged slightly on the collar of my shirt. “Are you aware your undershirt is inside out?”

For fuck’s sake. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and reached behind me. Sure enough, the tag was sticking out over the collar of my button-down. 

“Well, I guess I’m going by the grocery store on my way home, because someone clearly wants a spanking.” 

Becca laughed, probably knowing full well what I had in mind. “Hey, let’s do something soon. It’s been a while.”

“It has, hasn’t it? Maybe this weekend at The Lounge.” 

“Everyone knows you’re in town, and that you’ve got the ‘Demon of the Underground’ living with you. You need to bring her by and show her off.”

“Why, so she can brat me in front of all my friends?”

“Like I said... show her off.” Becca grinned. 
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After my eye appointment, a quick sandwich for lunch, a much-needed haircut, and a trip to the grocery store to pick up the supplies I needed for tonight, I finally went home. Alice had been texting me all day, sending me bratty memes, gifs, and being generally obnoxious. I suspected it was an effort to regain control over how submissive she’d felt the past few days because of our play.

When I got home, the first thing I did was kick off my shoes and attempt to find the correct ones that went to each pair. I stood in the entranceway with the door to the coat closet open, looking through my shoes and struggling to find any of the matches. After fifteen minutes of pulling all of them out and trying to find the right ones, I came to the realization that I was missing the right shoe of some pairs, and the left shoe of other pairs. And I couldn’t find any of the missing ones. 

“Alice!” 

No answer. Damn, where had that little gremlin gone off to? I stalked through the entranceway into the living room, almost knocking into the end table on my way. 

Okay, calm down. No knocking into furniture. You’re not mad, you’re excited. 

I set the grocery bag down on the kitchen counter. There was nothing perishable in there, so I’d make her put it away when I found her. It would be fun to watch her squirm when she saw what I’d bought. 

Leaving the kitchen, I searched the house for her. Her car was here, so she was probably hiding. I looked around, checking the laundry room, my bedroom, the guest rooms, her bedroom, the bonus room upstairs, even the dungeon, but she was nowhere to be found. For some reason, I was so damn focused on finding her, I kept running into furniture. Fifteen minutes in, I was pretty sure I was going to have a bruise on my thigh. 

I decided to call her. She declined my call immediately, but not before I heard her ringtone from the living room, and a quiet curse. Storming down the hallway, I started looking under furniture. I’d forgotten how tiny she was; she was probably under the couch or something. 

But as I started looking under the couch and behind the chairs, I noticed something odd. The carpet was freshly vacuumed, but there were pressure marks in the carpet next to all the feet of the furniture, as if the items had not been put back exactly as they were before. In fact, they were all shifted slightly to the left by about an inch or two. 

“Alice,” I growled, and I heard a snicker from somewhere in the room. I whirled around expecting to see her, but she wasn’t there. “Where are you, little fox?” 

Eventually I figured out what else looked different about the living room. The blankets I normally stored in the ottoman were draped across the couch. I lifted the lid, and there she was, curled up and grinning widely, holding her phone. She was naked except for a lacy thong and a crop top.

Her expression changed when she saw me. She grimaced, but she looked like she was biting back a grin. 

“Come here,” I snapped, grabbing her by the arms and pulling her out of the ottoman. She giggled and laughed maniacally as I righted her, holding her firmly so she couldn’t squirm away. 

“You little asshole,” I said. “I’m going to have a fucking bruise on my thigh!”

That just made her laugh harder. She was crying now, completely lost in the ecstasy of laughter at my expense. I shook my head in disgust, but then started laughing myself. There was something so contagious and pure about the way she laughed uncontrollably that I couldn’t not join in. 

Her eyes sparkled as she threw her arms around my waist. “Hi,” she said against my stomach. 

I smacked her ass once and she yelped in surprise but squeezed me tighter. She stuck her ass out and wiggled a little. 

“Stop that. Stand up, I’ll punish you later. I have a call in twenty minutes!”

“You’re so busy and boring!” She pulled away from me and rolled her eyes. 

“And you are writing checks your ass can’t cash.” 

“Bet,” she said as she walked away. Then she stopped, turned around slowly, and attempted to compose her face. “So, Mister Weston. How was your eye appointment?”

I sighed and held my forehead in my hand. God, I was going to enjoy delivering some sweet vengeance on her tonight, but first, I really had to focus and get on this call. It was important, and it was related to funding for Pathway to Peace.

Alice took my refusal to answer as an answer. 

“Hah! I win! I knew it! You’re blind!” 

“I am not blind! The doctor gave me a low prescription pair of computer glasses with blue light blockers for when I’m on the computer for more than an hour. I don’t need them to see, they’ll just...”

“They’ll just help you not get headaches and wrinkles on your forehead from squinting at a screen. Because you’re an old man!”

I checked my watch. “Do I need to do something drastic to get you to behave while I’m on this call? Or can you stay out of trouble for two hours?”

“That is extremely unlikely. I’m on a roll, Sir.” 

“Oh, I bet you are. What other naughty things have you managed to do while I’ve been gone all day?” 

She shrugged and walked away, not answering. 

I went downstairs to collect a few things to use to torture her. When I returned, Alice was gone. Again. 

Damnit. 

I set the items I’d collected in my office and went to find her again. The cell phone trick worked again, because she’d been so distracted that she must have forgotten to silence her phone. This time, I found her in the dryer, a laundry basket propped up against the door to keep it closed. 

“How did you... why are you so small?” I asked, catching her under the arms and throwing her over my shoulder. That extra bit of weightlifting in the morning had come in handy. “Why are you wiggling? We both know this is exactly what you want.” 

“Because it’s more fun to earn it!”

Plopped her down on the armchair right beside my desk and wrestled her down until I managed to get a few rounds of rope around her middle and remove the minimal amount of clothing she wore. “Remember that time you kicked me, and you promised never to fight me again?” 

“Nope,” she giggled. “No idea what you’re talking about.” Her eyes flashed mischievously. 

“Ah. Well, I guess I’ll have to remind you.” Pinning her down across her chest with my forearm, I leaned in and growled in her face with the meanest expression I could muster. “Stop. Fighting. Me.” She flushed bright pink down to her tits and then melted slightly into the chair, the fight draining out of her and her mouth opening in a quiet moan. 

I smirked and softened my voice. “Good girl. Now let’s see what we can do about keeping you occupied for a few hours until I have time to make you suffer a little.” Her mouth popped open, and her eyes dilated. 

Excellent. Whether she knew it or not, her nightly hypnosis and conditioning was going well. Good girl was no longer a panic-inducing trigger, but something that made her feel a little tingly in a very special place. 

I checked my watch. Ten minutes. More than enough time. I tied the top of her arms down to the chair, ending right above the elbow, then secured her legs in a butterfly position. With her legs spread wide and her hips pressed down and unable to lift, it would be very hard for her muscles to contract the way they needed to for her to orgasm. 

Just to make her a little more miserable, I knelt in front of her and brushed the very tip of my finger against the hood of her clit, not quite touching her where she wanted it. She attempted to thrash and thrust against my finger, but she was tied down securely and only managed to look cute as she struggled. 

I put a toy inside her already soaking wet cunt, one of the new ones I’d been meaning to try. The toy was hooked up to my phone, and the exterior Bluetooth receiver for the toy curved around and rested on her clit, giving her a little tease of a vibration. 

I set it to alternate between several of the more popular patterns available on the internet. Two hours of that was probably enough to run the battery out and get her nice and creamy. 

I finished her bondage with a ball gag and set an electronic beeper in her hand in case she needed my attention. “That’s your safeword. Sounds like a doorbell, so you can interrupt me if you need to.” 

She had a pair of noise-canceling headphones in the desk drawer that she normally used while I was on conference calls. I plugged them into my phone and stuck them in her ears. Then I pulled up my music app and located the playlist I had in mind. 

There was a bucketload of audio files available on the internet all designed for getting subby little toys nice and warmed up and wet. With a little bit of stimulation from the toy and some ear candy for her voice kink, she was going to be nice and wet and desperate for me. As a finishing touch, I removed my tie and blindfolded her. I watched her eyes widen the split second before I blocked out her vision. 

The armchair was close enough to me that I could keep my phone on my desk and control it, but far enough away and out of sight that she didn’t appear on my screen. But that also meant she had to be quiet, because any moans or cries would be picked up by my microphone.

Right before I sat down and logged onto the call, I unplugged one earphone and whispered in her ear. “Now... be very quiet for me, goblin princess. Moaning or making naughty noises while I’m on a call is strictly off limits. I trust you can be good for me for a little while. Can’t you?” 

She nodded, already breathing hard. 

“Well... we’ll see. Maybe if you’re really good all through this call, you’ll get that spanking you so desperately crave.” 

She bit her lip and swallowed a moan. I turned on the playlist. 
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The call got done a little faster than I’d expected, and the time flew by. I thoroughly enjoyed letting my eyes dart away from the screen and to the armchair where Alice sat incapacitated and dripping onto the furniture. She struggled and shuddered and fought to come, but each time she got too close I turned off the vibration or paused the audio until she calmed down. Occasionally, when she seemed to be a little too relaxed, I would reach my hand over and out of the screen’s view, and stroke her leg, or tweak one of her nipples. Every time, she steeled herself and bit down on the ball gag to stay quiet. 

When the call was finally over, I turned off my computer and kicked one leg over the other, allowing myself to watch her suffer undistracted. 

The very last audio file on the playlist was one I had made earlier in the week, knowing it would be fun to surprise her with it when the time was right. It was short, but effective. Four or five minutes of me using Alice’s name and her nicknames, growling out all the evil things I wanted to do to her. She thrashed and squirmed in the chair, struggling to remain quiet. I did not relent on the toy, nor did I pause the audio. I knew it was close to the end of the track. 

Sure enough, I cut the toy off right as the audio finished. She let out the softest sound of a complaint; quiet enough that it probably wouldn’t have been heard on the microphone, but since the call was over, I could hear it. 

Piece by piece I removed her torture devices. Her eyes met mine with a desperation that made me throb in my pants. She would do anything to finish right now, poor little delicious thing. 

Too bad she was in trouble. 

I felt myself smiling. “Now, didn’t I tell you not to make a sound?” 

Her eyes widened in horror as she realized I’d heard her tiny desperate cry near the end. “Please,” she mouthed. “I’m literally going to die if I don’t come.”

“Bullshit,” I laughed. “You’ll be fine in an hour. Come on, stretch your legs. We need to cook dinner.” I untied her and massaged her legs, kissing and nibbling and biting at the impressions left in her skin from the ropes. So pretty. All mine. 

In the kitchen, she saw the bag I’d brought home. Her curiosity got the best of her, and she peeked inside the bag. 

Her face fell slightly, and she snuck a glance at me. I grinned and she pursed her lips, looking back at the contents of the bag. 

She sighed deeply, and then said, “Oh, Sir. I don’t know why you think this is a punishment for me.” She withdrew the thick ginger root and set it in the pantry. The corn on the cob, she glared at. “What’s this for?”

I didn’t answer, just continued to stare at her while I thought about the way I was going to torture her tonight. 

“’Kay, whatevs.” She put the vegetable in the fridge. She rolled her eyes at the small jar of tiger balm. “Typical.” The last thing she withdrew was the bag of wooden clothespins. 

She smiled. “I knew I liked you.” 

“You think that now. You’re going to hate me later.”

“If you say so, Sir.”

“Before I forget. Where the hell are my missing shoes?”

She fought the smile that pulled at her lips, and opened the fridge to withdraw the picture of iced tea I’d made her, pouring herself a full glass and drinking half of it. “Not sure what you’re talking about, Sir.”

Well. That tea had certainly helped with the water consumption.

She turned away as if the conversation was over. I reached over her and snatched the glass of tea out of her hands. 

“Hey!” She whirled around and stared at me, eyes wide. 

I held the glass out of her reach, which wasn’t hard since she was so damn small. “I am going to cut up the vegetables for the stir fry I’m making tonight. You, my darling little rodent, are going to find and return my shoes to their rightful place, and then put all the fucking furniture back where it belongs.” 

She made a face, nodded and then reached her hands up for her glass. 

Weird. She seemed to really love the tea I’d made her. Which was good, but... suspicious. Her eyes widened with horror as I lifted the glass to my lips and took a sip. 

I choked on the drink and looked up at her. She was standing there, her hands clasped behind her back, chin dropped, biting her lip, looking both adorable and wicked. 

“Alice, what the fuck?”

“It just needed a little bit more sugar! It still tasted like grass.”

“A little more– Alice, this is solid syrup.”

“It is not.” Another eye roll. “I only added, like, two cups.”

“Two cups? Of sugar? To a twenty-four-ounce mason jar?!” 

“Well, yeah. See, not that much. That’s like, a quarter cup a glass.” 

I poured the glass out, and then dumped out the rest of the mason jar. I had added a perfect amount of sugar for the drink to taste good, but still be reasonably good for her; there was no need for her to add more. I had a feeling she was just too used to consuming sweet things for it to taste good to her. 

I set the now empty jar down on the counter and crossed my arms, glaring at her. “You’re on two weeks with no sugar at all.”

“What?” She laughed at me incredulously. “No.”

“Yes. Two weeks, no sugar. That is your punishment for this particular transgression. Tonight you’ll be punished for hiding my clothes, somehow sabotaging my undershirts, and moving all the furniture.” 

She smirked, trying to hide a laugh. 

“What.”

She looked down at my feet. Sure enough, when I looked down, I was wearing two different socks. They were subtly different; both dark, but one was black, and one was dark blue. 

Slowly, I looked back up at her. She was trying so hard not to giggle. “Oops,” she whispered. 

I nodded slowly, the annoyance turning into excitement. “Okay. Clearly you want me to be mean to you today, so that’s what you’re going to fucking get.” 
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Once I managed to get her into the belt (which was a feat in and of itself) I cuffed her wrists behind her back and locked them in place. Attaching a thin chain clipped to her two nipple rings and clipping a second chain to the first, I dragged her by the make-shift leash into the dining room, securing the end of the leash to the foot of the table. A spreader bar cuffed to her ankles, and her wrists cuffed to the bar behind her, she had no choice but to kneel on the floor awkwardly and wait for me, waiting there like a useless little baby. 

I made dinner quickly and in silence, which felt strange after so many nights of her yammering at me. I plated mine and put hers in a bowl. I set hers on the floor by my feet and took my place at the table. 

She glared up at me, fury in her eyes. She squirmed and looked like a tiny kitten whose claws were stuck in the carpet, struggling to move. 

“You’re joking.”

“You’d better eat. You’ll need your energy for what I have planned for you tonight.”

“Reuben!”

I set my fork down and turned to look at her. “I will push your face in that bowl and force you to eat that food and lick the bowl clean if you don’t do it yourself. Now eat your fucking dinner, and don’t leave a damn piece behind.” 

“Fucking make me.” 

I smirked. “Okay.” Turning to finish my meal. “But I’d rather not let my own food get cold. The more you eat on your own, the less I have to make you eat.” 

She sat there and stared at me, belligerent, until I’d finished, not eating a single bite. “Fine, be a giant brat. It just means I get to be mean to you.”

“You’re not that mean.” 

I smiled down at my plate. That was brat code for show me just how mean you can be. 

Challenge accepted. 

“Do you want to explain what brought on this huge tirade of pranks and brattiness?” She had been so good earlier this week. At what point had she started acting bratty? And what had changed? Had the emotional high of my domination simply worn off? Was she breaking rules and being a smartass to make sure I deserved her submission as Becca had warned? Or was there more to it? 

“I was bored,” she said, still glaring at me. 

“Ah. And... are you less bored now?”

She glared harder, pursing her lips and squinting her eyes up. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at the expression. “You’re so cute when you’re mad.” 

“I am not cute! I am super evil!”

“Oh, you’re right about that last part. But yes, you’re a very cute little racoon.” I wiped my face and set my fork down, having finished my meal. 

“Racoon!?”

“And playful, bored racoons who get themselves into trouble don’t have a very nice time, do they, you bad little girl?”

She smirked at that and looked away. 

I crouched down in front of her, grabbed her by the hair, and forced her face into the bowl. 

She coughed and sputtered and shouted at me, squirming and fighting against me. But after a few moments, she took a bite of the food and began to chew. I released her head and let her come up, and she took a deep breath of air and finished chewing. 

“Swallow.” 

Dejected and pissed off, she did. I immediately repeated the exercise since she seemed to enjoy me being an asshole to her. We continued in this manner until her bowl was empty, me growling in her ear when she squirmed or fought or giving her a nice hard smack on the ass when she chose to fight me pushing her over. 

When she got to the last bite, instead of swallowing, she spat it out on the floor. 

I set the empty bowl aside, then held her hair again, tightening my fist in it. She made a cute mewling noise, like a moan and a grumble. The look on her face of absolute anger combined with the sauce all over her nose and cheeks made me laugh again. 

My heart was racing, and I could feel every muscle in my body tense and alive. Skin tingling, cock throbbing, I leaned in and bit her hard on the side of her neck. She cried out and then whimpered and I couldn’t help but moan, and let my tongue run over the spot I’d left on her neck. 

At my bite, she stopped struggling against my grip. I could see her eyes dilate, and her breath was coming fast.

“You’re going to clean that up. I’m going to get the rest of your punishment ready. By the time I come back, there had better not be a single drop left on the floor, or you’ll be cleaning the whole fucking dining room floor with your tongue while I cane your ass and your back until you bleed. Then we’ll see how much you enjoy the tiger balm.”

I dropped her hair and went to the kitchen to fetch a knife and the ginger root. 

When I returned, Alice had indeed lapped up the chewed food. I guess mopping the floor with her mouth didn’t sound like the most fun way to spend the evening. She was still crouched over on her knees, her hands clenched into fists behind her looking pissed as hell, but there was a hesitation in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. 

“Oh. The little demon isn’t quite as feisty as she was before. Good to know.” 

Setting my items on the table, I gripped her shoulders and leaned her forward so she was resting her forehead on the ground. I placed my foot on her hair to hold her down, and then leaned forward and squeezed, spanked, and kneaded at her ass cheeks until she was moaning. 

“Poor little monster,” I whispered. “Those pretty bruises on your ass are starting to fade. Should I give you a few more this evening?”

“Yes Sir,” she moaned. 

“You’ll get them. And this time, I promise you’ll remember your lesson.” Gripping her hips and digging my nails into her skin, I lifted her ass higher into the air, spread her ass cheeks, and spat. A glob of spit landed right above her asshole, slowly dripping down to its destination. 

She let out such a pretty sound of embarrassment, but I saw her asshole winking at me, begging for my gift. The glob of spit finally slid home to its mark, and she sighed. 

I released her with one hand and gently placed the tip of my finger on her pretty little hole, massaging it lightly and prodding just enough to relax her, but not enough to enter her. Now her soft little sighs were becoming a little more desperate. 

“Little demon loves her torture, doesn’t she?”

She growled. 

“Say it for me. Let me hear you say it.”

“Fuck you!”

I spanked her ass a few times until her cheeks were nice and pink, then leaned forward and bit her plump little cheeks hard enough to draw blood. She wailed. 

“Fucking. Say it. I can see the cum dripping from your pussy, you little slut.” 

She panted and growled, but she said ever so softly, “I love your torture, Sir.” 

Fuck I loved it when she gave into me. I gave her a few more swats. “I know you do. Why don’t you hold your pretty cheeks open for me? That’s right... that’s the only thing those useless little hands are good for right now anyway. Is that why you’re being so bad today? Because you needed some more torture? More affection for Sir?” 

Her face was pressed against the ground now, her cheeks smearing the sauce from her food all over the ground and getting it in her hair, which I still held down with one foot. My finger continued to press and prod at her dirty hole, dragging desperate little whimpers from her throat. 

Her asshole lubed up just a tiny bit with my spit, I pressed one finger in just past her entrance. Then I grabbed the nice fat piece of ginger root that I’d peeled and carved into a butt plug, pulled my finger out, and slid in the ginger.

She let out a complaint when she felt the intrusion and clenched down on it. I knew soon enough she would continue to clench down on it whether she liked it or not. 

I stepped off her hair and then used it to sop up the mess of sauce she’d left on the floor. Unbuckling only her left hand from the spreader bar behind her, I set the bowl of uncooked rice on the ground. She looked up at me in disdain.

“You are going to set out one grain of rice at a time, in nice, neat letters that spell ‘I will not embarrass Sir at work.’ Each letter must contain at least thirty pieces of rice, so you will count them as you go. You will count out loud. If you lose count, you will start over on that letter... and you’d better make it nice and neat or you’ll have to repeat it.”

“This is stupid.”

“Congratulations, you’ve added a second sentence. You will also be writing, ‘I will accept my punishment like a good girl.’” 

Focused and determined to get this over as soon as possible, she clenched her jaw, glared at me, growled, and then began spelling out her lines. She counted quietly as she went. 

I knew this wasn’t the punishment she’d been hoping for, but I was certainly enjoying it. Dirty little monster doing embarrassing, stupid tasks just for me. You wanted my attention, Alice, now you have it. And by the time you finish, that ginger isn’t going feel like an amateur move. 

As she was finishing up the last letter of the first line, I started throwing random number sets out to make her forget where she was. She lost count, shouting at me and looking up with a horrified expression, her big glassy eyes full of unshed tears. 

“Oh, did I distract you? Poor thing.” 

“That’s not fair! You can’t sabotage me!”

“I can absolutely sabotage you! Since you thought it was a good idea to sabotage my clothing, and sabotage my legs by moving shit around.”

She looked down and started recounting and replacing the grains of rice on the last letter, but not before I caught a smirk on her face. 

“Oh, I bet you thought it was so funny, hearing me bump into shit while I was looking for you.” 

“Three... How long did it take... four... before you noticed... five... your shoes?”

I hesitated. “Becca pointed it out.” 

She laughed maniacally for a few moments, clearing the rice away and starting over. 

But her laughter faded away. All that laughing, talking, shouting, and kneeling without her hands to support her was resulting in her dirty little asshole clenching and unclenching against the ginger when she flexed her core and squeezed her legs to maintain her balance. I watched her quiet, then a few minutes later, her forehead creased. On the M of the next sentence, her letters were beginning to look a little sloppy. 

“Why don’t you tidy up those messy letters, gremlin? They’re not straight or neat like the top row.” 

“Sir...” she whined, “You made me lose my place again.” 

“Oops. What a shame.” 

When she finally finished her task, her hands were shaking, and she was whimpering slightly. From where I stood, I could see her asshole clenching and releasing against the sting of the ginger. Her eyes watered and she looked up at me as she finished. 

“Good, Alice.” I took the bowl of rice, threw away the pieces that were left, and set the empty bowl back down on the ground in front of her. “Now count each piece as you put it back in the bowl.” 

She stared at the huge mess of rice on the ground, and I saw her shoulders fall, the hope that her torture was over draining away. 

“Please,” she whispered. “Please Sir... don’t throw off my groove.” 

“I make no promises.” 

She swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and began to count each piece as she put it back in the bowl one at a time. 

She lost count three times. Not a single time was my fault. Her face was flushed and creased in focus and discomfort, and she had started to sweat. I chuckled at her misery and found myself itching to stroke my cock while I watched her suffer.

But I’d learned over the years that the aching and burning that accompanied denial and edging made my Beast even more cruel. And since that’s what she wanted, I kept my hands out of my pants. 

When she finally finished, she hobbled over as close to me as she could, the leash on her tits and the spreader bar between her ankles making it hard to move. She leaned her head against my leg and peered up at me. Streaks of her makeup made long dark lines down her face. Her ass was probably killing her, and her knees and back were probably extremely sore. She’d been on her knees for over an hour now. 

I held her chin as she stared up at me. The sauce from her face was mostly rubbed off into her hair, and what was left was dried and flaking. 

“I fucking love watching you cry, you know that? You hot mess.” I swiped a thumb over her bottom lip, and then tweaked one of her nipples. She yelped and then let out a sad, pitiful cry. 

“So. What have we learned?”

She whimpered pitifully as she spoke. “I will not embarrass Sir at work, and I will take my punishment like a good girl.” 

“Very good, gremlin. What do you say for your lesson?”

“Thank you for my punishment, Sir... please? Can I... can you take it out? It hurts.” 

“I bet it does.” 

Unbuckling her ankles and her wrist, I took hold of the chain and led her towards her room. Tried to stand, but I pushed her down. 

“No, nasty little rodents crawl on their hands and knees, don’t they? Come on, Hellion.” 

She whimpered and dropped her head, crawling awkwardly, not wanting to squeeze the ginger, but unable to resist. Guiding her to her room, I sat down on the side of her bed and pulled her over my knee. 

“Now... let’s see about that spanking you seem to want so bad.”

“No!” She wriggled and squirmed, trying to get off my lap, but I held her firmly. 

“No? You don’t want a spanking?”

“No, please Sir! Not with the ginger, please, it hurts so bad...” she tried to look up at me, desperate for sympathy or mercy, but the look on her face was just making me harder. 

“But you love it when I hurt you, don’t you?” I gave her a nice hard smack on both cheeks. She shouted and dropped her face into the bedspread. “That was what you wanted today, wasn’t it? You wanted me to hurt you.” Another few smacks on her ass, and then I kneaded her cheeks and legs, pulling and squeezing her open. “That’s why you were such a bad little girl.” 

“Yes Sir,” she whispered, her voice shaking. 

“Besides, goblin. You’ve got cum dripping down your legs. It’s completely coating your thighs. You’re such a wet, messy, needy little thing, aren’t you? And you want my affection and my marks, don’t you?”

She squirmed at my words but answered. “Yes Sir.” 

“Ask me. Ask me to spank you.”

“Please...” I saw the fight drain out of her. “Please punish me, Sir. Please spank me.”

Another hard smack. She shouted. 

“Who do you belong to?”

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“So shut the fuck up and take it, you little whore.” 

Spanking Alice was a delicious experience. She usually enjoyed it way too much, which was fun to watch and extremely erotic, but watching her suffer through and hate the thing she normally loved was even better. She wanted more, but she couldn’t stand it. That ginger had to have her asshole on fire by now.

I spanked her until she was screaming, her fingernails digging into my thigh, her pussy absolutely dripping from the torture earlier, the humiliation, and the pain. Her whole ass was flushed red and rosy, and I could see the beginning of some nice welts on her cheeks. And the way she was squirming against my cock was almost too much to handle. 

Alice was one of those masochists that could have an orgasm based solely on pain, and not pleasure. It was less of an orgasm and more of a forced release of the built-up tension. Whether she was hoping for it or not, she did finally scream and shudder against me, throwing her head back as she found her release. That gorgeous guttural scream, the look in her eye, and her quivering body rubbing against my cock sent me over the edge, and I groaned as I exploded in pleasure and relief.
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Alice sat cradled in my arms in the bathtub. I had removed the ginger plug and massaged some coconut oil into her poor abused asshole, and she now sat curled up against me in the warm water, her fingers absentmindedly swirling lines into the bubbles that stuck to my chest. 

I held her and gently washed the mess of sauce out of her hair. She peered up at me like she wasn’t quite sure what was going on. The glassy galaxies in her eyes seemed to drag me into my own trancelike state. 

“You want some more juice?”

She shook her head. I’d brought her a cup of juice while she sat in my arms in the tub, knowing she would probably have a crash if she didn’t get her blood sugar up. 

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered. 

“For what, little bug?”

She closed her eyes and laid her head against my chest. “For your beast.” I felt it as she drifted off to sleep. 

I sat there frozen in shock, appreciation, and affection, and I felt what remained of the walls around my heart crumble to dust. 

My girl. The girl I wasn’t going to let go. The girl I was going to keep forever, no matter what. 

I tightened my arms around her, resting my cheek on the top of her head, refusing to admit to myself why my vision was suddenly oddly blurry and my eyes were burning. 

There was so much darkness inside me. I hadn’t shown anyone the extent of the darkness in so long... maybe ever. Or perhaps I had, and it had darkened and deepened in my time alone. Alice was brighter than the sun and showed me just how dark I was compared to her. 

Part of me had always expected her to say I was too much. But instead... she seemed to revel in it and sink deeper in with me every time I showed myself, every time I opened myself up to her a little more. 

I’m not too much for her. She saw me, she appreciated me, and she didn’t run away. She ran straight for the center of the black hole. 

She loved my beast. Maybe one day... she’d love me too. 
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Chapter 50
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“Man, we didn’t even get to the clothespins.” 

“I know. Such a shame. Guess we’ll have to revisit those.” 

“What was the corn for?”

It was Friday afternoon, and we were lounging on the couch in the front room, talking through the punishment I’d suffered through last night. It seemed to be one of his favorite things; sitting on the couch with his feet on the ottoman watching his nerd tv shows and letting me lay beside him with my head in his lap. 

Sir liked to stroke my hair, working his fingers into it and squeezing slightly, and then releasing it, like a cat kneading its favorite blanket. It felt so good and made me feel so cared for and special when we did this. I knew he loved my hair. He was always touching it, playing with it, smelling it. 

Of course, I usually wore as little clothing as possible. Today I was naked except for the chastity belt that he had once again forced me to wear around the house, and I’d pretended not to want to wear it. I’d put in a pair of sparkly purple bars in my nipples, and a dangly jewel in my belly. I had little stars, moons, and planets all the way up the sides of my ears, and a purple stone in the side of my nose. He told me I looked like a glittery disco ball, but I knew he secretly liked it. 

“What do you think it was for?”

What could you do with corn? 

“Make me eat it raw?”

He wrinkled his face up. “Boring. Raw corn isn’t delicious, but it’s not bad.” 

“Hm... put it in my pussy?” I squirmed a little at the thought. 

He looked down at me with a sly expression. “Do you really think that would be a punishment? Putting a big, thick, hard, textured toy into your hot, wet, needy cunt after edging you for two hours?”

I blushed and felt my pussy flutter at his filthy description. He was using that dark growly voice he used sometimes, and it fucking did things to my body. 

“No, little bug. That would not be a punishment. Guess again.” 

“Um... for my ass?” I asked a little breathlessly. 

His tone changed again to something almost sarcastic. “Okay, first of all, I’d never put anything in your ass that could get lost. No flare or handle, no entrance. That’s why I carved the ginger the way I did. Stopping a scene or a punishment to find a speculum or go to the ER isn’t fun or safe. And second...” he gave me a side-eye. “You know you’d enjoy that too much, you little anal slut.”

Ugh. He wasn’t wrong. I flipped over and pressed my face into his leg. I hadn’t straight up told him I how much I loved anal because I knew he was the sort of person to use that shit against me. But it hadn’t taken long for him to weed that weakness out. 

I inhaled deeply with my face against his lap and could smell just the faintest hint of the musk of him. My mouth watered. God, I hadn’t had a cock in my mouth in a long time... 

Oh. Wait. 

I looked up at him. “It was for my throat, wasn’t it?” 

He smirked. “Ridges hurt.” 

“Fuck. Good thing we got my punishment over with, right?” 

He didn’t answer, just raised his eyebrows once and returned to watching his space cowboy show. 

“Hey, Sir...” I rolled over on my stomach and scooted myself a little bit closer to his lap and looked up at him. 

“Hm?” 

I waited for him to look down at me, and I kept my face still but let my eyes flick down to his lap and then back up to his face, a silent plea. His eyes flew wide, and he grabbed my hair like he was afraid I was going to try without getting his permission. “Nope.” He rolled me back over on my back. 

I felt myself pout a little. “You’d like it,” I whispered. 

“Oh. I know. But I told you before... I have my own set of rules I follow.”

“Oh right. No sex, ‘cause we’re not married.” I rolled my eyes. 

“You know you’re really going to regret all those eye rolls when I finally cash them in,” he said, opening his phone and adding another eye roll to what he called his “spank bank.” 

“That one was warranted.”

“Why’s that?”

I sat up and climbed into his lap. “Mister Weston.”

“Miss Benson.”

“You can’t honestly tell me that what we do together isn’t sex.” 

He looked away from me for a split second before he met my eyes again. He didn’t answer, just raised an eyebrow. 

I laughed at him. “Oh okay. You playing with my clit and fingering my asshole, and making me orgasm by kissing me isn’t sex, because your dick isn’t involved.” 

“You want me to stop?”

“No! I want you to admit it!” 

He pursed his lips but didn’t answer. 

“You’re loopholing!” I shouted “‘Oh, I’m not putting my dick in her pussy,’” I said, putting on a deep, fake, mocking tone. “‘It’s not sex cause my dick isn’t in her pussy.’ You’re loopholing, you big brat!” I couldn’t control the giggle fit I fell into. 

“Oh, I’m the brat?”

“Yes! You’re the biggest brat I’ve ever met!”

“And you... are the smallest.” 

I stuck my tongue out at him and pulled it back in before he could do anything about it. He’d reached for it as soon as he saw me stick it out, too. Damn. Better watch out for that in the future. 

“Oops, too slow,” I laughed again. “Slow old man.” 

He fought back his smile and dug his fingers into my ribs, making my laughs even worse as I shook and quivered into a fit of ticklish sensitivity. 

“You think that’s funny? Huh? You like to laugh at me? I’ll make you laugh, you little fox.” 

I couldn’t stop laughing. His hands were way too strong to fight off, and he dug his fingers mercilessly into my ribs. I got to the point where I couldn’t breathe and was starting to feel lightheaded. 

“Oh, does that tickle? Is that too much?” He said, his voice thick with condescension. 

“Fuck, stop! Scarlett! Shit! Oh my God,” I laughed, catching my breath as we both laughed a little. 

“Sorry. You good?” He knew I was. He was smiling. 

“Yeah, I just couldn’t breathe!” I gasped. “I have smaller lungs than you do!” 

“Because you’re tiny.” 

“Fun-sized,” I panted. “And besides... you like it... ‘cause you can... throw me around.” 

“Yeah.” He grabbed my legs and readjusted me so I was cradled in his arms like a baby. Like I’d been last night in his bathtub while he washed my hair in his fancy bathtub. 

Man, I hadn’t even gotten a good look at him naked, because I’d been so out of it after that punishment. That amazing, horrible, delicious punishment... I’d felt so completely out of control, so degraded, so... owned. Like the toy he always said I was. He made that real for me, and I appreciated it more than I knew how to describe. 

“You put me in subspace, you know,” I whispered. 

“Huh? Just now?” He cocked his head and looked at me. 

“No, dumbass. Last night.”

“Oh. I know. You get this really sweet, serene look on your face, and your eyes get all big. Well, bigger than they already are.” I loved how he held me snug against him, his huge heavy hands resting on my back or stroking the top of my leg. I felt absurdly safe with him. “And I think we need to add a rule.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“No trying to seduce me.”

“But it would be so fun! How about, no sneaking into your room and sucking your dick while you’re sleeping?”

“That would be a violation of consent, and you know it.”

“Yeah. I know. I would never do that.”

“I know.” He leaned over and kissed my hair. “So we don’t need to make it a rule.” 

“How about, every time I make you laugh, I earn an orgasm?”

He grinned evilly. “I think that’s a good idea.”

Oh. Oh no. He looked too excited about that. Maybe I spoke too soon and should retract that. But the idea was just way too much fun. 

“Haha. Yay!” 

“I’ll add it to the app.” 

“You need to program at least one in for all the laughs I got that I wasn’t rewarded for.” 

I expected him to argue with me but he just smiled and said, “Okay.” 

Ooh. This was bad. 

Don’t care. I get orgasms. 

He clicked away on his phone, and then said, “I think... you should be punished every time you call me a mean name.”

“But you call me mean names all the time! You called me a rodent yesterday!”

“But you like it.”

I sat up and looked at him. “You don’t?” My mood dropped suddenly. He’d never implied he’d disliked it. “I’m not that mean, right?”

“No, hold on... I didn’t say that. I don’t mind you calling me names. It doesn’t hurt my feelings. And no, you’re not that mean.”

“Promise? Because... I don’t want you to hate me.” My throat felt thick. “I think I would die.” 

“I don’t hate you,” he laughed, “I adore you. You don’t upset me by calling me names.” His encouragement, combined with the hand he put around my throat, soothed my nervousness. “I call you names, you call me names. It’s a way you brat me, and I consent to it. But it’s not very respectful, is it? Especially in front of other people. And what is rule one?”

“I will address Sir with respect.”

“Right. So I think, from now on, when you call me ‘old man,’ or ‘asshole,’ or ‘dork,’ or whatever other snotty little nicknames you come up with, and you say it in front of other people... I might have to do something about it. What do you think about that?” 

I studied his face carefully. He was right, he didn’t look mad... he was baiting me again. “You just want more rules,” I whispered. “You’re looking for an excuse to give me more rules and punish me in front of other people. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” 

I fucking called it, because he fought a smile, and his eyes glowed as I spoke. 

“Fine... old man.” I poked him in the chest. “You can punish me for calling you rude names and teasing you... in front of your friends.” 

He grinned, his eyebrows lowering. “How do you feel about going to The Lounge tomorrow?” 
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I wanted pizza for dinner, but he wanted to cook, so we compromised and he made some pizza dough from scratch (he was fancy like that). While it was rising, he got a phone call and he asked me to answer it because his hands were covered in flour. 

I put it on speaker and he answered. “Hey Bec, you’re on speaker. What’s going on?”

“Reuben, we’ve got a problem. I need you to come down to the house if you can.” 

He threw a towel over the dough he was kneading and threw it in the fridge, and then began washing his hands. “Everything okay?”

“It’s not good. A fight broke out between a few of the girls. Non-English speakers so I’m not sure what was said. Some of them clearly understood the conversation, but they’re acting very quiet and... suspicious. Also, a plate was broken and used as a weapon. Two were cut, but there were no severe injuries. Mike is on his way to come take a look and check the wounds, and maybe give some of them sedatives.”

“A fight? What the hell?” He dried his hands and gestured for me to follow him with the phone. 

Becca continued to speak as I followed Reuben into my room. “I’ve called Lindsay to see if she can do her thing and figure out what was said, but she’s on an assignment and can’t come by.”

He dug through my closet and pulled out the black twirly skirt and a white blouse and gestured for me to put it on. Then he took his phone from me. “Okay. We’re on our way, we’ll be there in about twenty or thirty minutes.” He continued to speak to her as he hurried into his own room to change. 

A few minutes later, he was wearing his typical getup. I tossed my hair up in a ponytail and threw on some eyeliner before we climbed into his car. 

He was still talking with Becca. “Mike just got here,” she said. “He said the wounds aren’t bad. He did give a little bit of a sedative to one of the girls who looked like she was having a panic attack. We’ve got everyone in their rooms right now and I’m in the IT room with Melanie, watching on the cameras. So far nobody is doing anything crazy.” 

“We’re ten minutes out. I’ll see you soon.”

He hung up and glanced at me quickly while we were driving. “Listen... I don’t have a specific plan for you while we’re here. I might give you a task, or I might have you just hang out in my office. But I didn’t want to leave you alone at home so suddenly, especially after that scene we did yesterday. I didn’t want you to drop.”

My eyes filled with tears at his compassion. “Man,” I whined, trying to save my makeup. “Why do I even wear eyeliner? And why are you so nice to me.”

“Because you’re mine. And because I was so mean to you yesterday.” 

I giggled. “You weren’t that mean.” 

He shook his head and sighed. 
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The house was not a house. It was a castle. “Jeez, Reuben, how much did this place cost?”

“It was a foreclosure, and almost completely ruined. I had a lot of work done on it.” 

“You just love fixing things, don’t you?”

He put his SUV in park and jumped out, leaving it idling. A moment later, a young girl scampered out and climbed into his car to take it to wherever their parking was. “Thank you, Tricia,” he said in passing. To me he said, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You’re such a guy. You see something broken and you just have to fix it. Whether it’s houses or broken little subs like me.” 

He stopped inside the massive entrance to the castle, took hold of my shoulders, and turned me around to face him. 

“I want to help you. I want to make you happy and help you feel safe. You don’t need fixing because there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re just hurt. Now if I hear you insult my girl again, you’re getting more lines and mantras in the mirror.”

Oh yuck. “Yes Sir.” 

He set his hand on my head. “That’s my girl.” 

He led me through the house, and it took everything I could not to gawk as we went. High ceilings, elegant tasteful art, spotless glossy tile floors, and lush carpet made the place look less like a treatment center and more like a luxury vacation house. We went through a living room, a dining room, a huge empty room that looked like a ballroom, a hallway, a library, and then around the corner to another hallway with several doors. He led me into what I guessed was the IT room. 

The room was lit with low amber lights, and one wall was covered in a myriad of computer screens. A middle-aged dark-skinned woman with super curly hair wrapped up in a colorful bandana sat at the computer, clicking away. She pushed her jeweled cat-eye glasses up farther on her nose and hit a button on her keyboard, making a piece of audio play over and over while fiddled with controls. All I could hear from the audio was a rambling jumble of words in an unfamiliar language. 

Becca was standing behind her, looking at the screens, holding a radio. “Okay, room six... the blonde tall one... Angelina. She’s pacing and looks like she’s panicking. Can you check on her next?”

“Will do, Bec.” A familiar voice came through the radio. That was probably Doctor Mike. 

“What happened?” Reuben said. Becca looked over her shoulder and saw both of us. She looked back at the screens and pointed out one particular room. 

“Room fourteen, the black girl with the bald head. She’s the instigator. We are calling her Abeni right now, until we get a name out of her. Still have no clue what happened or what she said. Room eleven, the Korean girl... I think she’s Korean. She doesn’t speak. She’s the one who threw the plate. We’re calling her Dae.”

“And Lindsay is out?”

“Out of the country.” 

“Okay. Did you call Brett?”

“Melanie is sending them audio clips to run through their software now.” 

“I’m going to see what I can do for Abeni and Dae, and I’ll see if I can get any more audio from them to translate.” 

Reuben strode out of the room with confident, purposeful steps. 

I looked to Becca. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I don’t know, sweet girl.” Her eyes darted back and forth between the cameras of the rooms. I saw Doctor Mike enter one of the rooms and gesture to the pacing girl to sit down. He put his stethoscope to her heart, patted her head, and tried to give her a pill or something. She refused it. He nodded and put it away, and tried to comfort her, but she continued to pace. 

“So they don’t speak English? They don’t understand what’s going on?”

“About half the girls speak at least some English. We have several employees here who speak a variety of languages, so that they can try to explain what’s going on. But some of them are from countries where we don’t have an interpreter. Mike is good with the ones who can’t speak English or won’t speak at all due to fear. Something about his voice and his body language. He’s very good with the girls and he reads them well. Most of them trust him first, actually,” she said. “When they first come in, he gives them pain killers if they’re hurt, medicine baths for their aches and pains and infections, and he gives them itch cream for any yeast infections or STDs. They learn pretty quickly he’s a doctor and won’t hurt them.”

On the screen, Reuben entered Abeni’s room. When he entered, Abeni appeared to shout and scream. She slunk back, trying to keep as much space between them as possible, grabbing the few small items that sat on the nightstand and hurling them at him. 

He walked very slowly, settling himself down on the rug by the fireplace, crossing his legs and resting his elbows on his knees, watching the girl carefully. 

She continued to shout, even taking a few steps towards him and raising a fist like she was going to hit him. He raised his arms to defend his face but made no move to stop her. When she retreated, he lowered his arms again. 

Eventually, she calmed down, staring at him with a wary expression. She began to cry. 

Reuben spoke to her. I could tell he was using his calm, soothing hypnosis voice based on the expression on his face. The girl cried harder, her shoulders shaking. 

Reuben removed something out of his pocket. A packet of tissues. He held one out to her. She didn’t move. Instead of approaching her, he tucked it back into the packet, and then set the packet on the floor, sliding it over to her. She took it, dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose, and slid the packet back. 

He stood and took the water cup she had by her bedside that had ended up on the floor from her tantrum. He filled it with water from the small sink in the corner of the room, set it on her bedside table, and left the room. 

When he left, the girl wrapped her arms around herself and sobbed. I looked away.

He came back a few minutes later, and withdrew his cell phone, handing it to the woman on the computer. She plugged it into a cable. A moment later, an audio clip of Abeni’s one-sided conversation played. 

“Your microphone on your phone is amazing,” Melanie said. “We all need to upgrade to these.” 

“I guess the phone situation was a blessing in disguise.” 

“Oh, here’s Brett,” Melanie said. She answered a video call that had popped up. A young man’s face came up on the screen. Dark blue eyes glittered back at us, and his head was a mess of black curls. His face lit up with a sexy smile when he saw us, showing off a five o’clock shadow. Behind him was a room that looked similar to ours, though about seventeen-gazillion times larger and fancier, with a ton of people running around. 

“Hey Brett,” Melanie said. 

“Hey Mel! Oh, hey Alice!” Brett waved at me. “Nice to finally meet you.”

I smiled, waving back, not knowing who he was but trying to be polite. “Yeah, you too.”

“I’m Lindsay’s boyfriend,” he supplied. 

“Oh. Got it... scary.” That woman had a boyfriend? Dang. That poor guy probably lived in a cock cage and got whipped every night. 

“Uh... heh. Yeah. So, Mel. I have the clips you sent. I just emailed you the translation.”

“I’m sending you another clip now. Can you have it before dinner?”

“Yeah.”

“What can you tell me about the earlier clip?”

“It’s not perfect, but it’s enough to figure out what happened. I guess the Black girl told the Asian girl about the body farm, and said they were all going to die? From what I can understand, there’s a few words that are similar in pronunciation in their languages, and the Asian girl thought she said something about meat, pigs, and cooking? I think she thought it had something to do with cannibalism... that probably explains the panic.”

Reuben took his phone out and made a phone call. “Hey Abby. What’s for dinner tonight... no, we’ll have to change that. Can you freeze it? Okay. Do a vegetarian meal for the next few days please, and make sure it looks like vegetables. No paste, no tofu... Yeah. Thanks.” He hung up and faced us. “Lasagna is a bad idea tonight.” 

I couldn’t help but choke on a laugh. Becca shot me a look of disgust, and I tried to get my reactions under control. “Sorry.”

Brett continued. “Also I had this idea, and I’ve been talking with Jared and Michael and the rest of the team... we want to get you guys upgraded.

“See, I can re-code our software so that it... well, I won’t get into the details, but if I put a microphone and a camera in each room, and upgrade your computers and your servers, and install a variation of our software, we can get you something similar to what we use, and you’ll have a running transcript of every conversation that happens within the house at any given time, and it can run a side-by-side translation. You’ll need to upgrade to some pretty heavy-duty computers, and designate an air-conditioned server room, but I think it’ll make your lives easier.”

“Um, yeah, it totally will!” Melanie threw her hands up in the air in excitement. “What languages will it translate?”

“Pretty much all of them. Our system picks up languages and analyzes them from all around the world. You’ll get an update once a month. The four hours it takes to upgrade will mean a complete shutdown of the system, though, so you’ll need to plan that for a day and time when it’ll be quiet.”

“How does that even work,” Melanie asked. 

“So, our system picks up all language spoken within distance of any electronic device in the world and sends it to our satellite, and then our servers for analysis. The more people who speak that language within the range of electronic devices, the more accurate the analysis, and the better translation it’ll be. The only languages you won’t get are the third-world countries and tiny places where nobody has computers or phones.” 

“And you’re just now sharing this with us?” Becca said, sounding a little pissed. 

“I actually broached the subject almost five years ago, but it was shut down. It wasn’t until very recently that I proved I could re-code and isolate the program to be selective. We can’t give you access to the entire system because it’ll crash your place, and if you ever get audited or inspected it’s a national security risk. But... if I isolate it to just your location, which I can do now, because, satellites are amazing–”

“I know, right!” I couldn’t help the outburst. 

Brett grinned at me and continued. “Yeah, so we can give you access to that aspect of the software.”

Reuben nodded, holding his chin with one hand and his elbow with the other. He looked excited as he pondered the new development. “We won’t do all the bedrooms, but we can do the public areas and therapy rooms. Send me a buy-list for computers and servers. We can use my office as the server room since it’s on the other side of this wall. And send me the specs I’ll need to have the room customized and changed to accommodate the servers.”

“It’s already in your inbox,” he smirked. 

“Okay,” Reuben said. “Dinner is in an hour. Let’s get them ready.” 
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It was almost eight o’clock before dinner was going to be ready, since Reuben nixed the meat casserole and requested a different meal for dinner... which in his defense made sense considering the language barrier and the situation. About fifteen minutes before dinner was ready, he and the rest of the team met up in the dining room to discuss the situation that happened earlier. 

“They think we’re cannibals?” Mike asked, looking distraught. His wife stood beside him and she put a hand on his elbow. 

“One girl thought we were cannibals. I don’t know how many of them misunderstood what was said, but I’d like to play it safe. How were the ones you checked in on?”

“A few accepted the sedatives. Leah, room two? She won’t be coming to dinner. She’s passed out. We’ll need to leave a meal for her when she wakes up.”

“Okay. Alice and I will stay for dinner, and maybe a little bit afterwards, until they’re back in their rooms, and then we’ll head out.”

“Sounds good,” Melanie said. “I’ll start bringing them down.” 

Two and three at a time, the girls came downstairs and into the dining room. They were all dressed in clean, nice clothing, mostly jeans or dresses, and comfortable loafers or shoes. There were all kinds of girls: old and young, all ethnicities, like a rainbow around the table. 

Most of them looked sad or scared. Some looked like they were just... physically there, and mentally unaware of what was happening. I knew that feeling. It made me ache, to remember what that was like. Just drifting through my day, hoping I wouldn’t have my head slammed against the wall or a whip cut across my back for something I didn’t even know I’d done. 

Reuben had me by his side the whole time. He pulled up an extra chair and set it by his right hand so I could sit beside him. I could tell by his face that he was worried about me, but I wasn’t upset or freaked out by what I was seeing. Mostly, I was empathetic and wished I could do something. 

For dinner, we had rice, grilled vegetables, sauteed mushrooms, and a yummy creamy sauce. Simple, delicious, and healthy. Reuben and I tried to talk to some of the girls, but they were mostly quiet. 

A few of them looked more comfortable around him, and there was some conversation. Trisha, the girl who had parked his car earlier, was a pretty Indian girl with big brown eyes whose shoulders slumped forward chronically. She whispered quietly to him but wouldn’t look at anyone else. Amy was a skinny Asian girl with dark eyes who met Reuben’s gaze. He made a few hand gestures to her, and she responded likewise, but didn’t speak. Jackie, the girl who sat close beside her, looked at Reuben’s gestures and nodded, but didn’t move or answer him. 

Over dinner, I did my best to be positive and unintimidated. Reuben wasn’t that scary, and he wasn’t going to hurt the girls, so I tried to make my behavior reflect that. At one point, I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He smiled at me and petted my head. 

“Little fox.” he looked back to his plate. 

“Bear.” 

He looked back up at me with a guarded expression. 

“Well, you are.” 

He smirked and looked back at his plate. But I could tell from his expression that he liked the nickname. 

He really is. He’s a teddy bear. But he’s also a big, scary, growly monster when he wants to be. It’s the right nickname for him. 

After dinner, the girls went back to their rooms to clean up and go to bed. Reuben sat in his spot at the head of the table, searching their faces. 

“Becca, what room is Rachel in?”

“Thirty-five. Third floor.”

“Did she give you a reason why she didn’t come down for dinner?”

“She said she wasn’t hungry.” 

He nodded. “Okay. Alice, I’m going to chat with her, and then try to communicate with Abeni and Dae again, and then we’ll get out of here. Brett sent me some text in their language and I’m going to take a stab at it.” He turned to me. “If you still want pizza, we can get some on our way home.”

“I mean, I’m full now.” 

“I know. And you ate all your vegetables, I’m so proud of you.” 

I grinned and sighed. I shouldn’t be that excited about him being proud of me, but here I was, being soft and shit, because he was so nice to me. He drained all the angst right out of my body yesterday, so there wasn’t anything left to be mad at him for. 

Ugh. Sadists. Hate to love them, love to hate them. 

Reuben went upstairs, and it was only after he left that I remembered who Rachel was. He’d mentioned her name in regards to Woodrow. 

I stood up to follow him. Becca looked at me inquisitively. 

“Restroom?” 

She nodded towards the same exit Reuben had taken. “Down the hallway, first door on the left.” 
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I stood outside Rachel’s door. Reuben had left it cracked open when he’d entered. 

“You didn’t come down for dinner tonight, I was worried about you.”

“I didn’t know you were here, or I would have come downstairs. I wanted to ask you... about... you know.” 

A deep sigh from Reuben. “Rachel... the police corruption runs deep in this district. Unfortunately, Peter Woodrow is friends with a lot of cops, and they’ve made his case go away.”

“What? That’s not fair! I–I–” she stuttered and stammered. “But I gave my testimony, and you have proof! You saw me!”

“I know, Rachel. I know. And I’m not done fighting. I will get Justice for you and Alice, I swear that to you. He will not hurt any more girls. And... I know for sure that justice is coming to him. It’s just a matter of time, and how it happens.”

My blood boiled. That fucking asshole and his cop buddies. Some of the guys he used to have over for poker night were cops. I’d bet money that some of those cops were involved in Rachel’s assault, and that’s why they made the case go away. 

It took everything inside me not to burst through the door and shout. But I didn’t even know what I wanted to shout. I was just mad.

“Alice? Is that the other girl? His ghost?”

“Yes.”

“So you found her?”

“Yes. She’s... she’s mine now.” 

“...oh.” 

Another long pause. 

“Is there anything else I can do?” Rachel asked hopefully.

“I don’t want you to worry about Pete Woodrow. I’ll take care of him. I promise you, you’re safe from him and his asshole friends. Now... why didn’t you come down for dinner?”

“The fight upset me. I felt like I couldn’t communicate with them. I couldn’t help. I was so useless.”

“You’re not useless. You don’t speak the language. I saw the video clip. You did a great job of consoling those who you could. Which is not your job, by the way, but was greatly appreciated. Some of the newer girls really look up to you.”

A heavy sigh from the girl. Her voice was timid and quiet, and I almost couldn’t hear her. 

“Rachel...” Reuben hesitated. “I’m beginning to think that staying here is stressing you out more than it’s helping. Are you sure you want to stay?”

“The jobs you’ve offered me sound good, but, I don’t know. It seems really dangerous.”

“I can put you in the back of the house somewhere. One of my hotels, or an office job, maybe in the kitchen at a restaurant. I’ve got an apartment complex I’m buying next month, I’ll let you live there for free.”

Her voice was higher, tense from fear. “It’s not just Woodrow, sir. It’s... you know. The others. The ones who sold me. I’m afraid someone will recognize me. All the jobs you’ve offered me, sir... they’re service jobs. I might run into them.”

“I understand you’re scared. I’m not forcing you to leave, you know that. I just want to help you find the right place for you where you feel safe. And I’m beginning to think this isn’t it. I know you said you don’t want to go to college because you don’t think you’ll succeed there... but maybe a community college or trade school would be a good option? Just think about it.”

I yearned to see what was happening, what she looked like, but all I could hear was a quiet sigh and a “Yes sir.”

“Rachel, you know I’m not forcing you. I would never. And I know Peter broke your trust and scared you. I will regret that for the rest of my life. You took a chance, and it backfired.”

“It’s not that. It’s just... you asked me what I wanted last week, and I still haven’t come up with a real answer.”

They spoke a little more, but their tones were softer and I couldn’t hear them. 

Another long pause. “Would you like some dinner? I can have something brought up.”

“I would like that.” 

“I’ll send someone up.” I heard a creak of furniture, and footsteps. 

Running off and hiding behind a large table near the end of the hall, I watched as Reuben left the room, shut the door, and head back down the hallway towards the stairs. He had his thumbs tucked into his pockets, and he walked slowly as if he was thinking hard about something. Once he was gone, I hurried to the door and went in. 

Rachel was tall and curvy, with dark brown hair and dark skin, maybe Indian or Hispanic of heritage. Her large deep eyes fell onto me as soon as I went inside, and she looked at me with hesitation. Not fear, just... mild confusion maybe. 

“Hi,” I said, giving her what I hoped was an encouraging smile. “I’m Alice.” 
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We made small talk for a while, and I sat on her bed beside her and showed her my TikTok videos about stars and black holes, and some of the ones I’d made of me teasing Reuben. She laughed when I made funny comments to him and he gave me the side-eye, which was probably one of my favorite expressions he made. 

I skipped the ones I’d made of him topping me or chasing me around the house. She probably didn’t want to see those. He got all growly. 

“I was wondering,” I said after a while. “How... How was it? Talking to the police?”

“It wasn’t bad.” She sat up and put her hands in her lap. “Do you know Mister Bronson?”

“Um... the name sounds familiar. That’s Reuben’s friend in the police force?”

“Yes. He took my statement. He took his time, he was kind to me, and he didn’t push me for details... well he needed some details but he let me take breaks. You know?”

“Yeah.”

“And his wife took the photos, so I didn’t have to remove my clothing in front of him.”

I was quiet as I mulled that over. Talking to a trusted friend of Sir’s wouldn’t be too bad, and I’d already put in my earlier statement to the police months ago, and they had the photos of my assault. 

Well. Assuming they hadn’t “disappeared” due to the corruption that Reuben had mentioned. 

“I’m sorry he hurt you,” I whispered.

“I’m sorry he hurt you, too. I was worried about you... he used to talk about you to me. He said you were... never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

“What did he say?”

“...he said... he said you were mentally ill, and that you wouldn’t be okay on your own. He kept saying that one day, you would come back, and we could be sister slaves.”

“I am mentally ill. But I’m not going back to someone who ignored my safeword multiple times and kept me locked in the garage. He’s the crazy one.” 

There was a long, weighted silence where Rachel tried to decide if she was going to talk. 

“He likes pain, doesn’t he? He likes to hurt people.” 

“Yeah. That’s his thing.” 

“He couldn’t... get it to work if I didn’t scream. So I learned not to scream and he couldn’t... you know.”

“Yeah.” 

“He had his friends over for a card game.”

“Poker night. Yeah, those were always fun.” 

Back when I’d been with Woodrow, I’d enjoyed poker night. He had five or six buddies he’d have over, and I’d strut around in leather or latex, or nothing, and let them ogle me. Then the winner would hit me, fuck me, or whatever, while the others watched. For a slut, it was fun, back when it was safe. 

When I wanted it. When I was okay with it, and I knew I could stop it if I needed to. It wouldn’t be fun if I knew I was going to be raped, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. Those guys were brutal when they wanted to be.

“I heard them talking about what they were going to do, what the winner got... I snuck into the bathroom, and someone had left their phone in there. I texted Mister Weston and he came and got me. They barely got started when he called...”

She looked up from her clasped hands. “Is Mister Weston kind to you?”

Oh, how to answer that question. 

Yeah, he’s great. Shoved a raw ginger root up my asshole last night and spanked me until I exploded in a pain-gasm. 

“He’s very good to me. He’s... the best Dom I’ve ever had,” I whispered, the realization hitting me pretty hard. I’d never had a Dom like Reuben before. I’d never felt so respected or cared for, so owned, so desired, by anyone else. And I knew for sure he would respect my limits. He’d proved that early on. 

Hell, he’d proved it today. 

“He’s a good Master.” 

“He’s not your Master,” I said, before I could really measure my words. “He wants your freedom and your safety, not your slavery.” 

“I know, I know that... it’s just... that’s not what I meant. That’s just the word that came out. I’ve had a lot of masters. He has always been kind to me.” 

“He’s a good man, and he cares a lot. He’s...” I remembered what Simon had said to me, about how he cares so much. “He loves really hard.” 

“I wish I...” she pursed her lips and shook her head, as if to dismiss an idea. 

“What? I mean, you don’t have to say it if you don’t want to. But you can. If you want to.”

She swallowed, looked back at her hands, and then looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “I wish I could find my own. Like him. I want my... My kinsman redeemer.” 

That phrase sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Maybe Reuben would know what it meant. I nodded, accepting that the confession had been big for her to admit, and tried not to be awkward about watching the tears dripping down her cheeks.

“I was raised religious, you know? I grew up in the church. And I just feel like... I’m back on track, and I can move forward, but I’m still broken. And dirty. And... ruined. And only my kinsman redeemer will see me as anything other than impure. Because I don’t think I can see myself as anything other than impure.” 

Nothing came to mind that would even begin to encourage her. “Yeah. I get it.”

Because I knew that beliefs about yourself like that were usually rooted so deep that they couldn’t be changed by an anecdote, or a mantra said in the mirror. 

The door flew open. Reuben had a plate of vegetables and some bread and a glass of something with him. He saw me sitting on the bed beside her, and his forehead creased. 

“There you are, little bug. I was looking for you.”

“Sorry, Sir,” I said, standing up. “I was talking to Rachel.” 

“I can see that. And you made her cry. That wasn’t very nice.” He set the plate and glass on Rachel’s desk, and then stood beside me. 

Rachel wiped at her face. “No, it wasn’t her fault. I’ve just had a lot on my mind. Actually... Alice and I... um, it was nice.” 

“I’ll come back and see you again, and we can talk more, if you want!”

“I’d like that.”

“Okay!” I gave her a quick hug. Right before I pulled away, she put her arms around me and squeezed, and I felt her set her forehead against my shoulder for just a moment, taking in a shuddering breath. 

We pulled away from each other and I gave her a smile, and then took Reuben’s proffered hand and left her to her dinner. 

On the way home, I asked Reuben about the phrase. 

“That’s an interesting term. It’s from the Old Testament in the Hebrew Bible. Back when women were essentially property and had no rights... When a woman’s husband passed away, she didn’t have many options to survive other than begging or being a prostitute. She could go to her late husband’s closest unmarried male relative and ask for ‘redemption’. He could redeem her as a pure, righteous woman by marrying her, and she would have a place and a role, and not be looked down on by society. Remember, at that time, single women who weren’t virgins were looked down on. Divorce was a big deal, and usually meant the woman was infertile or ungodly, and therefore useless. A widow had less disrespect, but still had very few options for survival.

“It was also acceptable for a married man to take a second wife, if there were no unmarried men in the family... I think... It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that particular book preached on. You should ask Lisa or Brad. 

“The book of the Bible you should read is Ruth. Her husband died, and she found her kinsman redeemer in Boaz, a distant relative who cared for her without even knowing who she was, simply because he was a good, selfless person, and he went out of his way to make sure she was provided for. When she found out he was an option for her redeemer, she approached him in the most appropriate way she could and asked. It’s quite romantic, actually, very sweet, and prophetic of salvation. Ruth actually ended up in the birthline of Jesus. Why do you ask? Where did you hear the phrase?”

I told him about the conversation I’d had with Rachel, and how she’d said she was looking for her redeemer. 

Reuben was quiet for a long time while he drove, working through the details I’d told him. “I don’t get it, Alice. In ten minutes, you got a conversation out of Rachel that I’ve been trying to get for almost a year, and an admission she hadn’t even shared with Becca. How?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I was just talking to her. And remember, we had the same abuser. So I guess... we related to each other’s problems? I don’t know.” 

“What else did you talk about?”

I hesitated. “She mentioned she talked to Mister Bronson. Do you think... I heard your conversation, about the case being dropped. Do you think it would help if I talked to the police again?”

A long pause. “Maybe.”

“But probably not.”

“That’s part of the reason I haven’t brought it up.” 

“You said you were still fighting. What are you going to do?”

He hesitated. “I have no idea. Sam and I are trying to talk to one of the other detectives who aren’t in his friend group, but the odds aren’t looking good. In the meantime, Brett and his team have a trace on him.”

Should have told Lindsay “yes” while I had the chance. But I didn’t want Woodrow dead. I wanted him punished. 

“You said you knew for sure that you’d get justice... what did you mean?”

He hesitated, but then said, “I had a vision.” 

“Really?”

“It’s vague, and not what I expected... but yes. I saw him in orange. It’s just a matter of how he gets there.” 

We were both quiet for a while. “What did you think of the center?”

“It’s amazing. How many girls do you have there right now?”

“Fifty-five. Next year will be our ninth year in business.” 

“Hey, Sir? I’d like to go back sometime. Just to talk to some of them. You know?”

“I think that might be nice.”

“Also, I think maybe we should bring Rachel to Greenwood Valley for a while.” 

“You know what, little bug? I think that’s a really good idea.” 
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The next evening, Reuben dropped me off in front of his namesake bar and told me to go upstairs while he found parking. I waved to Sanaii who was working the downstairs bar, and she grinned and gestured for me to come over. 

“Holy shit, it’s so nice to meet you!” She clapped her hands and bustled out from behind the bar to shake my hands.

“You too,” I laughed. “How did you know who I was?”

“Mister Weston told me you guys were coming by today. I just knew I’d recognize you! And I had a feeling it was you who texted me! You probably don’t remember me but we met at a play party a few years ago. Man, he sounded so happy on the phone. I’m so excited for you guys!”

I felt my face break into a huge smile. I make him happy. Even Reuben’s friends had noticed that he was happier now. 

“Anyway, everyone’s upstairs. You can go on through.” She motioned to the door near the end of the bar that had a sign on the front that said Private. 

“Fair warning, since we don’t have a security system in place yet, there’s no public nudity until ten o’clock. Typical dungeon rules: check in with the dungeon master, no ogling, no interaction without consent, keep the volume down around people doing a scene, report any ignored safewords, you know the drill, I’m sure.”

“Yes ma’am! Thanks, Sanaii. He’ll be up in a few.” 

I headed towards the back of the bar and opened the door that led to the upstairs club and began my hike. About halfway up the stairs, I got a nauseous, sickly feeling, and my hands began to sweat. 

Fuck. I didn’t think this would upset me. I stopped walking and leaned against the side of the stairwell, trying to count my breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth... two, three, four... I’m okay. He’s not here, and nobody is going to hurt me. Reuben is probably walking to the bar right now. 

Man, fuck him for leaving me alone and making me walk up here myself. I tried not to be angry at him, but it was hard when my brain was telling me I should text him a middle finger for no other reason than the fact that I was freaking out and he wasn’t here to hold my hand. 

It’s just your brain fucking with you. It’s not real. You don’t really feel that way.

But that didn’t help me as much as it normally did, so I tried something else. 

It’ll be over soon. You’ll probably be euphoric in ten minutes. It’ll be over soon. 

Breathing slowly and walking even slower, trying to remember that tonight was about having fun and letting Reuben torture me in public, and that I could end it at any time. I made my way up the stairs and finally managed to get through the door. Knowing the anger, the nausea, and the fear wasn’t permanent and wouldn’t last helped enough that I didn’t throw up in the stairwell. 

The Lounge looked different than I remembered. I’d only been here a few times, and the furniture and decorations had changed since then. They’d added a raised dance floor and two poles, and there was less bondage furniture in the room. Actually, come to think of it, the whole place looked smaller. I noticed a hallway off to one side. There were three doors, painted red, with numbers on them. He’d added private playrooms. 

Glancing over to the bar, I saw a few familiar faces. Doctor Mike was there, and so were a few people I’d seen at Reuben’s fundraiser-house-party-thing in Cullowhee. Simon was sitting at the end of the bar, drinking whiskey. 

I grinned, snuck up on him as quietly as I could, and poked him in the ribs. He let out a squeal like a little girl and almost dropped his drink. 

I laughed and climbed up onto the stool beside him. The sickly feeling in my stomach had evaporated, and I felt happy again with Simon by my side. 

“Damnit, Sprite, don’t do that!”

“Why not? ‘Cause now you can’t do anything about it?” I knew if I had been unowned, he would have dragged me right across his lap and spanked my ass. 

“You and I both know he’d cut my hands off if I laid a finger on you.” 

“Well, he’s not here. So give me a hug.” 
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Simon and I talked for a while, and then he went to go talk to some cute girl he was trying (and failing) to hit on. I ended up sitting with Megan, who was talking to the barkeep. It took me a few minutes to realize he was her Dom. 

“How is everything?” she asked me. 

“Ugh, I can’t stand him. He’s so mean. I love it... I’m fully aware that’s confusing.” 

“No, that about sums it up, actually. Has he brought out the throat trainer yet?”

“Nope... that sounds awful.”

“It is. But it works. I have zero gag reflex now.” 

“That is true,” Noah said, raising his eyebrows and giving me a drink menu. 

“Do you have anything with no sugar in it? I’m in trouble and can’t have sugar.”

“I mean, alcohol has sugar in it...”

I felt my shoulders slump. “I’ll just wait until he gets upstairs and ask him what I can have. He threatened to extend my two weeks of no sugar to a month if he caught me cheating. And that’s just not worth it.”

“Oh, is he here? Is he coming up?” Noah asked. 

“Yeah, he’s parking. It’s taking a damn long time though.” I looked over my shoulder at the door. He still wasn’t here yet. 

“He probably got stuck downstairs,” Megan said. She slid off the barstool and went around behind the bar, as if it were totally normal for her to be there. “It’s hard for him not to slip into Manager Mode when he goes to any of his restaurants. Here, Sir, I’ve got it. I know you’re busy.” 

Megan began pulling out bottles of things to make a drink. Noah was in the middle of three other drinks and trying to cut limes at the same time. He planted a quick kiss on Megan’s cheek as a wordless thanks for her assistance. 

“He’s super picky about his drink,” Megan said. “Has he taught you to make it yet?”

“Nope. But you’re not the first person to mention it.” 

“I can show you, if you want.” 

I nodded. “Could come in handy.” A bargaining chip, maybe. Or a fun surprise when he’d had a hard day. The look of surprise and shock on his face if I just handed him his perfectly made cocktail one day would be just as much fun as any prank, because he didn’t expect me to be good for fun. 

Megan talked me through the intricate process of making his drink. He liked sugar mixed into the whiskey, not simple syrup. He liked four ounces of ice cubes, regardless of where the line on the glass was, so the ice needed to be weighed. He liked the dark bourbon cherries, not the sweet maraschino ones. He wanted four dashes of bitters, not the three, not five. 

“Damnit,” Megan said as she poured just shy of four ounces of wine into a glass measuring cup. “Sir, do we have any more of the Four Virtues wine?”

“No, that’s the last bottle. Shipment was delayed and should come in tomorrow. Just top it off with Apothic.” 

“He’ll notice,” she muttered. “He likes the bourbon barrel aged Zinfandel from this one brand. Mark my words. He’ll notice.” But she did as she was told, added the last two ounces of wine, and dumped it into the cup. 

“How would he?” I laughed. “It’s half a shot!”

“Because his palate is refined,” she said, a hint of sarcasm in her tone. “When he was teaching me to make this drink, he made me make it over and over, and present it to him. Took me a while not to mess it up... and he noticed every time.”

“Yeah but he can see the liquor cabinet from the reflection in the China cabinet if he sits on the far side of the couch, right?”

She looked over her shoulder and hesitated, as if thinking hard. 

“I bet he didn’t notice the taste, and he was just watching you, and fucking with you.” 

She paused, her eyes widening and her forehead creasing. She glanced up at me in horror. “That is exactly something he would do, too.”

“Well, guess we’ll find out,” I laughed. “He’s a bigger brat than me, so it wouldn’t surprise me.”

Megan shook her head in disgust, topped the measure of wine off with Apothic, and dumped it into the cocktail, adding the cherry on top with just a spoonful of the juice it sat in.

“That doesn’t even look like it would taste good. Cherries, a bourbon-barrel aged wine, sugar, and whiskey?” 

“Yeah, it’s not my favorite. But he loves it.” She swirled the glass and set it on the counter beside me for when he came upstairs. 

Noah put his hand on Megan’s shoulder. “Can you... I have to...” He was holding his cell phone. 

“Yes Sir!” She shooed him away and he jogged into the back of the house, answering his phone as he did so. 

Megan stood behind the bar and took over slicing the limes for Noah. We talked a little more, and I asked her about her job, and Noah. She asked me about Reuben, and how we were doing. 

“Is it weird,” I asked her, “seeing him here? Do you interact with him a lot?”

“I don’t see him that often, but it’s more than I used to. For a while, I’d avoid the bar when I knew he was coming by. I didn’t like to hear him talk, even in the background. It just felt so weird, so hurtful to know I wasn’t enough for him. 

“But... that was a selfish way of thinking, and I’m really glad Becca called me out on it. It doesn’t bother me anymore to see him around, and we chat sometimes. I think once I realized that he wanted to see me happy, and he set me up with Noah because he thought we would be happy together, it felt like a gift. And... we can be friends now. The pressure is off. He really is a good man, and I have a lot of respect for him, regardless of how it ended.” 

A moment later, Reuben made his appearance. I watched as he entered the room, his eyes scanning over the pockets and groups of people talking and playing. He looked... proud. Confident. Content. 

His eyes fell on me, and he smirked just a little. Before he had a chance to come over, Julia and Paul and a few others approached him in greeting. 

Megan seemed somewhat uncomfortable, and at first, I thought it was because of Reuben, but I realized she was looking into the back of the house, where Noah was on the phone, pacing and scratching the back of his neck. 

“Everything okay?”

“We’re trying to buy a townhouse. We’re in a bidding war, and people keep out-bidding us. There are only a few more properties left in the neighborhood we want, and it’s the only one we can afford right now... ugh,” she clasped her hands. “He’s so stressed about it. But we found the perfect one,” she said, turning back to face me. “There’s this cute, three-bedroom place, so we can have a guest room, and he wants to turn one room into a playroom. The kitchen is small but perfect, and there’s a gas stove, which is super important because...” she trailed off as her eyes fell away from me. 

I felt Reuben’s hands on my shoulders. 

“Because?” he asked, almost playfully. 

“Because electric stoves don’t maintain heat in pans the same way. And yes, you were right. It is super annoying. Water takes ten minutes to boil, and my chicken is sometimes raw, and sometimes burnt. Even cooking on cast iron doesn’t completely alleviate the issue. In other news, I now have an extensive and very well-seasoned set of cast iron.” 

He chucked and took the glass by my elbow, raised it slightly, and said, “Thank you.” 

He took several sips and set the glass down. “Perfect as always, Megan. Thank you.”

Megan’s face changed from confusion, to horror, to something like betrayal. She stared at me. I couldn’t help but burst out laughing. “Told you so!”

Reuben from Megan to me, getting a little pissed. “What? What did you do?”

“Nothing!” I laughed. “Absolutely nothing. God, that is amazing.”

Megan sighed and confessed the truth, unable to keep the secret. “We ran out of your favorite wine for the drink. It’s about a third Apothic instead of the Four Virtues.” 

He shook his head in disbelief, then looked down at me. “I blame you for this.” 

“I did nothing!”

He sighed, shrugged, and took another sip. 

“Refined palate my ass,” I muttered. 

He glared down at me. “Now that you mention it, it does taste different.” 

Megan closed her eyes and turned away, fighting a smile and continuing to slice citrus wedges. 

“You could give it to me,” I grinned. 

He glared at me, and then picked the glass back up. “You know what? Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll just pour this over your head, little bug. Then you’ll be all wet and sticky for the rest of the night.” 

“I’m wet and sticky anyway.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Can you keep it together for five minutes.” 

“It’s been fifteen, and you spent it parking.”

“Order your dinner, and a cobb salad for me, and then bring it over when it comes out.” He turned and walked away towards the set of couches and armchairs in the corner. 

“Wait!” I shouted. “What drink can I order?” My shouting caught people’s attention, and the people around us quieted. 

Without turning to look at me, he said, “You can have water.” 

I whined. “No...” 

Reuben stopped. He stood still with his back to me, as if waiting for something. I could see his shoulders tense, waiting for me to make my decision. 

“Oh, sorry. No, Sir.” 

Reuben turned around. He looked smug as hell, and a little angry. Like, sexy angry, but still angry. 

Hey. He knew this was coming. That was literally why we were here. 

He walked very slowly back towards where I sat at the bar. I crossed my legs and smiled at him as adorably as possible, trying to ignore the fact that people were now staring at us. To be fair, I was a smidge nervous. 

He took my shoulders and spun me around on my bar stool, making me face Megan. Her face was pale and her eyes had gone wide, and she’d slunk back into herself slightly, as if she were shielding herself subconsciously, or like she wanted to hide behind something. 

Reuben’s fingers dug into my shoulders, and he lowered his mouth to my ear. 

His voice was nothing more than a whisper. “You see that face she’s making?... That’s the face you should be making.” 

My stomach flipped, and I barely contained a moan.

He let go of me, walking slowly and purposefully towards a small door near the back of the dungeon. Megan and I both watched him go. 

“He’s going to go find some horrible device to torture me with, isn’t he?” 

“Yeah.”

“Hm.” I sat there, staring at his huge shoulders disappearing behind the door. Then I stood up. “Welp, time to hide.” 

“Uh... you should beg.” 

I pretended to consider it for a minute. “Nah, I think I’m gonna hide.” 
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I exited the storage closet where we kept the extra kink gear, the toys I’d chosen shoved in my back pocket. My eyes immediately flashed to the bar. Megan was standing there looking a little nervous. Alice, as I figured, was nowhere to be seen. 

But I learned from the other day that she was quite good at hiding. I wasn’t going to tear the place apart looking for her. She’d get bored and come out and find me when she was ready to be punished, or when she got hungry enough. 

I took Alice’s spot at the bar, scanning the room for any sign of chaos, but found nothing other than Simon Pierce smirking at his cell phone. Eventually my gaze fell back on Megan. She wouldn’t look at me. 

“You work here now?” I asked playfully. She knew I was joking. 

“No,” she said, looking towards the kitchen door. “Noah is on a call... bidding away our life savings trying to get into that townhouse. But I like to make drinks, so I help him out when I can.”

“That’s sweet of you.” 

She shrugged. She had that look on her face where she worked her mouth, wanting to say something, but feeling like she shouldn’t. I knew that look well. It was something she’d always struggled with. 

Finally she said, “You look a lot happier.” 

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. She was right, I was happy. It was something that snuck up on me. Sure I was tired, but I was tired all the time. Mentally and emotionally, Alice was exhausting, but also invigorating. I felt like she had yanked me up out of my hole of self-pity, forcing me to confront the fact that I’d avoided facing my desires for the past few years. She gave me no choice but to tame her. She gave me no choice but to be myself with her. 

And she liked me that way. 

“I am.” 

“How did you find her?” Megan leaned forward and put her elbows on the bar, a timid smile on her face. 

It was strange, talking to Megan like this. We’d had minimal conversations over the past few years, but lately, she’d felt more confident and open to speaking honestly with me. It was a taste of the openness we’d had before, and it was bittersweet... but good. 

I smirked and said, loudly, “I found her where you’d expect to find roadkill... on the side of the road, begging for attention.” I lifted my finger to my lips, and she swallowed a laugh. I listened carefully for Alice’s giggle, swearing, or shouted insult, but heard nothing. 

“I found her at church back in Cullowhee, of all places. Never expected that, to be honest. I always thought I’d find her here in the district. What’s really pissing me off, though, is that it seems that even though I’ve mentioned my vision to some of my friends, looked for her, and lived here for nearly half of my life, she’s been living in DC for the past nine years and knows half my friends and contacts. Somehow in all that time, I managed not to run into her.”

“Well... to be fair, you haven’t really been around much over the past five.”

“I’m always here,” I said. “I’m here more than I’m down in North Carolina.”

“Well, yeah, but when you’re here, you’re not really here. You’re working. You go to your hotels and meetings, you spend time at The Weston House. You’ve come to The Lounge a total of nine times in the past five years, and you don’t stay long. You never go to the Underground, from what I hear.”

She had a point. I realized I’d been waiting for Alice to find me, rather than actively looking for her. 

“Maybe, you just weren’t ready to find her yet.” 

At her statement, I felt myself want to argue. I’d been ready to find her for so long. Looking, hoping... 

But had I? Or had I spent the past few years horrified at the idea of finding another submissive to fail? Of finding the girl of my dreams only for me to not be enough for her? For her to see what I was really like, for me to open up to her, and for her to not like what she saw? 

Shit. 

Megan was right. I’d been hoping, and waiting, but not looking. That was probably half the reason I was so mad when I found her... because I hadn’t wanted to. 

And then she showed up like a meteorite, slamming right down in front of my feet and shattering any possible option for me to pretend anymore. 

“When did you get so introspective and smart?”

She smiled, embarrassed. “After I met a very smart man who forced me to face my fears.” 

I finished the remnants of my drink and set the glass back on the counter. “I’d like to meet him.” 

She laughed. Megan always had this shy little giggle, like she was embarrassed about laughing loudly so she tried to swallow it. 

“And your vision?” she whispered. 

“Not yet come to fruition.” I looked down at my hands, and said, “but she’s mine now, and that’s what matters. I’ll wait as long as it takes.” 

I heard a creak, and the fabric of my pant legs rustled slightly. She’s down at my feet, little brat. The hell is she doing down there? I didn’t move, waiting for the right time to reach down and grab her by the hair. 

“Want me to put that food in for you?” Megan went to the computer. 

“No... not yet. We’ll eat after I punish her. She’ll need food to get her blood sugar up after how hard she’s going to be crying.” 

Alice let out a soft little groan at my words, and I took that as my cue to reach down and grab her by the hair. She tried to pull out of my grip, and she threw off my balance. I set my foot down to gain some extra traction–

And nearly fell out of my chair. I attempted to stand, tripping and nearly falling on the ground. I let go of her to catch myself on the bar and looked down at my feet. 

Fucking hell, she’d knotted my laces together. 

Alice was laying on the ground on her back, her hands gripping her belly, guffawing like a fool. Tears ran down her cheeks as she struggled to breathe at my embarrassment. 

“Oh, holy balls, that was amazing. Did you guys see that? Please tell me someone got that on camera–oh fuck!” 

I’d kicked my shoes off during her giggle rampage, and now had her hands behind her back and one hand around her throat. 

Thank you, Alice. This girl had the key to the Beast’s cage, and she just kept letting him out. 

I had her on the ground, one hand in her hair, the other around her throat, and I growled into her ear. “By the time I’m done with you, you’re going to wish you had never met me.”

She moaned, sinking her teeth into her bottom lip and looking back at me.

I hauled her over to the Saint Andrew’s cross in the corner of the room. I was distantly aware that most of the conversation around us had dropped to hushed whispers, and most eyes had turned to us. 

Little brat wants to put on a show? Fine. Let’s put on a fucking show. With my hands on her body and my blood roaring in my ears, everything else around us faded away, and it was just me and her. Her, and her big magic eyes, the bush on her cheeks, the faint sprinkling of freckles, the way her tongue sat right at the edge of her mouth, the little metal ball in her tongue flashing in the light. 

I plopped her on the floor by the cross and pinned her down by the hair, and then grabbed her by the ankles. Using my body to keep her pressed against the cross, I buckled her into the restraints on the cross upside down. She was so disoriented and confused, she didn’t even fight me. 

I stepped back and looked at her, admiring my work. I’d had to use some extra rope to secure her ankles so she wouldn’t have too much pressure or tension on them, but she was firmly in place upside down, her legs spread, her leather mini skirt starting to slide slightly. It would stay on enough to keep her covered, but I’d still have full access to her without flashing anyone. 

Her shirt, though... that had to go. I grinned at her and extracted the knife I always carried in my back pocket, clasped the hem of her shirt, and tore it right down the middle. Her eyes went wide, and she whimpered as the shirt hung off her shoulders, exposing her pretty red lacy bra she’d worn today. 

“Rule one.” 

“I will address Sir with respect,” she mumbled. 

“Say it again, louder, so everyone knows what the fuck you did.” 

She repeated the rule, her voice shaking as she attempted to speak louder. But I was learning that when I went hard on Alice, she got soft, subby, and quiet. 

Just the way I like you. 

Her face was starting to turn pink from being upside down, and she whimpered as I drew out the toys I’d chosen to tease her with today. 

“Oh, no...”

“Oh yes. I think it’s about time to cash in those orgasms you’ve earned over the past day, don’t you think, little bug?”

She whimpered, her eyes growing larger as I neared her. I held the vibrator in one hand, and the flogger in the other. Short, soft leather strips swung in a circle as I rotated my wrist in warning. 

“But, but... but it’s my rule, and I say I can redeem upon request!” 

I paused in my advancement towards her, the tails of the flogger falling beside me as I dropped my hand. “Yes, you’re right. It is your rule. And I think you’re right. They are redeemable upon command.” I crouched down in front of her on one knee and looked her in the eye. “Have you been counting? Do you know what you’re in for?” 

She stuttered and stammered, then shook her head. 

“No? Because I have. I’ve been counting.” 

She whined, and bit her lip. 

“You’re up to twelve, little bug.” I leaned forward and growled in her ear. “And I want them all right now. And you’re going to ask me for them.”

She shook her head in desperation. 

To be fair, the last time I’d overstimulated her, it had resulted in three days of bliss, obedience, and good behavior. And I was pretty sure she was even more emotionally involved now than she was then. 

“Oh yes you are.”

“No, please, just a few. Like, three. Three is good.” 

“It’s all or nothing.”

“No... Sir! No Sir,” she corrected herself immediately and I grinned and chuckled at how quickly little girls learn their lesson when they are publicly humiliated and strung up by their ankles.

“Lucky thirteen.”

“Please no.” 

“Well then... I guess I’ll just tease you a little. Since you’re so insistent.”

I rose to my feet and pulled her skirt towards her belly just a little more, so I had better access without exposing her. She’d worn a lacy red thong under her skirt. With one finger, I scooped it up, caught it in my teeth and fingers, and tore it into two pieces, leaving the ruined garment bunched up under her skirt. 

Taking a step back, I began to strike her inner thighs with the flogger. She was at the perfect height for me to hit everywhere but where she wanted, but still get her nice and warmed up. This flogger wasn’t particularly devastating, but the effect was enough to get her nice and wet. I turned the vibrator on and positioned it so it leaned against her clit, letting it sit there and tease her while I alternated between flogging her legs, her thighs, and the top of her tits. 

The best part about punishing Alice was how much she hated to love it. She lived to be dominated; she relished having the control dragged from her, being completely overwhelmed, and having no better choice than to give her power to me. And I loved watching the fight in her eyes as she struggled, fought, yearned, and then surrendered to me. 

It was the surrender that made my blood hot. That moment when she finally stopped fighting, embraced where she was, and allowed herself to accept the fact that she was loving every minute of it. Her eyes fell closed and she cried out in desperation as I unleashed another onslaught of strikes onto her inner thighs and around her cunt. 

I could hear our breathing; her breath and mine, in sync as we embraced the sensations I was forcing on both of us. She opened her eyes and met my gaze, and I almost dropped the flogger as I saw that oddly familiar look in her eyes. Respect, appreciation, wonder, gratitude... 

Relief. 

Surrender. 

Fuck. 

I dropped the flogger and withdrew the knife back out of my pocket. I needed more from her, and her eyes were begging for it. 

Keep it together. Nothing crazy, in public, in the heat of the moment. 

Alice saw what I was holding in my hands, and her need intensified. “Oh, oh God yes, Sir, please... fuck, oh please!” I could barely hear Alice’s quiet, shaking voice as I took another few steps towards her. 

Keeping the sharp end facing me, I set the dull edge of the blade at an angle against her skin. “Don’t move, little bug. Stay nice and still for me. That’s right...” I dragged the metal down her thigh towards her dripping sex. “That’s my good girl.” 

She let out a pitiful cry. I felt my cock throbbing and twitching in my pants at her fear and desperation. 

I neared her sex and held the blade’s backside firmly against her inner thigh. Leaning into her, I caught a strong whiff of her cum as I opened my mouth and sank my teeth into the tender flesh. 

Her toes curled and flexed, and I felt her shudder and shake under me. She was so close to release, and another few bursts of pain or pleasure would probably send her over the edge. I watched as the muscles around her pussy fluttered and flexed, desperate to climax. 

But I wasn’t done teasing her, and I wasn’t done hearing those desperate, terrified, needy cries. I licked up her thigh from my bite to the back of her knee, tasting the cum and sweat and the rich taste of her skin, teasing her, begging her to say the words she so desperately wanted to say. I let the tip of the knife scratch her skin lightly, not enough to cut, just enough for her to feel me using it on her. 

Another few rounds of this, my arousal steadily grew past the point of being able to clearly form words in my head. I finally heard her surrender and beg for what she wanted. 

She knew she would regret it. 

She didn’t care. 

“Sir, please, let me come. Take them all, and let me come.” 

I grinned, and folded the knife back into itself, tucking it back into my pocket. “Little bug wants to come?”

She mumbled an agreement, unable to make coherent words. 

“Well. Little bug always gets what she wants, doesn’t she?” 

I removed the vibrator from the way it sat against her clit, buzzing softly and ineffectively. Turning it off completely, I pressed the head of the toy into her pussy, and pushed it all the way inside, watching her lips swallow the toy. Then I withdrew the final object I’d selected from my stash. 

I’d learned over the years to have a Hitachi available at every given location, should the need arise. Alice cried and squirmed when she saw it, and then screamed when I pressed it against her cute, red little bug of a clit. 

I dragged each and every one of those orgasms out of her desperate, quivering body, laughing the whole time. 
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Chapter 53
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The day was bad from the beginning. Nothing particularly horrible happened. It was the same shit I always dealt with... but there was something about today that made me want to put my fist through a wall. 

Hiring and training was basically done for the new restaurant, which we’d renamed Soul. The staff were doing well, and the grand opening was scheduled for a few weeks away. Most of the servers were at The Regis today, doing a two-day training course. My chefs were hired, the menu was planned, the online marketing campaign that Mister Isaka launched was revving up a tremendous amount of interest, and I had a TV appearance scheduled for a few days from now. Everything was going great. 

But I was still in a shit mood. 

I’d run out of enough ground coffee to make a full pot this morning, so I made half a pot and left it for Alice, swinging by a local coffee shop on my way to my first appointment. The barista had been rude, disrespectful, and gotten my order wrong, but I was late so I took it anyway. I barely got half of it down before it spilled in my car. 

I sat through a four-hour meeting with the team helping me launch Soul where nothing was accomplished, and the catering was both late and cold. During lunch I received an email questioning some of my decisions in an unnecessarily aggressive tone. 

Then the team didn’t like the marketing campaign and wanted to do mailers and billboards instead of what we’d been doing for the past few weeks. I found myself snapping at a few of the other members, because instead of making progress on any of the topics on the agenda, now I was having to defend the fact that my experience and my history of financial improvement was more important than my minimal public-school education. 

On my way home I went by one of the hotels for a surprise inspection, only to find that the manager wasn’t there, and had been handing off his shifts to one of the assistant managers but still clocking his hours. I fired him, promoted the assistant, and then had to request an IT specialist to go back through the security footage over the past month to calculate his shifts worked before Friday so his final paycheck could be adjusted. 

I went by the grocery store to pick up a few things for dinner and got a phone call from one of the caregivers. One of the girls had written a note, left her cell phone, and made a run for it, eager to make her own way in the world with no help. 

To be honest, I’d expected that one. She’d always been stubborn and struggled with self-sabotage, but I wished she’d let us help. I told Rick to call Jaime, who handled recording the status of the rescued girls. 

And honestly, it was all in a day’s work. This was the normal shit I dealt with daily, and it was what I expected every day when I woke up. But my mood wasn’t normally this bad. Every single little thing that happened seemed to remind me that I was just a very well marketed, very lucky, very mean bully, who should still be working at Waffle House and living out of my car. 

I sat in my car for a few minutes when I got home, wondering what Alice had in store for me. She’d been asleep when I left, and I’d kept an eye on my texts all day to make sure she didn’t drop from yesterday’s intense session, but honestly, she was usually fine. Just like she’d warned me, she felt level-headed, sweet, balanced, and grounded after our play. As long as I responded to her text messages every few hours, she was happy and didn’t feel neglected or ignored. 

I scrolled through our most recent texts. An onslaught of memes, a screenshot of a schoolgirl skirt she wanted to know if I liked, and a few gifs of girls doing happy dances filled my screen. 

I was about to get out of my car to go inside, when another text came through from her: Oh also, I forgot earlier but I just remembered. Thank you for leaving me coffee this morning :) 

Shit. I hadn’t gotten coffee at the grocery store. 

I debated turning around and going back out to the store to get some, but it was getting late, I was tired and pissed off, and I still had to cook. So I gathered my shit and went in the house, making a note on my calendar to get more tomorrow. 

Inside, I set my stuff down and Alice popped out of nowhere, throwing her arms around my leg and clinging to me, keeping me from being able to walk. I stared down at her, waiting for her to get off me so I could move. 

She looked up at me and smiled. “Hi Sir.” 

“Hi Alice.” 

“So I did a thing, please don’t be mad.” 

I closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. For fuck’s sake, all I want right now is twenty minutes of no drama and no bratting and maybe a fucking drink. 

I opened my eyes. She was still smiling. “Can it wait? I’m really tired.”

“Sure!” She jumped up and took the grocery bag from the floor by my feet. “I’ll put these away.”

“Thank you.” I removed my shoes and went to the couch, putting my sore feet up on the ottoman and rubbing my temples. 

Home. Relax. Try not to think about the bullshit. But it was pretty fucking hard, because pretty much everything happening today made me feel like a failure. 

Alice came in a few minutes later and plopped down on the couch beside me, eager to start talking my ear off. “Your TV appearance is confirmed. And you got a few more invitations to dinner from local restaurants today, I set them all up for you. And you got a letter in the mail,” she said, extracting an envelope from her back pocket. “It’s, like, an actual letter. Not a bill or a piece of junk or something. It’s handwritten and I held it up to the light, and there is notebook paper inside. I didn’t open it though.”

I recognized the handwriting on the front of the letter. It was not a letter I wanted to open right now, but why the hell wait? The day had already gone to shit. I unfolded the page and glanced through it quickly. Alice was laying on the ground on her stomach, scrolling on her phone and still talking nonstop. 

Dear Mister Weston, I never formally apologized to you for the events back in August nearly seven years ago... 

“The police came by today. Sam was there with them. He said to tell you things are basically halted completely. Which made me really mad, but I guess we could always call Lindsay and ask her to blackmail him or something. Can she do that? I feel like she would do that.”

...This is all to say, I wanted to thank you for everything you did. You gave me back my daughter and, for the few years I got to enjoy her, she was the light of my life. I know now that my actions and words hurt you deeply, and I’m very sorry... 

“Also I was wondering, there’s this exhibit at the science museum and it’s only going to be here for a weekend, and it’s this cool display where they’re going to be displaying space junk, and have some of the famous telescopes they’ve used to–”

“Alice, I really need, like, twenty minutes, little bug. I have a headache, nothing has gone right today, and I’m exhausted.” 

She shut up and didn’t make another sound. I was staring straight ahead as I tucked the letter into my pocket. I’d read the rest later. Remembering my past failures wasn’t going to improve my mood today. 

Alice climbed to her feet and stood in front of me, her head cocked to one side, no expression on her face. 

“Are you mad at me?”

“I swear to God, I am not mad at you a single drop.” 

“Okay. I’ll leave you alone for twenty minutes.” She skipped off, her nervousness evaporating as she found something else to entertain herself with. 

The letter from Robin’s mother had, as I’d expected, made my evening even worse. Although it was an apology for the way she’d behaved at the funeral, it still brought back the memory of that day. The way her mother had refused to give back Robin’s collar because “it was her daughter, she deserved to keep her jewelry,” even though it was my fucking name etched into the metal, had left a sour taste in my mouth. Suffice to say, we hadn’t stayed in touch. 

My mind flashed back to Robin, and Megan, and the way Megan had looked so dejected months after the accident. She’d tried so hard to be strong for me, but nothing had alleviated the intense guilt and despair I’d felt, and I had watched her fall into her own depression and sense of uselessness. 

I really had neglected her in not allowing her to serve me. Maybe part of me believed that since Robin was gone, I didn’t need her anymore. Had I neglected her purposefully so she would leave on her own? 

No. I had loved her, and I had planned to keep her. I was just too much for her. Too dark for her. 

When we had renegotiated, I’d even offered to take home another rescued slave, hoping that could help us bridge the gap. But she’d said no, because she knew it was the wrong thing to do, both to me and whatever victim I brought home. It would hurt too badly to bring another girl into my life like that, especially after I’d had to step back from my other dynamics, and some of them had left... 

Fuck. Was there a single person in my life I hadn’t drastically failed? 

Even Becca had become disappointed and frustrated with me when I asked her to step in and watch out for Megan. 

Anthony had been disappointed in me when I’d taken Becca into my home. Although they were on good terms now, it had still been hurtful to see him disagree with my decision. 

Sanaii had been let down when I’d stepped back from our play years ago. My hiring her was more out of guilt than anything. 

And of course, there was Gabby, and Layla, and my other playmates, most of which wouldn’t even look at me when we passed each other on the street or ended up at the same bar. 

It’s only a matter of time before Alice ends up on that list as well. 

A wave of nausea went through me at the idea of Alice despising me. What if I triggered her too badly? What if she ran away one day when she got emotionally overwhelmed? What if she got hurt? What if she never changed her mind about a relationship, and all she wanted for the rest of our lives was what we had? What if she decided I wasn’t the right kind of Dom for her? Hell, I knew she tended to get really quiet during intense scenes. What if... 

What if she safewords and I don’t hear her? 

Remembering Megan’s statement about how maybe I hadn’t wanted to find her just made it worse. If I had looked, I would have run into her. I could have taken a week off and visited the Underground every night and just waited around, and I would have found her. Or I could have attended my own munches at my own bar and she would have turned up. And if I had found her...

She never would have met Pete. She might not be as traumatized now if I had just stepped up and done the one thing I was good for. 

Those visions served a purpose. Hadn’t I learned my lesson the last time not to just blindly sit by and watch my life happen? What the fuck was the point of having visions if I didn’t do anything about them?

And if I hadn’t learned my lesson, did that mean Robin died for nothing? 

I’m a fucking monster. 

“Sir?”

I looked up from where I was glaring down at my clenched fists. Alice was wearing my favorite chest harness, one of the black mini-skirts I’d bought her and was holding a wine glass with what looked very much like my favorite wine cocktail. Her hair was curled and her makeup was done all dark and thick and fancy. 

“What’s this?”

“Your drink,” she smiled, lifting one shoulder like she was flirting. 

I took it, instantly suspicious, and tried a sip. 

Right on the money. I held the glass and stared down into it and looked back at her. Her cute, flirty expression was evaporating rapidly. 

“Reuben are you okay?”

“Of course. I’m fine.” 

She took my drink and set it on the coffee table, and climbed into my lap, straddling me like she liked to. I put my hands around her waist and let my eyes wander over her perfect body. 

“You’re lying. Did you have a bad day?”

“Yeah. The whole day was shit, actually.” 

“Do you want to tie me up and watch Space Cowboys?” 

I found myself stroking her hair, running my fingers through it, twirling a piece around my finger. Why was she so pretty, anyway? This woman had been hand-formed by God himself just for me, and I’d spent the past few years avoiding her when she needed me the most. 

“No.” I took another sip of the cocktail. Sweet, a little tart, and smoky from the bitters. I could taste the whiskey, and the bourbon from the aged wine. 

“Do you want to... order a pizza and bully me a little?” 

I drank a few more sips, wondering what I wanted... what I needed. I needed this day to be over. I needed to cook dinner and throw in a load of laundry so I had clean shirts tomorrow. I needed to check my calendar for tomorrow, and answer the emails I hadn’t gotten to today. I needed to check the Obedience app and make sure Alice had drank her water and done her chores. 

But right now, I didn’t need to do any of that, because I had my girl in my arms. 

“No, Alice, I just want to hold you right now.” I set the drink back on the table and put my hands on her. Tracing the line of the leather strap down her shoulder, under her breast, and around her chest, I watched a trail of goosebumps emerge on her skin. 

“Okay. You can tell me when you feel like it. I mean, you don’t have to. But if you want to. You can. I can take care of you too, you know.” 

“You do a great job, baby.” 

She put her arms around my shoulders and looked me in the eye as she spoke. “I need to tell you something really important first though.” 

I braced myself. “Okay.” 

“You’re the best Dom I’ve ever had.” 

I stared at her, shocked and speechless, my throat thick. She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. 

“I just realized it yesterday. No wait... the day before yesterday. When I was talking to Rachel. I was going to tell you yesterday but then I got distracted, and also had thirteen orgasms so it took a while before I could talk again. By then I kinda just forgot to tell you. But anyway, it’s true.” Then she tightened her arms around me and laid her head on my chest, snuggling up tight against me. 

I found it hard to breathe regularly as her sweet comment ran through my head over and over again. I let out a long, deep breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 

Alice looked up at me and then pulled back and looked at my face, looking distraught. “What’s wrong?”

“Thank you,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “I needed to hear that today.” 

Neither of us spoke as she stared back at me, occasionally reaching out and stroking my beard, or leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. She shifted on my lap as if trying to tease me, a hint of that mischievous playfulness coming into her eyes, and I grunted. 

“Little bug.”

“Bear.”

I felt my lips quirk at that. “Why do you call me that?”

“’Cause you’re warm and squishy.” 

I rolled my eyes and playfully nudged her as if to push her off. She giggled and climbed off my lap, but then laid on the couch beside me with her head in my lap, her hair splayed out over my leg and the couch beside me. Thick, soft, and shiny, I couldn’t keep my hands out of it. 

“’Cause you’re all growly and protective, and a little scary looking, and super dangerous, but I know you won’t hurt me.” 

My fist tightened in her hair and she sighed and closed her eyes. 

I know you won’t hurt me. 

But what if I do?

I leaned my head back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. My chest still felt tight and heavy. My self-hatred was simmering from that built up frustration, anger, and a hint of fear that had no escape. 

Well, there was one escape. But I knew better than to take out my feelings on Alice. That wasn’t play. That was reckless, stupid, and abusive. And I couldn’t risk anything that would hurt my girl. Because God knows I’ve hurt enough girls. I could not add her to that list. I could not risk anything that would hurt her. 

If one of us was getting destroyed, it had better be me. 

“I ate lunch today.”

“Oh yeah? What did you have?”

“A croissant.”

“That is not lunch, that’s a pastry.”

“A croissant with ham and cheese and lettuce on it.”

“Oh... well that’s different, silly girl. Good job.”

“I know. I was just teasing.” 

“Did you have any sugar today?”

“No, even though I really wanted to, I didn’t.” 

“That’s my good girl.” 

She sighed contentedly. “Just for today.” 

“Just for today, huh?”

“M-hmm. Tomorrow I’m going to be evil again.”

“You plan this shit?”

“Yeah. It’s on my Outlook calendar.”

I scoffed. “Can I have a few more good girl days?”

“Hm...” she tapped her lips, and then smiled. “Just a few.” 

“Thank you.” 

Another long pause where both of us just sat, content in the silence, and I could feel some of the insecurity from my earlier thoughts draining away from me. 

“Why are you sad?”

How to explain what I felt to her without making her feel guilty for her needs? “A lot of things... bad meetings, some bad phone calls... arguing with people who think they know better than me just because they have college degrees...”

“People gave you shit for not going to college? You’re like a gazillionaire and own half the businesses in the district.”

I felt a small smile pull at my lips. “I’m not, and I don’t, but I’ll take the compliment.”

“Well boo on them, I guess.” 

“I guess.” Talking to her did seem to help clear my head a little, so I continued. “Then there was a bunch of other shit that happened... a situation at the hotel... one of the rescues ran away from her caregiver... I spilled my fucking coffee... I don’t know, Alice. And there was something Megan said the other day that hit me, and I’ve been trying to work through it.”

“What did Megan say? Was she mean to you? I’ll throw soda on her.” 

I shook my head. “No, nothing mean. She just reminded me that I’ve been a little distant over the past few years, and... maybe instead of blaming other people, or God, I should take responsibility. It’s my fault I didn’t find you sooner. You were right here, Alice... 

“Then again, it probably would have ended poorly if I’d found you earlier anyway, because I wasn’t in a good mental place. And the last thing I want to do is hurt you worse. Who am I kidding. That’s exactly what would have happened.”

Alice sat up. “Reuben.” She waited until I looked at her before she continued. “You’re dropping.” 

Fucking hell, she was right. My mood, my energy, my fears, my insecurity... that scene yesterday had been intense for both of us, and I’d coasted on the high of the control I’d had over her for the rest of the evening. We’d done some basic aftercare, cuddling, and snacks, but Alice bounced back quickly and had gone back to the bar to chat with Julia and Nicole, giggling with the three of them like schoolgirls. She was an angel for the rest of the night. 

Normally our aftercare was much more intimate and private. I realized I needed it more than she did.

“How about a bath? We didn’t do a bath last time.” 

I traced her snake tattoo down to her belly, swirling my finger around the entwined heads. “Baths are more something I do for you, little bug. Do you want a bath?”

“You... you only take them for me?”

“I don’t mind them, I just don’t love them.” 

“You’re so nice to me.” She stuck her bottom lip out and lowered her eyes seductively. I couldn’t help but let a finger fall across her lip. 

“No I’m not.”

She opened her mouth and pulled my finger into her mouth, sucking it and sighing. 

“Bad girl.” I pulled my finger out of her mouth and she popped her lips on it. 

“You like it. Ooh! How about ice cream! I know you sneak bites of my strawberry ice cream at night when you think I’m not looking.”

Damnit. I thought I’d been sneaky about that. 

“How about I put it on my nipples and you can lick it off.”

“Why are you always horny?”

“Because I live with you! What do you expect? Do you want another drink?” She nodded to my mostly empty glass. 

“No, but thank you. I need to get up and cook dinner.” Before I could remove my hands from her waist, she put her hands over mine to keep them there. 

“Well... you could... or...”

“Or?”

“Or we could order junk food and you could jack off in my hair.” 

I dropped my head and laughed. The offer was surprisingly tempting. “Is sex your solution to everything?”

“It’s free serotonin!” She grinned. 

“Horny little slut.”

“Yeah... but I’m your horny little slut.” 

My fingers tightened as I gripped her harder. Maybe I’d avoiding finding her for so long because of my past failures and insecurities, but she was here now, and I’d be damned if I let anything happen to her. “You’re damn right you are.” 

She made a contented noise, and lifted a hand to my cheek. “Gotcha.”

“You got me?” 

“Yeah. I made you smile.”

You make me more than smile, little bug. You make me feel a lot of things. Things I’m not ready to put a label on yet, and things you’re not ready to hear, because they’ll scare you away. 

“Isn’t that how we got into this mess? You trying to make me smile by the pool?”

“While you ogled my tits? Yeah.” 

“I was not ogling.”

“You were wearing sunglasses to hide it, but you were ogling.”

“It was August. It was sunny.”

She giggled. “Sir. You were in the shade.” 

“Shut up.” 
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Alice carried me through my drop like she did everything: with chaos, minor threats, and a lot of sexual references. But by the end of the night, I felt like myself, and she had managed to make me laugh enough times that she was starting to get concerned about her rule about earned orgasms. 

“Um, so, would you be horribly opposed to us renegotiating that rule?”

I smirked. “What do you have in mind?”

“Uh... you know what? Let’s just nix it completely. Pretend it never happened.”

“What a shame. Well, if that’s really what you want, little bug.” 

“I want to be able to walk through the grocery store without feeling like I need a walker because I’ve had too many orgasms.”

“It was twenty, by the way.”

“What?”

“Twenty orgasms. I didn’t stop at thirteen.” 

“Mother fucker. No wonder I can’t walk.”

As much as Alice would have loved for me to order pizza or wings, I went ahead and made dinner. We fell into our natural routine of her chatting endlessly while she peeled, washed, and prepped, and I listened to her talk while I cooked. 

“Alright. What is this thing you did today that you hope I won’t be mad about?” 

“Okay so... you know how I have a TikTok for me, and also for you where I put videos of you being all sexy in the kitchen?”

“Sure...”

“I accidently posted a kitchen video to my account, and now everybody has made the connection, and there’s kinda a bunch of drama about it on the app...” She winced and grimaced. “I deleted it after I realized what I did and re-posted it on the right profile, but... um. The rocket has launched. And I’m really sorry...”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s fine, Alice.” When we’d discussed her putting me in her videos, I’d agreed I didn’t have a problem with her filming me, but that she needed to keep the content appropriate for the platform. 

“I’ve been in my fair share of kink-related videos. They’re not hard to find, you know that. Why did you think I was going to be mad at you for that?”

“Well because you always talk online about how you hate brats, and I didn’t want to ruin your reputation by talking about how I brat you all the time.” 

“You have my permission to brat me, as long as I have permission to funish you for it. And I doubt very seriously that videos of me chasing you while you run away from me after having said something snarky is enough to ruin my reputation, but I appreciate the...”

I paused as I saw the fresh, unopened bag of coffee on the counter. 

“What is this?” I asked, holding it up to her.

“Oh, we ran out today. I know how you are about coffee, so I got the same stuff as you had before. I hope that’s okay.”

A little flash of that sweet, selfless service I’d seen the night of my dinner party came to mind, when she’d run out with tea for Jeff. The tasks I’d given Alice today had kept her inside on the computer all day, dealing with some phone calls, answering emails, and preparing a PowerPoint and a pivot chart for a presentation later in the week. I knew from the evidence left on her bedroom floor that she’d spent the rest of her free time looking through picture books of stars and coloring. She’d gone out, on purpose, to get more coffee for me, because she knew how I was in the morning. 

And she made me a drink and cheered me up when she knew I was down. 

I am at serious risk of falling in love with this girl. “I could kiss you.”

She backed up. “No, please don’t. Not until I’ve had a chance to recover from yesterday.” 

“Okay... maybe after dinner.”

“Maybe next week.” 

I set the lid on the pot of soup and reduced the heat, letting it simmer. The kitchen smelled like oregano, garlic, broth, and the sweet, rich Italian sausage I’d put in the soup. Setting the bag of coffee aside, I turned and slowly approached Alice. Her eyes widened and she backed up, her back hitting the counter behind her. She had rolled both of her lips into her mouth as if she were protecting them. Despite her arguments, she was blushing, and her eyes had gone wide. 

I removed the dish towel from her hands, then picked her up by the waist and set her on the counter in front of me, bringing us almost eye to eye. With one hand on either side of her hips so as to trap her, I leaned close and held her gaze. 

“Alice, I have something important I need to tell you.” I maintained the serious expression on my face as best I could, and she slowly released her lips from captivity. 

“Okay... what?” Her expression was guarded, and she held her breath.

“I’m afraid I’ve grown quite attached to you. Unfortunately for you, that means you’re now stuck with me, as I have no intention of letting you go.” 

Her eyes filled with tears, her lower lip quivered, and she let out a shuddering mew. “Why would you say that,” she mumbled, and then threw her arms around my neck. 

I pulled her against me and hugged her tight, brushing her hair off her neck and nibbling at her soft skin, admiring the little pink marks left from the last time I’d abused her neck. 

In her ear, I whispered. “Who do you belong to?”

Her voice shook as she whined. “No, please.” 

“Tell me.” I opened my mouth and let my teeth rest on a pale, unmarked part of her skin. 

“I hate you.” 

“I know.” 

“I want to break up.” 

I laughed, and bit her neck. 

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“Good girl... Now let me kiss you.” 
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Chapter 54
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I don’t know why I was always surprised when her moderately good behavior turned south. 

My confession of attachment to Alice had the opposite of the intended effect. That, combined with the sugar withdrawals, she went on a total fucking rampage. 

On top of calling me as many snotty names as possible and apparently forgetting the word “Sir” was even in her vocabulary, I caught her eating candy in her room one afternoon. She had a stash of bite-sized, individually-wrapped Milky-Way Midnights in a bag under her bed, and was hunched over it, shoving them down her throat like Smeagol. 

I put a ball gag in her mouth, and then made her unwrap and flush each piece of candy down the toilet, reminding her that today was the last day she would enjoy processed sugar for the next month. She cried and stamped her feet the whole time, looking like a feral squirrel that had just lost its stash of nuts. 

“You don’t understand,” she sobbed when I finally removed the gag. She wiped the mess of drool from her mouth and glared at me. “I need sugar! I have a headache! I’m mad! I’m angry! I’m in pain! I’m dying!”

“You’re not dying. You’re going through withdrawals,” I said. “I’ll work from home the next few days and help you out with that, baby.”

“I’m not your baby!” She grabbed the ball gag from the desk and hurled it across the room. A few hundred lines of “I will respect Sir’s things” and the temporary confiscation of her telescope put an end to that nonsense. 

The next day, while working from home, I heard her digging through the kitchen cabinets trying to find a sweet treat she could sneak while she thought I was on a conference call. I caught her with a spoon in the sugar canister. Since apparently I couldn’t trust her naughty little hands, I made her wear the chastity belt and cuffs nonstop. Clipping her cuffs to the metal hardware on the side of the belt forced her hands to stay completely useless and by her side. I tied her up, put a blindfold on her, and set her earphones in her ears, forcing her to listen to an audiobook until I had time to deal with her. 

She wasn’t awful all the time, only about three quarters of the time. When she was busy and focused on her work, her intense focus and sharp wit were enjoyable and impressive. But then I’d praise her or thank her, and she’d say something bratty in response. 

Then there was the day she’d refused to do her chores. Or rather, she claimed to “forget” while sitting on the couch next to the basket of laundry she was supposed to be folding, scrolling on her phone, refusing to meet my eye and wearing her “I’m a bad bitch and don’t give a fuck” expression. 

So I tossed her over my shoulder and threw her in the shower, clothes and all, and forced her to stay under the cold water for about five minutes. She was a sight to behold with her makeup running down her face, shivering and shuddering under the cold, glaring at me with chattering teeth, trying her best not to swallow her tears and not give me what I wanted. 

A few forced orgasms with the cold jet of water right on her sensitive little button, and I finally dragged those tears and screams out of her. 

“Now. You better get your attitude in check, or those are the last orgasms you’re going to get for five days. And I swear to God I will edge the living hell out of you. You won’t even be able to see straight you’ll be so fucking denied.” 

Her teeth chattered. “I hate you.” 

“I’m sure you do... now go change and finish your damn chores.” 

Four days into this bullshit, it was starting to wear on me. I wasn’t going to do a scene with her while she was being so objectively bad, because that would just reinforce her behavior. When I explained that to her, she shrugged and said, “guess you’re stuck with this shit then.”

Tonight, she was picking at her dinner, angrily refusing to eat the stir-fry I’d made because it had bell peppers in it. “You’re not getting anything else,” I said. 

“I want pizza.” 

“And I want you to eat your dinner.”

“I hate peppers!”

“Peppers are sweet, Alice. They’re some of the sweetest vegetables that exist. They’re the candy version of vegetables. And they’re cooked in a sweet sauce. You’re just being ornery. I’m over it. Eat your fucking dinner or I’m tying you to the chair until you clear your plate.” 

She stopped whining and swallowed a few of them, making a nasty face and pretending to gag. 

Oh, I can make you gag, sweetheart. “Watch you mouth.”

“You watch it, I can’t see it from here.” 

I set my fork down. I caught the quickest little pissed off smirk on her face before she met my eye, challenge in her gaze. 

“Why the hell are you being like this,” I asked softly. “Do you hate me that much?”

“I feel like shit, Reuben!” she pushed her plate away. “I literally feel like I’m going to explode, and my body is on fire! I have a headache that won’t go away, and I can’t take more than two Advil because I’m the size of a fucking child!” 

“So this is about the sugar, then? Alice, I know it’s hard, but you eat way too much sugar. You can’t even taste how sweet your dinner is because you eat chocolate and lollipops all day. I have to force you to eat lunch on a daily basis because you eat sugar instead. This isn’t because I want to make you miserable. This is because I care about you.”

She rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath. 

“What?”

She turned to face me and shouted, “I said, you don’t care about me!” 

I felt like my stomach dropped out from under me. I couldn’t even answer her, I just stared back in shock. 

Her voice shook and her eyes filled with tears. “All you care about is controlling me. You don’t care about me. You care about owning me.”

I stammered for a moment at her words. My voice broke as I spoke. “Alice... Do you really believe that? Or are you just saying that to be mean?” 

Her eyes flashed and she clenched her jaw. Pushing her chair away from the table, she stood up, swallowed the rest of her water in one gulp, and set the cup back down on the table harder than she needed to. “I’m not hungry.” Whirling around, she walked pointedly towards her room.

“Alice!”

“Fuck you!” She screamed and slammed the door. 

I pushed my plate away, unable to eat anymore. My throat was thick, like I was choking on air. 

“Fuck.” I leaned forward and rested my forehead on the dining room table. 

Okay. What do I know? 

She got emotional because I told her I cared about her. She tends to push back out of fear. She’s probably afraid because she’s attached too and that scares her. This is her acting out, testing the boundaries, and making sure I mean what I said. 

She’s having sugar withdrawals. She’s also probably in pain because frustration and anger make her physically hurt. 

She doesn’t hate me. She can’t possibly. A dog only bites when it’s scared. 

I heard Alice’s bedroom door open. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, a duffel bag thrown over her shoulder. 

She even warned me this would happen. This is another fucking test. 

“Alice, knock it off,” I said as she neared the door. 

She ignored me. 

“I know you’re scared. What do you need? What do you need from me that you are refusing to ask for?”

“I need to leave.” Her voice was deadpan, but her eyes were full of fear. 

No. Not another one. 

“One.” 

She paused. She stood her ground, but she paused. 

“Go back to your room. I mean it.” I rose to my feet, gripping the edge of the table. I fought to keep from shouting at her. “You want to test me? You want to push me? Fine. Do not do it by walking away.” 

She stood still for a long time. I was tense, ready to run after her, to shout, to count higher, to scoop her up and drag her back to her room if I needed to. But after another few eternal seconds, Alice whirled around and stomped back into her room, her head ducked to hide the tears running down her cheeks. She slammed the door, and a moment later I heard the high-pitched muffled sound of her screaming into her pillow. 

I collapsed back into the chair and dug out my cell phone, my hands shaking.

Her words echoed in my mind. You don’t care about me. You only care about owning me. 

My skin felt hot and the back of my neck was crawling. What the hell have I done wrong that she believes that? 

I had no idea what to do or how to respond, so I refilled my water glass, tried to steady my breathing, and sent a quick text to Simon. I’m about to lose it, Pierce. She just tried to pack a bag and walk out of the house. 

I had told both Simon and Becca about Alice’s upswing in bad behavior, and they’d both done their best to support and encourage me. Becca tried to give me tips on how to talk with her and support her. Simon related and told me about how he’d had similar experiences. 

Simon replied to my message ten minutes later. Yep.


Reuben: Helpful. Thanks. 

Simon: It’s not you, man. That’s just how she is. 

Reuben: What can I do? I don’t want to lock her in her room or cuff her to the bed overnight. 

Simon: Let her go. It’ll suck, but she will come back. You might have to just let her go. 


I didn’t like that answer, but I didn’t have anything else to say, so I let the conversation end on its own. 

At least she went back into her room when I counted and was still respecting the basic foundations of our parameters. 

I squeezed my temples and dug my fingernails into my scalp, wondering if I was even physically capable of crying anymore. I hadn’t done it in so long, I couldn’t even remember if it helped. 

What the hell am I doing wrong? Why is it that I seem to be able to reach every girl who comes through my center, and every submissive I’ve ever had except her?

Was this a mistake? Should I have avoided Alice? Sent her away before we had the chance to let any of this happen? 

Could I let her walk out that door? Would I really have gone after her, grabbed her, and locked her in her room? My stomach twisted at the idea. She was hurt and mentally ill, but she wasn’t insane. She was a consenting adult. Forcing her to stay against her will would be kidnapping. Pierce was right... if she walked out, I’d have no choice but to let her. 

My phone buzzed again. I opened it, surprised to see a text from Alice. 


Alice: Thank you. 

Reuben: That hurt. 

Alice: I know. I’m spiraling. I’m sorry and I hate myself for it. I wish I’d never even gotten out of bed this morning. 

Alice: I know you hate me. I know I’m a shit. I told you that you deserve someone better than me. You didn’t fucking listen. This is your fucking fault. 

Alice: No it’s not. I take it back. I’m sorry. 

Reuben: Can I come in there?

Alice: I’d rather you not. 

Reuben: Please prove to me that you are not doing anything dangerous or harmful to your body. 


She sent me a photo of her lying in bed in her jeans and top. It didn’t show her face. As much as I’d rather be talking to her right now, at least we were communicating. 


Reuben: Thank you. Do you want some water? 

Alice: I have some. 


I hesitated, wondering if I should send the message I wanted to ask. I typed it out, my finger hovering over the send button. Are you going to try to run away again?

But I deleted it. I couldn’t ask that question, because if she said yes, I’d be faced with the decision of how to keep her here, how to keep my promise, but not put either of us in a bad position. 

If, on the other hand, I woke up and she was gone... as much as that would hurt, that would be on her. Not me. 

Instead, I said, Do you want the rest of your dinner?


Alice: No thank you. I can’t eat anymore. 

Reuben: Me neither. 

Reuben: Do you really think I don’t care about you?


The typing bubble popped up and disappeared over and over again, and I closed my eyes, hating myself for how fucking furious I was at this whole situation. I felt like I’d completely lost all the progress and the trust I’d gained with her, and that I was on the verge of losing the whole dynamic, of losing her. 

I cannot lose her. Alice could be the sweetest, the most selfless, thoughtful woman. She made me laugh, she was someone I looked forward to coming home to at night, and she looked the beast in the eyes and loved him. The thought of losing the brightness she brought to my life and going back to the quiet, boring, infuriating isolation I’d put myself through before made my hands shake. My eyes burned, and watered. 

Fuck. It hadn’t been a promise. It was a warning after all. 

Finally she sent her message. 


Alice: I know you do. That’s why I hate you. 

Alice: Do you hate me?

Reuben: No. 


I knew part of this was my fault. I’d told her from the beginning I didn’t care if she loved me or hated me, that I only cared if she obeyed. But somehow, that had changed. The more I’d gotten to know her, the more I understood her suffering and her need to be loved, the more I wanted to fill that need. 

I’d been the one to tell her I could give her a dynamic and not a relationship, and now I was suffering because I was emotionally invested when I hadn’t planned to be, and she didn’t want to be. 


Reuben: But I wish you didn’t hate me. That’s why it hurts. 

Alice: I don’t hate you, dumbass. 


I stared at that last message, searing it into my eyes until the colors started to reverse. Eventually, another message came through. 


Alice: Can we go back?

Reuben: Where?

Alice: To me sitting on the counter.


My face contorted and I squeezed my eyes shut as I remembered that night. The sweetness of her tongue and the soft whimpers she’d made as I’d taken her mouth, and the way she’d melted against my touch. The way she’d looked at me, starry-eyed and full of appreciation. The way she’d cried and hugged my neck when I told her I wasn’t going to let her go.

She’s scared. Pierce was right. This isn’t about me. She’s just scared. This is about control. 

I knew if it were anyone else, this week would have been the end. Hell, the end would have happened so much earlier. I never would have tolerated that level of brattiness or rebellion in the past. I knew the only reason I was still in this dynamic with Alice was because of that damn prophecy, and a commitment that I had made when she stood in front of me with tears in her eyes. 

Could we go back? Not really. Emotionally, we were now in different places than we’d been that night, and we couldn’t just erase the past week. 


Reuben: It doesn’t work that way, little bug. Neither of us can take back what we’ve said or done... but we can move forward if that’s what you want.

Alice: Yes. It’s what I want. 

Reuben: Alice, the easy way out here is for me to just sadistically abuse you every time you start to lose control of yourself. And that might make you feel good for a few days at a time, but it is not going to put you any further ahead in the long run, it’s just going to hurt you and keep you from making progress. That’s not fair to either of us. You need to work on yourself, and although I adore you and I enjoy our sessions, I can’t have you use me like a vending machine whenever you need an outlet. I need you to stop trying to hurt me because you’re afraid, and TALK TO ME instead. Your fears are going to cripple you for the rest of your life if you can’t look them in the eye and tell them to fuck off. 

Reuben: Can you do that? For you? For us?

Alice: Okay. 

Alice: Yes Sir. 

Alice: Goodnight, old man. 

Reuben: Goodnight, sweetheart. 
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The next morning when I got up, I noticed Alice’s bedroom door was cracked open. Nudging it slightly, I peered inside, expecting to see her twisted up in her sheets, her hair splayed out on the pillow, drooling a little like she always was in the morning. 

Gone. 

Trying not to panic, I looked around the room. Her telescope was still here, and so was most of her stuff. Her private journal sat open on the small desk, an empty water glass beside it. 

Her keys and purse were on the dresser. Her cell phone charger was still plugged in. She wouldn’t have left those. So where is she? 

I found her in the kitchen, sitting on the edge of the counter. She was staring at the coffee maker while it dripped into the pot, her face a blank, emotionless mask. The relief of seeing her there hit me hard, and I hurried around the corner to where she sat and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her against me. 

She set her arms on my shoulders gently, not quite hugging me back. 

“You weren’t in bed,” I said. “I thought...”

She hugged me back. 

The coffee pot beeped. She pulled away from me, rubbing at her eyes. She had the chastity belt on... she must have put it on herself. She wore a thin t shirt of mine that she’d stolen to sleep in, and I could feel her soft breasts and the piercings in her nipples pressing against my chest through the thin shirt. Her hair was a disaster, and her face was free of makeup, flushed from crying and lightly speckled with those cute little freckles she hid so well. 

I pulled back from her enough to look her in the eyes. She stared up at me with intense sorrow. “I was going to make you coffee and bring it to you.” 

“That’s very sweet.”

“I’m sorry, I–” she stammered, choking on tears. “I’ve be-been so... mean to you,” she forced the words out of her mouth. “I d-don’t hate you, I p-promise.” 

I thumbed her tears away, wondering how in the hell I was going to survive Alice Benson. We had barely hit the two-month mark. Would things get better, or worse?

No matter what, I’ll be damned if she isn’t a better person at the end of this. Although I’m not sure what will be left of me. 

“I d-don’t want to d-destroy you.” 

“I know you’re scared and struggling right now, Alice. I know you are. Remember what I said before? You need to work on the trust.” 

She nodded and slid off the counter, her hips pressing against mine for just a moment before she slid out from where I stood. Unfolding her stepstool and climbing up to the counter above the stove, she extracted two mugs, and set to preparing our coffee. 

Usually I put the pot on the table, and we each made our own, but she seemed to want to make mine for me today. I let her have her act of service, knowing it was her way of seeking the balm of submission. 

I prepared myself my omelet, skipping my workout and deciding to sit with Alice instead. She eyed my eggs, and I offered her a bite. Guiltily, she leaned forward and opened her mouth so I could feed it to her. 

She ate a second bite, but rejected a third, sipping her coffee instead and looking dejectedly down at her hands. I knew she was emotional, that she wanted to hear me say “everything is okay, let’s just forget this happened.” But I wasn’t going to do that, because that wasn’t going to help. 

I figured I’d give her until the end of breakfast to come to the conclusion I hoped she’d come to on her own. She rose to the occasion. 

“Sir... will you punish me for being mean to you?” Her voice was soft and embarrassed as she asked. 

“Yes, Alice, I will. I’m proud of you for asking.”

After breakfast, I sent her off to shower. I told her to think about what punishment she thought was appropriate for her behavior while she cleaned up, and then worked some of my own frustration and angst out with the weights. I was still shaken up by the events of last night but encouraged by her behavior this morning. 

Alice was dressed and made up when I finally entered my home office, and there was a second cup of coffee sitting by my computer waiting for me. She sat on the armchair beside my desk, still looking guilty. 

“Thank you for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome, Sir.”

“Have you come up with any ideas?”

“Well... I couldn’t think of anything, really, besides lines. And if you want me to do them, I will. But I don’t think that’s enough. So I asked my discord group for ideas, and one of the Doms said I should read a book and write a book report. And I know you have lots of books about this stuff. So... maybe that would be good?”

I took a sip of the coffee. She’d added far too many grounds and it was more like sludge, but there was no way in hell I wasn’t going to drink it. Cupping the mug in my hands, I walked to the bookshelf and selected several books. 

“I’d like you to first research these and determine which would be the best one for you to read, and why. Get my approval, and then you can write your report. Five thousand words, hitting all the main points. You have until the end of tomorrow.”

She took the stack of books eagerly and set to work.
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Chapter 55
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We both did a lot of reading that day.

Alice tore through the book I approved for her, and I suspect she took an additional Adderall, but she didn’t admit to it. I texted Becca and asked for book suggestions on how to survive living with someone with Borderline Personality Disorder, and she used her lunch break to swing by and drop something off. That evening, we fell back into our usual routine of sitting on the couch with her resting beside me, though this time she had her feet in my lap instead of her head so she could sit up and read. 

She was making little notes in her notebook while she read, flipping the pencil back and forth, and rubbing her feet together. I was beginning to think it was a comfort stim for her, like thumb sucking or hair twirling. Occasionally, she’d accidentally nudge my book with her feet, and then freeze in anticipation as if she were waiting for me to scold her. 

After the third time I asked her, “are you doing that on purpose?”

“No,” she said, and moved to pull her feet away. 

I caught her ankle and held her in place. “Okay.” 

She relaxed after a few minutes, and then eventually went back to rubbing her feet together. “Is it annoying?”

“No.” 

“Okay.” 

She wrote some more things down in her book, sighed deeply, and resumed her reading, setting the journal down on her lap so she could hold the book with both hands. My eyes flashed over to the journal, and I noticed some of the things she’d written. 

Dumbass. He’s not going to hurt you. He promised. He listens and he doesn’t break his promises. He’s not going to start with you. 

If you could stop being a useless piece of emotional baggage for like five minutes, that would be super cool. 

I set my book down and plucked her book right out of her hands. Her eyes widened and she looked up at me, her face guarded. She’d walked on eggshells all day, acting extremely quiet, subdued, and a little depressed. 

Removing her journal from her thighs, I pulled on her ankles until she fell backwards and slid towards me. I dragged her up onto my lap and forced her to look at me. 

“You’re in even more trouble now.”

“No... wait, why?”

I held up the journal. “Why are you writing mean things about my girl?”

Her eyes welled and spilled over. 

“Are you trying to distract me with how pretty you are when you cry?” I growled. “It’s not going to work.” 

She shook her head. “No.” She tried to get off me, but I held onto her. “Stop it, I can say what I want about myself. It’s my journal.”

“It’s your journal, but you’re my girl. And I told you before, I don’t like you saying mean things about my submissive.”

“But I’m a bitch!”

“Yeah!” I snapped. “Sometimes! But I’m the only one who gets to call you that!” I held her face in my hands, pulling her forward and pressing our foreheads together. “Now I’m going to have to punish you for being mean to my brat.” 

She didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure if she should be excited, or anxious. 

“But... but I’m in so much trouble anyway. ‘Cause of the sugar, and how mean I am, and stuff. And, hey, wait a minute! We don’t have a rule about that!”

“Rule twelve. You are not allowed to say–or write–mean things to, or about, my submissive.”

Her lips wrinkled up. “You’re getting good at this loophole thing.”

“I learn fast.” 

“It’s a little scary.” 

“You’re a little scary.” 

I got a hint of a smile for that one. 

“I think this is a good rule for you. The more negativity you entertain in your head, the darker of a place your head is going to be. It’s not going to change your entire life overnight, but trust me when I say, the negative self-talk is not helping you.” 

She shrugged. 

I brushed her hair back, and then put a finger under her chin. “You can agree to this rule for me, right baby?”

She closed her eyes and sighed dramatically, lifting and dropping her hands. “Okay... fine, I guess... no being mean to myself.” 

“That’s my girl. Add it to your list.”

“Yes Sir... what’s my punishment?”

“I think you need... forced cuddles.” 

She wasn’t completely opposed. The timidness and depression weren’t alleviated, but she did seem to relax a little, and eventually, her feet fell still on their own. 

The following evening, she was supposed to give me her finished report. I knew it was done because she’d typed all afternoon, and was now sitting in her bedroom, staring at the printed pages sitting in her lap. She gnawed on her lip like she was nervous. 

I was reading through the rest of the book Becca had brought by, thinking through an interesting section on the physical ramifications of her disorder. I already knew Alice experienced physical pain because of her emotional distress, but the way the book described it, it was more like misery. “Some experts even agree that BPD is the most painful disorder to have, as the chronic pain brought on by episodes of distress, accompanied by the mental turmoil of said distress elevates the pain level beyond what the neurotypical individual experiences. While some will cry and sob at a ten on the pain scale, a Borderline may live there.”

I knew I’d been pushing her to find other coping mechanisms, but I also knew the relationship she had with her masochism. Had I underestimated her needs? It didn’t surprise me that she hadn’t been able to clearly communicate her needs to me, because that was par for the course for her. Had I made the past few days worse by not giving her that outlet? 

“Alice, come here little bug, I need to ask you something.” 

Alice tip-toed out a few minutes later, clutching her papers in her hands, tears running down her face. 

Always crying. Poor thing. I really needed to get her to up her water intake. 

“Come here. Genuine question.” I patted the couch beside me and she tentatively walked over, tucking her feet up under her. 

“Can you help me understand your physical pain in conjunction with your disorder? What the intensity is like, how often you experience it?”

Her shoulders relaxed a little and she began to attempt to explain. “Um... what’s the most painful thing you’ve ever experienced?”

“I tore some ligaments in my knee in the car accident.” 

“Okay. So let’s say that’s an eleven. That’s the pain you don’t want, it’s too much, and it’s not something you can tolerate. Safeword level. For me, it was when Michael put nails through my tits.”

“Jesus. Okay.”

“And what’s the most emotionally upsetting thing... well, never mind, you don’t have to answer that. Just remember the most emotionally distressing thing you’ve ever experienced, and how miserable and awful it was. That’s your eleven. For me, my physical and emotional pain are tied to each other. If I experience intense emotional pain, I feel physical pain that matches it.”

My forehead creased. Said in those terms, any time she was devastated or furious, she was also in extreme physical pain. No wonder she spiraled so badly. 

Alice continued her explanation. “For most people, they operate on an emotional scale of one to ten throughout the day, but generally their mood stays within a few numbers. It doesn’t tend to jump around significantly, and if it does, it doesn’t tend to go back forth. 

“But me... My scale isn’t one to ten. My scale goes higher and lower than yours. And I don’t jump one or two numbers at a time. I go from a two to a seven because I can’t find my pen, and then a negative five and I go numb because I suddenly hate myself, and then a nine and three quarters because I suddenly hate you because you didn’t answer my text fast enough and clearly you’re going to leave me. All of that happens in fifteen minutes. And then when I’m really upset, I go higher than ten.”

“You... really? You don’t seem like you jump that much, that often.” Alice definitely had her sporadic ups and downs, but I hadn’t witnessed such an extreme mood swings like she was describing.

“Yeah, well, I learned how to fake it from a super early age. I’ve been repressing and burying my outward expressions pretty much since I was nine, and the favorite in the family died.

“It takes a lot of energy and effort to hide it. That’s why I’m awful sometimes. Because I’m exhausted. Now that’s not an excuse,” she said, holding up one hand. “I’m not trying to justify my behavior. I’m fully aware I’m a shit. I’m just saying... you feel things up to a ten, sometimes an eleven. I feel up to thirty-five and down to negative one hundred.”

I stared at her in shock, trying to justify and imagine what emotional insanity her everyday life had to be like, let alone the traumatic events she’d been through. 

“The physical pain relating to emotional pain fluctuates too. Anything above a five makes my body start to hurt. Anything under a two makes me feel numb, which makes me want to hurt myself. So, my best life is a three to a five. And I’m almost never there... except when I’m blissed out after a scene.” She gave me a guilty hint of a smile. 

She went on to describe other things about her pain, some that resembled what I’d read about, and some that seemed incomprehensible. “The worst part is knowing other people don’t understand how I feel, and that my emotions and reactions are unrealistic and abnormal. But like you said, they’re real for me even if they’re not real for other people. It’s like people knowing there was a car wreck on the highway, but I was in every single car that got wrecked.

“Remember how I said I felt like I built up inside? And pain is the only way to drain it out? I can handle up to a certain amount throughout my week if I know I have impact to look forward to. Woodrow and I used to meet every Monday. So by Friday or Saturday, even though I was ready to blow, I could manage because I knew I’d have my release soon. I’d coast through the first few days after, then things would get hard again come Thursday or Friday, and then I had the weekend to try not to kill myself. Monday was always a clean slate, and sometimes I saw him on Thursdays or Fridays if I really needed it.”

“So you need regularly scheduled play more often than once a week. I know you enjoy spontaneous scenes and funishments, but we haven’t been doing a weekly maintenance session. That’s something you should have clarified with me from the beginning.” 

She dropped her head, her shoulders rounding inward. I took her chin and made her look at me, but she had her eyes closed, and she was shaking a little. “I can’t meet your needs if you don’t share them with me. Won’t you look at me?”

She shook her head, still squinting her eyes closed. 

“Okay.” I released her chin and she let her head fall. 

She was still gripping the papers in her hands, and her fingers had made little crease marks in it. “Um... here.” She handed it over. 

I handed it back. “I’d like you to read it out loud to me.” 

She finally met my gaze. She looked horrified. Slowly, she shook her head. “Sir, I’m sorry. No. If I do that, I will throw up and probably pass out.” Her hands were shaking again. 

That’s a hell of an extreme reaction to reading a book report out loud. “Okay...” I took the pages back from her. “I’d like you to please go get us both glasses of water, and I’d like you to finish yours by the time I finish reading. Better?”

“Yes, thank you Sir,” she whispered, and stood up, hurrying to the kitchen to obey. 

I began reading the few pages. It was longer than I’d expected. I had told her five thousand words, but it was more like seven or eight. She did indeed hit every major point in the book, describing and explaining the basics of power exchange and consent, and wrote her thoughts about some of the main points. 

I sipped the water she brought me while I read through her final thoughts and reflection at the end of the essay. 


The most important thing I have learned about myself over the past month and a half with you, learning with you, reading with you, and letting you teach me, is that I am abusive. I could blame it on my disorder, or my trauma, or the death of my sister, or my parents’ neglect and probable suicide, or whatever else I wanted to, but at the end of the day, I am still responsible for my actions. 

My world is bigger than everyone else’s; it’s both higher and lower, brighter and darker. It is hard to navigate. I have extreme reactions that other people don’t understand, and the overwhelming guilt and self-hate I experience on a daily basis perpetuates my actions and reactions. It’s a never-ending cycle of self-sabotage, destruction, attempted isolation, and emotional shutdown. 

However, you said something to me months ago that I didn’t have the time or the space to process until very recently. You said, “Your emotions at the time don’t matter.” At first, I thought that meant the same thing I used to always tell myself: that it’s all fake, it’s not real, my emotions don’t count. I think what you really meant was, “you may feel a certain way, but what you choose to do is more important than how you feel at the moment.” And that is something extremely hard, if not impossible, for me to accomplish.

Having you as my Sir has helped me learn to consider my actions more carefully, regardless of my feelings at the time. But you have also helped me honor my feelings. I won’t lie and say I’ve gotten good, or even slightly better at that, but I have started to notice the mental shift of accepting that what I feel is real, whether I like it or not. I don’t know if it’s helped, but there it is. 

Even though I try my best not to be, I am still very abusive, especially to those who I care about. I still lash out. I break down, I say things that I think I mean at the time but that aren’t really true. I push people away and cut them out of my life at the drop of a hat, and I think I would have done that the other night if we didn’t live together. I self-sabotage in more ways than one. And you don’t deserve that. 

Sir, it took everything in me not to walk out that door the other night, and I had planned on waiting until you went to bed and then leaving. My mood shifted before I had the chance. I will probably do it again, even though I know it will hurt you–and I will hate myself when I come around and realize what I’ve done. I can guarantee I will say hurtful things to you again just to upset you out of desperation to regain control over the situation, because I feel like I have no control over my life. I do my best not to try to manipulate you or control you, but my attempt to brat you for attention and use it as an excuse to play is still, I think, topping from the bottom. 

These are not submissive characteristics. 

I am not a submissive. 

I used to think I was. People told me I was because of my choice of role within kink, and I believed it. I feel like I am submissive when you force me to be, and I sincerely enjoy that experience. It takes the responsibility out of my hands and puts it in yours. It takes a lot for me to get there, because I have so little control over my life anyway, that I struggle to give up the little bit that I have left. 

When I told you the other day you were the best Dom I’ve ever had–and you are–I now realize you are also the only Dom I’ve ever had. Particularly based on this book, none of my other relationships were founded on the basic principles of BDSM. They were founded on pleasure, pain, manipulation, and coping mechanisms. 

I have told you before that you deserve someone better than me. Simple, straightforward, with no games, no bratting, no bullshit, and no sabotage, who wants to serve you because you deserve it. I know you still want that. I hope you understand that you will never get that with me. Ever. I will never change. I can’t. I wish I could, but statistics are not on my side. My brain is fucked up and there is only so much I can do to fix it. I don’t know if I can ever learn to actually choose to submit to you. I know that is important to you... I know it’s the thing you live for. You love it. You need it. And I am afraid I can’t meet that need. 

However, as much as I hope you’ll ask me to pack my bags and be out of the house by nine o’clock tomorrow morning, I also hope you will punish the hell out of me for even considering leaving. Because the other side to hating your guts on a regular basis is being completely and utterly obsessed with you. I care about you more than I should considering how long we’ve been together. I think about you literally all the time. I dream about you sometimes. I love what you do to me, and I love how you play with me, and I love the darkness inside you that swallows us both up. You are my rock and my shelter and my medicine. You are not only the best Dom I’ve ever had, but the best person I’ve ever known. 

And that will probably change by tomorrow. It won’t... but it will feel like it. 

The worst part is, even though I want you to kick me out, I think if you did, our best bet is for you to drop me off at a mental hospital, because I will probably try to drive my car into a tree or something. I don’t say that to make you feel guilty or try to sway your actions, but I’m supposed to be open and honest about things, so there it is. 

I trust that you’re a smart enough man to make the right decision about our dynamic, and hope that no matter what your decision is, that you will find some level of grace in your heart to forgive me. I don’t deserve it... but I still desperately hope. 


My water long forgotten, I stared down at the pages in shock. This was not just a book report. Alice had gone above and beyond, and written me a heartfelt confession and apology letter, practically proclaiming her love for me. There were tear stains on the last page. 

I folded the letter and set it aside, then leaned forward and placed my elbows on my knees as I studied her, standing a little way away from me. She had indeed finished her glass of water and was squeezing the glass too hard, her knuckles white, her eyes bloodshot. 

She really, truly believed she was hopeless, that she couldn’t be enough for me, that I might actually send her away. All of this stemming from the fact that I had been good to her, and then made a confession to her that I liked her enough to keep her around. 

“Alice... baby, come here.” I tried to make my voice as kind as possible. 

She looked up at me with desperate hope and set her glass on the coffee table. One step at a time, she forced herself to approach me, standing in front of me with her fists clenched just like she had the first night she’d arrived.

“This is the sweetest letter I have ever received.” 

She bit her lip and covered her face with her hands, struggling to breathe. After a moment, she sniffed and straightened, letting her hands fall away from her face. 

“Is there anything I can do to convince you that I’m not going to kick you out or send you away?”

She pursed her lips, thinking hard for a few minutes. “Not really. Unless you want to tell me that you don’t hate me every fifteen minutes for the rest of my life.” 

She was trying to break the tension between us, but it wasn’t working, because I was the one creating it right now. Between finally beginning to scratch the surface of the constant emotional and physical turmoil she was under, and the new understanding of how she felt about our relationship that she refused to call a relationship, I was struggling to figure out what the hell I was going to do. 

“I think... I owe you an apology. I haven’t done a good job of trying to understand you, your disorder, or your needs. I made assumptions about you, mainly that your attitude and bratting was about refusal to face your feelings, and I no longer believe that’s the case. This is the second time I’ve made that mistake, and I’m embarrassed that I’ve done the same thing twice now.”

She was shaking her head by the time I was finished. “P-please... please don’t be nice to me right now, I can’t take it.” 

“You want me to be cruel to you?”

She nodded, scrubbing at her face. 

“Why? So you can hate me? Or so you can hate yourself even harder than you already do?” 

At that, Alice collapsed onto the floor in a heap and wrapped her arms around my leg, sobbing. 

What the hell am I going to do with her? I felt completely useless. Not only did I not know how to help her, it seemed that no matter what I did or said, she still ended up distraught and crying at the end of the day. 

“No,” I said, leaning down and helping her up and into my arms. “Little girls don’t sit on the floor.”

She shook her head again. “I’m not a little girl. I’m a monster.” 

I pursed my lips. I needed to give her some nicer nicknames. Calling her roadkill probably wasn’t helping her self-hatred. 

“Not all monsters are bad,” I said, kissing the top of her head. “I like this one.” She squirmed and tried to pull away but I didn’t let her. I just held onto her tighter. She gave up and laid her head against my chest, her fingers in my shirt like she was clinging on for dear life. I cradled her like a baby, smoothing her hair off her face and petting her head. 

“So you’re not breaking up with me?”

“No. I told you I wasn’t going to let you go, remember? I don’t break my promises. I am, however, going to make a change to your punishment.”

She looked up at me, anxiously awaiting her fate. 

“I think, knowing now a little more about what you go through on a daily basis both physically and emotionally, I understand a little more why cutting sugar out of your diet cold turkey was so impossible for you. Not only are you struggling against an addiction, the frustration and the physical side effects of that are more intense than I thought they would be. And your punishment wasn’t about making you hurt, it was about reducing your sugar intake for your health. So, I’m going to let you pick three days a week when you can have a sweet treat.”

Her eyes flew wide and she sat up in my lap, like she couldn’t quite believe what I was saying. 

“You must do all your chores and tasks,” I added, “and I really think we should increase your water intake, but you may have a small treat three days a week. A few bites of ice cream, a single lollipop, a kid-sized milkshake. Not a whole half-pint or an entire bag of chocolate chips. 

“I really do care about you, little bug. And you’re wrong about me only wanting to own you. I do want to own you... because I care about you. I want the best for you. I want you to be healthy, but I want you to be happy. I’m a bully and an asshole, but I don’t actually want you to be miserable all the time.”

Her smile lit up her whole face, and I felt the tension in my shoulders start to dissipate. I realized with astonishment I hadn’t seen her really smile in almost a week. 

No wonder she’s always horny. She wasn’t kidding. It’s a straight shot of pleasure and happiness, and probably shuts off all the other shit in her brain for a while. I’d choose being horny over being chaotically ecstatic and miserable too. 

“Can... um, never mind. I’m still in trouble.”

“That was your punishment, wasn’t it?” I nodded to the letter. “And it’s complete. The only trouble you’re in is for adding two cups of sugar to the already-sweet tea I made you. For that, we are reducing the sugar to a healthy amount. We’re good, little bug.” 

She threw her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. “Um... then, can I have just one bite of ice cream, please?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. I had a feeling she would ask. 

“Yes, baby. Go get a spoon and bring it over here.” 

We both had a few small bites of ice cream, and Alice cried and bounced around a little because she was so happy. For a while, we chatted and made small talk, and it was a nice reprieve from the weight that had hung over us the past few days. 

She put the pint of ice cream away and made her way back to me, already looking a little down again. I patted my lap and she climbed onto me, straddling me and putting her arms around my neck. Her favorite place to be, apparently. 

“You know, you said something in your letter that made me think. You said you struggled to give up control because you felt like you were out of control all the time, like you had so little of it that you didn’t want to give up the little you had left. Did I get that right?”

She nodded. “Yeah. That’s why I’m a bad submissive.”

“I don’t think you’re a bad submissive. I think you are inexperienced, scared, and hurt.”

“No, I’m bad.”

“Okay... maybe you’re a little bad. But I don’t blame you, and I think you can learn. And what’s rule twelve?”

“No saying mean things about myself,” she whispered. “Sorry, Sir.” 

“Are there areas of your life that you can take more control over? Maybe if you have more, or complete control in some places, it will be easier for you to give up control when it comes to our dynamic. Does that sound logical to you?”

She cocked her head from one side to the other, not meeting my eyes. Finally, she made a face and nodded. “Maybe,” she acknowledged. 

“Should we give that a try? Maybe for a week? See if it helps?”

“Okay. But what should I do? I don’t have a job other than helping you. I go out sometimes and hang out at The Lounge, or see my friends sometimes, but I don’t really do anything now that I don’t have a job.” 

“What areas make you feel like you have control?”

“Um... eating what I want? You don’t boss me around when it comes to what I eat, you just want me to eat real food and eat healthy. And I appreciate that. Some submissives have to only eat what their Doms tell them, and I don’t have time for that bullshit.” 

“Okay. So I’ll make sure not to control your lunch. But I do still want you to follow the parameters we’ve set into place, if only for your health. What else? I know I took control of your orgasms, and we haven’t gotten into much orgasm training yet. Maybe we should set that aside for now.”

She didn’t look as thrilled about that as I expected. “But you like it.”

“Yes... I do. I really do. It’s one of my biggest kinks, making you come on command, or denying you and watching you suffer. But if giving you back some autonomy over your own body helps you feel a little less like a tornado and more like...”

“Like a contained pocket universe?!”

“Uh... sure. If that helps, then that’s fine. Besides, Alice, I told you. I have no problem renegotiating what this looks like for us. If something isn’t working, we change it. And if I have to give up something I want for something you need... that’s a way I can take care of you.” 

She looked guilty but nodded. “Okay. I guess.”

“Just think about it. Maybe we can pick it back up when you’re not spiraling. Now I want you to think about what else makes you feel grounded and in control.”

“Um, coloring. I don’t do it very often, and to be honest, it wasn’t something I thought I liked. But I was just really overwhelmed and stressed one day and I found those coloring books and... they gave me something to focus on, you know? Like I didn’t have to worry about anything else. That was nice.”

I mentally added buying more coloring books for her to my to-do list. One of these days she was going to admit she was a Little, and I was going to be so damn proud of her for it. 

“And also, making my videos. I really like making them. It’s like I can control how people see me and what they know about me. They don’t see all the yucky shit and the baggage and the trauma, they only see what I want them to see. I’m not ‘Alice the crazy borderline,’ I’m ‘Alice the cute brat who likes stars.’ And people like my content and I feel good about it.”

“Then I think you should make more videos. I’m not going to give you a number or a requirement, because that goes against you having control over your channel. But I want you to see it as a lifeline.” 

“There’s also space. That helps a lot.” She looked past me, over my shoulder. The curtains were pulled back and the night sky was too full of streetlights to see any stars, but she looked out at the sky like she knew what was out there, like she could see them even if nobody else did. 

“What about the stars makes you feel in control?”

“Oh, not in control. More like... secure. Like, I know my place. 

“See, Sir, I’m just one small human, in a pretty small city, on a tiny planet, in a very tiny solar system, in an extremely tiny galaxy... and the universe is so much bigger than me. It’s so much more real. It follows the rules of math and science while still being some of the most beautiful artwork that was ever created by God. 

“And every time I think about that, and see that, it’s like God personally reminding me that I’m small. That there are things out there that are bigger and more important and more complicated than me, more beautiful than me, more terrifying than me, and more terrifying than my fears, and bigger than the feelings I feel, and they matter so much more than I do. And thinking about those things... it just helps me know where I stand in the universe. I know my place when I look at the stars.” 

I stared at her in wonder, a slow smile spreading over my face. She looked back at me and jerked her head back in surprise at my expression. “What?”

“And you say you’re not a submissive.” I shook my head and then leaned in, kissing her forehead, and then giving her a gentle bite on her neck. She sighed and let her head fall out of the way, exposing more of her neck to me. 

“Alice... I may have gotten this wrong. Again. Maybe you’re so out of control because your head is just too full of all the shit you need to do all day. All the things you have to do, all the emotions you feel, all the decisions you need to make. Maybe you need to turn that brain off. Maybe you don’t need more control... maybe you need less.”

She stared at me in shock as if she was having an epiphany. She couldn’t even answer, just opening her mouth and closing it again, as if trying to reconcile what I was saying. Finally, she gave up, and laid her head back down on my shoulder. 

I stroked her hair with one hand, and with the other I let my fingers trail back and forth over the leather of the chastity belt that she’d started wearing without my demand. I knew she’d put it on because she needed to feel my control over her. She felt owned when she wore it, because every time I put it on her, it was to reinforce that she belonged to me. I wondered if she’d come to that conclusion consciously, or if she’d just put it on for comfort. 

“Maybe we need to spend more time turning off all those busy, stressful thoughts in that pretty head of yours,” I whispered, softening my voice and letting my hands trail up her back. I felt goosebumps rise on her skin. “Maybe we can try spending a little bit more time coaxing you into trance? Would you like that? Start building up those triggers so that I can give you a word and put you in a better mental headspace when you need me to?”

She nodded against my shoulder, hiding her face from me, but I could feel her smile against my neck. 

“Maybe explore trance a little more? That deep, warm, fuzzy place in your head where you’re safe, and nothing hurts, and all you have to do is... float?”

She whimpered and nodded. “Please, Sir?” 

“I think someone needs to have their brain melted away a little bit. What do you think, sweetheart?” 
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Chapter 56
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The next afternoon, Sam Bronson and another detective came by the house. Alice wanted to give a follow-up statement and push them on Peter Woodrow’s arrest. Sam confirmed he had gone down to the archives to find her old statement. While the report and photos existed, no follow-up had ever been done, and the report had been tucked away in the archives without being processed. Sam made copies, including the photos, in case the report disappeared. I put one copy in Alice’s room, and one in my office. 

When I saw the marks, the cuts, her tattered hair, and pale skin purple with bruises, my blood pressure shot up and my vision went red. In the photos, her eyes looked distant. The police notes mentioned that “the victim is in and out of focus, dissociated and unable to make complete sentences or answer questions coherently. She sometimes appears manic, and sometimes appears apathetic.”

I sat with her while she described as much as she could remember of the situation, looking remarkably put together and coherent while she did so. Sam was patient, letting her talk and then asking follow-up questions as delicately as he could. 

When they were finished, Sam and his partner stood and collected their things. “I’m going to bring this to Joel’s precinct,” he said, nodding to his partner. “We are hoping if his buddies aren’t able to catch it, we can move forward with prosecution.”

“He’s a defense lawyer,” Alice said. “He will fight you. He will plead guilty, he will lawyer up, and he will negotiate a plea bargain in his favor. He will also try to pay his way out. You know what he does, right?” she said, cocking her head and pursing her lips in that clever bratty cute way she did. “He works at a hospital, and defends doctors who have killed people due to negligence. He scams victim’s families out of payouts and protects the doctors who don’t deserve it. He keeps a fucking notebook record of all the cases, like they’re badges of honor.”

“When did you discover that,” I couldn’t help but ask. 

“Pretty early... it guaranteed that I’d never fall in love with him.” She shrugged like it was no big deal. 

She’d chosen a jerk on purpose so she could keep herself emotionally distant from him. “I’m seriously considering just calling Lindsay on this one,” I muttered. 

Sam grimaced. “Let’s avoid murder for now and do our best to get justice.” 

“Is there anything I can do,” Alice asked. 

“There is, actually. If you know any other girls who have been abused or assaulted by him outside of Rachel Martinez, have them contact me directly.” 

“Oh. I can do that, alright.”

I didn’t think much of Alice’s statement, assuming she would text her friends or make a twitter post or something. Several days later, a video of Alice popped up on my Facebook feed.

Alice had made a new TikTok video that went viral within the online kink community. Not only was the video all over the aforementioned platform, it had also been shared pretty much everywhere else. 

On my phone screen, Alice sat in her room with her makeup done, her hair all tossed around and curled, and a cute crop top that showed off her cleavage and the art on her belly. “I’m not going to name names, because I don’t want to go to prison for slander, but we need to talk about a certain fake dom who is currently not in prison for rape, kidnapping, and assault when he absolutely should be.” 

In the next three minutes, Alice proceeded to quickly and succinctly brief over her experience with Woodrow in as lighthearted and sarcastic a manner as possible, fixing her hair and reapplying her lip gloss the whole time she spoke about him. She implied who he was by describing him, mentioning some of his favorite places to hang out, and a catchphrase he apparently said all the time. She ended the video with simply, “so yeah, I hate corrupt cops and fake doms. If you see the asshole, kick him in the balls for me. If you know who this guy is, let’s talk, because apparently the police don’t want to do anything unless we find more victims.” 

Her method was sarcastic and aggressive, but it worked. Sure enough, several other girls came forward from surrounding areas, and Alice put all of them in touch with Sam. A day after that, Peter Woodrow was brought down to the police station.

The police in the neighboring precinct took the case as there were more victims in that area than ours, and they held him for forty-eight hours. Unfortunately, there was no physical evidence of his assaulting the girls. He had alibis for every single count of reported abuse that would take months to follow up on, especially since the case was so old. The police got a warrant to search his house and found nothing; in fact, his playroom/dungeon had been disassembled, and all that remained was a half-empty storage room. His kink gear and furniture were gone. The safe Alice had mentioned was empty. He did, as Alice said he would, get a lawyer and refuse to say a word. He was released and was warned to stay within fifty miles of his home address. 

Sam reported this, and Alice started to practically vibrate as she heard. On impulse, I knotted my hands in her hair and squeezed, hoping to refocus her and center her a little, and it worked. She breathed out, her eyes focusing on something I couldn’t see, as if she were letting the tension evaporate from her body.

Sam suspected that due to the investigative efforts over the past few months, Woodrow had packed up and hidden his kink gear. Though having it in his house wouldn’t necessarily incriminate him, not having it would certainly make it harder to prosecute him. 

“Now what,” Alice said, stamping her foot in frustration. 

“Now, we let the detectives do their job and follow up with the alibis. It is very likely this case will still go to court. I suspect the only reason he wasn’t arrested immediately was because of the lack of physical evidence, and the fact that it never moved forward with the other precinct.” 

That night when Sam left, Alice turned to me and said, “I’m going to need you to help me out with this, Sir.” 

Well damn. She asked. It wasn’t nicely, or at all what I was used to, but I’d take it. 
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Alice was a weird mixed bag of emotions over those few days. It was our final week in DC. The restaurant opened and the numbers were even better than we had hoped. Sophie came up for a few days to film an episode of her cooking show in the new restaurant, and she and Alice had spent an afternoon doing whatever little girls did when they locked themselves in a room together. 

I was doing a lot of mental work with Alice. We started every morning with a ritual, which seemed to help get her going in the right direction. She took a shower and then brought me the belt, asking me to put it on her. I locked it on and kept the key around my neck, kissed her wherever I felt like it that day, and made her admit that she was mine. Then she made our coffee, sat with me during breakfast, and wrote in her journal while I ate. 

I tried to keep her busy during her day, but with the opening of the restaurant I was struggling to have the mental brain space to think through tasks for her. I gave her busywork in the form of going to The Lounge and helping Noah take inventory or sending her on a wild goose chase to an out-of-the-way grocery store for a jar of a rare condiment that was hard to find. Sometimes I had her read a book and prepare to talk about it with me, other times I gave her a little bit of cash and sent her shopping for an hour to find something pretty to destroy that night.

But her favorite thing was visiting The Weston House and chatting with some of the new girls. She visited almost every day now and got in the habit of eating lunch with them. She would talk to them, keep the shy introverted ones company, and relate to them in a way that I never could. Even the ones who didn’t talk seemed to enjoy her presence, and Alice enjoyed being there and talking to people who would listen. 

Our evenings, once I returned home at the ungodly hour of midnight or later, consisted of her telling me about her day, and me doing the same. I always brought her leftovers or a meal I’d cooked at the restaurant, or sometimes she went to The Lounge to eat. Sometimes she would vent until she was practically shaking, other times she was oddly depressed even though everything she’d said about her day sounded wonderful. Most of the time she was just happy to see me and was incredibly horny and tired. 

After she ate, we would sit on the couch and I would slowly coax her into trance. She loved the slow melting away of her troubles, of her emotions, of all the thoughts in her head. Most of the time it worked surprisingly fast. Sometimes it took a little longer, but we always got there in the end. Then I’d scoop her up in my arms, tuck her into bed, and watch her fall asleep. 

We had planned to go back to Cullowhee for a few weeks off at the end of the week, but then shit hit the fan, and one of the new chefs tore a ligament in his arm and needed a few weeks off. Not willing to let the restaurant suffer during its first week open, I had no choice but to set things aside and go in and cook for a few hours a day, at least until we found a temporary replacement. This set back our return to the mountains by at least a week, maybe more. 

Alice didn’t seem bothered by the off-putting of our return. “This is my home, remember? I’ve lived in this city for ten years. I know Cullowhee is home for you, but this is home for me. I’m chill with it. Plus, I’m teaching Rachel how to play card games and she’s getting really good at it!” 

One Tuesday evening, I managed to get home at a reasonably early hour of seven o’clock. Alice, usually naked –or close to it– was currently wearing a leather mini skirt, a dark blue tank top, and had her hair up in a ponytail, her long silky tresses curled and full, her bangs framing her huge dark blue magical eyes that seemed to drag me in. 

I went to her with the intention of pulling her into a hug, but hesitated, because she was wearing her “brat face.” 

Great. I finally have an early night and a chance to properly punish her ass, and she’s going to be obnoxious. Tentatively I asked, “What...”

She shrugged. “Nothing, Sir.” She turned and sauntered away, rocking her hips. 

“What, I don’t get a hug?”

“You smell like gravy!” 

I lifted my arm to smell my shirt. She wasn’t wrong. But she’d run into my arms pretty much every other day, so I had a feeling she was just being bratty. I went after her, grabbed her by the shoulder, spun her around, and pressed her face into my shirt, holding her there while she squirmed. 

“Tough, you’re not getting away until I get my hug!”

“Let go of me, old man!”

“Uh-oh, name calling. We have a rule about that, don’t we?”

“Ugh, only in public!” 

I wiggled my fingers into her ribs until she jerked and squirmed, pushing and shoving me to try to get away. Smirking, I let her go. “I’m going to change and take a shower. You are going to be out here on your knees waiting for me when I come back. Understood?”

“Why,” she said, catching her breath. Her eyes were bright, and she couldn’t hide her grin. “Why would I do that?”

“One, because I said so. Two, because you want to. And three... because I’ve had a long day with a lot of bullshit, and I fully intend to take it out on you.” I winked as I quoted a certain bratty comment she’d thrown at me several months ago.

She fought to hide her grin, snottily rolled her eyes, and rocked her hips as she walked away. “Whatever you say, Sir.” 

After my shower I returned to the living room hoping to find her. She was there alright, but was still dressed, and was laying on the couch on her back, playing with a Rubik’s cube. I put my hands on my hips and glared at her. 

“Were my instructions unclear to you, little fox?”

She worked to hide a smile, and said, “No, Sir. I just don’t want to.” 

“You don’t want to.” 

“Right. That’s what I said.” 

“Ah. What if I said–” 

Something caught my eye that was a little out of the ordinary. Her cell phone wasn’t tucked into her pocket, or beside her. Instead, it was propped up on the mantle above the fireplace, the screen facing away from us, as if she were... recording. 

The little snot was bratting me for likes. 

Okay. You want to play this game? Because I can put on a fucking show, little girl. 

“Say what? What if you say what?” She sat up on the couch and set the toy aside. 

I grinned. “Sweetheart.” 

The effect was instantaneous. I saw the way her face changed, her eyes dilating, her mouth falling slack. Her shoulders relaxed and she sighed happily, a timid look of pleasure coming over her face. It probably wouldn’t have worked so well had we not been doing hypnosis almost every night for the past few weeks. Normally it took so much longer to lay those triggers in. But Alice had taken to my voice like a fish to water, and she melted into a pile of goo at my words. 

“Come over here, baby. Crawl to me, like a good pet. That’s right... that’s my good girl.” By the time Alice had made her way to me, she was drooling a little, sweet little whimpers escaping her mouth. She stopped right in front of my feet and looked up at me. 

“Remind me, sweetheart... who do you belong to?”

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

“That’s right, babygirl. And you’re going to be good for me, aren’t you? Being good for me feels so nice, doesn’t it, baby?”

“Yes Sir.” She closed her eyes and sighed. 

“Baby, sweetheart... Why are you being bratty today?” I stroked her hair and her cheek, and she sighed into my touch. 

“I just missed you,” she whispered. “And I love it when you’re mean to me.” 

“You want me to be mean to you?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Why don’t you ask nicely? Good girls get what they want, remember?”

“Oh...” her eyes fluttered slightly. I could see her nipples hardening under her top, and her face was all flushed. “Please, please play with me, Sir. Please be mean to me.” 

“Okay, sweetheart. Does little fox need a spanking?”

“Yes Sir!” 

I smiled. “I’ll take care of you. Why don’t you go downstairs and pick out a few toys for us to play with, and then climb up on the spanking bench and wait for me.” I cupped her cheek and pulled her up towards me. She rose up on her knees, her face pointed up towards mine. “And this time... do as you’re told and be naked.” I brushed a quick kiss across her lips and she moaned. Releasing her, I waited for her to stagger to her feet and hurry down to the dungeon to wait for me. 

I watched her go, then approached the cell phone sitting on the mantle and looked directly into the camera. 

“Who do you belong to,” I said softly, mostly as a reminder for when she watched the video later. “That’s my good girl.” I removed the phone from the mantle and ended the recording. 

I’d let her find the recording on her own. Whether she posted it online or not was completely up to her.
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“Sweetheart.”

One word, that was all it took. 

I’d spent the whole afternoon trying to decide how I was going to get spanked. I decided that finding a way to call him a soft dom, telling him he was a good boy, and saying that I was in charge was the best option. 

Nope. Clearly not. Because one word out of his mouth, that soothing, delicious tone and that evil look in his eyes made me melt. If I hadn’t been sitting on the couch, I would have fallen to the floor. 

It was like all the fight, all the angst, all the desire to watch him get angry and chase me around evaporated. All the stress from the day, all the thoughts in my head just... floated away. And the ache... oh, the ache inside me, that hot, pulsing, quivering need inside my gut brought me to my knees. I needed to be consumed by him, filled by him, because that was the only thing that would satisfy me... and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, if I was good, that ache would be satisfied. 

The worst part was, I loved the ache as much as I wanted it gone. 

My camera phone and my bratty plan forgotten, I hurried downstairs to the dungeon. All my clothes came off, folded and set aside. He asked me to pick out toys, and there were a few I wanted to try. I set out some different vibrators, some kind of dildo-rose toy, a paddle, a crop, and a cat-o’-nine. On impulse, I set out the bag of clothespins and twine he’d not gotten to for my last punishment. 

I needed to fly. 

He came downstairs right as I was climbing onto the spanking bench. We hadn’t used it yet, and it wasn’t quite adjusted for me. He laughed as he saw me struggling to position myself on it, my torso too small for me to properly kneel and reach the elbow supports. 

I looked back at him in mild desperation. The weird floating sensation of being in trance was starting to fade, and I felt a little disoriented and annoyed that I hadn’t gotten a chance to be bratty to him. Instead of arguing and making him mad, the only thing I wanted to do was obey. It just felt so good to hear those words in that dark, growly, slightly mocking tone he used to praise me. 

“Poor thing,” he teased as I struggled to fit on the spanking bench. “I forgot how small you are. I’ll have to take it apart and readjust it for you. Why don’t we use the stocks instead?” He pointed to another piece of equipment nearby. I hurried over to it and he lifted the top portion, allowing me to put my neck through the padded ring and my wrists through the holes. 

Brushing my hair off my neck, he planted a kiss there, and then slowly lowered the top half of the stock, letting it hold me in place. He hadn’t locked or buckled it, just set it closed. 

He knelt in front of me, tilting my chin up and holding my gaze. “All play, jokes, and teasing aside... check in. Are you okay? Is this okay?” 

I was bent over at the waist, not quite at a right angle. My hair was in my face, and I tried to blow it out of my eyes. He gathered it up in a bunch as if to put it in a ponytail. 

“Sir...” I gasped as I spoke. Something about calling him Sir made my pussy pulse. I wanted to say it over and over. I wasn’t sure how I got into this weird headspace, but I was totally okay with it, because the only thing that mattered right now was taking whatever he threw at me. “Please. Please play with me.”

“Little fox wants to play games?” His eyes flashed wickedly. 

“Yes Sir!” 

“It’s going to hurt.”

“Oh... please.” I think I babbled something about being a good girl if he would just let me fly away and drown with his beast. A beautiful confidence settled over him, and I could see his guard start to come down. That shield he wore all day, the mask he put on around other people that made him look like a polite, professional gentleman... it fell at his feet with my words. 

He silenced my rambling by sliding a finger into my mouth, brushing it against my tongue. I sucked it, feeling the rough calluses of his finger and the sharp edge of his nail press into the inside of my cheek. He pressed down on my jaw and added a second, and then a third. I found myself moaning as he began fucking my mouth with his fingers. 

He smirked as he teased me, muttering insults under his breath. “Dripping little whore. Reduced to a drooling mess already, aren’t you? Just you wait, goblin girl. I am going to tear you apart.” 

He withdrew his fingers and wiped my spit all over my face and chest, then he made his way to the table where I’d laid out the toys. 

“Desperate for punishment today, are we?”

“Yes Sir.” 

“Have I not been giving you enough attention, sweetheart?”

My whole body warmed as he spoke. Oh, please keep calling me that! 

He picked up the rose toy, inspecting it and turning it over in his hands. “Well, we can take care of that.” Digging through a drawer, he withdrew a roll of what looked like black duct tape. Coming up behind me, he knelt and began to run his fingers lightly around my clit, circling it with the lightest touch. 

“Good girl,” he whispered, and I felt my clit begin to tingle even more as he spoke. “Close your eyes... pulse.” 

I shouted in a strange combination of pain and pleasure as I felt a burst of heat through my clit and pussy. I felt like I was already on the edge of an orgasm, and he’d barely touched me. 

Distantly, I realized that Reuben had complete control over my body right now. Oh, I am in so deep. It’s true... he could get me to do anything. 

But instead of that thought scaring me, I felt safe, and excited. 

He held the rose toy up against my sex, setting the little opening surrounding my clit, and holding the dildo part against my inner thigh. Then he wrapped the tape around my leg until it anchored the toy in place. He hadn’t turned it on yet, but I was already a little scared. This is going to hurt... and it’s going to be awesome. 

Then he started with the clothespins. He clipped them down the backs of my legs and arms, working the twine through the pins so he could tear off the zipper at once when he wanted to. He placed each one carefully, kissing and licking and biting my skin, making it sensitive, and then gently clipping the clothespin onto me. 

He removed my piercings, playing with them for a few moments before setting them aside. The sensation of him sliding the little bars in and out of my nipples while he flicked his tongue across them made me cry with need. So much pleasure, so strange of a feeling... 

He laughed at me. “Don’t you dare come until I tell you to.”

“It feels so good–”

“But it’s going to feel better when you’re screaming.” 

I shivered in need and anticipation. 

My breasts properly lavished and swollen with need, he added a half-ring of clothespins to the underside of my breasts, making sure to place one over each nipple. I was trying to keep my breathing steady. He hadn’t even picked up the paddle yet, but the pinching all over my body of the clothespins mixed with the tingling in my breasts was intoxicating. 

The last of the pins added to my skin, I heard him walk away and select an item from the table with which to punish me. I tried to keep my breathing steady, but I was excited and a little floaty. He walked back around behind me, and I kept my eyes down on the floor. It hurt my neck to crane it upwards and see what he had chosen, and I’d know soon enough. 

“My pretty little baby, all strung up and quivering... let’s get you some color on those beautiful cheeks.” 

I heard the sound before I felt the pain; the wooden paddle struck my ass with a loud smack, and a moment later, my skin was on fire. 

“Oh fuck,” I sighed. Oh yes. Thank God. 

A few more strikes of the paddle, and then another sensation; the cat-o-nine flicked against the already sensitive spot he’d been paddling, searing hot painful stripes across my ass. Before I could cry out, he was paddling me again, this time on the other cheek. 

I caught my breath and focused on the feeling of heat and pain and pleasure building in my body. Slowly, steadily, everything around me evaporated until all I could hear was the sound of my abuse, the growls and the heavy breathing from Sir, and the embarrassing moans coming from my own mouth. I was so overwhelmed I couldn’t even beg him. And what would I beg for? More pain? Release? A break? Mercy? For it to never end? 

There is nothing I want right now. There’s nothing I can even ask for. I surrendered myself completely to him, laughing and crying as I soaked up every strike, every kiss of affection he gave me. 

He was horrible to me. Mocking me for my screams, laughing at my whimpers, alternating strikes on my ass between the tools of his choice, giving me so much blinding pain that I had to gasp and choke for breath. The bastard stopped every time before I erupted, forcing me to maintain the tension in my body. 

On one longer break, he set his toys aside and walked around me, pulling my face up in his hand. I stared up at the Beast, a cruel glare on his face, his dark, deep-set eyes glittering, his face flushed with exertion, and his breath coming in gasps. He was rock-hard in his pants at my torture. 

“This is the last round, toy. Take what I give you, okay? And you can come when I say.” 

I couldn’t speak, so I tried to nod. His answer was a hard slap across my cheek. I felt my lips pull up in a smile as I gasped. He scoffed at my reaction and circled back behind me. A moment later, the paddling and the strikes began again. 

My whole ass stung and burned, and part of me wondered if the drip down my legs was sweat or blood. He’d never beaten me this hard before. I felt like he had finally released himself on me, finally showed himself to me. He trusted me enough to be real and open with me. How could I not repay that by taking everything he gave me?

I heard him groan in pleasure, and it sent a sharp shock through my whole body. I resisted my release as hard as I could, but my pussy began to flutter. Before I had a chance to realize what was happening, he turned on the toy, grabbed my hair at the roots with one hand, and yanked off the zippers with the other. 

“Come for me, sweetheart.”

...and then I was...

...and he... 

...we were white...

...and I was part of the stars, and the sun, and the sky. 
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I came back to myself slowly. I knew I was safe, and that I was in Sir’s arms. We were warm. Maybe in the bath. He was stroking my hair and I could feel the hair on his chest ticking my face. I sighed in contentment. 

Snippets of our scene returned. How he’d laughed at me and then groaned in pleasure. How he’d alternated those two damned toys...

My hands went down to my ass, brushing against my skin. It felt sore and raw. 

“Ooph,” he made a surprised sound, and I realized my fingers were brushing against his thigh. He reached down and extracted my hand from the water, kissing the inside of my wrist and pulling me closer. 

“Are you naked,” I murmured against his chest. 

“What?”

I pulled away a little bit, enough to be able to speak. “Are you naked?”

“Well... I try to avoid wearing clothes in the bath. So yes. Is that okay?” 

I nodded and sighed. “I can’t see you.” 

“Your eyes are closed.” 

“Oh.”

I didn’t have the energy to open them yet. 

“Here, drink this.” A straw fell across my lips. I opened my mouth and sucked, drinking in the cool water. It was slightly sweet and fruity. 

“Mmmmm.” 

“Not too fast, you’ll get a tummy ache.”

“It’s yummy.”

“See? Just the right amount of sugar after all.”
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“You’re really mean,” I whispered, looking up at him. He had added more hot water to our bath, and was massaging oil into my breasts. I straddled his thighs, and I could feel his legs crushed against my pussy. 

“I am.”

“I like it.”

A subtle smile played across his lips, his mustache moving with the action. “I know. Come here, stand on the ledge and bend over so I can take care of that poor ass.” 

“Did you make me bleed,” I asked, doing as he asked and lifting my butt out of the water. He poured a generous amount of oil onto my cheeks and gently rubbed it in. it stung a little but it felt good. 

“A little bit.” He leaned over and kissed one cheek. “You’re going to be very tender over the next few days. Let’s get out of the bath and I’ll get you an ice pack.” I looked in the mirror when we climbed out of bed. 

Sweet Baby Jesus. I was covered in dark red and purple marks, and my ass was bruised and red, broken capillaries still leaving bright red splashes of color on my skin. There were little marks down my legs and around my breasts from the clothespins. A little blood welled on my ass as I stood there watching, and it trickled down towards my thigh.  

I sighed in contentment. 

We snuggled up in his bed, which was a nice treat because his bed was so big and comfy. I lay on my stomach with my head in his lap and he draped a cold pack over my butt, playing with my hair. He’d gotten me a little bowl of ice cream, too. 

Finishing my ice cream, I sighed and settled my head down on his lap. I was greeted with a very pleasant surprise of a very hard erection against my cheek. 

“Sir?” I whispered. 

“Hm.” He continued to play with my hair. 

“You always make me come but you don’t come. Why?” 

He took a deep breath. “Um... actually I did. You were so deep in subspace you didn’t notice.” 

“Aw, man... I missed it?” I’d daydreamed what he would look like when he came. I knew it would be hot and scary. 

I looked up at him. My cheek brushed against his belly, and I resisted the urge to press my face into it. Was that weird? He was like a giant huggable teddy bear who hugged back. And about as hairy as one too. The thick curls on his chest extended all the way down, lessening only slightly near the waistband of his boxers. 

He chuckled. His eyes were closed and he head his tilted back against the padded leather headboard. From this angle I could see the slight angle of his once-broken nose. “Yeah. Sorry baby.” 

“You don’t come much when we play.”

“I do sometimes. I avoid it as much as possible.” 

“Why? Most people like orgasms.”

“Oh, trust me. I like them. But I like feeling control over you more. My arousal intensifies that feeling, and I’m not willing to let that go for a few moments of pleasure. Although sometimes I can’t help it.” His fingers left my hair and trailed down my spine, swirling across the tattoo on my hip. “Like when you wiggle and squirm on my lap when I spank you... or when you let out that amazing, gut-wrenching scream–”

He cut off with a choking sound, and I felt him twitch under me. 

I wanted to turn my face around and press my lips into his boxers. But he’d told me before that I wasn’t allowed. 

Maybe one day we’ll get married, and then he’ll fuck me. That would be amazing. I smiled at the thought. He’d cave eventually even without me trying to seduce him. The way his eyes had filled with hunger when he’d finger-fucked my mouth was testament of that. And I knew from our previous conversations he liked anal sex. There was only so long he’d be able to resist my ass when he spent so much time punishing it. 

So instead of wrapping my lips around his cock, I stayed still, enjoying the warmth of his hands on my back, and the sound of his breathing, and the occasional twitch and jump in his pants. 

“You know,” he said, after a few moments. “You’ve done really good this week. I know it’s been stressful for you, and I can tell you’ve been really working hard to not have a breakdown.” 

“I’ve been writing a lot,” I said. “I carry my journal around with me and every time I feel really angry, I write it down and let myself feel it all the way, and then once it’s written, I try to move on. It doesn’t always work... actually it doesn’t work that often. But I’ve been doing it.”

“Maybe it is helping, little bug,” he whispered. “You were pretty grounded this week. At least, it seemed like it to me. We only have another week before we’re going back to North Carolina. Davie is good to go back to work next Wednesday.” 

“How long will we stay?” I yawned. 

“Ten days. Then I’m back up here for another round of meetings.”

I’m back. Not we? I stilled and hesitated, hoping it was a slip-up. He didn’t add anything. 

Don’t be silly, I told myself before I felt my mood start to plummet. He doesn’t hate me. He just proved that. “Can I come?”

“Of course you’re coming!” He sounded almost insulted at the idea of me not coming with him. “Do you know how depressed I’d be if I spent three months with you all to myself, and then had to come up here by myself for a week without you? Besides, you’re mine. I need you.” 

Euphoria flooded my body and my brain, and I got all tingly. I wanted to laugh and cry and jump up and down and squeeze him. 

You’re mine. I need you. The sound of those words in his voice echoed through my brain and I seared them into my memory. 

He’s really going to keep me... he won’t abandon me. He won’t let me go. 
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I was on cloud nine for the greater part of the next week. Every time I thought about Reuben I got all bubbly and happy. Since we were going back to Cullowhee soon, I was helping him around the house with laundry, some cleaning, and bringing over the food that would expire to The Weston House so we wouldn’t have to throw it all away when we got back. 

My ass and breasts were sore, and the bruises that had bloomed on my backside were a stunning painting of blues, purples, and yellow. There was also a mark on my thigh that looked distinctly like a bite mark, though I honestly couldn’t remember getting it. Still, I loved it, and I spent most of my time around the house wearing nothing but a sexy bra or a harness, my chastity belt, and some jewelry. 

Sir relished watching me walk around mostly naked, my skin decorated by his hunger. I’d catch him staring at me, and he’d grin and lick his lips. It took four days before I remembered the video clip I’d attempted to record.

He was off at some meeting that afternoon. I’d been an absolute princess all week and was entering my completed tasks in our app and trying to decide what reward I was going to cash them in for, when I got a notification from TikTok that I had unread messages. 

I logged on and scrolled through my newest comments. Several people had taken to arguing with my video about Woodrow, saying that I was a liar about my abuse. Luckily for me and the other few girls who had come forward, I had a lot of support. My friends from The Underground, the local Mexican cartel who liked me, and a lot of Reuben’s connections had defended me. 

I had stopped reading the comments altogether because I didn’t want to read something that depressed me. I didn’t watch replies, or answer messages. I just made my videos, checked my likes, and followed a few other brats and astronomy lovers who did the same kinds of things I did. No need to stress myself out over something I could control by simply not reading mean shit. 

Today, though, there were a bunch of comments I couldn’t ignore. The day before my spontaneous scene with Sir, I’d posted my plan for calling him a soft dom and had mentioned him by name. Now that video was full of comments asking if I was still alive. 

What had happened with that video I’d been recording? Had the camera caught the scene? Had it not been saved because it sat there for hours and ran out of power? 

And what happened with me, anyway? How did I end up in the dungeon? I tried to remember. Looking back through my phone, I pulled up the clip. I remembered him saying something, and then I got all soft... 

My jaw slackened and dropped as I watched the video. 

Sweetheart. 

My brain got all fuzzy. I felt my nipples tingle and I had that weird rushing sensation of blood flowing through my ears. 

Sweetheart. Good girl. 

He had done it. He had warned me he would, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t believed him, but... seeing it was different. This wasn’t the slow, gentle coaxing of my mind into trance like he did in the evenings. This was an instantaneous drop into subspace. With one word, he took complete control over me, and I melted right into it.

In the video, I watched myself practically beg and fawn over him, begging and pleading like a good girl until he sent me off. And I remember distinctly how desperately I wanted to do exactly as he’d told me to. Because it felt so good to do what he asked... 

Where did that thought come from?

In the video, Reuben slowly approached the camera and looked directly into the lens. My breath caught. It felt like he was looking right at me.

“Who do you belong to?” he asked. 

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” The words just popped out of my mouth. With them, the warmth and security that came with his ownership pulled at my heart. My hand flew over my mouth in surprise. 

“Good girl.” He smirked and ended the recording. 

I dropped my phone on the bed and stared out at the wall in shock. 

It took me twenty minutes, but I finally found it in me to sit down at my desk and write. I couldn’t tell what I felt, and I was confused more than anything. Was I excited, or upset? Did I like it, or not? 


I trust him. He’s good to me. He takes care of me. He likes me. He’s not going to hurt me. So why am I freaking out?

He’s never ignored my safeword. Actually he checked in with me often, even when I didn’t need it or use it. He cares. He doesn’t just want to hurt me; he likes me as a person. He laughs at my jokes and he looks happy when he gets home. He cares about me, and he’s been trying to help me work through my shit. I know he’s paying Becca for my sessions. I know he’s setting money aside for me; I see his bank transfers on his laptop. And I know he’s trying not to scare me by not getting too emotionally involved because...

Because he IS. 

Oh God. 

He loves me. 


Tears fell on the paper, smudging the ink. I scrubbed at my face, forcing myself to keep writing, to breathe, to let myself feel what I needed to feel so I could at least figure it out. 


He loves me, and I think I might love him back. 

That makes no sense. It’s only been three months. We barely know each other. 

But is it three months? We met in July of last year. And even though it took a while for us to get going... 

He’s attached to me. He has always been, because of his vision. When he says he’s not going to let me go... he actually fucking means it. 

Megan was right... he is dangerous. He’s never going to let me go, and he has so much power over me that he could get me to do anything, take anything. And it’s only going to get worse. 

What if I don’t love him? What if I just think I love him? Like he said, about the girls who fall in love with their Masters? What if he’s just safe, and I love the safety? 

But is he safe? Is he controlling me? He said he would never break my boundaries, and he tells me that he only has as much power as I give him, but is that really true if he can make me give him more just with a few spoken words? 

And does he actually love me? What if he doesn’t love me, he just loves the control he has over me? What if all he wanted was to tame me? To make me a good girl like I was in that video? A useless, drooling, doormat of a girl who does whatever anyone says so, who drops to her knees with a flick of a wrist and sucks a cock at a word, because that’s the only thing I’m good for. I’m a useless slut, a dirty whore...


The more I wrote, the more I felt myself start to fall. I fell into a place I hadn’t been in a long time. I was spiraling out of control, my skin burning and my blood itching to escape from my body. I knew it, and I hated it, and I didn’t know how to stop it. Dropping my pen, I held my head in my hands and tried to breathe. 

I had to decide what to do. I could call him. I could text him and tell him I’m freaking out; he’d call me and... and what? Trigger me again? And then this whole cycle would just repeat itself? 

Was he brainwashing me and controlling me? That much was obvious. He practically had superpowers over my mind and my actions. And he had warned me from the beginning, saying, “That’s a hell of a lot of power you’re giving me, and you don’t trust me yet.” 

Do I trust him not to hurt me? 

I heard the front door open. 

My mind was torn in two different directions. Half of me was ecstatic that he was back, and I wanted to run to him and fall into his big, warm, safe embrace. The other half of me wanted to disappear, to run out the back door and drive away. I needed to get out of here because I was too confused to be able to make a decision right now. 

I looked down at the words on the page. My handwriting had gone from neat and orderly, to strained, and then to panicked. 

I have to get out of here. 

I took a deep breath, turned my cell phone off, plastered a smile on my face, and went out into the hall. 

He smiled when he saw me, his eyes slowly grazing me. “Wearing clothes today?”

“I’ve been super good,” I said, hoping my voice wasn’t too crazy. 

“You have been super good. Have you decided what you’d like?”

“French fries.” It was the first thing that popped out of my mouth. And once I said it, I realized I really did want them. I hadn’t had fries in a long time. “Long shoestring fries, fresh, hot, and salty. With some mayonnaise.”

His forehead creased, his bushy brows growing closer together. “Mayonnaise?”

“Just a small size. I just really want French fries today.” 

“And you want to ruin them with mayonnaise?”

“No, Sir, I want to enhance them with mayonnaise. It’s a thing!”

He looked dubious, raising a single eyebrow. “Just because it’s a thing doesn’t make it good.” 

“How have you traveled Europe and not had fries and mayonnaise?” 

“I have. I just said: it isn’t good.” 

“Ugh,” I rolled my eyes. “You disgust me.”

He checked his watch. “It’s three o’clock. Get a small one, and we’ll eat dinner a little late.”

“Thank you!” I smiled, turning and grabbing my purse.

“We’re leaving for Cullowhee tomorrow morning, and we’re going to pick Rachel up on our way out of town. So be prepared to help me pack and get ready when you get back!” 

“Yes Sir!” 

I shut the door and hurried down into my car, driving away from his house as fast as I could bear. My head hurt, my mouth was dry, and my hands were shaking. At some point, I’d started crying. 

I didn’t know what I was going to do, or where I was going to go. All I knew was I had to get the hell out of that house. 
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Two hours later, I had driven all around town, trying to stay calm while I focused exclusively on what kind of French fries I wanted. I finally picked McDonalds because I was tired of driving. I sat in the back of the restaurant dipping my fries into a big pile of mayonnaise, my hands shaking. I’d also gotten a pink lemonade, but Sir didn’t need to know that. 

I’m crazy, I thought. This was stupid. I shouldn’t have run away. Now when I get back, he’s going to be mad. He’ll punish me, and he’ll brainwash me even more, and I’ll lose even more control and freedom. And then...

And I’ll be right back where I was, locked in a man’s house, at his disposal, a victim of whatever he chose to throw at me that day. 

“Fuck,” I said, standing up. I couldn’t finish my fries or my drink. Suddenly they tasted like sand in my mouth. 

I needed something stronger. 

I needed... someone to talk to. 

Megan? No, she was on the side of brainwashing. She said she’d loved it. It was my first step in asking for slavery. 

Becca? No way, the first thing she’d do is tell me to go home to Reuben and talk to him. 

Pierce. I needed to see Simon Pierce. No matter what, Simon would be on my side. 
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I expected he wouldn’t be home when I got to his place, so I let myself in with the key he had under the flowerpot. His giant German shepherd, Killer, knew me. He sniffed at my hand and face, licked me, and lazily went back to his luxury dog bed. Simon usually left the tv or radio on for Killer, and today it was turned to the news. I switched it to some kids tv show and hunted down the bottle of Screwball Simon kept in the cabinet for me when I came over. 

When I found the bottle, it was brand new. He must have bought another one when I came back into town. My eyes welled with tears at the thoughtfulness. 

Simon got home several hours later. It was starting to get dark outside, and he called my name when he opened the front door. 

“Alice Benson, you’d better be in here,” he said. He sounded stressed. He took one look at me sitting on the floor with his dog’s head in my lap, drinking sugary alcohol out of the bottle, and sighed. 

“Woman, do you ever answer your phone?”

“I turned it off,” I slurred. I hadn’t spoken in a while, and I didn’t realize how much I’d had to drink. I looked down at the bottle. It was half empty. “Fuck.”

“Yeah. Fuck is right. Reuben is freaking out.” 

“Fuck him,” I waived my hand. Simon took the bottle away from me and replaced it with a water bottle. “Hey!”

“Drink that. I’m going to tell him you’re here.”

“No, don’t,” I said, feeling the panic starting to well up in me again. 

“Alice, he’s going to call the cops if I don’t.” Simon ignored me and shot off a text to Reuben. 

I stared at the TV, not sure what I was watching. My skin was burning again, and I wondered if I was going to throw up. I didn’t feel like I was going to throw up. I didn’t feel much of anything other than numb, scared, and burning down the backs of my arms. 

Simon sat down on the floor beside me, leaning his back against the couch and staring at the TV. “What is this?”

“I don’t know. I lost track an hour ago.”

“You hungry?”

“Yeah.”

“You want pizza?”

“...Yeah. Why not? I’m already in trouble.” 

A pizza arrived an hour later, and after drinking a bottle of water, a few trips to the bathroom, and a slice or two of greasy pizza, I’d sobered up enough to talk without sounding like an old woman with no teeth. 

“What happened,” Simon asked. “Why’d you take off? He said you went out for French fries and never came back.”

“That’s what happened.”

“You know what I mean, Sprite.” He reached up to the couch where he’d laid his messenger bag and removed a notebook. Simon couldn’t go more than fifteen minutes without drawing. 

I studied him while he drew. He was average height for a guy, average build, slightly above average shoulders, short black hair cut in a military style, and a black beard. He used to keep it long, but recently had started cutting it a little shorter, and it was a good look for him. He had several ear piercings, a nose ring, and tattoos starting at his neck and basically covering almost every inch of him. And then there were the dick piercings. Basically, an absolute badass. 

“Hey Pierce, how come we never dated?”

“Because you were in your slut phase.” 

“Oh yeah.” 

He switched pencils, adding some darker strokes over the outline of his drawing. It looked like he was drawing a fire or something. “I don’t date, and I don’t do dynamics. At the time, neither did you. Plus you had Lewis. So we just... did what we felt like.”

“Why don’t you do dynamics?”

“I’m not a Dom.” 

“You kinda are. What is that?”

“Not sure yet. And no, I’m not. I’m a top, not a Dom.” He set the notebook aside and took another slice of pizza from the box, folding it like a taco to eat it. He was weird like that. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I muttered. “You like bossing me around and sticking needles in my back. That’s pretty Dom-ish to me.”

“I liked playing games, and watching you squirm,” he said, dabbing a napkin at his lips. “I liked spanking you, and fucking you, and watching you beg for my dick. I liked that look in your eye when you’re so blissed out on pain that your brain shuts off. But I don’t do all the other stuff.” 

“Like making me drink water and not drink half a bottle of alcohol? ‘Cause I think you just did that.”

“That’s not what being a Dom is about. I don’t want a dynamic, Sprite. I can barely deal with my own shit, let alone dealing with someone else’s. I’m into kink, not power exchange. I don’t want your power, I don’t want control. Well... I do, for a little bit. Long enough to get us both off. And then it’s over. I like casual. Fun. Friends and games and sex, that’s all.” 

I remembered what Reuben had said about choosing not to finish after our scenes. He said he liked the way it felt to have power over me, to control me, and that his arousal made it even better. 

“I think I need to leave Reuben.”

Simon rolled his eyes. “You just did, apparently.”

“No, not like that. Like, officially.” 

Simon finished his pizza, rose from the ground, and took our plates. Quietly padding into the kitchen, he poured himself a shot of Wild Turkey 101, added a single ice cube to the glass and swirled it around. “Why?”

“Because he’s brainwashed me to think I’m in love with him!” I spat out. 

Simon stopped swirling the whiskey and looked at me suspiciously. 

Simon drank his whiskey while I explained everything, even powering on my cell phone and showing him the video clip. I told him about how Reuben was more interested in controlling me than anything, and that I was worried he was going to turn me into a brainless doormat, use me, and break me and turn me into a slave. 

Simon let me say my piece. He was quiet while I sat there on the floor, my fists buried in Killer’s fur. Killer looked up at me and licked my face when I started to cry. 

“Maybe I should just get a dog. No more Doms, no more boyfriends. Just a dog. That’s a good idea. Can I have Killer?”

“No.”

“You can be my boyfriend.” 

He laughed. “No.” 

“Because I’m a problem? Because I’m horrible?” I snapped at him. God I was completely out of control, but I couldn’t stop. “Because I’m a piece of shit? I know, okay! I know I suck!”

He shook his head. “No, stupid. Because you’re in love with him, not me.” 

I snapped my mouth shut, then shook my head. “No, he just made me think–”

“I’m sure he explained hypnosis to you before he did it. Right?”

“Yeah...” I thought back to the day he’d explained how it worked and sent me home with articles to read. “He said... he said it was just ‘suggestion.’” I rolled my eyes as I added air quotes.

“Exactly. Reuben can’t make you do anything or say anything, or feel anything that you don’t want, Sprite. Hypnosis isn’t like that. It just helps you bring down the barriers between what you say on the outside, and what you truly want on the inside.” 

I looked down at my hands, tears falling into my lap and onto Killer. They made little dots of wetness on his back. 

“Alice... If you feel like you love him, it’s because you love him.”

I felt him sit back down beside me. He had poured himself another shot of whiskey and set it on the coffee table in front of us. He set his notebook back into his lap and began drawing again. 

“But I don’t want to.”

He laughed. “Tough.” 

“But what if it’s not really love,” I turned to him, sitting on my knees. “What if it’s just my emotions playing tricks on me because I finally feel safe, and I’m interpreting my safety and appreciation as love? He said that happens to the slave girls. And what if he’s suggesting things to me, or the hypnosis is making me more susceptible to believing those thoughts–”

“Alice.” He placed his pencil over my lips to silence me. “Do you want my advice? Or do you just want to talk until you feel better?”

I thought about it for a second, and then said, “I want your advice.”

“Go home. Tell him you don’t want to do hypnosis anymore. Give it a few months. See how you feel.” 

It seemed so simple when he said it like that. Talk. Communicate. Renegotiate. 

“But what if he uses the trigger!” My eyes filled with tears again. The thought intruded into my head of Reuben making me want to go down to the dungeon, of me agreeing to him locking a metal collar round my neck, of me willingly and happily signing a contract, of the whole thing happening again–

“Tell him you don’t want him to use the trigger anymore. Tell him it scared you, and right now, it’s a hard limit. If you tell him you don’t want to do it anymore, he won’t.”

“You don’t know that!” I shouted. 

He paused, and looked at me. “Yeah, I do. Do you?”
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Chapter 59
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At first, I didn’t even realize she was gone. 

Time got away from me. I planned to tie her up and tease her during my conference call, but then she’d gone off for her atrocious concoction of French fries and mayonnaise. I got off my call a little after five and grabbed a glass of water before my last call of the day. I had a meeting with a potential dungeon master in Miami who wanted to participate and support The Weston House in some way, and maybe plan a fundraising event. I’d hoped Alice would be around so I could introduce her as well.

That’s when I realized she wasn’t back yet. 

She probably got distracted, I thought. Her borderline shows up most when she’s stressed, and her ADHD shows up most when she’s relaxed. She’d been wonderfully behaved all week, coasting on endorphins and the memory of our scene, but the silly girl couldn’t stay on track when having a conversation, and she never closed cabinet doors or turned off lights. 

What a strange little goblin princess. I smiled as I thought about her. I sent her a quick text: Those must be some good French fries if they take two hours to eat and make.

I put my earphones on and closed the office door, getting on the call with Meryn. An hour later, after an excellent conversation and some preliminary ideas thrown around, we ended the call and I hauled myself out of my chair, wondering what trouble she’d managed to get herself into. 

The living room was empty. So was her bedroom, though it looked like a tornado had gone through it. The bathroom door was open, but she wasn’t in there either. 

I looked outside the kitchen window. Her car was still gone. 

A hot, itching feeling crept up the back of my neck. 

No, I’m sure she’s fine. Just distracted, and probably eating ice cream when she shouldn’t be. Maybe she went to The Lounge. 

I texted Alice again: Where are you? Please check in. 

Then I texted Noah and Jack: Is Alice at The Lounge? 

Jack replied immediately. Nope. Asked Sanaii, she’s not downstairs either.

I tried to tell myself she was fine... 

Only now my hands were starting to sweat. Because there had been a day almost ten years ago, where a little bird had flown the coop, and I almost hadn’t gotten her back. 

I can’t lose her. Oh God, I cannot lose her. 

Woodrow may have found her. Or she may have gone back to him for some reason. I wasn’t sure what that reason might be, but it wasn’t uncommon for people to return to their abusers. I debated getting into my car and at least driving by his house to see if her car was there. 

I tried to remember our last conversation. She’d looked excited to get her fries. She didn’t seem upset. 

What if someone found out she’s mine, and they took her to get to me? 

I shut that thought down. Lindsay and Michael and their team had eradicated most of the traffickers who worked out of this area. The local drug cartel and the Mafia both liked Alice, for some fucked up reason that I didn’t want the details on. Years ago, someone stealing my girl would have been a concern, but not anymore. 

Then again, I hadn’t had a submissive in a long time. 

What if I never see her again? What if, like Savannah, she disappears into nowhere? What if she gets kidnapped? What if she runs? Starts her whole life over from scratch? She’d done that before. She was fully capable.

Maybe she was at The Underground. I texted a few people I knew there. No luck. I reached out to Becca. Still no luck. 

Simon? He was at his shop at this hour. I called him. He answered, told me he hadn’t seen her but that he’d let me know if he saw her, and to try not to worry. “I told you, this is pretty normal for her.”

“She seemed so happy. We had a great scene–”

“An intimate scene?”

I hesitated. “Well... not really, but... intimate aftercare...”

“She’ll be back, Weston. She’s probably having a panic attack.” He spoke so calmly about the situation. I could hear the buzz of his tattoo gun in the background. 

“And you expect me to stay calm and just wait for her to come back? While she’s having a panic attack!” I tried not to scream at my friend, but now I was stressed, scared, and my heart was beating too fast. “I can’t let her just have a panic attack by herself! What if she hurts herself! What if she–”

“Weston,” Simon interrupted me, remarkably calmly. “She’s fine. She ran off, now she’s scared she’s going to be in trouble, and she’s getting her guts back up to come home. Don’t be too harsh on her when she gets back, or she’ll pull away from you. Have to go. I’ll let you know if I see her.” He hung up. 

I spent the next four hours pacing and trying not to panic. I called Alice multiple times, texted her several times, assuring her she wasn’t in trouble and that I just wanted her to tell me she was alive and not in a ditch somewhere, but there was no response. I drove past Woodrow’s house twice and didn’t see Alice’s car. I was about ready to call Lindsay when Simon texted me. 


Simon: She’s at my house. Got here while I was at the shop. 

Reuben: Thank God. I’m coming by.

Simon: No.


I stared at the text. What did he mean, no?


Reuben: Why not? Is she okay?


Not knowing how else to burn off my emotions, I found myself in my gym again. I was tired after the day, but my hands were shaking with rage and nerves, but also the sheer relief that she wasn’t hurt, lost, or stolen. 

And I was angry. Angry that she’d run off and gone to his house, and not even responded to my texts or calls. I was furious. If she saw me right now... 

Maybe it was a good thing she wasn’t here. 

I ran for longer than I normally did. Almost forty minutes of running and several rounds of weights later, I finally got another text from Simon.


Simon: She’s drunk and emotional. Got scared. I’ll drop her off in a bit. Calm down and order some food, Weston. She’s fine. 




[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Around midnight, Simon’s Jeep Cherokee pulled into the driveway. He helped Alice out of the passenger seat, and I watched from the doorway as he put a hand on her back, counseling her on something. She took a deep breath, nodded, then squared her shoulders and turned to face me. 

Her face was washed clean of the makeup she’d worn earlier, and her face was a little puffy. She’d probably been crying, and I know she’d been drinking. She walked slowly towards me, gripping her purse, her hands clenched hard enough that I could see her knuckles white under the floodlights. 

God, it was such a relief to see her. All the fears of losing her hit me like a smack in the face. The thoughts I had not wanted to confront in the midst of my panic... the uselessness, the fear that she’d never return, the idea that I may have scared her off... She was home now, and I felt like I could breathe again. 

I held my arms out to her for an embrace. She looked at me warily, took one of my hands in hers, and walked into the house, effectively rejecting my hug.

She’d never done that before. 

Inside, she hung her purse on the hook I’d installed for her and kicked her shoes off. My mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls as she calmly made her way to the living room, sitting on the ottoman and crossing her feet. 

Usually we sat on the couch. Usually she was all over me. She’d seemed so happy this week... Maybe Simon was right. Maybe she just freaked out. 

She looked at me, waiting for something. I was barely breathing, waiting for whatever she was about to say. 

“I want to renegotiate.” 

“Okay,” I whispered, and made my way towards the chair. I kept my feet on the ground, not wanting to invade her personal space that she was so clearly trying to keep. 

“Reuben,” she said, “These past few months have been amazing, and I need you to know that I am happy with you.” 

That was a relief to hear. I hoped it was true. She seemed to be reciting something she’d rehearsed. 

“But one of the things I asked of you when we started was that I wanted a dynamic, and not a romantic relationship. And I think those lines have started to blur.” 

Of course they have. Because I love you, and I want every ounce of you to be mine, including your heart and your affection. 

Fuck. When had that changed? 

“What can I do?” My voice seemed foreign, like it was coming out of my mouth without my permission. 

She worked her mouth, took a deep breath, and then deflated, letting her head fall. I couldn’t see her face, but I could tell she was crying from the tension in her shoulders. 

“Baby–”

“I’m not your baby.” 

Her voice was cold, and somewhat distant as she said it. “And I’m not your sweetheart.” She lifted her head, her eyes bloodshot, but dry. Her refusal to cry bothered me more than I expected. 

Her voice was so low that it broke, like she was choking on something. “No more triggers, and no hypnosis. It’s bothering me, and I don’t want to do it anymore.” 

“Okay.”

“I mean it.” She looked scared, and a little angry. 

“I promise.”

“Swear it,” she whispered, her voice still shaking slightly. “Swear on something that matters.”

“I swear it on the stars.” 

Her eyes widened and her lip quivered. She stood up abruptly, nodded, and whispered, “Thank you, Sir.” Then she turned on her heel and said, “I’m tired, I’m going to bed.”

She was gone before I got the words “sleep well” out of my mouth. 

She was back... she was home... but we were a million light years apart. 

I was staring at my hands, wondering why they were damp, wondering why I felt like my chest was going to explode, why my throat felt like I was choking and couldn’t breathe. I could barely see. My body felt... red. Red like blood. Scarlett. 

I will destroy you. 

This was my fault, I knew. She had been honest with me from the beginning and had told me what she wanted, what she needed, and what she expected. I’d made promises I couldn’t keep, and now I was at risk of losing one of the only things that mattered to me. 

It took me an hour before I had the energy to stand up. Unable to walk by her bedroom without peeking inside, I cracked the door open. 

She was curled up in her bed, naked and asleep. She hugged a pillow against her chest like a stuffed toy or a lover, one leg thrown over it. Her lips were parted, her hair was everywhere, and the tension and the fear from her face had evaporated, leaving her looking completely at peace. 

I looked down at the desk nearby, and saw her journal, open with tearstains covering the pages. 

I shouldn’t. I promised her I wouldn’t look. 

But she was asleep, and scared, and clearly hurt, and I worried she wouldn’t talk to me and be honest with me for a while. So I pulled my cell phone out and used it as a flashlight to read the pages. 


Oh God. 

He loves me. 

He loves me, and I think I might love him back. 


I read on as she wrote about the shock and the fear of loving someone, the terror of her emotions, confessing her feelings to the page. The weight and the tension left my body as I read. 


What if he doesn’t love me, he just loves the control he has over me? What if all he wanted was to tame me? To make me a good girl like I was in that video? A useless, drooling, doormat of a girl who does whatever anyone says, who drops to her knees with a flick of a wrist and sucks a cock at a word, because that’s the only thing I’m good for. I’m a useless slut, a dirty whore, good for nothing but getting people off and taking abuse. Because that’s what I am, apparently. Not a pain slut. An abuse slut. Maybe that’s my poison. I have to be abused to feel loved, to feel needed. 

Which actually makes sense, when I think about it. After Scarlett died, the only thing I was good for was abusing. Mom abused me, yelling at me and telling me it was my fault. Dad abused me, hitting me to get his anger out and then making me suck off his dealer. I felt neglected when they ignored me. It wasn’t a relief, it was hurtful. I felt invisible. I’d rather have their abuse than their kindness. Mordecai abused me, using me like a sex toy. Did Augustus use me? Cheap labor and a cute little girl by his side for court dates? 

I don’t know, and I don’t fucking care anymore. The only man I love and care about is Reuben Weston, and I don’t know if he loves me back, or if he just loves power. 

Megan said it was power that gets him off. That’s why he doesn’t want to come. Because he loves power... not me. 

And now... he’s never going to let me go...

But he’s the best Dom I’ve ever had...

And he listens, and he cares...

What the fuck. 

I need to get out of this house. 


I shook my head in astonishment, rereading the journal entry several times before carefully setting it back exactly the way it was. Crossing to her bed, I looked down at her. 

No wonder she’d taken off. She was fucking terrified. The idea that someone she trusted could trigger her, could force her into giving up more power than she felt safe giving me... that was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I wanted her safe and happy, choosing to submit to me because she wanted to, not because she was scared. 

I went too hard, too fast. 

I did everything too hard, too fast. This whole dynamic, this whole relationship, was too hard, too much, too fast for someone who was traumatized. What the fuck did I expect?

I left her bedroom, shutting the door behind me and leaning against it, trying to figure out what to do. I stood there for a long time before I gathered the guts to return to the living room. 

Pouring myself a hefty dose of Woodford Rye, I checked my phone. People had asked if I’d located Alice, and I replied to each and every one that she was fine, and we’d just had a miscommunication. 


Simon: Did she ask about the trigger?

Reuben: Yes. She said no more triggers and no hypno. 

Simon: Just checking. She was scared about saying it. 

Reuben: I know that now. I can see how it was too intense. 

Simon: You know she’s in love with you, right?

Reuben: Yes. 

Simon: I warned you months ago, Weston. If you claim your goal is to help all those girls, but you use her and hurt her... I’m fucking out. Out of the program, and out of your life. 

Reuben: I wouldn’t blame you, and I’d hate myself more than you would ever hate me. You’re right; all I want to do is help her. But I love her, Pierce. And I’m struggling not to get swept up in that.

Simon: You can love her without scaring her. Give her time and a ton of patience, Reuben. If anyone can handle her, it’s you. She’ll get it together for you. I fucking hate destiny, but she’s yours. 

Simon: And I called that shit years ago, btw. You owe me a hundred bucks. 

Reuben: I’ll have it wired right over. 


I shook my head in shock. Simon was a smart guy and had hit the nail on the head once again. It was hard not to get swept up in love and frenzy and pleasure and pain. But I had to remember what I wanted more. And that was for Alice to be her best, most amazing self, and for her to feel safe with me. My reasons were partially selfish, because I knew that she wasn’t afraid of my darkness, and I desperately needed someone who saw me, and needed me as I was. 

No, Alice wasn’t afraid of my darkness. She was afraid of my light. 

I could take the easy way out. Stay in the dark with her, keep her swallowed up in ecstasy and subspace. But I’d never be able to live with myself. Because that was no better than me turning into the very thing I fought against. 

I thought back to her journal entry. She was right, I had set some money aside for her in the account Lindsay had provided, and was paying for her therapy, and her prescriptions. I was trying to help her through her trauma. And yes, I did love the control I had over her. 

But only because I thought she wanted me to have it. 

What is this fear really about? The crux of her terror was that I loved the power over her more than I loved her. I could show her that wasn’t the case by simply loving her and giving her back her power. 

Would she be hurt by me telling her I wanted to put our dynamic on hold and go back to just conversation and discussion? Should I shift my punishments or my reactions to her bratting? How would I handle this?

What had worked before?

Augustus Quinn. He loved her even when she pushed him away, no matter how obnoxious she’d been. 

Maybe I needed to take a page out of Alice’s book. Maybe, no matter how hard she resisted me, no matter how hard she tried to push me away, or run away... I was going to love the absolute fuck out of her. 

I smiled as the resolve settled over me. I refilled her water glass and set it by her bedside table, and then headed down the hall to my bedroom, pulling up the most recent post from Simon and re-reading it. 


Reuben: What do you mean you called it?

Simon: I tried to set you two up, remember?

Reuben: WTF are you talking about?

Simon: You told me you were looking for a masochist with black hair. I told you I knew someone.

Reuben: I remember that, but you said she wasn’t my normal type.

Simon: Yeah, you usually fall for blondes. 


Fucking hell. I laughed, typing out a quick message: Call me tomorrow. P.s. fuck you. Climbing into bed, I couldn’t help but smile. 

Was today one of the most stressful, most emotionally trying days of my life? Yes. 

Was I over the moon right now? Absolutely. 

Because Alice Benson was in love with me. 
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Part Four
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One of the most important parts of a healthy dynamic is knowing when to leave it. Exiting gracefully and without causing undue hurt or stress on either party is something that should be talked about and planned in advance. It should involve multiple aspects, including but not limited to renegotiation, one or more parties asking for release, or death. 

Areas of after-dynamic planning can involve outside parties checking in on both the Dom and the sub, regularly scheduled public meetings to discuss emotional ramifications, and agreements on how long both parties will wait before reattempting to find new play partners. Finding new partners shortly after the release or ending of a previous dynamic can lead to frenzy, which can lead to abuse. 

There is some debate about “setting aside” dynamics, or temporarily putting them on hold in lieu of termination or release. Depending on the situation, this can be necessary in order to maintain the relationship between a couple. A dynamic can always be renegotiated or picked back up... a damaged relationship is much harder to heal, especially considering we are all, at the end of the day, just people. People get hurt, get sick, make bad choices, get scared, or have major needs or wants that change due to both internal and external situations. Always remember that the relationship between two people is crucial, while power exchange is nonessential. 

~Excerpt from a blog post titled “Graceful Dynamic Exits and Pauses,” by Reuben Weston
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Chapter 60
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I woke up with a killer headache. I’d taken a few ibuprofens before I went to bed, but it wasn’t enough to touch the throbbing in my brain. 

God, I’m so stupid. Why do I do this? Why do I–

Stop. Your self-degradation isn’t going to help. 

I sat up in bed to find a full glass of water on my bedside table, and a bottle of ibuprofen beside it. When I went to bed, it was half-full... Reuben must have come in and refilled it. 

God bless that man. 

Nah, fuck him. Using me as a power trip. 

But I’m using him as stress relief and to get off. 

No, I’m not. I’m in love with him. 

No, I’m not! I hate him!

Ugh. Great. It was going to be one of those days where I was stressed and pissed from the first second of the day and was arguing back and forth with myself. And I had a fucking hangover. 

I forced myself out of bed and swallowed three pills and half the water, attempting not to vomit when the water hit my stomach. What the fuck was with my stomach in the morning, anyway? And what time was it?

Eleven o’clock. Shit. Weren’t we supposed to leave two hours ago? 

Throwing the door open, I burst out of my bedroom, some part of me terrified that Reuben had left without me. But no, there he was, stoic as ever, sitting at the table in the kitchen with Simon Pierce across from him. 

Both men looked at me. Both their eyebrows shot up at my nakedness. 

Whatever. Fuck ’em both. “Is there any coffee left?”

“Yes,” Reuben said. “Half a pot.”

“Cool.” I ignored them both and climbed onto the counter to get a mug, filling it halfway with coffee and the rest with cream and way too much sugar, and then topped it with whipped cream. 

I waited for Reuben to say something about my sugar intake. He kept his mouth shut. 

Sipping on the coffee, I came into the dining room and leaned against the counter. “Sorry I slept in,” I said.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, keeping his eyes on my face. “Are you feeling okay? Do you need more water?”

“If I drink any more water I’m going to throw up. You know my stomach is weird in the mornings.” 

“Yeah,” Simon said, cocking his head, studying me. “You’ve never been one for breakfast, have you?”

Reuben seemed to ponder something, then flipped his phone out. “Bec... quick question. Alice’s meds. Would they cause her nausea?... oh... interesting.... Okay. I’ll run that by her. Thanks... yeah, we’ll be there soon. We’re getting a late start... good. Okay.” He hung up. Glancing at me, he said, “Would you be opposed to taking your meds with lunch or breakfast instead of before bed?”

“I don’t really care,” I shrugged. 

“Becca seems to think it might help.”

“Well, let’s not question what Becca says,” I rolled my eyes. 

I was irritated, okay? They were both being nice, and I was naked, and neither were responding the way I wanted them to. I strutted back into my room and shut the door, resisting the urge to slam it. Pressing my ear up to the door, I heard Reuben say, “You weren’t kidding.” 

A moment later, there was a knock at the door. “Alice?” Reuben’s voice called out. 

“Yes Sir.” 

“Can I come in for a moment?”

Ugh. Fine. “Yes Sir.” 

He opened the door. “Do you still want to go back to Cullowhee?”

He was giving me a choice. I could stay here, maybe hang out with Simon or some of my other friends... only I was still avoiding The Underground right now. Even though Woodrow wasn’t allowed in, his cop buddies and other Dom friends had started harassing me online, and I didn’t want to run into them either. 

Also he’d be gone, and I’d have literally nothing to do but be mad at myself, be bored, and get depressed. 

“Yeah,” I said. “I think that would be a good idea.”

“Okay. Simon brought your car over. I’m going to drop him off and then swing by the center to pick up Rachel. Do you want me to wait for you, or do you want to go when you’re ready?”

So many fucking choices. My head was pounding. I wanted to go back to bed. 

But I didn’t want him to leave me. 

“Give me fifteen minutes? And I’ll drive behind you.”

“Of course.” He shut the door. I was almost annoyed at the lack of command from him. But I knew he was tiptoeing carefully due to my running away yesterday. 

My things were already packed from my preparation the day before. Toiletries, meds, not much clothing because most of my stuff was still there. On a whim, I decided to take my telescope. Maybe I could drive up to the Asheville airport observatory and see something amazing. I hadn’t had a chance to do that over the winter. 

Reuben saw me come out of my room with my duffel over my shoulder and my telescope in my arms. He offered to help me, and I handed him the duffel, not looking him in the eye as I walked out the door. 
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The long drive back to Cullowhee was only manageable because Reuben drove by himself, and I drove with Rachel. We chatted and listened to music. I told her about the people at Greenwood Valley, and I could tell she was excited. 

She confessed to me that the past few weeks at The Weston House had been stressful, because she felt like she was taking up a spot that could go to another girl who needed it more. But she also told me that she was excited to meet a group of people who wouldn’t judge her. 

“We don’t even have to tell them,” I said. “You can just be a friend of mine who wants to get out on her own. You can make up your own story,” I shrugged. “Alex will know, of course, but she won’t tell. I guarantee it.” 

“Who is Alex?”

“She’s a clairvoyant super-spy for the CIA. I think she’s an assassin, too. She’s cool, you’ll like her.” 

Rachel tried to figure out how to react to the onslaught of information I was providing her on my friends in the Valley. 

It was ten o’clock by the time we turned onto Bo Cove Road. Reuben turned onto Sunset Lake Road towards his house, and I continued up the mountain to the church. Even in the dark, I could never get over the beauty of driving down into the valley. The trees enclosed and surrounded it like a self-contained planet in its own corner of the universe.  

Alex, Jake, and Sophie were sitting outside waiting for us. Alex was standing behind Sophie, her arms draped over her friend’s shoulders and her chin resting on the top of her head. Jake lounged on the couch beside Sophie, his feet up on a small stool. A few small puppies were playing at their feet, and a larger dog sat beside Jake as if it were guarding the pups. 

Rachel and I made our way to the front, and Jake stood and hurried to offer his assistance. 

I stopped short on the porch, staring at the dogs and trying to believe my eyes. The adult dog was clearly a wolf, huge and furry with an angry face, a scar on his eye, and a missing front foot. The puppies just looked like puppies, but they were pretty big. 

Rachel was staring in fear. “Is... are those—”

“Don’t worry about the dogs,” Alex said. Her Russian accent and low, harsh, gravely voice always seemed to surprise people when they first heard her speak, because nobody expected that sound to come out of someone that skinny and pretty. “We have an agreement with the pack.”

I looked at her and sighed. “Alex... you’re so fucking weird.” 
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I helped Rachel get settled, and then I went to my own room. Alex met me in the doorway. “Alice, we need to talk,” she said. 

“Um, okay? What’s wrong?”

“Were you planning on staying here for any length of time?”

I hesitated. I’d thought I would spend at least a few nights here instead of at Reuben’s house because I needed a break from him emotionally, and I was trying to remind myself that I liked him, but that I wasn’t in love with him. 

“I had planned on it,” I said. “Is that okay?”

“Yes, you are always welcome here,” she said, but then she added, “but we are filling up faster than expected. The Summer semester starts soon, and the sports and band students are coming back...”

I knew what she was trying to tell me. She needed the room. And we’d brought an extra body. 

So much for emotional distance. “Maybe I can get Sophie and Mark to help me pack tomorrow.”

“I don’t mean to kick you out–”

“No, it’s fine,” I said, steeling myself and letting the quick flash of betrayal pass me by. Alex didn’t lie to me. We’d brought another person, and I wasn’t here that often. It didn’t make sense for me to have my own room if I wasn’t going to use it. I let the flash of betrayal pass, acknowledged that she was right and I didn’t need to feel hurt about it, and tried to shake it off. 

“We won’t need it until July,” she said. “You’re free to stay here for a while. You have plenty of time.”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. Reuben had texted me goodnight, and that he’d like me to come by the house in the morning for our ritual of coffee and planning out the day. He said he had a surprise for me. I had mixed feelings about the situation, and about basically being kicked out of the Valley House. I couldn’t sleep because I’d had a ton of coffee to keep me awake while driving, so I hauled my telescope outside and set it up in the grass. 

It was a stunning, cloudless night, and I could see so many stars. The moon was new and dark which only added to the brightness of the stars I could see. Placing my cell phone over the eyepiece of the telescope, I managed to take a few photos. On a whim, I uploaded them to TikTok and created a quick video, explaining that I had left for a break from the city and was enjoying the beautiful mountains of North Carolina. 

I really wanted to show them to Reuben. He was probably asleep, but I wasn’t sure who else to text them to. And I knew he’d understand, so I sent the photos anyway. 

He answered a few minutes later. 


Reuben: Beautiful

Alice: I love them. 

Reuben: If you’d like, we can go up to the observatory while we’re here. 

Alice: Yes please

Reuben: The lake out by my place is beautiful at night, too. 

Alice: Everything up here is beautiful. I think this mountain is the most beautiful place in the world. 

Reuben: I think you may be right. 

Reuben: Do you feel better? 


I lay down on the grass beside my brat-scope and stared up at the sky, wishing I was floating up there surrounded by stars and planets and comets. Did I feel better after looking up into the galaxy? Always. But I was pretty sure he was talking about last night. 


Alice: Yes... a little. Sorry I took off. 

Alice: I freaked out. And I was spiraling and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t think. I just had to get out of the house. 

Alice: I’m sure you’re mad at me. And I deserve to be punished for it. 

Reuben: I’m not mad. And this was a breakdown, not disobedience, so I’m not going to punish you. But I was very, very worried. Alice, I understand if you have to get away. But please, next time, just tell me, and keep your phone on so I know you’re not hurt, or dead. 


I felt horribly guilty for what I’d done to him. He’d been nothing but good to me. He cared about me, he took care of me... for whatever reason, loving or otherwise. And I’d pretty much just been awful to him through our entire dynamic. 

I’m such garbage. I can’t do anything right. I just wish my brain would turn off for a while and I could just... be. 

He could do that for me. He could turn my brain off with a word. 

But I was too fucking scared to let him have that power over me. So instead, I just lay in the grass, staring up at the sky, pretending I was floating in space. 

A low howl jerked me back to earth. One of the huge wolves Alex befriended sat just a few paces away from me. It stared up at the sky too, singing out like it was begging the moon to return. The long, somber wail tapered off, only to be picked up by another dog somewhere off in the distance. 

The animal approached me and sniffed at me. I was a weird, painful combination of scared, numb, apathetic, and furious. I couldn’t move as it pressed its nose into my shoulder. It smelled faintly of something tangy and gamey, like it had just eaten something raw. It was dirty, but not muddy or bloody. Satisfied with my scent, it sat back down and laid its head on its paws, listening to the rest of its pack continuing its song. 

Lone Wolf and I stared up at the sky a little bit longer. My phone buzzed again, and I saw another text from Reuben. 


Reuben: Are you still awake?

Alice: Yes. I’m outside looking at the sky, hanging out with a wolf. 

Reuben: I see.

Alice: Why are you awake? It’s midnight. 

Reuben: Can’t sleep. 


Early in our relationship, he’d said he hated coming home to a big empty house. Maybe he was feeling the loneliness tonight. Even though we hadn’t slept in the same room or bed more than a few times, we’d still lived together for about three months straight. 

Maybe that’s why I couldn’t sleep tonight. Because it felt weird to be away from him. 

All the more reason not to go back. 

But my star room... I clutched my head in frustration. 


Alice: I need to move out of the valley house. They’re running out of rooms. 

Reuben: You have a room here, you know.

Alice: Yeah. That’s probably a good plan. 

Reuben: Why don’t I come by tomorrow and help you pack? 

Alice: Okay. 

Reuben: Go to sleep, little fox. I’ll see you in the morning. 


At his kind but direct order, a weight lifted off my shoulders, and I suddenly felt exhausted. With a sigh, I packed up my telescope and headed back inside to attempt to get some sleep, listening to the wolves sing goodbye as I trudged back into the house.
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The next morning, I slept in a little later than I meant to. When I woke up, there were a few texts on my phone. 


Reuben: Are you awake?

Reuben: Come downstairs when you’re ready. We need to talk before you start packing. 


Oh my God. This is it. He’s mad and he wants to break up. 

No he doesn’t. That’s not a thing. He wants me to move in. Not every “we need to talk” is a bad “we need to talk.”

Maybe he changed his mind and he’s mad at me. 

I scrambled out of bed, throwing on a hoodie and some sweatpants, and practically running down the stairs. I found Reuben in the kitchen with Sophie, listening with a faint smile on his face while Sophie stirred something, talking softly and stuttering through an explanation. 

He looked so confident and big and scary standing there in his element, wearing a pair of dark jeans— he owned jeans? —and a WCU t-shirt, a dish towel hanging from his belt. And the way he was looking at Sophie with so much admiration made me want to hate him and fuck him at the same time. 

So many fucking feelings were going through my head and my body that when he looked up at me and raised an eyebrow, I just said, “Fuck you!” and went to go find coffee. 

A few shots of espresso, some toppings, and about nine sugar cubes later, I made my way back to the kitchen, ready to apologize for my early morning outburst. He was scrubbing a pan while Sophie talked about chocolate and bacon and why they were so good together. 

“You know what else is really good together,” I said, walking in and hoping my confidence and adorableness made up for me being a bitch. 

Reuben gave me that cocky eyebrow raise. “Besides my hand and your ass?” 

Ignoring his flirt, I looked at Sophie. “French fries, and mayonnaise.” 

Reuben sighed and said, “Alice, you nasty little slut.” 

Sophie looked embarrassed. 

I continued, ignoring her awkward reaction to Reuben’s effort to get my attention. “I don’t know, dude, there’s just something so yummy about it. Fuck ketchup, I’ll take mayonnaise any day. Gimme that white, creamy, salty goodness.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Reuben scrub the pan more aggressively, but he didn’t say anything. 

“I think it has something to do with the acid,” Sophie whispered. “Alex doesn’t like ketchup on her fries either because it’s too acidic. But she likes gravy.”

“On fries? Eww.” I sipped at my coffee, ignoring my Dominant, who was now standing directly in front of me with his arms crossed, looking a little pissed that I was ignoring him. “You know what else is really good?”

“Watching you cry,” Reuben muttered under his breath. 

“That yummy caramel sauce that Cat makes for the espresso machine. I feel so much better! Ooh, and that homemade whipped cream is amazing.”

“It’s my mom’s recipe,” Sophie whispered, smiling. “She always made it on Thanksgiving, and she added a little splash of vanilla extract.” 

“Ooh, you know what else you could do with whipped cream?” I grinned evilly. 

Sophie dropped the dish rag she was using and said, “I need to go to the restroom,” and left the room as quickly as possible. 

I laughed as I watched her escape, and finally turned to face Reuben. His face was a blank mask, but his eyes were bright. 

“Oh, hello Sir.” I took another sip of my coffee, letting the whip cream on top press into my face. 

“You’ve embarrassed your friend, you bad little girl.” He reached out and swiped his finger across my cheek, catching a dollop of whipped cream off my face and placing it on my bottom lip. I let it rest there, resisting the urge to open my mouth to his finger. “Clean up your mess.”

I bit his finger. 

His eyes flew wide and he yanked his hand back in surprise, looking down at his finger in shock. I couldn’t help but laugh. Sipping the rest of the whipped cream off the top of my coffee, I set it aside and smirked at him. 

“Sorry I was a bitch this morning,” I said. “I was in a mood, and also panicking.”

“Clearly. And the news I have isn’t going to make it any better.” He sighed and scratched at his beard, looking nervous. 

In less than a second, all those fears and nervousness flew back into my head. Before I had a chance to shield myself from his words, he said, “You’re not in trouble... but I need to ask you a question. Did you post on social media yesterday that you were leaving DC?”

My whole body went numb in an instant as I realized exactly what this was about. Barely able to move or speak, I slowly nodded. 

“Show me, please.”

Extracting my phone and pulling up the video I’d posted last night, I handed it over with shanking hands. It was just the few photos I’d taken with a song laid over in the background, and some text on top: “Taking a break from DC to enjoy some time in the Appalachian Mountains with my friends! Greenwood Valley is the most beautiful place in the world.” 

Reuben sighed as he watched the video several times, then clicked the phone screen off and handed it back. He looked wary, like he was trying to measure his words. But I knew what this was about.

“He’s coming for me, isn’t he?”
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In the conference room, Alex, Reuben, Brad, and Jake sat at the table. I alternated between pacing, sitting down, walking towards Reuben, and avoiding him. I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t think. I could barely speak, and I felt like I couldn’t even cry. Everything was numb and I was so freaking terrified that I just wanted to dissipate into a pile of sand on the floor and cease to exist. 

Yeah, that’s a logical answer, Alice. Just kill yourself. All your problems will be over. 

I clutched my head in anger. No, that’s no good. Too messy, and not helpful. Besides, I haven’t had a chance to visit the observatory yet, and I want to do that before I die. 

I tried to block out my thoughts as I listened to the conversation around me, barely able to identify what was said and who was speaking. 

“This place isn’t even called Greenwood Valley. It’s called Bo Cove Gap, it just got its nickname because of Dad’s nature hikes.”

“It’s a small town, though. All he needs to do is go down to the Bojangles and ask.”

“We can shut the gate. The electric fence around the property won’t let anyone in without a key card or a code. Even if he finds the valley, he can’t get in. The FBI can’t even get in without our permission, you guys know that.”

“Alex has been in contact with her boss, right?” 

“Alice, it’s going to be okay. Just sit down and relax, you’re safe here.” A heavy hand fell on my shoulder and I looked up. Jake smiled at me and tried to be encouraging, but it wasn’t helping. 

Why did he change his mind? Why is he coming for me? What if he finds me? It didn’t make sense considering how he’d acted in the coffee shop. But I was terrified, and I still couldn’t sit still or stop pacing. 

My mind kept flashing back to one afternoon when he’d finally let me out of the garage and I’d tried to make a run for it. He’d tackled me to the floor and locked me in my room. 

Of course he would come after me if he thought he could get away with it. That stuff he said in the coffee shop was probably just to make me let my defenses down. We’d made a scene. He had alibis. 

Reuben reached out and grabbed me around the waist, pulling me into his lap, and wrapping his arms securely around my middle like a straightjacket. Instantly, I felt like I could breathe again. My unshed tears prickled at my eyes, but still wouldn’t fall. I was too stressed to cry. 

If he came here, not only would he find me, he’d also find Rachel. What if he did something to her? He’d told her we could be sister slaves. He would take her too. “Does he know where you live,” I whispered, looking up at Reuben. 

“No.”

“Maybe Rachel and I can stay with you for a few days?”

Alex spoke before Reuben could answer. “Alice, he’s not going to find you– there you are. Took you long enough.” She muttered and held up her white iPhone as proof of something she must have said earlier. She answered it and said, “Mic. Is this about Peter Woodrow?” She stood up and listened to Mic, and the rest of the room fell silent as they watched her. The faint sound of Mic’s voice was clipped and slightly panicked. 

“Good... alright. Consider it done.” She hung up and shoved her phone in her pocket. “His credit card trace came back. He’s crossed state lines. It’s now a federal case. I’ve been assigned.”

“You’re going to kill him?” I whispered. 

“No,” Alex scoffed, and I swear I could feel her roll her eyes even though I didn’t actually see her do it. “I’m going to catch him and bring him into custody for breaking agreement to stay within fifty miles of his house. He’ll be in custody by this time tomorrow. Now please, calm down.” 

On her way out the door, she leaned over and pressed a quick kiss against Jake’s cheek. I didn’t know a boy that brown could blush, but he managed it. 

I closed my eyes and let my head fall back against Reuben’s chest. I still couldn’t cry. I was still numb, like my brain refused to let me feel anything or I might explode. I hated the numbness even more than the pain, because at least pain meant I was alive. 

“Come on, trouble. Let’s go pack.” 
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Chapter 61
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We made quick work of Alice’s belongings. Sophie was sad to see her go but understood the situation. I asked Cat and the Bakers to come over this weekend for dinner and drinks, and they readily agreed. 

Back at my house, Alice was quiet and a little withdrawn. Her face was a blank mask of indifference as she sorted through her things, hanging her clothes and tucking her shoes into the closet. She spent a lot of time organizing and reorganizing her makeup, jewelry, and hair stuff on the desk I’d put in her room.

I asked her to come to my office when she was done. I had some emails to check and a phone call to make, and I wanted to give her a little bit of space. She’d been quiet and a little weird the past day because of the running away, the panic attack, and now the stress of Woodrow. 

I had no idea how to handle it. Would she need a spanking, or some pain? Or did she need emotional support? A distraction? Tasks to give her something to do? 

She was quiet and looked like she didn’t want to talk about it. 

In my office, I called Becca and gave her the update on Woodrow. “Yes, Sam called me, and the cops came by today,” she said. “I didn’t expect him to do something so brash as to go after her. It’s a little aggressive, isn’t it? Doesn’t fit his nature. He’s controlling, but he’s a gaslighter, not a stalker.”

“I don’t know what to think, Bec. You’re right, it’s weird. Even when he saw her in public a few weeks ago, he didn’t try to put his hands on her or try to get her to come back with him. Instead, he lied to her and made her feel like she was crazy for leaving him. Something doesn’t add up.” 

I looked up when I saw movement. Alice was leaning against the doorway, wearing a black latex mini skirt and a red lacy bra, and she had that look on her face that I thought of as her brat face... lips slightly pursed, head cocked, eyes peeking up at me suggestively from under her dark bangs. She stared at me for a minute while she twirled a piece of her hair, and then pushed herself off the doorframe and continued down the hall. 

“Um... I need to go,” I said. “I think Alice is about to break something to get my attention.”

“Let me know what you hear.”

I ended the call and went off to find Alice. She was sitting on the floor with a shoebox beside her, looking through photographs. My mom had always collected photos and had, after the accident, attempted to get into scrapbooking. I didn’t have the heart to get rid of her collections after she died, and clearly, dad hadn’t either. 

Alice picked out a photo of my mom standing beside me in the kitchen. She was wearing a frilly apron and smiling widely, her eyes all crinkled up at the edges, and I was glaring into the camera because I hated having my photo taken.

She flipped the photo over and looked at the date. “You were nine here?”

“Yep.” 

“You’re taller than your mom. You look twelve.”

“I was a tall kid.” 

“No shit.” She tucked the photo back into the box and picked out a few more. For Christmas that year I’d gotten a bike, and had managed a half-smile for the camera.

“Do you miss when your life was simpler,” she whispered, setting the shoe box aside and opening one of the scrapbooks. 

The only time my life had been simple was when I’d dropped out of high school to take care of dad’s bar. I’d worked, slept, and bullied the neighbor girl. Once I’d left Cullowhee, things had just gotten messier and messier, more and more complicated every day. That didn’t make it bad... but my life hadn’t been simple in a long time. 

I think that’s why I always came back to Cullowhee during my time off. It was a chance to get away from all the complicated shit, and focus on nothing but simplicity: food, friends, and afternoons at the lake. 

But I knew what she was really asking: do you miss your life from before me?

“No. Boring doesn’t suit me.” 

She stared at a photo in the scrapbook “Who are these people?”

“That’s my grandfather, my dad, and me.” We were all standing in front of my dad’s bar, still called “Reuben’s Place” before I’d rebranded it to just “Reuben’s.” My mom had written, “I, II, and III” above the photo.

“You’re a third?” 

“You think my dad named his bar after me?” 

“Your dad didn’t like you?”

“I wasn’t planned or wanted. And I was too much like him. He didn’t like himself, let alone a kid who reminded him of himself.” 

“Your mom liked you, though. Right?”

“Yes... my mom did.” 

“Do you want kids?” She asked as she turned the page. Another photo of the three of us men, awkwardly sitting at the table. We all looked uncomfortable. 

“No. And I took care of that possibility a very long time ago.” One of the first things I’d done as an adult with finances and health insurance was get a vasectomy. No need to further the Weston line of fuck-ups. “Besides, I have plenty of little girls to take care of. Do you want kids?”

“Hell no. I’d be a horrible mom. People like me shouldn’t have kids. We just break them. My mom sure did. 

“I was planned, but they didn’t like me very much. Scarlett was an accident, but they liked her.” 

“What was she like?”

“Cute. Obedient. Hugged everyone. Shy. She liked it when I told her stories and sang to her.” 

Alice’s eyes strayed from the scrapbook, becoming unfocused. She traced her fox tattoo on her leg with one finger. 

“It’s probably a good thing she died.”

I stared at her in concern, waiting for her to explain herself. 

“She was perfect, Reuben. Perfect from the day she was born. But mom had already started hurting herself before Scarlett died. Eventually, things would have fallen apart and Scarlett would have gotten hurt. Or broken, like me. At least...” She looked down at her tattoo, and then back at the scrapbook in her lap, turning the page.

Somehow, I knew what she was thinking. At least she died while she was perfect. 

Sometimes I thought the same thing about Robin. I’d often wondered if something horrible would have happened to her had she lived. She’d suffered her entire life, and I’d often wondered—and even hoped—that her death was an escape from some worse fate. 

But that was probably just my darkness trying to soothe my conscience. 

The next page in the scrapbook was me sitting outside on the porch step, a pile of fishing tackle by my side. Alice smiled at the photo and continued. “They threatened to put me up for adoption a few times, and just keep Scarlett, because I was such a bad kid. I started being really good after that... In hindsight, I’m pretty sure it was an empty threat, but it scared me into being good for a pretty long time.” 

I felt my blood pressure rise. What kind of asshole parent threatened to put their kid up for adoption? Even made as a joke, a child like Alice who couldn’t regulate her emotions would see that as utter betrayal. 

She flipped the page and I was confronted with a photo of my parents sitting in this very room. Dad was trying and failing to hide a smile, and mom sat beside him, her arms wrapped around his neck and her lips pressed into his cheek. 

I recognized the look in his eye. Satisfaction, content, and the surreal peace that came from having your person by your side. I was reminded that even though my dad hadn’t particularly liked me, he had loved my mom. Until she’d hurt herself, anyway. Once she was no longer able to carry him through his depression and accommodate his needs, he had used alcoholism and shouting at people as his coping mechanism.

“You look like him.” 

“Unfortunately.” 

“Your mom is really short.”

“Not as short as you.” My dad had been a head shorter than me, and my mom was only a little over five feet. Neither of my parents were sure where my insane height had come from. 

“How tall are you, anyway?”

“Six foot nine.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “No you’re not. Jake is six foot six. And you’re way taller than him.” 

“How do you know Jake is six foot six?”

“I read Alex’s file.” 

“Well, last time I checked, I was six foot nine.”

“When was that?”

“When I got my license, I guess.”

She nodded as if that explained everything. “Guys keep growing longer than girls do. You’re taller than six foot nine. You have to be.” 

I didn’t argue. Once you got past six foot nine, it didn’t matter. You were just freakishly tall. 

More photos, more memories. There was one of Matt and Jake sitting at the bar as kids, having milkshakes and eating burgers for their birthday dinner. There was one with me and Mark Baker on a camping trip where I was showing him how to start a fire. There were a few of me at the bar, wiping the wood down between customers. I hadn’t even known some of these photos existed. Mom must have taken some of them while I wasn’t paying attention. 

Alice set the scrapbook back under the coffee table and picked up another shoebox of photos, searching through them. She made a face at one of the photos and showed it to me. “Is that...”

I felt my eyebrows lift in surprise. I hadn’t seen that face in a very long time. “Wow. I didn’t even know she got that photo. That’s Savannah.” 

Alice and I stared at the photo. The photo had been taken through my bedroom window. Savannah was sitting on the swing I’d made her, her long blonde ringlets flowing behind her. I was leaning against the tree I’d hung it from, one leg crossed over the other, my thumbs in my jean pockets, glaring at her. 

“You look pissed.”

“I probably was. She was annoying as hell.” 

“I thought you liked her.” 

“I did. But it took me a while to realize it.”

“Have you ever looked her up?”

“No.” 

“Do you have any photos of Robin?” 

I didn’t answer right away, thinking of the shoebox in the closet in my bedroom. Alice put the photo of Savannah back in the box and put the lid back on, looking up at me. 

“Why?”

She shrugged. “There are a lot of things I don’t want to think about right now.” 

As much as I didn’t want to go through the photos of Robin, I also wanted to keep Alice from going on a self-destructive rampage, and I was trying to get her to open up to me emotionally. The best way to do that was to be open with her. I stood and fetched the box from my closet, handing it to her tentatively. 

Alice went through each photo, staring at it, asking questions about where we were and what we were doing. There were several of Megan and Robin together. Robin was taller than Megan by quite a bit, but it was perfectly clear who was the younger of the two. 

“Do you miss her?” Alice asked quietly. 

I answered without hesitation. “Daily.” 

I missed her smile, the way she laughed, the way she’d twirl around when she got excited, and how her voice would raise in octaves when she saw a dog or a kitty or a butterfly. 

Although, it hadn’t been so bad lately... I’d been distracted by a nutty little fox. 

There was a photo of her in a beautiful blue ball gown, her hair done up like a princess. She accompanied me to a fundraiser gala that night, and I’d barely managed to sit down at all because she’d wanted to dance the whole time. There was one of us at the zoo, me holding the leash on her collar while she pointed out the animals. She liked to tease me and call me a giraffe. There was also one of her in the aviary, laughing wildly as two parakeets and a caique sat on her head, nibbling at her hair and ears. 

“You loved her,” Alice said, putting the photos back. She unfolded a piece of paper, staring at the drawing of a stick man and a stick girl holding hands. “I can tell by the way you were looking at her in the photos.”

“I did.”

I had loved her dearly, and yet, it was my fault she was dead. I could have done something to prevent Robin’s death; all I needed to do was listen. All I needed to do was obey, and set my pride aside for once, and Robin would still be alive. And that was something I would never forgive myself for. 

What would that have meant for Alice and I? If Robin were still alive, and I found Alice, would they even get along? 

It didn’t matter. Because she was dead. 

“You said something a few months ago... about how sometimes, the girls think they’re in love with their masters because they mistake trust and safety as love. Did she think that?”

“Yes. She loved me back.”

She hesitated. “Did you guys...”

“No. She did try once,” I said. “A few times, actually.” I set the box of photos on the coffee table and leaned my back against the couch. 

Alice turned sideways and laid her head in my lap, her hair spilling over my legs like a waterfall black as ink. I couldn’t keep my hands out of her hair if I tried. 

“What happened?”

“You really want to hear this?”

“I’m curious. I won’t be mad.” 

“She approached me in the shower after a very stressful day. Early in our dynamic, I’d given her baths as a way to try to get her to trust me, and also to apply medicine for her infections. She... attempted to pleasure me.” 

I remembered the look in her eyes. She’d been so scared, her hands shaking and her eyes full of fear. But she’d bravely climbed into the shower and taken the soap from my hands to wash me in return. I’d stopped her when she’d set the soap down and had tried to kneel in front of me. 

“What did you do?”

“I washed her hair, wrapped her in a towel, and we cuddled on the couch and watched a movie.” 

“Was she upset?”

“Yes. She cried a lot. I think she thought I was unhappy with her. She wasn’t talking at that point... it was only a few months in. I hadn’t even learned her name yet.

“She tried again months later. She was braver and knew I wouldn’t hurt her. But I stopped her again, and told her the truth... that I loved her, and that she was beautiful, but I would never use her body.” 

I stroked Alice’s hair again, and she grabbed my other hand and set it on her cheek. I let my thumb run over her lips. 

“Were you ever tempted? Did you ever want her?”

I had asked myself that question many times. “She was beautiful. Sometimes she kissed my fingers, or my hand, or my cheek... But the idea always felt wrong. Our dynamic was about me taking care of her. I was her Daddy, not her partner.” 

“You’d be a good Daddy.” 

“I was a shit Daddy,” I spat back, and I knew it sounded meaner than I meant it. But it was true. I traveled a lot and worked late nights and needed a second submissive just to take care of her. Fuck. I hadn’t even managed to keep her alive. 

Suddenly I had the urge to push Alice off my lap and leave my own house before I did or said something hurtful to her. The last thing she needed right now was me snapping at her. “We need to drop this conversation,” I said. Wallowing in my self-hatred wasn’t going to get us anywhere. 

“Are you a one?”

“I’m getting to a two pretty fast.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Sir.” 

We were both quiet for a while, and I felt my anger simmering under my skin. My hand fell from her cheek to her neck. She put my hand around her neck and squeezed my hand, as if trying to get me to choke her. 

“Sir,” she whispered. I stared at her, her eyes wide and full of emotion, her blood pulsing under my hands. “I need... help.”

I pulled her up to sit and made her look at me. “What’s wrong? What is it?” I checked her pulse. Her blood flow was fine. 

“I can’t... breathe,” she whispered. “I can’t feel anything. I can’t... I can’t cry.” 

I swallowed hard at the expression on her face. Her eyes were red and bloodshot, and her voice was thick with emotion. 

But I wasn’t calm, centered, or focused enough to play. “Alice, little bug... I can’t hurt you right now. It wouldn’t be safe or smart.”

“Not even a spanking?”

“Not even a spanking.” I lifted my hand and stared at it. It was shaking a little. I couldn’t put either of us in that position. I was too fucking angry. 

“Okay, well,” she stuttered, “at least stop being nice to me. I can’t handle it.” 

I stroked her cheek. “But I want to be nice to you right now.” I wanted to hold her against my chest and hear her laugh, and forget about Robin, and about the possibility that there was a crazy man on the road crossing state lines trying to steal her from me. I wanted her to know she was safe. 

She pointed up to the mantle above the fireplace where I had some pottery and knickknacks displayed. “I will knock all this shit over.” 

“Ropes it is, I guess.” I sighed. At least I could tie her without losing control. Who knows, maybe it will help us both. 

Standing up and throwing her over my shoulder, I made my way down to the playroom. She hung limply over my shoulder instead of her normal kicking and complaining, and it felt strange. It felt like she wasn’t herself anymore. 

I need my playful fox back. 

I pulled out a thick mat, and a few bundles of ropes in different colors, and began taking off all her clothes. She was wearing my belt under her skirt, and I couldn’t help but smile a little. She still needed that safety and control, even though she was scared of it. 

“Shut up,” she rolled her eyes. “I don’t know how you did it, but you won, okay? Asshole.”

“You know, I think we need to clear out the spank bank this week.” I added another eye roll to the app on the phone. “Do you want to know how many you’re up to?”

“Nope,” she said, popping her lips on the ‘p’. “I absolutely do not want to know.” 

I started with her wrists, a simple tie to cuff them together, and then I bent her elbows and bound her arms behind her head. “Hey Sir, I have a question.”

“Okay.”

“You said you knew Woodrow would get what he deserved. How do you know that?”

I turned her around so her back was to me. Pulling her hair up into a ponytail, I wrapped a thin piece of rope over and over around it, knotting it securely, and letting the tails fall. “When did I say that?”

“When you were talking to Rachel at The Weston House.”

“You mean, when you were eavesdropping?”

“Sure.”

“I had a dream. I saw him in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs, in court, and then led away to prison.” 

Alice was quiet for a while as I continued the tie, moving her gently onto her belly and wrapping the soft silk ropes around her knees and thighs. I left her there on the ground to get the surprise I’d decided to use and returned a minute later. 

“I was thinking,” she said. “If he was in orange and wearing handcuffs, that probably means a re-trial. If it’s a first trial or sentencing, that means he’d be in a suit. If he’s in an orange jumpsuit and cuffed, it means he came from prison, or at least from jail.”

I paused and thought back to the vision. She was right; his face looked scruffy in the vision, and he looked a little rough. 

“Which means this isn’t going to be an easy one-and-done process. There’s going to be a trial, and then a re-trial... Ugh, this is going to suck ass.”

“Speaking of ass.” I gave her a few light spanks. Somehow planning Alice’s torture and teasing, had calmed me to the point where I could think straight again. I was no longer stressed or scared. I had my head back, and my hands itched to get back on her skin. 

“Change your mind?” I could hear the smile in her voice. She wiggled her ass back and forth suggestively. 

“Stop that.” 

“Stop what?” She continued wiggling, practically humping the floor. 

“You really want me to punish that ass don’t you,” I said, and I saw the goosebumps break out on her skin as I dropped my tone. “You do, you little slut. Such a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?” I squeezed her cheeks and pulled them apart. 

“Mmmm...”

“What if I want it to hurt?” I pressed the ball of the anal hook against the pucker of her asshole and she gasped at the cold metal pressed against her. “What if I want to see you squirm and cry for me?”

She huffed an unamused laugh, and her voice was cold and sarcastic. “You can try. But I don’t think you can. Not today.”

That was brat code for please make my cry or I’m going to explode. 

Okay, sweetheart. Let me take care of you.

I shoved the hook in. Her greedy little asshole resisted for only a moment, and then swallowed the ball. She struggled and groaned and complained as I pushed it in a little further, a bit at a time, until it was seated properly. Then I left her there on the floor to go get a bottle of warming lube and my extruder. Putting it in dry was one thing, but she needed lube back there to not get legitimately injured. 

She looked back at me with a fierce glare, and her eyes widened as she saw me pouring the lube into the extruder. “What’s that?”

“You’re going to find out here in a minute.” 

“What are you going to do to me?”

I pushed the nozzle into her asshole, and growled in her ear, “I’m going to hang you from the ceiling and watch you squirm.” 

She let out a confused cry when I pushed the pump of the extruder, forcing the lube into her ass. Oh, she squirmed alright. Moments after a sensual moan, she realized this was not just regular lubricant, and she wiggled and writhed on the ground. I felt myself smile at her reaction. The anger and the stress evaporated right out of my body as I watched her. I loved the way she looked at me when she was like this: uncomfortable, turned on, desperate, and pissed off about the whole situation. 

It took some time to rig her up with how wiggly she was being, but eventually, I had her hanging from one of the suspension beams, slowly rotating because of her squirming. The anal hook was tied to her hair, and if she dropped her head, it would push deeper into her, furthering her writhing. She hung high enough that her face was slightly above mine.

“Now that I have you where I want you... what should I do with you?” I brushed her bangs out of her eyes. They were getting longer, and it was about time for a trim. “Now that you’re stuck here, completely at my mercy.” I cupped her breasts, squeezing as gently as possible, and brushed my thumbs over her nipples.

She bit her lip and growled, which was funny coming from her. “I thought you were going to make me cry, not make me come!” 

“Oh, so you don’t want to come?”

“Wait... that’s not what I said.”

“Maybe that’s what I’ll do,” I said, pretending to consider it. “You’re going to be locked up here with me for a few days. What a perfect opportunity to edge the living hell out of you. You do seem to love that chastity belt.”

She shook her head but stopped immediately as the jerking of her head made the hook move inside her. 

“Yeah... I like that idea. Get you nice and desperate and needy... that’ll be a good distraction, won’t it? Keep that busy little brain turned off and focused on one thing and one thing alone... how badly you need to come for me.” 

I could see her getting hornier by the second, her pupils dilating and her face flushing at the idea of being edged for several days. “No, please don’t do that to me, Sir–”

I caught her chin and stopped her slow twirling, making her look at me. “But you’re getting all pink. You love the idea. And you wanted a distraction, didn’t you? Because you’re so scared right now. Aren’t you? What are you really scared of Alice? What is it that’s clawing at your brain that you’re blocking out right now?”

I let my voice soften as I spoke, dropping the teasing, menacing tone I’d used and opting for something kind instead. She hated it when I was kind to her. She’d rather me bully her, because then she could hate me. 

“Why did you ask those questions about Robin, hm? Why can’t you stand it when I’m nice to you? What are you really afraid of?”

Her face wrinkled up in discomfort and she attempted to look away from me. Angrily she clenched her jaw, her eyes filling with enough tears to look glassy, but not enough to spill over. Oh I know, baby. I know what you’re thinking in your head right now. She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself, but she was struggling. 

I stroked her cheek softly, affectionately, with as much kindness as I could scrounge up. “See, I think neither of us are really worried that your ex is going to come find you and take you away. I think it’s something else... and I know what it is. It’s not your ex you’re afraid of. It’s me.”

Her eyes jumped to mine and held my gaze. She kept looking away and then looking back at me, unsure what I meant. 

“See, Alice, I don’t need to hurt you to make you cry, and I don’t need to put a collar on your neck and whip you for you to know that you belong to me. I can make you do anything I want to. I can take complete control from you with one word...”

Her eyes widened and she took a scared breath, holding completely still, as if terrified I would. 

“But I won’t. Because I don’t need to force you. I don’t need to manipulate you. I don’t need to brainwash you. I can... but I don’t need to.” 

Her lip bottom lip quivered. 

“That’s what scares you. The fact that I can... and that I don’t need to.” 

I could see her waiting, listening, almost hoping that I would drop her. I could use any of those words to coax her into trance. We’d done it so many times over the past three months, and she was so convinced I had that power over her, that it wouldn’t take much. Sweetheart. Good girl. Pulse. Float. Melt. She wanted me to do it because it would give her a chance to safeword, to pull that power back from me, to have a reason to say that she couldn’t trust me. 

But I’d never give her that reason. 

I took a step closer to her, still holding her chin in my hand, and brushed a tender kiss across her lips. She gasped and let out a cry of frustration, overwhelmed with what was going on inside her head and her body. 

“Is that right, little fox?” 

She shook her head again, grunting. 

“I want you to admit it, Alice. I want to hear you say it.” 

“No!”

“Do I need to drag it out of you? Trust me, little bug, you don’t want that, and we both know I can.” 

As we looked each other in the eye, she fought her mental battle, and I stood by, holding her in place and waiting as she worked it out. I wouldn’t force her, but I would be there for her while she did it herself.

The truth was, I loved her, and she loved me, and we both knew it. And that’s what she was afraid of. The idea that someone had actual, real power over her, not power that could be revoked by renegotiation, not power that could be halted by the using of a safeword. Real, honest power in the form of emotional ties and vulnerability. This wasn’t a game anymore. This wasn’t just pain and pleasure and crying and sex. She made me happy, and I made her feel safe. 

And she hated that, because every time she felt safe, that safety was wrenched away, and she was hurt. 

That’s why she couldn’t cry. Because if she cried, she’d have to feel it. And she didn’t want to feel all that. 

“Come on, beautiful girl. Cry for me... hurt for me.” 

Her breathing started to come in bursts, and she gnawed at her lip as she stammered and tried to figure out what to say. 

“I want to break up,” she spat. 

I laughed. “No you don’t.” 

“I... Let me down. I don’t want... let me down, untie me!” She fought against the ropes, pulling and squirming. But she refused to safeword. She was begging me to quit on her, for me to be the bad guy. To give her an out. 

“No.” I’m never going to give you a reason to leave, sweetheart. 

“I don’t...” her voice shook, and she stammered out, “I hate you.” It was just a whisper, a little squeak of a mouse. 

But that’s not what she was saying. Not really. “I know.” 

“I hate you,” she said again, her voice louder and more confident. 

I smiled at her. Just more brat code. 

“I hate you, understand me? I hate you! I hate you, Reuben Weston!” Her voice rose steadily, and she screamed louder and louder. “I hate you! I fucking hate you, you horrible man!” 

I was smiling, and there was a weird lightness in my chest. I chuckled at her display, trying to convince herself. 

I knew what she was really saying. I love you. I love you and I hate you for making me feel this way. 

“I know, baby. It’s okay.” I planted another tender kiss on her lips, just barely there, so sweet. “I know.” 

A gut-wrenching cry of despair erupted from her throat. Alice’s whole body convulsed, and I saw the dam break as her tears spilled over. Her cries were deep and horrible, as if she’d witnessed a death, as if she’d surrendered to her own. The pain and the anguish seemed to set her whole body on fire, and she shook and screamed as she sobbed. Her gaze never left mine, as and she screamed as she looked at me, as if to say, please, take this, at least love me for this. If I have to hurt for you, at least love me for it. 

I held her face in my hands, letting her tears fall onto my chest and at my feet, and whispering softly in her ear. She was, in that moment, more than the most beautiful girl in the world. She was more than mine. She was everything I could ever want, and everything I would ever need, as she faced both the darkness and the light.

“It’s okay, little bug. It’s okay. I know.” 
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“You’re so mean to me.”

“I know.” I kissed the top of her head. Her face was pressed into my chest, and her hair floated on top of the water of our bath. I could enjoy baths if I had her naked in my arms. 

“I like it.”

“I know.” 

“Are you mad at me?”

“No, silly girl... I’m so proud of you. I know that was hard. Do you feel better?” 

“I feel like I died,” she whispered, crushing her face against my chest. “But it was good. I die every day. But this time, it was good. And I feel like myself again.”

“You do, don’t you?” I tilted her face up so I could stare down into her eyes. The dark blue with splashes of color never ceased to amaze me, and today they seemed even bigger than normal. “You die every day. All that pain, all that sadness, that frustration... you die, over and over. It hurts, doesn’t it?”

She nodded sadly, her eyes welling with tears again. 

“But you do something special that nobody else can do. You wake up every morning. Anyone can die, Alice. It takes a special kind of monster to wake up the next day.” 

Hope and affection blossomed in her eyes, and she smiled widely as she choked on a sob. Fucking hell, a smile like that, with tears in her eyes and a blush on her cheeks was enough to make any man fall in love. 

She leaned her head against my chest again. And I took the bottle of body wash I’d set by the tub, squeezed some into a washcloth, and rubbed her down. 

“Are you really going to edge me?”

“Do you want me to?”

She was quiet for a while, and the only reason I knew she was still awake was because she was twirling her fingers in my chest hair. 

“Yeah. I want to try.” 

“So you can hate me more?”

“Yeah.” 

I laughed. “Okay. But fair warning... I can be pretty mean about it.”

“Good. I hate it when you’re nice.” 

“Oh I know. You hate it so much.”

“Yeah. And I hate you.”

“I know.”

“And I’m so bad. And I’m a bad girl.” 

“You’re such a bad girl,” I whispered against her neck. “Such a bad, naughty little fox.” My hand moved from the top of her head to the side of her cheek.

She turned her head and bit my hand, but not hard. Just enough to catch my hand between her teeth. Her cheeks were pink and her nipples were hard and pointy under the warm water. 

“You little...” I withdrew my hand and looked at it. There was the faintest impression of her teeth on the fleshy part of my hand between my index finger and thumb. “That’s it. That’s the second time today you’ve bit me.”

She bit her lip in playful anticipation. 

“Don’t know why you’re excited,” I grunted, and grabbed her waist, lifting her up out of the water. I set her on the floor outside of the sunken tub, pushing her onto her back so her legs were still dangling into the water. 

She kicked against me. “No, I’m cold!” 

“Two bites... two ruins.”

“No!” She tried to get away. 

I held her down with one hand across her chest, and the other across her legs. Unfortunately that left me with no way to edge her other than my mouth, and as much as I desperately wanted my tongue between her legs, it would be a lot harder to keep hers off mine if I crossed that line first. 

“Stay still or I’m upping it to three, and I’ll have to tie you down to the bed.”

“No!” She squirmed harder. Pretty sure that was brat code for “Yes! I want you to edge and ruin me until I cry!” 

I sighed and let her go, standing up and pulling the plug on the tub. “Okay... three it is. You wear me out, monster.” 

I climbed out of the tub and tied my terrycloth robe around me. I’d expected her to run once I let go of her, but she sat naked and stunned on the tile floor, staring at me with wide eyes. 

“What?”

She swallowed. “Nothing.” 

Oh... right. Every time we’d taken a bath together up until now, she’d been in subspace, blissed out, or half asleep. She probably hadn’t gotten a good look. 

Her expression was a nice ego boost. I smirked and leaned over to scoop her up. That was when she scrambled back and tried to run. 

“No! You’re going to slip, Alice... ugh. Gotcha. Come here.” 

“No! I hate ruins!” 

“Good. It’ll make it easier for you to hate me, remember?”

Because hating me was so much easier to admit than loving me. But I knew something Alice didn’t realize. For her, love and hate were pretty much the same thing. They were two sides of the same coin, and it meant she cared. 

I smiled and tossed her onto my bed. My robe had soaked up most of the water left on her that hadn’t dripped on the floor, but she was still damp. I didn’t care. 

The beautiful part of having a bondage bed was it took very little preparation to restrain a naughty little sub, because everything was already set up. In no time she was spread-eagle with a pillow under her hips, giving me perfect access to everything. 

“Now, I’m going to go downstairs and get some toys, and you are going to stay right here and wait for me, okay trouble?”

She pulled on the restraints, glaring at me, but her eyes were pleading. What was she asking for? A distraction? Some pleasure? Some relief from the realization that she loved me?

It didn’t matter. I knew what was going on in that clever little head of hers, and I couldn’t wait to exploit it. 

Lovingly, of course... but as wickedly as possible. 
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Chapter 62
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Son of a bitch. How do I even get myself into these situations? One minute I’m in the bath having an emotional and spiritual moment with the most awesome Dom on the planet, and the next, I’m naked on the floor and somehow missing out on getting my pussy ate. 

I was currently strapped down to Reuben’s bed, naked and cold from the water dripping off my skin, unable to do more than pull at the straps with which he’d restrained me. He had the audacity to leave me here to go get toys to torture me with, and now I was regretting my decision to let him edge me. 

Why had I said yes to that? 

Oh yeah. Because I’m trying to ignore the fact that I’m–

Na-na-na-na-na! Not listening! Nope! Uh-uh. I am not... emotionally attached... to my Dom! 

When he came back, I could feel the smug anticipation radiating off him. He is going to fuck me up. I knew the only way out of this is to accept it and suffer, or to fight like hell. 

Let’s go down swinging. 

There wasn’t much I could do to fight, though. He started by fitting a ball gag into my mouth. I complained and tried to resist him, but he pinched my nose shut until I had no choice but to open my mouth to breathe. Then he climbed onto the bed beside me, sitting right between my spread legs and laying out the torture devices he’d selected. 

“I know how much you like pain with your pleasure,” he said, and he leaned forward with two clothespins in his hands, pinching them menacingly. I braced myself, but the bastard set his elbows on either side of my chest and lovingly alternated running his tongue across my nipples, sucking and nibbling on them with more tenderness than he’d ever shown me before. 

Asshole! Bastard! Son of a bitch! Hurt me for fuck’s sake! Because damn, he was getting my tits seriously sensitive, and I knew him well enough to know what that meant. 

Sure enough, a moment later, a sharp piercing pain flooded my chest, and I shouted and jerked. He’d set one of the clothespins over my nipple, letting it snap shut harshly and unexpectedly. My eyes flew open and I glared at him. He was laughing at me. 

And the worst part was, I loved it. I loved the look on his face, the delight and the hunger and the need, his eyes glowing and that deep, dark rumble coming from his chest at my suffering. I loved the pinch and the flush of pain through my body, and the sweet, pulsing pleasure through my chest at the way his tongue danced around my nipple. 

I was very quickly losing this battle of self-control. The asshole might prefer pain, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know how to give me pleasure.

He tortured my left breast even more than my right, knowing it was my more sensitive side, and took even more time with me. I’d never had an orgasm just from my nipples before, but I was starting to think it was possible. 

Snap! I yelped as he closed the clothespin around it. 

“Now, let’s see how else I can torture you. I know you’re quite fond of this particular toy,” he smiled, holding up the egg and attempting to turn it on. 

Shit. I’d never put the batteries back in. We hadn’t used it since–

When it didn’t turn on, he glared up at me. I whimpered. I couldn’t help it! Now I’d be in even more trouble. 

“Oh. So now you’ve taken to sabotaging my toys. What did you do to this one?” He looked genuinely angry. 

I was trying to say “I took the batteries out” around the ball gag, but he figured it out by opening the battery slot. “Too bad. I guess I’ll just have to add a punishment. You’re really racking them up here, aren’t you? What are we at now, five?”

I argued with him, but I knew he couldn’t tell what I was saying. 

“Hm. Can’t understand you. I think it’s five.”

He grinned at my continued attempts to speak. The ball gag was too big for my mouth and it just sounded like a bunch of random noise. And now I was drooling down my chest in the least sexy way possible.

“Well, it’s a good thing I brought some of these others, then. We have all those toys to try out. Let’s see what you like.” 

Reuben spent the next hour trying out a variety of different toys on me: wands, eggs, dildos of all different sizes. The bastard knew me well enough by now that he was able to keep me from coming just by removing the toys at the worst possible time, mocking me for my cries. I was quickly learning that edging was far worse than ruins. At least a ruined orgasm would allow some relief, even though I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it. 

Once he exhausted the toys, I thought my torture was over. But no, he pushed them aside and leaned forward on his elbows, lowering his face to my belly. 

“Have I told you how incredibly sinful your body is, monster girl?” His voice was a dark, animalistic purr, and he opened his mouth to let his tongue drag across my skin. I was so on edge from the teasing that it felt amazing, even though it wasn’t enough to send me over. 

God please, this is too much. 

I knew I could make it stop. I could easily safeword out of this. We had established a gesture for when I was gagged; tugging at my restraints and grunting quickly would get his attention and end my torture. 

But I didn’t want it to end, I wanted to come! Maybe if I moaned and begged and cried enough, he’d let me? But I doubted it. He was enjoying my suffering far too much. And that’s why I didn’t want it to end. Because I loved how he was able to be himself with me. I loved that he didn’t hold back from me, that I didn’t have to beg through my gag for more, harder, meaner. That I didn’t have to brat in the middle of a session to piss off my top and get them angry enough to give me what I needed. 

Shit. He was right all along. All I had to do was ask. 

I frickin’ hate this man. Always right, always good to me, and always so damn mean. 

I lifted my head as much as I could to watch as he dragged his open mouth across my hips and my mons, letting me feel the scratch of his teeth and the roughness of his beard on my skin. One of his arms snaked around my leg and he squeezed my thigh, slowly at first, and then harder, until I moaned and then cried out as his fingernails cut into my skin. My eyes fell shut and I felt him smile against my inner thigh, and then sink his teeth into my flesh, biting down hard enough to make me scream. 

He groaned at the sound of my pain, and I felt myself gush, a burst of wetness spilling from my traitorous pussy. He was truly enjoying me, both my pain and my pleasure. And that, unfortunately, was something I could suffer for. 

So I swallowed my safeword and took what he gave me, letting my head fall back on the pillow and my eyes fall shut, drowning in whatever next sensation he decided was my fate. 

It turned out my fate was to feel his finger gently prod my slit, scooping up my cum dripping from my sex, and press the wetness into my asshole. I screamed and tried so damn hard to come, squeezing my pussy and flexing and thrusting my hips against nothing, but it was no use. 

He knew what I needed. A splash of pain, a burst of pleasure, and a fucking growl in my ear. Instead, all he did was laugh. 

I felt myself start to cry, and then laugh. My laugh turned into a moan as he gently wiggled his finger inside my asshole. 

I attempted to speak to him around my gag. “I will do anything you want me to if you make me come!” 

“What was that?” he said, looking up at me with a snide look. “Not sure I caught that.” 

“Fuck you!”

“Oh. That one I caught.” He thrust his finger into my ass harshly, deeper than before, wiggling it faster. Good God in heaven, or maybe hell, I was so fucking close, but he would not let me–

He lowered his face right between my legs, and, with a smirk, blew a tiny gust of air right at my clit. 

It hit me with just enough tenderness to make for a delicious orgasm. Just as my eyes flew open and I felt my body open up to another dimension to explode in pleasure, he yanked his finger out of my ass, and pinched the back of my knee. 

One bright, delicious taste... and it was gone. I felt the remnants of my pleasure cut out like a flipped breaker, even though I fell into pure relief from the ruin. I could do nothing but lay there and sob in the strange combination of relief and fury. 

And also that other thing that was in the back of my head that I didn’t want to think about right now. That thing that got way worse when he looked up at me from between my legs in smug satisfaction, as if he were so damn proud of himself, and so proud of me. 

He climbed off the bed and I heard the water running. Returning a moment later, he helped me out of my bondage and held me against his him, letting my tears spill onto his chest and run onto his bedspread. 

He stroked my hair and buried his face in my neck, inhaling deeply and sighing in pleasure. Desperate for any kind of pleasure after mine had been wrenched away, I threw my leg over his hip and pressed my hips against his stomach. He rolled over on his back and held my hips firmly in place, staring up at me as I ground myself against him, sobbing. I can get it back. I can get back there and rub one out on his fucking stomach, and I’ll do it, too. 

He let me try. He held me firmly with one hand, and I felt his other hand go behind my back. He jerked himself as he watched me struggle and grind and thrust against his stomach, desperate to relight the fire that had burned out. 

I watched in astonishment and pure lust as his face grew harsher. His top lip curled and he snarled like a wild animal, his eyebrows lowering. His neck and chest were flushed. A shot of adrenaline and pure need went through me as I realized he was going to jack himself off and make me watch. 

I felt my pussy pulse in need. Yes. Finally. I was right on the edge again watching him pleasure himself. I wanted to look behind me and watch his hands jerk his huge, thick, terrifying snake of a cock, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the look on his face. 

The hand that was holding my hips in place flew up and he caught me by the neck, holding me just tightly enough to hurt, reducing the bloodflow and making my world start to tilt.

“Put your fucking hands behind your head right now, you whore,” he spat at me, and I did. Growling in satisfaction, he squeezed my neck tighter. 

Another pulse of my pussy. I rocked against him harder, wishing to hell I could press back against his cock and sink down onto him. I knew if I did, I would come on the spot. Fuck, he would fill me up and stretch me so hard I wouldn’t be able to see straight, or walk right, for a damn long time. I shuddered at the thought.

“You think you’re going to get yourself off on me, hmm?” he sneered. 

“Please–”

“No.”

“Please, Sir, I–”

“You don’t get to come today,” he laughed. “You’re just my toy for the next five days, Alice. You troublemaking little fuck. Toys don’t get to come. Toys are here for me to play with, for me to enjoy. And I enjoy you most when you suffer for me. And you fucking know that, don’t you?” he clenched his teeth as he spoke. “You are my fucking toy, aren’t you?”

I wasn’t breathing. His hand tightened on my neck just a little more and he panted, his hand behind me working furiously. I felt like I was flying, and I couldn’t stop grinding myself and rocking against him, drowning in the feeling of his skin against my pussy and pressing my clit into him. 

“Tell me.” 

“Sir–”

“Tell me who you fucking belong to!” 

He let go of my neck as I mumbled the words. The blood rushing back to my head sent me into an explosion of stardust and ashes, and I collapsed forward on top of him right as I watched him come. He grunted, and I could feel the hot wet splash of it on my back, taste the sweet tangy salt of his sweat on his skin, and feel the warmth of his breath as it washed over me. He wrapped his arms around me and let his eyes fall closed, his fingers swirling his jizz into the skin on my back.

Neither of us spoke a word. We didn’t need to. Over and over, the same phrase echoed on repeat, soothing me like the sweetest comfort I could have ever imagined. 

I belong to Reuben Weston. 

And that was a very good place to be. 
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Reuben attempted to keep me busy over the next few days. What I had misunderstood and not clarified about my three-turned-five ruined orgasms was that he did not intend to give me all of them on the same day. No, I was to be subjected to five days of torture and edging, a ruin somewhere in the middle, and then further edging to make me needy and desperate again. 

Such an asshole. 

He was so damn happy, smiling and strutting around the house with his head held high and his shoulders back. He constantly wore a satisfied and smug look on his face and it made me really truly despise him. 

And other stuff that we weren’t talking about. But hey. At least I could admit that I was ignoring it. 

He gave me chores and tasks that he forced me to do by threatening more edges, but he also took me out and kept me busy and distracted. On Friday, we went to the Asheville mall, and we took Sophie with us. We saw a movie and then went shopping. He bought her a stuffed lion and me a purple water tumbler with glittery hearts all over it. 

On Saturday, he took me to the lake by his house, cuffed my wrists behind my back, and put my feet in a spreader bar. He fed me fruit, chocolate, finger sandwiches, and scones from the picnic basket he’d brought, and then lapped up the mess of fruit dip and sauce that had dripped down my body during the messy process. 

By the end of the third evening, I was dizzy with need, my body aching and my limbs quivering. He held me in his arms while we watched a movie on the couch, his arms around my stomach and his lips pressed into the side of my neck. He nibbled and licked me, biting and sucking my skin and leaving a trail of little red marks all down the side of my neck and across my shoulder. I had no idea what movie we watched. 

And every night, he’d wrestle me into my bed or his, tie me down, and edge me until I screamed so loud I’d wake the neighbors. 

If we had any. 

The morning of the fourth day was Sunday, and we were supposed to go to church. I was practically drooling with need and had slept fitfully the night before because the asshole hadn’t even given me a ruin last night, just edged me with his toys and his cruelty. 

Of course, he was jacking off every night, coming on my back, or in my hair, or on my belly, letting me beg and drool for that nice thick cock I couldn’t have.

I’d tried to beg. I’d told him I wasn’t sure if I could do this. His response was to look down at me with a smirk and say, “It’s your call, monster girl.” And I knew what that meant. 

If I called it, if I safeworded, he’d tie me to some immovable surface and force me to come until I passed out... and then probably slap me awake and make me come more. Oh, I’d get my satisfaction, all right. 

But I’d also miss out on burning with lust for the man who made me feel safe, and the look on his face and the sound of his voice when he came from watching me suffer. 

I was so damn out of it that I felt like I wasn’t myself. The only thing I could think about was sex, my empty pussy, and my poor, needy clit. Which, to be fair, was better than being a complete chaotic yoyo of emotions, but I was nearing my limit. 

He could tell I was torn about it. That Sunday morning, over coffee, he asked, “Are you alright, monster?”

“Sir... This has to be it for me today. I can do today... but I need to know it’ll be over by tonight.”

He took my hands and kissed the tips of my fingers. “Okay, little bug.” 

My eyes filled with tears. “Are you disappointed in me,” I choked. 

He coughed in disbelief, rose, and came around the table directly in front of me, crouching down in front of me and holding my face in his hands. “Fuck no, I’m not disappointed in you. Not only am I impressed, I’m completely obsessed with you.” 

His hands tightened around my face, and I sighed at the comfort of his firm grip. “You know that’s a dangerous place to be, beautiful... a sadistic bully obsessed with you.”

“Yeah, I know,” I whispered back. “But you’re a safe one, so I’m okay with it.”

The look on his face... damn. It would be easy to let myself fall into someone who looked at me like that. 
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On our way to church, my phone started buzzing with missed calls and texts, and my forehead wrinkled as I read through them. 


Alex: No news yet. Just got to the house 

Alex: Call me when you get a chance

Alex: FYI you’re safe


I called her as we pulled up on church property. When Reuben parked his car, I turned the phone to speaker. 

“Alice,” Alex’s voice came through the speaker, sounding tired. 

“Hey, I’m sorry, I just got your messages. I think I have bad reception at Reuben’s house.”

“I assumed as much. Listen... he’s not coming for you. You’re safe, you can relax.”

I felt a weight lift off my shoulders and a knot in my belly unwrap. Falling back against the seat of the car, I exhaled long and slow. “Thanks, Alex. I’m assuming he was an easy pick-up?”

“I haven’t picked him up yet.”

That gave me pause. “Wait... what do you mean?”

She hesitated for only a moment, and Reuben spoke up. “Alex, we’re both here, you’re on speaker.”

“I went to his house to catch his remnants... It was empty. All his possessions were gone, loaded up and shipped. He left enough remnants and thoughts to tell me where he was going.”

“He’s not coming after me?”

“No. He’s given up on you. He’s moved on.”

At first, I felt a flood of relief. I wouldn’t have to worry about him ever again. Not only had he moved, but he wasn’t interested in me anymore. 

But then a wave of nausea hit me as I realized what she meant when she said, ‘moved on.’

Alex continued to speak. “He is moving down to Florida... Orlando. He has been flying down there on the weekends, regularly breaking his parole, and meeting with several people down there. He’s found himself another submissive and is at the house with her as we speak.”

“He has a house in Orlando?” I asked. “Maybe that’s what he did with my money. It’s not enough to buy a house though...”

Alex hesitated on the other line. “No, Alice. Your house.” 

“I don’t have a house!” 

Reuben looked at me with trepidation. “Alice, baby... did you ever read that letter from Quinn?”

I stared at Reuben in shock, the pieces falling into place. I hadn’t read the letter. I’d stuck it back in the folder with the other evidence of my worst memories and tried to forget about it. 

Alex’s voice came through the phone. “Quinn left you his house, Alice. He left you a lot of things. That’s why Woodrow married you... but he waited to go to Orlando and gain access to your house and your belongings until after you ran away. The annulment went through after he’d already claimed most of it.”

I sat there in shock, not sure if I was boiling in rage or numb with the knowledge that the asshole was currently in the house I used to consider my home. He’d known, since Quinn’s death and the reading of the will, that those things had been left to me, but he knew I was too out of it to remember. 

“Son of a bitch.” 

“I’m sorry, Alice,” she said on the other line. “I did not know about the house and the inheritance. I promise you, I will fix this.” 

“I want him out of that house. That’s... he can’t have that. He can’t... Alex, I want him out of that house.” 

Reuben placed his hand on my shoulder. The weight and the comfort of his hand settled me, and I took a deep breath, suddenly remembering he had another girl with him. 

“It won’t take long. I’m monitoring the situation, and I have a team of police with me ready to move and bring him in as soon as he makes a move.”

Reuben spoke up. “You... when you say, make a move...” 

Alice didn’t answer. 

“Alex Victor, I swear to God, if you wait until another girl has been assaulted to do something–”

Alex let out a stream of curses like I’d never heard before. Most of them were in Russian, but I did catch one phrase in the midst of her explosion. “If you think I, of all people, would let him hurt a girl, you can fuck yourself!”

“Then what are you waiting for,” he shouted back. His face was etched in rage. 

“I’m waiting for a strike! You know how he works; he’s not going to abuse her today! He won’t next week! It’ll be next year when he tries to hurt her!”

“You know he’s a rapist!”

“Reuben,” Alex’s voice was harsh and cool, almost aloof. “If I burst in there now, I can have him arrested for breaking parole. If I wait until he’s hit her, and I have proof, I can charge him for assault. A single strike from him may be unsafe, but she is consenting, and I am monitoring her thoughts. Now please, let me put this man in prison.” Alex hung up the phone before either of us could say another word. 

We sat in the car speechless for a few moments. Reuben was furious, and I could see his jaw clenching at the knowledge that at this moment, there was another victim in his grasp. 

I tried to remember what our first few sessions had been like. “He won’t assault her,” I said. “Not right away.”

“He’s an abuser.”

“He’ll lie to her, gain her trust first. He’ll respect her. He’ll make her trust him. He’ll follow the rules, and he won’t break her consent. With Alex there, stepping in before things can get bad, she’ll have the best possible experience with him.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince him, or myself. 

His voice was nothing more than a whisper. “Alice... if she doesn’t do something by the end of the day, I’m going down there and taking care of this myself.” 

“No.”

“Yes, I absolutely will.”

“Scarlett.” 

He turned and looked at me, still furious, but fearful. 

“Do not go down there,” I said. “Because if something happens to you...” 

I couldn’t finish the sentence, but he knew how it ended anyway. 

If something happened to him... What would happen to me?

He left the car. 

I felt the tears run down my face and my heart shatter into a million pieces. The betrayal and the abandonment hit me like a punch in the gut. But a moment later, my side of the car opened, and he pulled me into his arms, crushing me against his chest and burying his face in my hair. 

“I’m sorry, baby. I won’t go. I’ll stay right here with you. I promise.” 

I bit my lip until it bled, trying desperately not to erupt in anguish and fury, but it wasn’t working. I have no choice. I have to let it pass. I have to feel it. I have to let this kill me. 

So I surrendered to it, and cried and screamed until my throat was hoarse and my head was pounding. My hands were balled up into fists, and I struck him in the chest over and over, furious and hurt that he could make me feel this way. 

But I hated myself more for letting my heart feel things again. 

Eventually my tears subsided, and he pushed me far enough away from him to be able to meet my eyes. 

“I’m sorry.” 

I nodded. Me too. 

“What do you need?” 

“I want to go home.” 

“Okay.”

“I’m sorry, I know you wanted to see your friends–”

“It’s okay. Can I go inside and get you some water, first?”

“Why do you always make me drink so much damn water!”

“Well, you do cry a lot.” 

I groaned and rolled my eyes as dramatically as possible, mostly to break the tension as thick as a milkshake between us. “Fine, I guess you’re right... but not too cold, it gives me a headache.” 

“Stay.” He kissed my neck and shut the car door, hurrying into the valley house like a man on a mission. 

I watched him walk, hating myself for needing him so much. 

There was a knock at the car door, and I opened it. Rachel stood there smiling up at me. “Hey,” she said. “You looked sad. You okay?”

My eyes welled with tears against my will. I nodded and tried to say there was nothing wrong, but she didn’t believe it. I told her the truth. 

“Pete found another girl.”
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When I came back, Alice and Rachel were sitting in the back seat of the SUV, talking quietly with the door open to let in the cool brisk morning air. I didn’t want to interrupt them, but I didn’t want to eavesdrop either, so I stood off to the side and stayed silent. I heard Alice say, “part of me hates him for giving up on me. How fucked up is that?”

I paused, waiting to hear Rachel’s response. 

“When my first Mast–owner, sold me, I felt betrayed... It felt like I failed him. He raped me, he beat me, and he tied my wrists to the bed every night so I wouldn’t run away, so tightly that now I have nerve damage. But I still felt hurt and betrayed when he sold me, because I felt like I wasn’t enough for him. Even though all he wanted was to abuse me... I wasn’t even good enough to take abuse.

“But I learned from Miss Becca... it’s not about me. There was nothing I could give him that would fill the emptiness inside him. He used me to try to do that, to make him happy, and you can’t use another person to fill the emptiness inside you. Because even if you love them... you’re still using them. Only fixing yourself can make that emptiness go away... Right, sir?”

Busted. I approached the open car door and handed Alice the cup I’d brought her. She glared at it, but sipped it anyway, and then looked at me in surprise at the taste. 

“I added some juice. To make it easier on your tummy.” 

She stared up at me with her glassy tearstained eyes. For just a moment, I saw that look on her face that I dreamed about. Just a hint of it. That deep respect and appreciation I craved to see in her eyes. 

It was there for a moment and then it was gone. She looked down at her hands as she sipped. 

“I snapped at Alex, and lost control.” Awkwardly, I put my hands in my pockets. “She was right. If she catches him playing with her, even consensually, and either witnesses, hears, or sees the evidence of his tendencies, it will help all those other testimonies hold up in court better. Believe it or not, you can’t legally consent to some kinds of play, so if they do anything more than a little light impact, it’s likely he’ll be arrested for assault. 

“As much as I don’t like it, Alex has been through this enough times that I know she’s right. She knows how to technically entrap someone without legally entrapping them. She knows how to get the evidence she needs to convict someone. And... if she can get him arrested, I hear she’s damn good at getting confessions. This will all be over soon, sweet girls.” 

Rachel smiled at me. “Thank you, Mister Weston.” She climbed out of the car. “And... thank you for bringing me here. It’s been... um...” She bit her lip and looked back at the house. “Really good. Are you guys staying?” She looked back at us. 

“I’m going to let Alice decide how she feels. If not, we’ll see you soon. Maybe we’ll come for dinner sometime this week.” 

“Okay.” She reached towards Alice and clasped one of her hands, squeezing it. “See you soon.” Then she dipped her head and walked back into the house. 

Alice stared down at her feet, sipping her watered down juice and refusing to look at me. When I heard the straw bubble at the last remnants of the cup, I reached out to take the empty cup. 

Alice leaned over and put her cheek against my hand. 

“Still want to go home?”

“No, Sir. We can stay. I just need a minute.”

“We can go, Alice. It’s okay. I won’t be mad.”

“No, I’m fine. I just need to let the rest of this pass, and I’ll be fine in a few more minutes.”

“Can I sit with you?”

She nodded. “I would like that.” 

I climbed into the car and sat beside her. She tilted herself sideways and laid her head down on my lap, and I stroked her hair. Both of our favorite places to be... it was becoming more than a habit. It was becoming a ritual. 

I loved so many things about this crazy girl. I loved the way our dynamic continued to change and evolve and develop, and how she threw something different at me every day. I loved how she seemed to need me, love me, and hate me all at the same time. I loved that she wasn’t afraid of me, that she wanted more of me the more I opened up to her. 

Both of us got a text at the same time, breaking the silence and the comfort of our refuge. She sat up and looked at her phone, and I opened mine to see the message. 

Alex Victor: In custody. He hit her across the spine with a cane. Clear evidence of bad play. She is okay and more upset that I disrupted the session than anything. Talk soon... this isn’t over. 

“He hit her across the back,” Alice whispered softly. 

I clenched my jaw.

“Isn’t that, like, super dangerous?”

It was sometimes hard to draw the line between safe play, and edge play. Most kink was dangerous in some way, but some of it was just downright wrong. Caning across their spine, hitting their neck, tying them too tight in an area that could cause nerve damage... those were all things that were evidence of not only bad technique, but an uncaring partner. 

Alex caught the evidence needed to initiate arrest for assault. With the other testimonies, it would lead to a trial. 

“Okay, I’m ready to go in now,” Alice said, looking up at me. 

“Really?”

“Yeah. Woodrow, or as Lindsay calls him, ‘Dick-drow,’ is going away to prison. He isn’t after me. And I have you by my side. I’m good.”

She looked good. She looked excited, even. “I wonder what Sophie is making for lunch.” She cocked her head and looked up at the sky through the window in a cute childlike manner. 

“I’m not.” 

“What?”

“I’m not good to go in yet.” 

She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me, alternating my cheeks, my nose, my forehead, my neck, and my lips, covering me with kisses until I couldn’t help but smile. There was just something so sweet and adorable about her attempts at cheering me up. And it wasn’t her trying to seduce me to distract me, or give herself a dose of happy chemicals. It was just her being sweet. 

She continued her efforts until I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Okay, okay, I’m good. Let’s go.” 

“Hehe. Yay. I fixed the lines.” 

“What lines?” I climbed out of the car and helped her down. 

She stood up on her tiptoes and reached her hand up towards my face. I had to bend over for her to reach, but she brushed my forehead with the tip of her finger. “I made the lines go away.” She grinned widely, her eyes lighting up with excitement and satisfaction, and then turned and scampered off into the house. I heard her cry of delight as she saw Sophie and threw her arms around her. 

Every once in a while, the little girl inside her poked her head out. I watched her and Sophie giggle and laugh on the front porch, whispering conspiratorially and glancing my way. 

Alice definitely had a bit of age regression in her. She wasn’t quite as little as Sophie... but there was a reason they got along, and why Alice always wanted to sit in my lap. 

Maybe that was another way I could help give her some stress relief and coping skills that didn’t involve pain and sex and hypnosis... letting her little side out might give her the mental break she needed and teach her some new coping mechanisms. 

Right now, I was just happy that she was happy, that Rachel was safe and content with her new path, and that whatever poor girl had fallen victim to Pete Woodrow’s most recent lies wouldn’t fall victim to the same fate as the others. 

I was far from perfect. I was far from a great Dom. I wasn’t smart or educated or attractive. But at least, if I could keep my shooting star safe and content... I could live with that. 
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That evening when we finally left the Valley House, Alice was pretty exhausted. She was starting to get a little crazy, so I opted to take us home. In the car, she was quiet, staring out the window and picking at a scab on her thumb. I’d noticed she picked her fingers or rubbed her feet together when she was stressed and needed emotional comfort. 

“You alright?”

“Hmm.” She didn’t give me a real answer, just acknowledged me. 

When we got home it was after nine. I sent her to her room to shower and get ready for bed, and then come get me. I wasn’t sure how she was going to feel as far as our extended game, and I had a feeling we would need to set it aside today. Or maybe she wanted the distraction. I wasn’t sure. 

I listened as the shower cut off and she sang to herself as she rubbed her hair dry. She had a tendency to sing one specific part of a song over and over, rather than attempting to sing the whole song. And sometimes she’d do it all day long. Today her song-snippet of the day was, “You left your cocaine on my nightstand, your favorite necklace is my right hand, you were never a part of the plan, and it was over before it began...” 

I sat on the couch and waited for her to come out, scrolling my phone and my calendar while I waited. Sophie and Mark had agreed to come over on Tuesday for dinner, and I searched through our pantry app to see what I had on hand that I could make. After a few minutes, I realized I couldn’t hear Alice’s singing anymore, and she still hadn’t come out. 

Silly distracted little thing. I stood up and went to find her and see what mischief she’d gotten herself into. 

She was standing at her desk, hair in a lopsided towel, the belt clutched tightly in one hand, and the letter in the other. 

I always wondered why she’d never mentioned the house in Orlando. I’d thought it was because she didn’t want to think about it or deal with it, and assumed it would come up naturally. I’d assumed she had read it as soon as I’d given it to her. 

“Alice...” I took another step into her room. 

She shook her head, staring down at the letter. Her face was blank, eyes red, and her hand shook slightly she set the letter back on the desk. 

“What do you need baby?” She shook her head again. I approached her with intent to give her a hug, but she held a hand out at me, as if to stop me from coming closer. 

“How about a bath, and some ice cream? You’ve had a really emotional day.”

“No,” she shook her head again. 

“Would a spanking help?”

Her tears spilled over and she bit her lip, shaking her head again. She stared at the belt in her hand, and then dropped it like it was a snake. Like she hadn’t realized she was clutching it for dear life. 

It hurt watching it fall to the ground, watching her stare at it like it was a weapon that could hurt her. She looked up at me with the same look on her face. 

“I just want to wake up and have this day be over,” she said softly. “I just want to go to bed and wake up tomorrow and start over. Can we please just... start over?”

“Yes. Today, we can.”

She climbed into her bed and rolled onto her side in the fetal position. Her hands were clutched to her chest. 

“Did you take your meds today?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Good. I’m going to refill your tumbler, alright? In case you need it.”

“With some juice?”

“Just a little juice. For your tummy.”

“Okay.” 

I returned to her room with the glass of watered-down juice. She’d flipped over to her other side, hiding her face, her hands still clenched tightly to her chest, her knees pulled up. I could see her feet moving softly against each other under the blanket. 

Setting the tumbler on her bedside table, I sat on the edge of her bed. 

“Are you sure you don’t want a hug or anything, little bug? I know you’re sad, and I know you’re upset.”

“Did you read it?” 

I hesitated. “Yes. Before I knew what it was, or what it said... I read the first part.” 

The letter from Augustus was an apology for abandoning her. He knew he would hurt her by sending her away, and he’d done it anyway, because he thought it was the right thing to do. His letter also said he knew he’d made a mistake as soon as she was gone. Within a week he had started calling her to try to get her to come home, but she hadn’t answered. His associate refused to pass on his messages. 

Augustus had confessed all this, admitting she was the only thing that kept him going, and that letting her go was the biggest regret of his life. 

He also explained that he knew she didn’t want the house, but that he was leaving her his whole estate because as soon as he’d gone into the nursing home, his children and ex-wife had become absolute leeches of him, attempting to visit him and coerce him into emotional relationships with the hope of having some inheritance. Instead, he’d given Alice everything he had, trusting her to do as she saw fit.

The thing about letters from dying old men, at least in my experience, was that they were for the person who was dying, not the person who was living. That letter was probably more hurtful than helpful to Alice, and in hindsight, I should have cautioned her to read it another evening. 

She didn’t answer for a long time. Then she said, “Can you turn off the lights?” 

I did so, and returned to my spot by her bed. She was staring up at the ceiling where I’d stuck glow-stars to the ceiling. 

I barely heard her as she asked, “Am I crazy?”

“No, little bug. But what about?”

“Am I crazy for hating him?” 

“Quinn? Or Woodrow?”

“Quinn. I don’t give a fuck about Woodrow.” 

“Well, that should give you your answer.” I reached out and stroked her hair, slightly damp but silky from her conditioner. “Love and hate are two sides of the same coin. You hate him because you love him. When you love someone, it hurts when they hurt you.”

“No,” she whispered. “You can’t love and hate someone at the same time.”

“Sure you can. They’re the same thing... they mean you care. You’re indifferent about Woodrow because you never loved him. You said so yourself.” 

She pulled the blanket up over her head. Pretty sure that is a clear sign of dismissal. 

“You let me know when you’re ready to talk about this. Goodnight, little bug. Sleep well.” 

She didn’t answer. I left her to reconcile her thoughts. 

I tried to busy myself with a book or answering emails, but I was tired too, and my mind was on her. I wished I could hold her and comfort her, but she had pushed me away. She needed to come to terms with a lot of things, and I doubted I was going to be able to help her through that process with my halfway useless words and inept attempts at comforting her. So instead, I climbed into bed, and scrolled through TikTok and watched some of her old videos until I was tired enough to go to sleep. 

I woke up a few hours later to the sensation of the mattress shifting. Keeping my eyes closed, I felt Alice sneak under my blanket and snuggle up against me. 

“Sir? Are you awake?”

I didn’t move and didn’t answer. 

I could feel the dampness of her tears on her face, the sensation of the chastity belt she’d put on, and something else odd... she was wearing the leather cuffs on her wrists. Poor thing was desperate for my possession. 

My heart squeezed painfully as I felt her push herself up tighter against me, releasing a deep, satisfied sigh. More tears dripped down my chest as she attempted to control her crying. 

“I hate you,” she whispered as softly as she could. “You’re wrong, and I hate you.”

I resisted the smile. She was desperately trying to convince herself she didn’t love me. It wasn’t working. 

“I hate you so much. You’re so mean to me. You get off on being mean to me. You love watching me cry. You love to hurt me. And I love–” she choked, and froze, then spoke again. “I hate you for it.” 

I took a deep breath and wrapped my arms around her, rolling onto my side and burying my face in her neck. I let a low, satisfied moan escape my mouth as I felt her perfect ass press into my hips. 

She’d claimed I spoke in my sleep, right? “My girl.” 

I let my lips rest against her neck, and felt her shuddering and crying slowly fade, her pulse slowing and her breathing changing to a slow, relaxed pace. Finally, I felt the tension fade out of her body as she drifted off to sleep. 

When I woke up the next morning, she’d snuck out of my bed, and back into her own. 
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She was bratty as hell the next day. Rolling her eyes like crazy, adding way too much sugar to her coffee while she looked me in the eye with her brat face, saying “whatever” as often as possible... she wore a short skirt and kept dropping shit and picking it up right in front of me, showing me her ass and my belt underneath. 

I chose to ignore her. I knew this was about her struggling to come to terms with her fears and her emotions. But the irritation was building. 

“Have you written in your journal today?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah? Why don’t you try that again?”

“Yeah.” 

“Go get it. You have lines to write.” 

An eye roll. “’Kay.”

Don’t cave to her. She is being a snot, and you’re going to discipline her and correct her behavior, and then encourage her to ask for what she wants. 

“You’re going to copy out your first rule fifty times since you can’t seem to remember it.”

She scoffed as she settled down at the table. I swallowed a comment about a better use for her mouth than scoffing and took a deep breath. “Over here, please,” I said, motioning to the ottoman. I was reading in my favorite armchair and wanted her close to me. 

“Whatever.”

“Whatever, Sir,” I corrected, starting to get irritated. 

“Oh, what a good boy, calling me Sir.” 

I threw my book over my shoulder and lunged at her. She giggled maniacally and dropped her journal as she scampered away.

“You get your ass back here right now you little shit–”

“Now why would I do that!” She laughed and shouted as she dodged me, eventually running out the front door. I caught her on the porch and dragged her back inside. 

“Because we both know this is exactly what you want. You crave my punishment like oxygen, you inconvenient snot.” 

She wrestled and pulled against me, glaring up at me like a furious mouse fighting a lion. “Inconvenient!? You love me!” 

I grabbed her throat and shoved her against the wall, though I put my hand behind her head so she wouldn’t get hurt. “You’re damn right I do.” 

Her eyes widened and her mouth popped open, and the words just poured from my mouth. 

“I love you so much I would throw all my rules and my protocol out the window. I love you so much I’d give you what you need and want instead of what I need and want, at the drop of a fucking hat, no matter how much it hurt. I love you so much that there is not a chance in hell I will let you go... or let you get away with this bullshit.” Spittle flew from my mouth and hit her face, and she stared at me in shock through my monologue. 

I dumped her in one of the dining room chairs, pulling off my belt as I did so, and binding her hands behind her back and to the rungs of the chair. “Because I know the best way to love you is to give you what you need. And that’s not always rules and discipline. Sometimes it’s me being a jerk to you. So you’re going to sit your ass down in this chair, and take your fucking punishment like good... little... brat.” 

She was silent, her jaw clenched and her shoulders elevated as I finished restraining her. I think the shock of my honest confession was the only way I was able to keep her in place while I did so. I grabbed her notebook that had fallen on the floor, and set it in front of her, opening it up to an empty page. “Now you stay here while I go get your cuffs and some rope. If I come back and you’re gone, I swear to God, you won’t get spanked for a month.” 

I was quick with my acquisition, and when I returned, she was still there, frozen and nervous, refusing to look at me. I tied her to the chair and secured her left hand to her chastity belt. I placed a pen in her right. Then I sat down on the ground in front of her legs, binding her ankles to the chair so that her legs were just open enough to see that cute, swollen little bug of hers. 

Damn. I still hadn’t let her come since I’d started teasing her the other day, because last night had been a disaster. It was time to release her from her torture. 

“Did you touch yourself last night?”

“No Sir.” Her voice was quiet. 

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You were in bed with me.” 

She blushed deep red and closed her eyes. “You were awake, weren’t you?” 

“You bet your ass I was. Fifty lines. Tell me who you belong to. Then you can come.” 

She let out a whimper as I leaned forward and dug my fingernails into her calves, licking a long trail up her leg and towards her inner thighs, stopping just shy of her sex. 

I could feel her muscles quivering under my touch, under my tongue. I could smell her cum. I wanted so badly to bury my face in her pussy, taste her, bite her, take her completely. But I didn’t want to regret it, and I didn’t want to go back on my word. So I kept my ass on the ground and tortured her instead. 

She made it to line thirty-one before she dropped the pen and let her head fall back against the chair, tears streaming down her face. 

“You fucking disaster,” I muttered against her thigh. I nipped at her leg and then lapped at it with my tongue, relishing her moans. “You’d better finish those lines. Because I need to fucking destroy you.” 

She mumbled something under her breath. 

“What’s that?” I bit her again and sucked on the spot, leaving behind a bright red mark. Holy hell, her thighs were sinful. 

“I hate you so much,” she said a little louder. “God, I fucking hate you. I hate your torture.”

“Oh, well,” I laughed, and pulled away. “Let me relieve you of that, since you hate it so much.” I sat back and made to stand up. 

“God no, please don’t stop! Don’t leave me like this you asshole! Please!”

“But you hate it so much, baby...” I stood and stroked her cheek. “And I wouldn’t want you to hate me, now would I? Now you finish your lines and then I’ll let you go.” 

“No,” she sobbed. “Please! Please don’t let me go!” 

I cupped her chin and made her look at me, those stunning magical eyes filled with colors and tears and love and sheer terror at the idea of her torture ending. 

“You pathetic little toy. What do you need to do to get what you want?”

She bit her lip. 

“Go on, tell me. You know I can’t say it.” 

She closed her eyes. “I need to be good.” 

“You need to be a...”

Her eyes crinkled up and then she forced them open. “A good girl. I need to be a good girl.” 

“Yes, baby. That’s right. You can do that for me, can’t you?”

She hiccupped and cried, staring up at me. “Yeah. But...” it was just a whisper, but she quietly said, “only for you, okay?”

I felt my face break into a wide smile, and a warmth explode in my heart that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I leaned forward and kissed her lips, her neck, her cheeks, and that soft spot right behind her ear. “Okay baby. Only for me.” 

“Sir, please... bite me again... while I write?” 

I couldn’t have said no to that if I’d wanted to. I let my teeth graze her skin, trailing down her neck and biting into her collarbone and her shoulder, then pulling down her shirt and nipping at her breasts. 

She continued to struggle through her lines as I bit her chest, her neck, her tits, her belly, her thighs, her hips, and the tender delicate skin between her inner thighs and her pussy. She was sobbing and leaking all over my face by the time she finished, throwing the pen aside and grabbing her notebook, with her free hand to show me. 

She dropped it in the process, and I laughed at her, picking it back up and inspecting her lines. Across the page, getting messier and messier as they neared the end, she’d written, I belong to Reuben Weston. I belong to Reuben Weston. I belong to Reuben Weston. 

“Oh, baby, some of these are kind of hard to read–”

“Reuben Weston, I swear to fuck–”

“Okay. Okay. I’ll accept it. But I expect you to be an angel tomorrow, understand?”

“Yes Sir!” 

Before I closed it, one of the pages slipped from my thumb and fell to a different page. I briefly saw she had written some lines on her own. Just a few, maybe six or seven, but I hadn’t assigned them to her. She’d written them on her own. Across the page, was written, He won’t hurt me. He won’t hurt me. He won’t hurt me. 

“Well, little bug... I think it’s time for that last ruin, and your relief, don’t you think? 

She writhed on the chair. “Will you be mean to me?”

“So, so mean.” 

She let her head fall back and stared up at me in eagerness. 

I’ll show you just how much I love you, little monster girl. I unbound her and pulled her up over my shoulder. She struggled and squirmed, and I spanked her ass and tickled the bottom of her foot until she nearly fell off me. 

I didn’t have quite the same setup in this house as I did the other one, but one thing I did have was my bondage wall. It was simply a section of the wall covered in thick wooden beams, with plenty of places to mount whatever I felt so inclined. And today, I was mounting Alice. 

“This is going to take some setup,” I warned her, setting her down and pushing her against the wall. I forced her to look me in the eye. “And you’ll need to let me rig you up, because if you struggle, you could get legitimately injured. Understand?”

“So you’re telling me to be good?” She glared at me, a challenge in her eyes. 

“Are you trying to coerce me to use your triggers? Because if you want to go back to me using those on you, I would be honored. But I don’t want you to have another breakdown like the one you had before.” 

She bit her lip, looked away, and refused to answer. 

“You want to renegotiate, you do it when your head is on straight, and you’ve made a decision. I’m not going to drop you without your consent, Alice. You know that.” 

She squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face with her hands, looking for a moment in complete despair. 

I pulled her hands away from her face. “No, don’t you even think about hiding from me. I will strip you bare, understand? You’re going to cry for me, hurt for me, suffer for me, and feel for me. Don’t you hold back from me when I don’t hold back from you.” 

She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me on the mouth. 

The action shocked me, and I dropped the supplies in my hands, holding her face tightly and kissing her back. It struck me that we hadn’t kissed like this in a damn long time. Why was I such an idiot? Why didn’t I kiss her more? 

Her mouth was hot and needy, her tongue desperate and prodding. She stroked the little metal ball in her tongue against the roof of my mouth, and I felt a jolt down my spine as I imagined her doing the same to my cock. I bit her plump lips and sucked on her tongue, our teeth clashing against each other as I battled the fire inside her with my own. One hand behind her head, the other on her throat, I squeezed and released as I kissed her, edging and teasing her, working her up until the only thing she could focus on was me. 

Then I laid her on the ground while I picked up the strips of metal and turned on my power drill. 
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It was a process getting her rigged to the wall. I set a strip of curved metal around her waist and drilled through the holes and into the wall, anchoring her to the wood, then added several around her thighs, spreading them as far open as she could handle and securing her ankles to the wall over her shoulders. Her arms were next, and eventually, my little demon was secured, splayed-out, fastened to the wall and completely unable to move, giving me complete access to all my favorite parts. 

“Butterfly,” I laughed, and let my fingers graze the long lips of her pussy. They were wet with her cum. I rubbed them between my fingers. She glared at me, attempting to resist a response since she’d allowed me to restrain her with no fighting. And I knew how she loved to fight. 

“Now... let’s see. What do you want first? Pleasure... or pain?” 

She glared back, refusing to speak. 

“Or do you want both at the same time? Would that do it for you, little bug?” I used the tip of my finger to flick her clit as I enunciated her nickname. She swallowed and looked away, but still didn’t speak. 

“Well since you don’t seem to want to tell me, maybe I’ll just edge you some more.” I turned and went to search through the different tools I had stowed away. 

“Son of a bitch,” she muttered. “You promised me a ruin and an orgasm!”

I grinned, opening one of the drawers. Ooh, knives. Maybe not today, though. “I did promise that. But you seem insistent on me dragging words from your lips, so I think edging may be my best option...” I held up a riding crop and a bullet vibrator. “Unless you’d like to start answering questions.”

She stuck her tongue out, wiggling it obnoxiously and crossing her eyes. She knew she had time to pull it back into her mouth before I got to her, since I was on the other side of the room. 

“You’re going to wish you hadn’t done that.” Setting the toys down, I located the particular gag I’d had in mind for this transgression. “You know, I’ve been wanting to use this on you for a while... Thank you for giving me the opportunity.” 

It took some coercion, but eventually I pulled her tongue out of her mouth and through a special ring gag, removed the piercing in her tongue, and slid the hoop from the gag through the hole in her tongue. It held her tongue extended out, not letting her pull it back into her mouth.

“That should alleviate that problem, plus you bratting me. Unfortunately, it makes it really hard to force you to talk, so let’s see how Lindsay’s foolproof method of torture works for you today. It worked last time...”

Her eyes widened as she realized my intent.

I grinned. “I told you I could drag it out of you.” 

Since I was feeling particularly evil, I spat on a new remote egg vibrator I’d been meaning to try on her and slid it into her pussy, being sure to play with her slit and her clit a little as I did so. Then I tied a thin piece of twine around it and tied that to the restraints around her waist, making sure she couldn’t push it out if she felt naughty. But I doubted she would. She was, after all, addicted to my cruelty. 

“Aaah aaah aaah!” 

“Oh no, monster. Don’t bother trying yet. Hm... is your tongue as sensitive as your clit? Let’s find out.” 

I set the toy inside her to a frustrating pattern that had gathered high ratings online, and she jerked and squirmed immediately, her hips attempting to thrust. It was entertaining to watch because she was secured down so tightly. A riding crop in one hand and a vibrator in the other, I proceeded to smack and tease her tongue, her clit, and her sore swollen little nipples, leaving a myriad of marks all down her body. 

But I wouldn’t let her come. Not yet. Not even close. “You know, you owe me a ruin,” I said off-hand as I struck her pussy repeatedly with the crop. She let out a wallowing cry, and then sobbed as I stopped right before she came. “I might be persuaded to skip it, if you try being honest with me for once in your fucking life.” 

I met her eyes in a challenge. 

At this point, she knew I knew. She was just being stubborn. That’s fine. I can work with stubbornness. I’m the bigger brat of the two of us. 

She rolled her eyes and looked away. 

“That’s a shame. Guess I’ll keep fucking with you.” 

I set the crop down and got up close to her. I pulled one of her nipples into my mouth, sucking on it and swirling it around with my tongue, relishing the cute little sounds she made and the way that little nub hardened in my mouth. Biting down on it, I tugged her tit with my teeth. A deep red flush broke out on her cheeks and neck. 

I removed the toy from her pussy, leaving her empty and crying for its return. Carefully, I held the vibrator against her clit, just close enough to give the smallest buzz, not close enough to be impactful. Just that perfect distance... and then pulled it away just in time, right as her eyes flew wide, and her cute little asshole began to flutter. I watched in awe as her eyes widened, anticipating the pleasure, and then realized it was gone. She screamed and let her eyes fall closed, tears streaming down her cheeks and sobbing at the loss and the desperate need for satisfaction, the muscles around her pussy pulsing and twitching with the attempted release. 

My cock hardened at the sounds coming out of her throat. In the past, it had been so hard to get to this point with others, to allow myself mentally to be free and open with someone. But with Alice, she craved my inner demons more than she craved my kindness. The only thing she wanted from me was to be as awful to her as I felt the need to be. 

And that, really, was why I was so addicted to her. Because she saw me for who I was and loved me for it. She needed me for it. It was just me and her in the world, our pain and our pleasure, our need and our sweat, our cum and our tears. It was like being high on the best possible drug, one that made me feel more alive than anything else. And she gave that to me... and she relished it. 

I leaned into her body, feeling her curves and her sweat. Her tears and her cum soaked through my clothes. Jerking myself roughly with one hand, I set the other on the wall behind her, leaning forward and growling roughly in her ear. 

“I love you like this, you know that? I love seeing you like this, taking my shit, taking my sin. Crying for me. Hating me so much. Oh my fuck, Alice, do I love you for it. I’m sorry, baby, I can’t help it.” I bit her neck and dragged my tongue down her neck and her torso, lapping at the sweat on her skin, tracing the snakes circling her belly with the tip of my tongue, shoving it into the divot of her belly button. She was moaning furiously. 

“God, you taste amazing.” I let my mouth move down her hips, lapping at her mons and her inner thighs, knowing it drove her absolutely insane to have my tongue so close to her sopping wet pussy, but knowing there was no way in hell I would give her what she wanted. 

“That’s right, cry for me, baby. Let me see how bad you want it.” Between the edging and the pain, she was dripping. I dipped a finger into her and gathered some of her wetness, then painted it along her thigh, licking and sucking it up. I nibbled on the sensitive fleshy spots, nearing her but refusing to eat her sweet cunt. 

She was wailing and begging, her words lost to the gag with the small hoop through her tongue. “Quite a lot of noise you’re making up there, monster. Should I silence you?” I rose and shoved three fingers into her throat. Her eyes crossed and she shuddered slightly. Jerking my hand away, I growled, “Or should I take out that gag and make you talk?”

She was dazed and overwhelmed, and I could tell she was nearing subspace. There was no way I’d get her talking right now unless I coaxed her back up out of her headspace, and I didn’t want to do that right now. I liked where we were going... and honestly, she deserved it. It had been five days of torture, and she deserved a reprieve. I’d pull a confession from her another time. 

“You ready? Or you want more?” I grabbed her chin and made her look at me, stroking her soft tongue, dry from her panting, with the tip of my finger. Her eyes locked onto mine like magnets, not releasing me. Clinging to me. Needing me. 

Fuck. 

I spat on her tongue, rubbing the wetness onto it. Her tears and snot were starting to drip onto her own mouth. God what a mess she was. 

I resumed my torture of her, switching from a crop to a cane. I hit her pussy and her thighs, and the globes of her perfect ass. Then I switched to the vibrator, edging her and switching back to pain when she got too close. Her screams and wails of desperation faded away as she began to lose herself, unable to keep track of the sensations I was throwing at her. 

One day I’m going to hurt her too bad. The thought invaded my mind, unwelcome and jarring. One day I’ll be too dark, go too far, cross a line, and hurt her too bad, and she won’t look at me the same way. She’ll pull back from me. She’ll be hurt. She’ll be scared. 

I set the cane aside, immediately unscrewing the hoop from her tongue and pulling the ring gag from her mouth. Alice seemed to notice the change in my mood and my behavior but didn’t speak. 

I held a water bottle up to her, a straw in it so she could sit. She dragged on the straw and gulped down the water, letting it fall from her mouth for a moment as she gasped for air, and then swallowed more. 

“Careful, goblin.”

She mumbled something incoherent. 

“What is it, baby?”

She mumbled again, and I couldn’t catch it. 

“Do you need more? Do you need down?”

“It’s okay,” she murmured. “I’m okay. I’m okay.” 

I kissed her cheeks. 

“I don’t hate you,” she mumbled softly, her eyes spaced out. “I don’t. Please don’t quit on me.” 

She had not only noticed the change in my headspace, she’d clearly figured out exactly what freaked me out. 

“Please, Sir. Please hurt me... Please let me... I need...ahh...”

I couldn’t hurt her anymore today... but I could give her relief. Even if I could never take her to the heights I hoped... at least I could give her safety and pleasure. 

I wiped the tears and sweat from her face and pressed my lips against hers, feeling the heat and the softness of her mouth against mine. Jesus, she was intoxicating. Letting my hand trail down her body, I toyed at her slit, feeling her pulse and quiver at my fingers. She attempted to speak around my mouth, but couldn’t, because I was licking her lips and sucking on her tongue. 

Sliding two fingers into her tight, needy cunt, I curled them up against her g-spot, and let my thumb nudge at her clit. I growled into her mouth. “Come for me right now, Alice.” 

I felt every muscle in her body release, except the ones down in her pussy, which flexed and fluttered around my fingers. I rubbed at that spot until I felt her orgasm start to fade, and then I roughly thrust my fingers in and out of her, fucking her with my hand harder and harder, still catching her moans and her screams on my tongue. 

The way she gasped and screamed into my mouth had me coming in my pants like a fucking virgin seeing tits for the first time. I kissed her hard, swallowing her screams, jerking myself with my other hand as I rode out my own orgasm. Right as she started to come down, I pressed my palm against her clit, rubbing furiously against her little nub while I fucked her with my fingers. She screamed and squirted on the floor, her eyes crossing. She choked on her scream and jerked in her restraints as the pleasure faded into pain. 

I refused to stop. 

I gave her two more before she passed out, her mouth going slack and her head falling sideways. My face felt like it would split open with how hard I was smiling. I was euphoric, ecstatic. I felt like I was flying. I felt like a god. I took her face in my other hand and held her chin securely, whispering to her and kissing her cheek until she woke up, her eyes blearily meeting mine. She smiled at me, sweetly, with affection in her eyes. 

Then I thrust my fingers back inside her pussy and forced her to come again.
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The rest of our time in Cullowhee went by too fast. Alice and I had some kind of play or banter every day, and I found myself standing taller and breathing easier. We spent time at the Valley House with our friends as often as possible. One evening we had Sophie and Mark over for dinner, though I lost track of what day of the week it was and had to throw something together at the last minute. All too soon, our vacation was up, and we were headed back to DC. 

I was used to the transition from vacation time to full-blown work, but she was not. Within a few days of being back, she was losing her mind and annoying the absolute fuck out of me. She ate what she wanted, refused to do her chores, snapped back, rolled her eyes, and acted like a little bitch during our morning ritual, which had fallen to shit. 

Currently, she was refusing to fold laundry, and shouting.

“You never pay any attention to me! You don’t even like me!” 

“Alice, you’re being ridiculous. We just had a ten-day vacation where I did nothing but pay attention to you!”

“You fucking asshole! You left me alone all day today!”

“I told you to get out of the house and have lunch with your girlfriends! Why did you stay inside?”

“Because I can’t stand up straight without pain right now! And you won’t do anything about it because you don’t fucking care about me!” She bundled up a t-shirt and hurled it at me. It opened up as it fell to the floor four feet from where I stood.

She’d never had a tantrum this bad, and I knew it was her hurting, not bratting. I tried to stay calm. “Alice, I can’t spend every minute of every day with you. I know it’s hard after ten days of my undivided attention, but I need you to try to understand. You’re out of control right now because of a lot of factors, and you’re being unreasonable.” 

“Unreasonable my ass!” She stomped back to her room and slammed her door. A moment later I heard her scream into her pillow. 

Ugh. This is why I’m not a daddy. How do I even begin to deal with this kind of behavior? Feeling like a complete failure, I knocked on the door. “Baby, please–”

“I need you to leave me alone while I freak out in peace!” 

Freak out? Oh. So that’s what this was about. This isn’t really about me. It was about Pete.
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We got a call our first day back in town. Woodrow had taken a plea bargain and was scheduled for sentencing in three weeks. Due to his attempt to relocate, he was now under house arrest with a monitor on his ankle and a rookie cop parked outside his house. The news that he’d negotiated a guilty plea on multiple counts of assault, but zero counts of rape, had pissed everyone off, but had angered Alice the most. 

It was made worse by the fact that her period had started on the day we drove home from the mountains. She’d warned me that her cycles were bad due to her physical and mental disorders, but I hadn’t ever seen her this bad. 

I called back through Alice’s shut door. “I’m going to check on you in an hour.” 

“Fine!” More screaming. Feeling like a completely useless and neglectful asshole, I left her in there to cry herself out. I couldn’t exactly discipline her for being upset, and I didn’t want to invade her personal space. The poor girl was stuck with me all the time because she didn’t have a job other than caring for me and didn’t have anywhere else to live. Sure, I could have given her a job, providing her with space and independence, but she’d said early on in our negotiations that she hadn’t wanted that. She wanted to be here with me. She’d wanted to serve me. Selfishly, I’d accepted that, whether it was the right thing for her or not. 

Too hard, too fast. 

Or maybe not, I thought. I remembered Alice telling me about the day Cat had come running up to her room to keep her from cutting. How many of those visions had I not gotten because Alice was with me instead of alone in a little apartment during her freak-outs?

I texted Becca, explaining the situation. As a response, she sent me a link to an article written by a girl with Borderline, describing a single week of emotional mood swings and frustrations. Becca added a comment under her text. A lot of this has to do with her cycle. When she comes out of her rage, she’ll feel guilty. She’ll need aftercare... and you will need to explain to her that you need it too. 

I thanked her, and then attempted to return to my work until Alice’s promised hour was up, but I got nothing done. Eventually I poured the promised water, adding a splash of juice, and snuck into her room. 

She was sitting at her window on the floor, legs crossed. Her damp, makeup-stained pillow sat beside her. She was staring out the window with a dead look on her face. 

I sat beside her and handed her the water. She pushed my hand away. Setting the glass on the ground, I pulled her into my lap, and then tried again. 

She sipped on the water, staring out the window, refusing to acknowledge me. I wasn’t sure if I was helping her at all, but I could at least make sure she wasn’t alone. 
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Chapter 66
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God I hate my life. And myself. And Pete. 

I burned with hate. Simmered with it. 

I hated fucking asshole lawyers who were willing to hurt others for their own gain, and cops who would rather stay on good terms with said lawyers than do the right thing. I hated jerks on the internet who judged people without understanding them. I hated myself for being the kind of person to scream and rage and throw shit at the only person who I loved. 

Reuben sat on the floor with me, holding me in his strong embrace, my back pressed against his belly. 

My bear. 

I couldn’t lie about it anymore. I felt it when I looked at him, when I thought about him. When, even in the midst of throwing pillows and laundry at him, and screaming and slamming the door, and pushing him away, it was all I could do not to throw myself at his feet and wrap my arms around his leg, sobbing from the sheer relief that I had someone who would always take care of me.

He did love me. Because here I was, sitting on the floor, staring out the window, waiting for the sun to set so I could find my fucking place in the world, burning with hate and fury and love and fear, and shaking with the effort to keep myself alive... and he was holding me together, so I wouldn’t have to do it myself. 

I burst into tears. Without saying a word, he tightened his grip around me, kissing my temple, my cheek, my neck, and the top of my head, breathing deeply and steadily as if to remind me to match his breaths. I tried to breathe with him. Eventually, my tears dried up, and we were back to silence. 

I couldn’t talk yet. I was still too full. There was too much to process. 

Memories assaulted me. It was a weird combination of good and bad; good memories from last week in the mountains, squirreled away in his house in the middle of nowhere. The memory of our picnic by the lake; of the day he took me to Asheville with Sophie and bought me a Starbucks tumbler with glitter all over it; the night he’d taken me to the observatory to see the stars, and I’d stood there in awe for so long that he’d had to drag me back into the car to go home... 

And of course, our time together in his dungeon, where he’d literally used a power drill and hardware to attach me to a wall so he could play with me. 

Those memories were mixed with the memories of when Peter Woodrow had found out Augustus was dying, and I’d had a very similar breakdown. His answer had been to tie me face-down to the bed and let me scream myself out... while he whipped my back and my ass until I bled. 

Then there was the day when I’d told him I needed space, but he’d insisted I come over and stay over for my session, because he wanted to help me. He’d ended up using my mouth and my ass as his own personal fleshlight, and then making me lay across his lap and cockwarm him while he played videogames.

And at the time, I’d thought it was him being good to me. When I’d complained, he’d tried to explain that he was doing it for me, to take my mind off my troubles and focus on him. And I’d believed him. But now... now it just made me hate him more. Because he hadn’t just taken advantage of me; he’d known I didn’t trust myself or my emotions. He’d known I didn’t know what a good Dom was like, and he’d taken advantage of that ignorance. 

Not like Reuben. Reuben had educated me, forgiven me for my toxic, abusive behavior, and continued to care for me and teach me, even though he definitely should have kicked my ass out by now. He had put down his own boundaries with me and taught me to respect them. And he loved me, even though I was a monster. 

But despite my terror, my self-hatred, and my uselessness, this moment was the most precious moment I could ask for. Because instead of dragging me by the hair down to his playroom and beating me until I was empty because I was inconvenient to deal with, he had called me out, given me the space I’d asked for, and then followed through on his word. He came into my room and sat with me, hugging me and making sure I didn’t do anything stupid, like kill myself or try to break up with him. 

He does love me. How the fuck? 

We had only known each other for such a short time. Can you fall in love with someone that fast? It had taken me almost two years to realize I was in love with Augustus. 

But had it taken two years? Or just two years to admit to it? Or two years to realize it? 

“Are you okay?” he whispered. 

I shrugged. 

“What are you looking at?”

“I’m waiting for the sun to go down so I can see the stars.” 

He kissed the spot where my collarbone and my shoulder met. I felt nothing, but my heart squeezed at the kindness. 

“Why are you so nice to me?”

He secured his arms around my torso and rested his chin on the top of my head. 

“You know why.”

“But will you say it?”

He was quiet for a few moments. “Do you want to hear it?”

I nodded, my throat thick. He’d said he “loved me like this” and he’d said it during a heated moment, but I wasn’t quite sure if I believed it. 

“I love you, little bug.”

I closed my eyes, but it did nothing to stop my tears. 

“Does that upset you?”

I shook my head. “Not anymore.” 
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The sun went down. He spoiled me with pizza; he got himself a pizza with pepperoni and green peppers and mushrooms, and he got me cheese because I was boring like that. We sat on the floor in my room and ate pizza while I looked through my map book and my telescope to find cool things to show him. 

“That’s Virgo A. It has a bunch of constellations, and a black hole.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“That’s Sirius.”

“Dog star.”

“Yeah. But it’s actually two stars and they’re super close together. We didn’t know that until recently.” 

“Huh.”

“That’s Venus. It’s the first thing to appear in the sky. Everyone thinks it’s a star but it’s not.” 

“It’s a gas planet, right?

“Yeah.”

After a while, talking got a little easier. 

I forced my mouth to move “Do you only love me because I let you do mean things to me?” 

“No... It’s true that I love that you for not hating my Beast. But that’s not why I love you.” 

I readjusted the telescope so we could see the waxing moon. “Do you only love me because of your vision?”

“I have been excited to meet you for a long time, but no, that’s not the only reason.” 

“Do you only love me because you can control me?”

He chuckled under his breath. “You think I can control you?” There was just a hint of humor in his voice. 

I paused, and he continued to speak. 

“Alice. The only control I have over you is the control you give me. I’m fully aware of that, even if it hasn’t quite sunk in for you yet. Whether you let me hypnotize you or not, you give me the control I have over you. Yes, I can make you feel physical sensations with my voice. Yes, I can change your traumatic triggers to ones that feel nice instead... but only because you let me put you in that place. Because you trusted me enough to close your eyes, and relax, and...”

Melt away. 

I swallowed. He wasn’t going to say it. But I wanted him to. 

I missed the hypnosis. I missed the silencing of my brain, where nothing mattered except being good for him. It was like I had an excuse to do what he told me to do, an excuse to be a good girl instead of an asshole.

And I was beginning to realize that both were good. Being a brat was fun. His funishments, and even punishments, were amazing. I relished the way he put me in my place after I acted up. I needed to feel his domination over me, whether it was an angry look, or him caning my pussy, or holding me under a cold shower with a glare on his face. 

But I also loved the look of satisfaction and pride on his face when I was good. The way he’d looked at me with such tenderness when I’d tried my best to soothe Jeff’s suffering at his dinner party, or when I’d sat with him and brought him his drink when he was going through Dom drop... Those moments were wonderful, too. 

“I want to do it again,” I whispered. “But not yet. Not for a while.” I looked up at him, meeting his eyes for the first time since he’d come into my room. 

His eyes were a little bloodshot. Oh my God, had I made him cry? My stomach dropped and I ran to him, throwing myself at him. 

“Hey, bug.” I could hear the tenderness in his voice.

“I’m sorry,” I sobbed, completely unable to control my tears. Practically screaming, I said to him, “I’m such a bitch, I hate myself for talking to you like that, and yelling at you, and I don’t hate you, and I’m so mean to you, and you’re so good to me, but I just–”

He silenced me by taking my face in his hands and kissing me. But it wasn’t a rough, violent, dominating kiss like he usually did. No, this was sweet, and tender. He was gentle, and he nibbled at my mouth, letting his tongue brush and nudge against my lips just a little. 

He kissed me like he loved me. 

I tried to speak around his insistent affection. “Sir... please... I’m sorry...”

“Hush.” Another kiss. The tips of his fingers brushed my tears away. “This is your punishment.” 

“How is this... a punishment?”

“You hate my kindness... don’t you, little bug?”

“Mh-hm.” 

“So... you’re going to have to take it. I forgive you, beautiful girl. Now hush, and let me love you.” 
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We finished our pizza and I tried to be nice. He’d told me before that his aftercare was knowing I was okay, but I also knew that today, he needed more than that. Especially for what I put him through. 

My mood was still jumping around, and I fluctuated between hating myself, and trying to be nice and sweet and take care of him. It wasn’t working very well. We were both tired and emotionally drained, so we ended up just snuggling on the couch under a blanket. He watched Castlevania, and I ate rocky road ice cream. Eventually, he told me it was time for bed. He was so warm and snuggly though, I didn’t want to sleep alone in my bed. 

I looked up at him with the most pitiful expression I could manage. 

“What is it, monster girl?” He threaded his arms under my back and my legs, picking me up like I weighed nothing. Carrying me back towards the hallway, he set me down in the bathroom. 

“But... but...”

“Brush your teeth and clean up, okay?”

“But I’m tired.”

“Me too. Hurry up. I’m going to go clean up myself.”

I brushed my teeth quickly, threw my hair into a bun on top of my head, and then snuck down the hall and peeked into his room. Maybe if I snuck into his bed before he was finished and pretended to be asleep, he wouldn’t kick me out. 

He was already lying in his bed, his hands folded behind his head. He looked over at me when he saw me. “There you are.”

“Were you just going to go to bed without tucking me in?” My voice shook at the betrayal. 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He patted the mattress beside him. “You’re sleeping with me tonight... you were probably going to sneak in here anyway. I know you’ve been doing that.” 

I blushed and tried to hide my smile but crossed my arms over my chest. He was right, I’d been sneaking into his bed, hoping he was asleep, and then waking up early to sneak back out again just before his alarm. Maybe I hadn’t been quite as sneaky as I thought. 

“You want me to come get you, huh? Ugh,” he groaned as he hauled himself up. “I just got comfortable. You’re exhausting, you know that?” He scooped me up and tossed me onto his bed. I bounced slightly when I hit the mattress and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

Pulling the heavy bedspread up over us, he pulled me against him. He was wearing boxers and a thin tank top. His breath smelled faintly of mint from his toothpaste, and the remainders of the subtle cologne he wore when he went to meetings clung to his shirt. 

“I’m sorry I was awful today.”

“I’m sorry you hurt, sweet monster.” 

“I’m not sweet.” I snuggled closer, pressing my face into his neck. He played with my hair, his fingers scratching my scalp and sending little shivers down my spine. I wanted to purr at the sensation. 

“You’re a naughty little fox, that’s what you are.”

I smiled and closed my eyes. I need to break out that fox tail and ears. That would cheer us both up. 

“What’s the day look like tomorrow?”

“Well, I mostly have interviews for Pathway to Peace and The Weston House... we need more staff. It can all be done from home. I do have to run out for an inspection of one of the hotels. And I’m meeting Jase and Heather Black for lunch. I was going to see how you felt tomorrow and ask you to come, if you were up to it.” 

His fingers in my hair and my face against his skin, everything felt right. 

“Yeah, maybe, if I’m not being horrible tomorrow.” 

“Heather is a brat, too. You might like her.”

“Wait, are you talking about Jase Black, like Michael’s brother? The one who does that podcast?”

“Yes.”

“There are five of them, you know. The Black Brothers.”

“Yes. I know their whole family.”

“I slept with Eli.” 

He sighed deeply. “Of course you did.” 

“And Nick.” 

He flipped me over and pinned my wrists above my head, smirking down at me. I gasped and felt myself instantly respond to him being on top of me. “I need to know... how many of my friends have you fucked?”

I made a show of counting, hesitating and thinking for a very long time. I had already calculated it a while back, but it was funny to see him fume. “Nineteen.”

He rolled his eyes and let his head fall into my hair, groaning. I couldn’t help but laugh. “It could be twenty, you know!” I wiggled under him, thrusting my hips up to meet him. He clung tighter to me, his hands on my wrist tightening, and let out a deep, low growl that made my whole body break out in goosebumps. 

He spoke with his lips against my ear, his voice a low growl. “You want me to fuck you?”

“Oh my God yes.” My eyes widened. Was he finally going to cave? I wasn’t even going to brat about it. 

His voice was smug and rough with desire. “You want my cock?” 

The way he said that... with his voice all dark and mean... fuck. I felt my pussy clench at the idea. “Yes Sir!” 

I felt him smile against my neck. “You’re going to have to earn it.” 

“What?!” 

He laughed and rolled off me, a huge obnoxious smirk on his face. Like he was so damn proud of himself. 

“What do I have to do,” I said softly, trying to look cute. 

He didn’t even look at me. Instead, he put his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “Eh... I’ll let you know when I decide.”

“Sir! That is not fair!” 

“It is completely fair.”

I glared at him, but he still had his eyes closed, looking completely at peace. 

“Will you at least eat my pussy?”

“You’ll have to earn that, too.” 

“You literally fingered me a few days ago, but you won’t use your tongue?”

“Nope.” 

“Why not!” 

“Leverage.”

I gasped. “You’re using sex as leverage?”

“Well, I need some, don’t I? You mongrel. Come here.” He grabbed me, pulling me onto his chest. “You’re soft.” 

It was hard to be mad when he held me like that. I wanted to fight and squirm out of his grip... but he was comfy and warm, and we’d both had such a shit day...

I laid there, wide awake and unable to sleep, letting my mind work out all the crap I hadn’t been able to work out while I was spiraling earlier. And the equation always led back to the same place. 

Him. 
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Over the next few days, Alice was quiet. She left the house for errands, she met up with her friends a few times, and she even went to The Lounge with me one evening. Neither of us were feeling very social, though, so we bailed and went home. 

I’d expected bratting or behavior issues after our surprisingly intimate conversation, but she seemed to still be mentally processing the truths she’d been faced with and coming out of her depression. She was quiet, withdrawn, and almost... mellow. 

It freaked me out. Part of me worried she was depressed or hiding something. I tried to talk to her about it, but every time I asked her, she’d sigh sadly and say, “I’m fine, Sir,” and attempt to change the subject. 

It was hard not to fall into my own bad mood since she was acting so off, and I was frustrated that she wouldn’t talk to me. One afternoon after I finished a call, I knocked on her bedroom door, hoping she was in there getting into trouble.

She was lying on her stomach on her bed wearing the chastity belt and cuffs, a black latex miniskirt, and one of her leather harnesses over a crop top. She had her hair pulled up into a high ponytail, her bangs falling over her eyes. She was listening to music with her headphones in her ears and was kicking her feet back and forth, wiggling her bottom slightly as she did, like she was trying to dance while lying down.

She was humming to herself, listening to music and coloring. I leaned against the doorframe and watched her, not wanting to scare her. But I was also enjoying watching her look at peace. She seemed less stressed today. I would have thought that I’d enjoy a break from her bratty, snarky self, but... I missed it. 

Sad Alice was upsetting. She wasn’t meant to be sad. She was meant to be a supernova. 

She eventually noticed me, and gave me a timid smile, wiggling her butt again. “Hi Sir.” 

“Hi little fox. You okay?”

“Mh-hm. Look.” She showed me her coloring page. It was from a coloring book I’d gotten her in Asheville with planets and stars and rocket ships. “I need glittery gel pens, I think. And some stickers.”

“We’ll get some tomorrow, what do you think?”

“Yeah.” 

I couldn’t resist petting her hair. She sighed and closed her eyes, making a happy little squeak. 

“Are you ready to help me make dinner?”

“It’s that late already?”

“Yep. Come on.” I gave her a playful smack on her butt and headed for the door. 

“Hey!” 

I looked back at her, questioningly. She said, “that was a hell of a cop-out of a spanking.” 

I stalked back over to her, and her eyes widened in anticipation. Instead of a spanking, I flipped up her skirt, grabbed her ass, and bit her cheek. She yelped and scrambled up. 

After the past few months, she had become almost useful in the kitchen. She wasn’t great at prep, and she tended to be more annoying than helpful, but at least she kept me company and felt like she had a task and a role to fill. 

Right now, she was on pasta duty. She stared at the pot, stirring it slowly. “Did you know that if you throw pasta at the wall and it sticks, it’s done?”

“That’s bullshit. Don’t throw pasta on my wall.”

“But it’s supposed to work.”

“Just because it sticks to the wall doesn’t mean it’s done. It means it’s sticky. And then you have to wash the wall.”

She extracted a single long noodle with the silicone tongs and stared at it thoughtfully. 

“Alice.”

She looked up at me with a hint of rebellion in her eyes. 

“Alice–”

She flung it at the wall. It stuck for a moment, and then slid down. 

“Huh,” she shrugged. “Not done.”

I picked up the piece of pasta and wrestled Alice’s mouth open until I could put the dirty piece in her mouth. “That’s how you fucking test pasta, you troll. You taste that? That bite in the middle? That’s perfect pasta!” By the time I got her mouth shut to chew the piece, we were both laughing. 

I let her go and ran a hand through my hair, the relief of hearing her laugh and seeing her smile like a hard hit of my favorite drug. Eyes glittering, she threw her arms around my waist and shoved her face into my stomach, mumbling something. 

“What?”

“Only you could cheer me up by force-feeding me floor food.” 

“Only you could be cheered up by being bullied. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Her face fell into that distant, somber expression. “I have a good Master.” She pressed her face back into me. 

I stood stock still, not sure what to say. I considered myself a Master of some things, but Alice wasn’t my slave, and I didn’t think she’d want to be. Gently, I stroked her hair, not sure what to say. 

Peering up at me, she said, “I mean, you’re not my Master master. But, I don’t know. The girls were talking about stuff...”

I had sent her to The Weston House today to try to cheer her up. She must have had a conversation with them about their experiences. 

“Anyway I was just thinking about you, and...” she hid her face again and said something else. 

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Alice. Tell me what you said, little bug.” 

“I can’t. I forgot. You distracted me.”

“Bullshit.”

“Our pasta is going to be soggy now.” 

“Damnit.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay, goblin girl.” I turned off the burner and drained it. “Slightly overcooked pasta never hurt anyone.”

“I don’t think pasta could hurt anyone, unless you’re allergic.”

I looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. “Wanna bet?” 

“What are you going to do, old man? Flog me with a wet noodle?”

“If it gets you out of your funk, I’d do a lot of things.” 

She made a face, and then left to go set the table. 
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I was thoroughly depressed. The only thing I could think about was how much of a shit I was, and how unlucky Reuben was to have to deal with me when he could have someone good and sweet. That morning after breakfast and my chores, I grabbed a pillow and sat on the floor under his desk, scrolling on my phone and trying to distract myself. It didn’t work. Even when he reached down and stroked my hair every few minutes, I still felt horrible. After a few hours of this, he sent me to The Weston House to hang out with some of the girls, thinking maybe it would cheer me up. 

When I arrived, I found Becca sitting in the library with three of the newer girls. Becca smiled and greeted me by name and called me over. “This is Sarah, Isla, and Beatrix. Isla and Bea are sisters. Girls, this is Alice, Mister Weston’s submissive.” 

We talked for a while about the crochet project that Sarah was working on. She tried to show me how to use the hook to make knots in the fabric, but it didn’t make much sense to me, and I kept forgetting what part of the stitch I was on. She smiled and took it back, pulling out my mistakes and working it back together. 

Isla and Bea were a little younger than me, but not by much. They were talking about a beach trip they’d taken once as kids, and about how when they were little, they thought rubbing each other’s back protected you from the sun. They hadn’t worn sunscreen one day and ended up with terrible burns. 

The conversation seemed to pause, hanging heavy in the air, like they both remembered something but didn’t want to say it. They looked at each other with haunted eyes. Isla swallowed. Bea took a breath like she was going to speak, and then let it out. 

Whatever they were remembering, it wasn’t good. 

“One time I went to the beach with my little sister,” I said. “Only we lived in the shittiest part of Florida, and the beach was basically a death trap for broken glass and used needles. So we weren’t allowed to take off our shoes, or get in the water, or play in the sand. It was a pretty shitty day, actually.” 

“You’re from Florida?” Sarah asked. 

“Yeah, born and raised, until I ran off at sixteen.” 

“My parents live in Florida.” She did a few more stitches, and then set her work down. “My dad sold me.”

Well, so much for breaking the tension. Guess I should just embrace the fact that everything I do and say around here is going to trigger someone. “Yeah, my dad had me serve his drug dealer. That’s why I ran away.” 

Isla leaned her head against her sister’s shoulder. “We were kidnapped from Spring Break our Senior year of college. Parents said we should stay here until we were ready to ‘act like ourselves again.’”

“Well, that settles it,” I nodded. “Parents are shits.”

“Masters aren’t that much better.” Sarah was glaring at her crochet now. Her stitches had gotten more aggressive. She released a long breath and ripped out the stitches that she’d made too tight, and set the work down. 

“Ours was okay,” Bea said. “He kept us together, at least. Until he died.” 

Isla scoffed at her sister. “Oh yeah. He was great. When he wasn’t using us against each other.” 

“No, I meant Master Krovak.”

“Oh. Yeah, he was okay.” 

Becca sat silently, watching and listening. 

I listened, too. They talked some more about their owners hurting them, making them hurt each other, and threatening to hurt the only family they had left. It made me sick. 

But what really struck me was what Isla said. “I miss Master Korvak.”

“Yeah,” her sister agreed. “Me too.” 

I couldn’t help but ask. “Why?”

Isla answered. “There were only two things he wanted from us; he wanted sex, and he wanted us to look pretty. He took us places, dressed us up, and he didn’t hit us. He let us do whatever we wanted in our free time as long as we were ready to serve him when he wanted.” 

Bea nodded. “And his dick was really small, so that made it easy to take.” 

“He wasn’t really an asshole. He was just a rich, lonely guy who wanted some pretty girls. That’s all.” 

“But he still didn’t give you any choice on the matter, did he,” Becca spoke up. “It was still against your consent. Just because the abuse wasn’t as bad as your other experiences doesn’t mean it wasn’t abuse.”

“You keep saying that,” Bea snapped. “Like you know what the hell it’s like!” She threw herself off the couch she was sitting on, and her sister slunk back into the couch like she was afraid. 

“You act like you know what it’s like to be beaten until you bleed, like you’ve seen someone tie up your sister and rape her until she blacks out and you don’t know if she’s alive! You’ve never been in so much pain you wish you were dead! You’ve never been shared by fifteen men while someone holds a knife to your sister’s throat! Compared to the others, Master Korvak was amazing! And yeah, maybe we didn’t want to have sex with him, but I would never call it abuse! Not when I know what abuse really is!”

Becca sat there with her hands crossed in her lap, one long leg thrown over the other, completely at ease, watching Bea scream herself out. Sarah stared at her hands, clenching them so tight her knuckles went white. Isla was pressed against the couch, her hands covering her face. 

It struck me that I used to do that. I would cower and cover my face when someone surprised me, duck, or start crying randomly when someone shouted. It was a reflex I had no control over. But right now, with Bea shouting and crying and throwing her arms around in fury, the only thing I could feel were the cuffs and the belt that Reuben Weston had locked around my body this morning, a tender look of pride in his eyes as he’d done so. 

I snuck behind Bea and sat beside Isla, pulling her hands away from her face and rubbing her back. She hugged me and tried not to cry. “Bea, stop,” she whimpered, too quietly for Bea to hear. 

Bea finally stopped screaming, and stood in front of Becca, her limbs shaking, her eyes wide open, tears streaming down her face. 

Becca took a deep breath, stood, and reached around to the side of her long black lace skirt, unhooking it and letting it fall to the floor. Underneath she wore a pair of spandex shorts that hugged her toned thighs. There was a large scar in the middle of her thigh that looked like animal claws had torn through her leg. It extended down to right above her knee. 

Becca kept her eyes locked on Bea while she unbuttoned her high-collared black blouse. Finally she stood in just her bra, shorts, and leather boots. Our eyes were all glued to the deep red gash of a scar that started under her collarbone and went all the way down her stomach, ending just above her hip. 

It was hard to remember that the strong, kind woman in front of me had once been a terrified, traumatized victim like these girls. 

Like me. 

Bea was silent. 

“Sweet girl. I loved my master, too.

“I was nine when I was kidnapped, eleven when I was sold. Virgins go for a lot more, since they’re one-time use. Children for even more. The rich, lonely old man who raped me let his friends have me when he was done. Then he sent me off for training, and I came back to him a year later, ready and capable. So yes, I have been forced to service an incomprehensible number of men until I couldn’t feel my body. Until my body wasn’t mine anymore. Until the idea of “me” ceased to exist completely.

“I ran away after a particularly horrendous night and made it to the train station. I got on the train but was picked up at the next stop by a man who claimed he would help me. Instead of bringing me to the police, he took me home and kept me as his pet.

“He was everything to me, because he didn’t rape me. He only gave me pain. He gave me pain I could fight against, and pain I could fall into. He gave me pain whether I was good, or bad. That way I always knew what to expect... pain. And pain was something I could live with. Pain was something I understood.” 

Bea’s tears had changed from fury to sorrow. Becca smiled at her and extended her hands to her. Bea accepted the gesture, reaching out with shaking hands. 

“There is light at the end of the tunnel. But you must learn to recognize the difference between the light and the darkness, otherwise you will find your way back to the darkness whether you want to be there or not.” 
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That evening over dinner, despite our playful banter during cooking, I couldn’t eat much. My brain was too busy. I couldn’t stop thinking about what the girls had said about their masters, and how lucky I was to feel so safe with Reuben. 

But the thing that struck me more than anything was that moment when the girls freaked out. When Sarah froze and looked at her feet, Isla cowered against the couch, and Bea snapped and screamed. It had stressed me out but... I didn’t react the way I used to. It didn’t send me into a blind panic. Instead, my mind jumped to this morning when Reuben had stroked my hair and kissed my wrists before locking my cuffs. 

“Alice, aren’t you hungry?”

“No, Sir.” 

“You barely ate today.” 

I shrugged. My stomach felt weird. I didn’t want to eat, I wanted to sit in his lap and smell the sweet musky scent of his skin and listen to him breathe. 

But I was also pissed off that I was in love with him. Because he was supposed to just fuck me up a few times a week, not make me all emotional and shit. I had enough of that to deal with already. 

You will find your way back to the darkness, whether you want to be there or not. 

Was there something wrong with me because I preferred the darkness? I preferred the abuse and the bullying? 

Only you could be cheered up by being bullied. What the hell is wrong with you?

So many things, Sir. And I wasn’t ready to admit them yet.

I found myself picking on my nails. I didn’t like doing it, because I knew it was technically self-harm, and it wasn’t actually going to make me feel any better. But I couldn’t help it. I picked at the scabs and the cuticles on my fingers, chewing on my thumbnail, hoping maybe tearing off that little bit of skin that was sticking up would give me enough of a mental relief that I could focus on something else besides my feelings. 

He reached out and took my hand out of my mouth, moving it down to the table. Without thinking, I wrenched my hand out from under his. Our eyes met. He looked shocked. 

“Don’t touch me.” 

I couldn’t explain why I felt like sabotaging myself right now, especially since I was still depressed from being so mean to him a few days ago. But here I was, doing it again. Being a bitch. 

He put both hands on the table, pushing himself to standing, and leaned forward to glare at me. Pointing one finger at me like I was a disobedient pet, he growled, “stay.” Then he stalked purposefully away to go get some torture device to punish me. 

Fucking, whatever. I picked at my dinner again but then pushed the plate away. 

Reuben came back and set a plastic box on the table. It was glittery with stickers on the top, one of those makeup boxes for teenagers from the early nineties. What the hell? I looked up at him questioningly. He ignored me, extracting a thick leather strap with buckles and wrapping it around my chest, securing me to the chair. Then he cuffed my ankles to the chair. 

Was he going to make me write lines while he teased me again? “I’m not in the mood, Sir,” I complained. 

He ignored me. 

“You hear me? I don’t want it. I don’t want you to tease me today. I can’t feel anything anyway,” I added as an afterthought. I was numb enough that I didn’t feel anything, but not so numb that I wanted to cut myself open to remind myself I was alive. 

He left again and came back with a strange plywood board. It had nails poked into it in strategic places, and strips of leather sticking out of it. One hand at a time, he uncurled my fingers and set my palm down on the board, my fingers separated and splayed out by the nails in the wood. The strips of leather attached to the wood wrapped around my wrists, essentially securing my hands to the board with my fingers splayed. 

“Great. Now I can’t pick my fingers, but I can’t eat either.”

“Well, you said you weren’t hungry. Open.” 

“Huh–” he slid a ball gag into my mouth, buckling it behind my head before I had time to calculate what was going on. 

“I’ve noticed something about you, pretty little monster. You said you liked to write things down to figure out how you feel, but you also need to say them. And lately, you haven’t been talking to me.” He sat down in the chair beside me, angling himself so he was directly across from me. 

“Now I understand you’re stressed and upset with this bullshit with Woodrow. It’s hurting you more than you’d like to admit. And I know you’re depressed because you feel like an asshole for how you acted the other day. But you’ve already been forgiven for that, and you’re dragging it out by not forgiving yourself.” 

He opened the box, and extracted... a nail file? 

“Hmm?” was all I could say. 

“Now, we have a rule about you taking care of your body. It belongs to me, and I don’t want you to hurt it.” He scooted closer, angling the nail file and began smoothing out the ridges of the thumbnail I’d gnawed on, brushing his finger against it to check that it wasn’t sharp. He moved to the next one. 

“And in case you’ve forgotten since this morning... you belong to me. That means your body belongs to me, and I can touch you whenever I want to. If that means bringing you pleasure... or pain... or comfort... or using your body to comfort myself. You are mine, and you need to remember that.”

My throat thickened and my eyes burned with emotion. I loved hearing him talk to me like this, all bossy and possessive. But I just didn’t feel like I deserved it. 

“Now, if you have anything you’d like to say, feel free to say it. Maybe once you get it out, it’ll be easier for you to talk about. In the meantime...” he pulled out a few bright colors. Red, orange, and yellow. “I think you need some fire. Since you’re my bright, beautiful phoenix.”

The tears spilled over and I shook from the relief. 

“I know you’re dying right now.” He leaned over and kissed the top of my hand, peering back up at me. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll be here for you. You just say what you need to say, get it out, and let it hurt. Then you’ll be able to breathe again.” 

I sobbed for a few moments. He paused his painting of my nails and took the napkin beside my bowl, dabbing at my eyes, kissing my forehead, and returning to his chore. 

He was right, too. I needed to yell and scream and get my thoughts out the way Bea had today, but I didn’t want to hurt him again. The thought of his red rimmed eyes and the thickness in his voice when he’d spoken to me had broken me.

With the gag in my mouth, knowing he couldn’t understand a damn thing, I could let the words flow.

I told him how angry I was about Woodrow, about how assholes like him always had protection because of their money. I told him what a useless fuckup I felt like, for hurting him and rejecting him when all he’d ever done was try to take care of me. I told him I felt like I’d betrayed Augustus Quinn by falling in love with someone else. And I told him I loved him, over and over, until it wasn’t so scary to say anymore... until it felt right in my mouth.

The whole time, he had a peaceful, solemn look on his face. He didn’t really talk to me, since he couldn’t understand me, but sometimes he would reach up and brush my tears away or lean in and kiss my neck. He filed and buffed my nails, painting them with pretty colors, and even sprinkling a little bit of glitter on them. I didn’t even know he had that, and I squealed when he extracted it, giving me a wink before sprinkling it on. 

After an hour, I had cried and mumbled and babbled myself out. I didn’t feel so numb anymore, and I felt like I was ready to talk to him. He had a weird purple flashlight he was holding over my nails to cure them. 

“Where did you learn to do this shit,” I mumbled around my gag. He cocked his head and moved the light to the next nail. 

“Sir,” I tried to say. 

That he understood. He looked up at me. “You want me to take the gag off?” I nodded. He did so, dabbing at my chin and neck to clean up the drooly mess I’d made. “There. Better?” 

“Yes Sir. I’m sorry I was being horrible today.”

“You weren’t being horrible. You’ve been out of it lately.”

“I’m sorry for hurting myself and telling you not to touch me. I do love being yours. Thank you for... painting my nails, I guess.” Being pampered wasn’t much of a punishment... but it had cheered me up, and the catharsis had been what I needed, whether I wanted it or not. 

He froze for a moment and looked up at me with a strange look on his face. 

“What?”

“That’s the first time you’ve done that,” he said softly, like he was speaking to himself more than to me. 

“Done what?”

“Thanked me for discipline, unprompted.” 

He was looking at me all sweet and romantic and shit, and I just did not have it in me to deal with that right now. “Oh whatever,” I rolled my eyes, looking away uncomfortably. “It is not.” 

He smirked and returned to drying my nails with his ultraviolet light, and chose not to push the fact. 
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Chapter 69
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Two weeks later

“So let me get this straight. You looked him in the eye and told him to shove his rules up his ass?”

I was hanging out with my fellow brat-kind on a Friday evening at The Underground. Sir was supposed to arrive any minute to pick me up and bring me to dinner at some fancy restaurant, and then we would go home to play. I had a feeling he was going to tease me like he did last time and make me wear vibrating panties or something. 

The past few weeks had been rough on both of us... but we were getting to a better place. A place where things seemed to work. To fit. We were falling back into our rituals and habits, and I was trying to communicate more and be less of a bitch. 

Well, most of the time. I thoroughly enjoyed bratting the hell out of him, and I was finding that the harder I went, the harder he went. He matched me pace for pace in intensity, and it made me love him even more.

But the best part was every night, I climbed into my bed out of sheer rebellion. And every morning I woke up in his bed, either because he carried me over his shoulder while I was still awake or because he came and collected me while I was asleep. Sleeping beside him, being wrapped up in his arms all night... that was the best thing in the world. 

Sometimes when we went to bed and neither of us were tired, I snuggled against his chest and we talked quietly until we got drowsy enough to sleep. They were my favorite moments. He talked to me, not like I was his sub or his toy, but like I was someone he trusted, telling me about his day, or about the girls at the center, or the dreams he had. I told him about my friends, or my discord groups, or the things I’d learned about outer space. For those few minutes while we drifted off, everything felt so wholesome and normal. No pressure, no rules, no punishments... just two people talking. 

“And you said he used a... what?”

“A pear of despair.”

“Oh damn, those suck.” 

I shifted in my seat at the memory. “Yeah. So anyway, never do that. That was four days ago and my asshole is still sore.” I blushed despite my warning. 

“Hard Doms are scary,” Jenny said. She had her legs pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them, resting her chin on her knees. A cute fluff of bright pink hair framed her face and made her cheeks look even pinker. 

“Yeah, but you’re blushing.”

She blushed harder. 

“And yeah, he’s a hard Dom, but he’s not...” I shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s got his soft moments. He likes seeing me cry, and he loves bullying me more than anything.”

Cody rolled his eyes. “Uh, yeah, that’s what a hard Dom is.” 

I laughed. “I guess everyone’s soft compared to Michael.” 

Lindsay was leaning up against the wall, participating in our shenanigans. She held a knife in her hands, flipping it between her fingers like a more dangerous fidget spinner. “Michael’s not a Dom. He gets as close to murder as he can. Reuben legitimately has your best interest at heart. You can’t really compare pineapples to blueberries.” 

Laura nodded. “I mean, Reuben has to have a sweet side. He cares so much about all those girls he saves...” 

Lindsay flicked some gunk out from under her fingernail with her knife. “Weston has his nice moments, and he’s a good guy... but some of the shit he fantasizes about, let me tell you. It has always blown my mind that he and Michael aren’t buddies, because damn are they cut from the same cloth. Or... bred from the same beast is more accurate.” She tossed her knife up in the air and caught it by the handle, making all of us jump. 

“He doesn’t like Michael because Michael has fucked me, and he hasn’t.” I picked at my cuticle, and then sat on my hand before I got the urge to tear it off.

“Pierce and Huxley have both fucked you, and he doesn’t hate them. No, he doesn’t like Michael because of the girls he played with back in the nineties.” Lindsay’s phrase implied the nature of his games, and I shut my mouth. 

“You slept with Becca?” Laura asked. 

I shrugged. “Once or twice.”

“Isn’t she your therapist?”

“It was before she was my therapist.”

Annette had managed to escape the office early that evening and was draped over an armchair, her legs hanging over the edge and her feet in Josh’s face – which he was enjoying the hell out of. “Whatever category you want to put Mister Weston in, he’s terrifying. You should see what he can do with a whip. He’s like an artist with a paintbrush, and he smiles while he paints.” She shivered. 

I hadn’t thought much about whips since our first week of vetting since I’d said I didn’t want to use them. True to his word, he hadn’t brought them up. In fact, I hadn’t even seen them hanging up in either of his playrooms. Maybe he’d hidden them? 

I felt my phone buzz. Looking down at the screen, I saw I got a text from him. Outside. 

“One word?” I shouted in disbelief. “All I get is one word? He forced me to recite my rules yesterday while he tortured me with that fucking feather, and all I get is one word. Nope! Nope is my one word for him!” I shoved the phone back into my pocket, ignoring it. 

“Feather?”

“Yeah! He strapped my legs into this awful toe-bondage-contraption-thing and tickled me to death! I died!”

Cody laughed. “And why, you demon child, did he have to tickle you?” He smiled with a cocky expression on his face. He had his arms wrapped around Melissa, who was sitting in his lap with her arms tied together because she’d been teasing him earlier. 

“Because I kept poking him in the stomach and calling him a ‘Dough-dy Dom.’ Also I may have put my tongue in his ear.” 

Lindsay burst out laughing. “Yeah. That would do it.” 

My phone buzzed again. I checked the preview on the screen. Come out. 

“Ooh, two words this time! Eh. Still not enough.”

Annette was shaking her head. “Isn’t he taking you on a date tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“So don’t you think you should be–”

“Nope.” 

Annette shrugged. I couldn’t hold it against her. After all, she was a switch, so she was only half-brat. 

Another message came through. We’ll be late.

“I think he’s getting mad,” I said, dismissing the messages. “How long do you think it’ll take before he comes in here?”

Lindsay looked towards the entrance of the warehouse that had been turned into the fetish club. “I’d say, based on the energy coming from the door... not long.”

“I want one,” Jenny sighed, letting her legs flop out and slumping back into her chair. 

“You want a what?”

“A Dom to come in and drag me out on a date,” she whined. “Why is it so hard to find a Dom?”

“Hey. Sit up straight,” Cody said, nudging her with his shoe. 

“You’re not my Daddy,” she snapped back. 

“No, but I’ve given you permission to brat me until you find one, and you’ve given me permission to call you out on shit I think is important. And since you have chronic back pain, slumping like that is not good for you. So sit the fuck up or I’m adding it to your tally.” 

Jenny whined and complained while she obeyed, but she had a pleased gleam in her eyes. 

“Where are we going to find her a Dom, anyway?” Annette asked, looking over at Cody. Cody and Annette had been trying to find a Dom for Jenny for months and were keeping a notebook of her misbehavior to hand over when they found one. 

“You could try The Lounge,” I shrugged. “There are fewer edge players there. And they’re not quite as old school as this place, so you might find a tamer.” 

“Hm.” They both looked at each other conspiratorially. 

I looked at Lindsay, pointing my thumb at them. “Do all Doms have a psychic link or something? I swear I’ve seen Sir and Simon communicate nonverbally like that.”

She grinned. “Not all, just some. But it’s a friend thing, not a Dom thing.” 

Brett Hudson was just as sexy as he’d appeared on camera the one time I’d seen him. His mess of black curls looked particularly delicious today, and he had a hint of a five o’clock shadow. With his thumbs in his belt loops, he sauntered into our little corner and placed one hand on Lindsay’s hip. She knew he was there, of course. With her knee-high leather boots, they were the same height. He set a single finger under her chin, and they smiled at each other with that weird, knowing expression. 

“Hey.”

“Hey.” 

He leaned forward and planted a sweet kiss on her cheek. “Let’s go.”

She had a hint of a crooked smile on her lips, and they threaded their fingers together. She wiggled her fingers at us as she left, and then looked me in the eye and raised an eyebrow in warning. 

I assumed that was a subtle signal for just FYI, your Dom is outside and is going to kill you.

Awesome. 

Another text came through. If I have to come in there, you’re going to be miserable ALL NIGHT LONG. And he did something out of character... he added a pearl emoji, and an angry demon head. 

Yikes. I pursed my lips, wondering what he was going to do to my pearl. The demon head I was okay with. He did not usually use emojis. In fact... I was pretty sure this was the first time he’d ever used them.

I continued to ignore him for another few minutes, hoping for the best – or worst. He did not disappoint.

It was a busy night at The Underground, and Reuben Weston wasn’t exactly an unknown in the community. Not only was he the size of bigfoot and looked meaner than a wooly mammoth, but he also used to be a regular here until he started his own club. Not everyone liked him, but pretty much everyone respected him. So when the volume of the surrounding conversations began to steadily decline, I had a feeling he’d made his entrance. Melissa and Jenny’s eyes widening to the size of silver dollars and then looking away awkwardly was my second clue. 

I did the stupidest thing I could think of. Loud enough for my whole friend group to hear, I said, “No, I don’t think I’d consider Sir a hard Dom. He’s really barely even a sadist.” 

His huge hand came from behind me and cupped my neck. A combination of fear, excitement, relief, and pure need coursed through my body, and I shivered as I heard him growl. He squeezed. 

I lifted my face to look up at him. He was wearing his fancy tailored suit and a pair of aviators, glaring down at me like the grim reaper. I could feel the low growl he let out rumble through my whole body. His top lip lifted slightly in a snarl, and then the man bared his teeth at me. 

“Fuck,” I moaned, feeling a gush of wetness and an intense tingle run down my spine.

Without a word, he gripped me under the arm with his other hand and hauled me to standing. Bending over and grabbing my ankle, he slung me over his shoulder like a fucking ragdoll. He turned on his heel and carried me out of the club, ignoring my fighting and shouting, and the hoots and hollers of those who were watching. 

It was humiliating and embarrassing. I’d worked hard on my reputation as the “Demon of the Underground,” the untamable brat, the smart-ass masochist who could take whatever people threw at me. I was hanging over his shoulder, my fists pounding against his back and his ass, flushed from the blood rushing to my head and from the embarrassment... but I was the happiest I’d ever been. Because I was owned. Well and truly claimed. I belonged to Reuben Weston. 
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He all but tossed me into the back seat where I found a dress hanging on the shirt hook, and a pair of heels. “Change.”

“But what if people see me naked?”

“I don’t care if someone sees you naked. I’ll tie you naked to the roof of the fucking car if you don’t do as I fucking say.” He slammed the door shut and got into the driver’s seat to take us to our date. 

I smirked as I took my time changing. He kept checking the rearview mirror to check my progress. At one point he caught me fondling my own tits, cupping them and presenting them to his reflection. 

“Damnit Alice, you’re going to get us in a car accident.” 

“Guess you should keep your eyes on the road, then, Sir.” I pinched my nipples under my bra and moaned. “God, Sir, the way you snarled at me, and how you choked me, I thought I was going to come right there... Fuck.” 

Another peek in the rear view and his eyes widened as he saw me suck on my fingers, and then swirl them over my nipples. Yes, I knew I was going to get in serious trouble for this, but I did it anyway, because there was nothing he could do to stop me. 

He took a steadying breath, fixed his eyes forward, and ignored me. 

I continued to play and touch myself, but he wasn’t looking or reacting to my moans. I was getting frustrated because it wasn’t fun if he wasn’t reacting. Still, I knew even if he was acting indifferent, he was definitely pissed as hell. 

“We are three minutes away. When I get out and park this car, I am dragging you into that restaurant regardless of how much, or little clothing, you are wearing at the time. I suggest you finish changing.”

“Bullshit,” I laughed, calling his bluff. “You will not take me in there naked.” 

I watched his reflection in the mirror. He grinned, and it was evil. 

Shit. Bluff not called. I knew that look. That was the “wanna bet?” look. Grumbling, I stopped fucking around and finished changing into the dress.

It was hard to get into the dress in the backseat of a car, but when I finally managed it, I stared down at it in shock. He’d told me he’d had a dress made for me for tonight, but I’d expected it to be something classy and black. No, this was not that. 

This was a thin sleek dress made of what felt like silk or chiffon. It hung elegantly on my figure, transforming me from a chunky goblin to a mythical creature. The floor-length piece had a slit up to the middle of my thigh, and my fox tattoo was visible. The fabric was orange and yellow near the top and descended into red, then a deep scarlet, then almost black at the bottom. The top was gathered into a single strap over one shoulder, creating the illusion that my snake tattoo was my second strap. 

He helped me out of the car. Taking me in with his hungry gaze, he looked me up and down like I was on the menu for tonight. I’d pulled my hair into a ponytail earlier that day, but he reached behind me and pulled it down, fluffing it and running his fingers through it, and setting it over my shoulders. 

He took my hand in his and kissed my knuckles. Rotating my wrist around, he brought my wrist to his lips, brushing a kiss there too, right on my pulse point. He smiled against my skin, then opened his mouth just a little, letting his teeth sit lightly against my wrist. 

I swallowed. 

“Ready?”

“So ready.” 

He gave me the tiniest little bite, just enough to make me crave more, and then led me into the restaurant, holding my hand as if he were escorting a queen. 

If I thought his earlier show of ownership made me feel special, this was a whole new level. 

The restaurant was one of those strange fancy places with a waterfall in the middle of the dining room and random weird artwork on the wall that cost more than it should have. The forty-course ordeal was supposed to be an “experience” more than a meal, and the food was about the art of the flavors, the plating, and the beauty of the food, not getting full. We were seated in a very private corner of the restaurant, a screen pulled halfway across the area to shield it. It seemed most of the tables were small and had a good amount of privacy.

Sir pulled out a chair for me, guiding me into it carefully. 

“This is...” 

Sitting across from me, he raised a single eyebrow and removed his sunglasses. 

“I don’t even know how to describe it.”

“Well, I guess we’ll have to figure that out by the end of the night. I know the owner. This should be a very engaging experience for both of us.”

“Who is the owner?”

“Oliver Dupont.” His eyes sparkled. “And you, my dear, will be on your absolute best behavior... won’t you, my phoenix?” He reached out and brushed my cheek with the tip of his finger, drawing it down and letting it linger on my lips.

My heart squeezed at the nickname. 

“This dress looks amazing on you... and it brings out that bright speck of red and gold in your eyes. I wouldn’t have thought to put you in orange and red, but Mic was spot on, once again.” 

“I love it, Sir. I feel so beautiful.”

“You are beautiful. And you’re mine.” 

Our drinks were brought out. A young woman silently set two glasses on the table, pouring the dark red wine perfectly and quickly, disappearing with a nod.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew two small black boxes, setting them on the table in front of me. My eyes widened in surprise. He had presents for me? 

I’d never been given little black boxes before. Neither was a ring, that much I was sure of. The boxes were the wrong shape. One was flat and square, about the size of my palm. The other was long and a little taller, maybe for a necklace. I stared at them, like they might disappear if I looked away.

“Alice, you need to understand something.” 

Cautiously, I looked up at him. He had a serious expression on his face, but his eyes were kind. It reminded me of the way he’d looked at me when he’d painted my nails the other day. 

“No matter what happens in our future, together or apart, you have completely changed me, and made me a very happy man.” He reached out to me, his huge hands seeming to swallow my tiny ones. “That being said, I am fully committed to you, and will meet you wherever you are willing to meet me.

“The past few weeks have been trying for both of us, and the next few months will be even harder. But you will not be alone.” His face fell into concern. I knew what he was talking about... the sentencing was fast approaching, and we were both aware there would be more to it than a one-and-done. 

“I want you to try to communicate with me as much as you can. I already know you are trying your best, and I plan to continue to give you the benefit of the doubt as often as possible.”

He pushed the smaller box towards me. “This is something I found that reminded me of you. Open it.” 

I did so, slowly and somewhat awkwardly, and my eyes widened as I took in a beautiful metal pendant. Gold metal twisted and twirled around itself to create a beautiful bird, glittering red and orange stones set into the metal. 

I stared at it open mouthed, my eyes burning from emotion, as he continued to speak. “I told you a while back that I was so incredibly proud of you, so impressed by the fact that you suffer so deeply, feel so intensely, and yet still wake up every morning. Statistically, it is actually a miracle you’re alive at thirty-three. I am so incredibly proud of you, and so happy that you’re here and I get to be part of your life. 

“There may be days coming soon where you feel like you can’t get up... and that’s okay. I’ll be there for you for those days too. But don’t you ever forget that you are a strong, beautiful, powerful woman, because you die every day, and get up the next. You are my phoenix, my firebird, and my beautiful monster.” 

Tears splashed down on the tablecloth as I looked at the pendant. I was so overwhelmed with joy and emotion and appreciation for him that I would have thrown myself at him if I’d been able to haul myself out of my hair to do so. He lifted his napkin from his lap and reached across the table to dab at my eyes. “I know you don’t like things around your neck, but I thought maybe... an anklet or a bracelet would be nice. Or we could find some other way to mount it on a pin or a clip.”

“I... I wear necklaces, sometimes,” I choked out. “I could – I would wear this.” 

“I would be honored.” 

“I... can I–” I clutched the pendant in my hand and pushed myself up from the table. He rose as if worried about me, but I ran to where he was and threw my arms around his neck, hugging him as hard as I could. I couldn’t even speak. I felt so loved, so appreciated. 

God, could this day get any better? Being dragged by the ankle out of the club, dressed up like a phoenix, and given the sweetest gift ever? 

He kissed my temple, and then the top of my head. Reaching around to my chair, he pulled it closer to him so we could sit side by side instead of directly across from each other. “I need you closer to me tonight, monster girl.” 

I settled back into my chair and he slid the other, larger box in front of me. 

“This is not my permanent collar, little bug.” He nodded to the box. “But I love seeing you in my belt and my cuffs, and it legitimately pisses me off and stresses me out when I see you without my ownership on your body. So I’m giving you this as a claim. This is something I would love for you to wear for me, at the house or outside of it. Go on, open it.” 

I opened it gingerly. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, but as I pulled out the long series of delicate chains and small piercing pieces, laying it out on the empty table, it began to come together in my head. 

Reuben stood and lifted me up, setting me on the table like it was nothing. I sat there on the table awkwardly, not sure what to expect. He moved my arm and slowly unzipped the side of my dress. 

I blushed deeply, looking around. There were other people in this restaurant, and the waiter was sure to be back in a minute with our first course. But there was a challenge in his eye as he slowly pulled the zipper down, so I sat silent and waited. If he was getting me naked in a public place, I was confident he’d taken measures to protect us. 

He slid the single strap off my shoulder, and pushed the top of the dress down, letting it fall around my hips. He cocked his head at me, and reached behind me to take his wine glass, lifting it to his lips and taking a sip. 

I bit my lip. He wanted me to say something, to complain about my situation. But he also wanted to see if I’d just sit there and let him make a slut out of me. 

Well you’re in for a shock, Sir, because I sexually identify as a whore. 

Setting his wine glass down, he took the piece of jewelry. He unscrewed the barbells in my nipples, replacing them with the hoops on the piece of jewelry. A delicate chain connected the two hoops. Another chain clipped in the middle and fell down to my belly button. Sure enough, there was a piercing piece there, too. He removed the piece I had in and replaced it with the new one, toying at my belly and tracing the snakes on my skin when he finished. 

The last piece connected to the bottom of the belly piercing and went around my waist. Those chains connecting my breasts, my belly, and circling my waist made for a full body collar of sorts. It was lightweight enough that it wouldn’t pull uncomfortably, but strong enough not to get ruined under my clothes.

“You’ll take it off to play, of course,” he said, letting his fingers brush against the chain. He pinched it between his fingers and tugged gently. “But you’ll wear it otherwise. A sign of ownership. Tell me, phoenix. Who do you belong to?”

“I belong to Reuben Weston.” I smiled as I whispered the words, so comforting on my lips. 

“That’s my girl.” 

It wasn’t a feel-good subspace trigger... but it still felt really damn good to hear. More tears trailed down my cheeks. He watched them fall, not wiping them away, just staring at me, letting them splash down on my breasts. 

When I got my head back on straight and my breathing regulated, he leaned into me and whispered against my breasts, “my first course.” Then he licked the tears off my skin, a low purr of approval making me shiver with need.

“Sir.”

“Phoenix.” 

“What do I need to do to get you to eat my pussy on this table?”

He smiled against my skin. “There are quite a few hoops you’ll need to jump through first.”

“Well please tell me the details so I can start jumping.” 

He nibbled up my chest and neck, pulling my mouth down to his. “One day, little bug. And I’m sure it’ll be here in no time.” He grabbed my thighs and spread them wide, a fresh gush of wetness flooding my pussy. His mouth fell across mine, swallowing my moan. I felt his fingers sliding up my thigh through the slit. He spoke against my lips and said, “First... your punishment for being a little shit.” 

I winced. Shit. I’d forgotten about that. And on a day when he’d got me such nice gifts! I mean, he’d given me a frickin’ collar!

I spoke around his kisses. “But you loved coming in there... dragging me out like your favorite toy... didn’t you, Sir?” 

“I most certainly did... and I’m going to enjoy your torment even more.” He pulled away from me just enough to smile as he looked me in the eye. Placing a single finger against my chest, he pushed me backwards onto the table. I complied without a second thought. 

Clasping my ankles and setting them on the edge of the table, he spread my legs obnoxiously wide. I couldn’t help but look over and see if anyone could see us. The screen covered me, but it was possible that anyone walking by could see my legs in front of him. My body burned with embarrassment and desire. 

He extracted the key to the belt from around his neck and unlocked it. The little click of it popping open usually sent a little jolt of excitement down my spine, and today was no different. The belt fell open, leaving me exposed to him. 

“Messy thing,” he mocked. “You’re going to get cum all over your dress.”

“It’s your fault, you’re so sexy.”

“It’s your fault, you’re such a dirty little whore.” He slid one finger up the inside of my thigh and up to my sex, scooping up the mess of cum spilling out from my pussy. Leaning forward he reached forward towards my mouth. I opened my mouth for his finger, sucking seductively, wishing I was lapping up my cum off his cock. 

He shook his head in mock disgust, whispering under his breath. “Filthy girl.” He pulled away, and I missed the feeling of his finger against my tongue.

From his coat pocket, extracted what looked like a walkie-talkie and a small bag. He withdrew a small plug, several wires, and a small white square with wires sticking out of it. 

A TENS unit. Oh shit. 

The plug went into my pussy. It was small, about the size and thickness of my thumb. He hooked it up to the controller. 

The sticky pad was about the size of a nickel, and he placed it right over my clit. Oh man, this was going to be awful. Or wonderful. Probably both. 

After a few more wires and dials and buttons pushed, he set the chastity belt back in place, essentially pressing the sticky pad against my clit and keeping it there, even if I got wet enough for it to come unstuck. The small plug inside my pussy was secured as well. He helped me up, reset my dress carefully over the chains now hooked up into my body, and zipped my dress back up. Then he lifted me from the table and helped me get back into my chair, which was more awkward than I’d expected it to be. 

The wires from the contraptions came out from the slit in my dress, and he clipped the control unit onto his belt loops. I braced myself for when he turned it on. 

He didn’t, not at first. Moments after I was seated in my chair, our first course arrived, and I had a sinking suspicion that someone had been carefully watching so as not to disturb us. The waitress did not meet either of our eyes as she set the plates down and refilled Sir’s wine glass. 

It was only after I took the first bite of food that he hit one of the buttons on the device. I braced myself for an electric shock, or a stab of pain, but I didn’t feel anything. At least, not until I settled down and relaxed again. 

Sure enough, when I let myself relax and really focus, I could feel the tiniest little pulse in my pussy. A gentle squeeze, and then relax, very slow. 

Well this isn’t too bad, I thought. 

But what I neglected to realize was that we had forty courses, and there were a lot of buttons on that machine.
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The meal was exactly as Reuben had said: interesting, engaging, and completely worth it. Some of the courses were just a bite or two, while others were more. By the end of the night, I was comfortably full... though in other ways, extremely uncomfortable.

Sir continued to play with the TENS unit while we ate, trying different strengths of the electric tingles, and different pattern combinations. Some were sharp and almost stabby, while others were a delicious fluttering, and still others a slow, long, deep contraction. 

And the sticky pad on my clit? Sweet God in heaven, that was horrendous. 

After about an hour of only using the toy in my pussy, my clit was sensitive, needy, and swollen. So when he turned on the electrical current to my clit, I jumped in my seat and almost spilled my wine. 

He chuckled, and turned the intensity dial down, but left it on. 

Throughout the forty-course meal, I came four times. 

I couldn’t help it – the TENS unit was designed to force a muscle contraction, and no matter how hard I tried, my evil sadist sat there smirking at me as I orgasmed right in front of the cute waitress who set our plates down. I bit my lip to keep myself quiet, but I barely succeeded. And based on the blush on her cheeks, she was fully aware of what was going on. 

By the time we finished eating, I was flushed, soaking wet, shivering in need, and desperate. I wasn’t sure what I was desperate for, but I was desperate. 

Sir increased the long, slow contractions in my pussy to be even more intense, and changed the settings for the pad on my clit to be short and fast and intense. It hurt so good and I was quickly losing control. I was pretty sure I was sweating. 

Suddenly, all sensation ceased, and it was almost more of a shock to feel nothing. My pussy instantly missed the sensation, and I felt my muscles relax back to their natural state. The stillness was disorienting. 

“Reuben. Such a pleasure.” 

I looked up at the sound of an unfamiliar voice. Sir had described Oliver Dupont before, so I recognized him when he approached us. 

He was only a little taller than me and wore a white chef’s uniform and a hat. His grey curls were tied up in a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his eyes sparkled at the sight of us. He carried a tray and a bottle of something white and sparkly. 

Mister Dupont set the tray and the bottle down, and Reuben rose and shook his hand. “It’s such an honor to be here, sir, and to see you again.” He gestured to me and said, “This is Alice, my...” he seemed to think, trying to decide how to introduce me. Girlfriend wasn’t exactly the right word, and it was weird to introduce someone as their bratty masochistic submissive. 

Reuben gave up. “Well. She’s just... mine.” 

I blushed and couldn’t help but smile. 

“A great pleasure, Alice. Such a pleasure. Please sit. Sit, sit. Try this. It’s new, not on the menu yet, and I don’t know how I feel about it.” 

On the tray was a single little shot glass of something with purple, blue, and yellow layers, with a dab of white whipped cream on top. Reuben lifted the glass and took the small silver spoon beside it, scooping up a small bite and tasting it. I watched as he closed his eyes and cocked his head, then opened his eyes and stared at it suspiciously. It was his calculating face. He made it a lot when he tasted something he was cooking and needed to figure out what to add to it. 

“Hm.”

He took another spoonful and fed it to me. The layers were creamy and smooth, lightly sweet, and full of slightly floral flavors.

“I like it,” I grinned. 

“You like everything sweet.” He took another bite, savoring it, still wearing his calculating face. “Lavender?”

Oliver Dupont smiled happily. “Yes. Blueberries, lavender, and lemon. We aren’t sure what to call it.” 

“Blue lemonade,” I offered. “It’s like pink lemonade, but better.” 

The men looked at each other, both shrugging. Sir scooped up the last bite and gave it to me. I savored it, sighing happily. 

“It’s a bit too sweet, I think,” Mister Dupont said.

“I agree. It needs more of a bite, and it’s all the same texture. Change up the texture of the layers? Maybe a nice topping besides whipped cream.”

“Cici wants blueberry syrup,” Dupont rolled his eyes. 

Reuben wrinkled his nose. “No. Maybe a whipped cream infused with lavender and topped with a single blueberry, and a sprinkling of graham crackers, or something with some texture. Or lemon zest.”

“My thoughts exactly. I’d actually debated adding a sprinkle of salt.” 

“Oh... Yes. You should do one with rose,” Sir suggested. 

“We have a rose-chocolate cheesecake. That’s your next dessert, it should be out shortly.” He turned to me and said, “Such a pleasure to meet you at last, my dear.” He offered his hand and I took it, expecting a shake, and receiving a kiss on the back of my hand. He smiled and left us to enjoy our rose-chocolate cheesecake. 

“Sir... this whole evening has been amazing–” I squeaked when the TENS unit turned back on unexpectedly. 

“Yes it has, little bug. And I suspect it will be even better when we get home.” 

“What’s at home?” I looked up at him expectantly. 

He leaned over and his voice rumbled in my ear, his beard tickling my cheek. “A fun little game I like to call, ‘let’s see how loud I can make you scream.’” 
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Back at home, Sir helped me remove my dress, my new body chain, the belt, and the TENS toys, then told me to shower and scrub myself down. I was a sweaty needy mess and I wanted to play right away, but he shook his head. 

“You’ve been out and about all day, little bug. And sweating. You need fresh, clean skin with no bacteria if you’re going to take what I’m going to do to you. Otherwise, you could get an infection.”

Oh my God. He was going to make me bleed. I practically ran to the shower. 

I emerged clean and dry, my hair tied up in a high ponytail, naked as the day I was born. He took my chin in his hand and forced me to look at him. Even with my head all the way tilted up, he still had to lean forward to speak directly in my face. 

He gave me that look that told me he was in the mood for bullying the hell out of me. Eyes dark and intense, eyebrows slightly lowered, and a smug smirk on his face. “I’ve turned off the lock to the dungeon door. Go downstairs and pick a few toys you want to play with. Set them on the counter, and then come back up here. Get on your knees, crawl to me. Ask me to hurt you. You can do that for me, can’t you, little monster girl?” 

The bastard had buttered me up so that I’d obey him when we got home. I pursed my lips. I wanted to obey him, but I also really wanted to be a brat. 

But he did just give me a fucking collar. 

And he did drag me by the ankle out of a club. 

I let out a deep sigh. “Okay, but just this once.” 

He rolled his eyes, released my chin, and smacked me on the ass. “Go on, hurry up.” 

I turned and rocked my hips as I went down the hall to the playroom. I could feel his eyes on me as I descended. 

Downstairs, I turned up the lights so I could see better. Searching through the drawers and the cabinets that lined one whole wall of the dungeon, I looked for something fun to use. He did this sometimes, asking me to pick toys. Sometimes he used them, sometimes he didn’t. But it always got me extra excited. 

I laid out the studded flogger that Simon had gifted me since we hadn’t gotten to that yet. I also set out a fairly large paddle with holes in it, knowing the holes would let it move faster through the air. I was getting wet just thinking about it. And I opened the drawer at the very end, knowing he had some knives in there. Maybe I’d be lucky enough to experience that with him. We’d discussed some knife scenes several times in the past few weeks, and I knew it was on his mind. 

Pulling the drawer out, I extracted the box of his sharps and set those next to the other toys, giddy with excitement and a little nervous. As I went back to the drawer to close it, I saw some stuff shoved near the back of the drawer. 

I pulled them forward. There was a black silk drawstring bag the size of a purse, and a medium-sized black box the size of a book. 

What does he have hidden down here behind the knives?

From the bag, I extracted a coiled leather whip. The handle was a beautiful glossy red wood with beautiful braided leather emerging from one end. It was long, with a few leather bits hanging off the end that looked like they were sharp enough to cut skin. 

Holding it in my hands, feeling the weight of the thing, I tried to imagine what it would be like to let him use this on me. Annette had shivered just earlier today remembering Reuben using a whip. 

He smiles while he paints. 

The last time I’d been whipped, I’d been cuffed by my wrists to chains hanging from the ceiling, raped repeatedly from behind by Woodrow and his friends while I suffered the strike of the whip on my tits and thighs. 

I felt the numbness sneaking up on me, like my brain was forcing my body to shut down. 

“No,” I said out loud. “I’m okay. I’m safe. I... I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

I curled the whip back up and put it back in the bag, setting it on the counter for now. I would talk to Reuben about whips after today’s scene. Maybe we could try them in a way that wasn’t so scary, and I could get over my fear. 

Still curious about the rest of his secret contents, I extracted the black box, and opened it up. I nearly dropped the box when I saw what it contained. 

So many thoughts and feelings assaulted me as I stared down at the most elegant, sexy, shockingly gorgeous collar I’d ever seen. It was glossy and black, with purple accents. A thick brushed silver buckle secured it closed and joined to a chain that looped from one end to another, secured down to the body of the collar with strips of purple leather. On the front, a second piece of leather was secured to the body, with letters embossed in. 

Property of Reuben Weston

My eyes blurred as I stared at it, and I hiccupped, rubbing away the tears that were flooding the soft crush velvet of the box. I couldn’t even touch it because it felt... sacred. 

It was hands-down the most beautiful collar I’d ever seen... And it was absolutely meant for me. It matched the cuffs and the chastity belt I wore almost daily. Hadn’t he specifically said earlier today that the chain he’d given me wasn’t his permanent collar? 

Because his collar was downstairs in a box in the back of the dungeon, hidden under the whips that I’d put a hard limit on. 

I couldn’t tell if I was hurt or thrilled. Maybe I was both. I wanted this beautiful piece around my neck. I wanted myself marked with his name. But I also couldn’t even look at it without remembering the choking and the dizziness that came with that metal collar that Woodrow had put on me. I didn’t want to think about Woodrow when I was owned by Reuben. I didn’t want to be afraid of it. I wanted to be free of that shit. 

I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand and continued staring down at the beautiful piece. I wanted to brush my fingers across it, feel the strength and the texture of the leather, feel the cold hard strength of the steel, feel the weight of it in my hands. But it felt wrong somehow. This wasn’t mine. It was his. And he hadn’t given it to me. He had, in fact, chosen not to give it to me.

I think that was the part that hurt the worst. He hadn’t given this to me, he’d given me something else instead. And I wasn’t sure why that upset me so much. He’d given me the belt and the cuffs to go with it... but not this. 

I didn’t notice he was downstairs until his hands wrapped around the box, removing it from my grip. I couldn’t look at him as he closed the box, set it back in the drawer, and slid it shut. 

The burning was back. The overfilled burning of my body, the sensation that I had to scream because my mouth was full of fire and smoke. God, make this stop. 

Reuben lifted me by the waist and set me on the counter, putting his arms on either side of my hips to trap me. I covered my face with my hands and cried, trying to breathe and steady myself. Eventually, he pulled my hands from my face and held my head steady, forcing me to look at him. 

“You weren’t meant to see that.” 

“I know,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “I’m sorry. I just... I saw the bag, and... I was curious and...” 

He watched the tears roll down my cheeks. 

“Are you mad at me?” 

“No, little bug. Not at all. You were taking a long time. I checked the camera and saw you standing here crying, and I got worried.” He thumbed away the last of my tears. 

I felt my shoulders fall, and he stroked my hair. “It’s so pretty.” 

“It is.” 

A random burst of anger jarred me. I was somehow furious that he’d given me the body collar instead of the leather one. But that didn’t make sense. That wasn’t logical. Was it? 

“I can’t think straight,” I said slowly. “I’m all...” the words I needed didn’t line up, so I just bit my lip and put my hands on either side of my head, squeezing. I was so frustrated. 

“I think we need to go upstairs and step back from–”

I shook my head. “No, please, I want to– I need to– I hurt, and I can’t think, and I’m going to... explode.” He looked like he was going to argue, so I reached up and grabbed his tie, pulling him forward the last few inches I needed to kiss him. It threw him off long enough for me to mumble against his mouth, “Please, Sir, please clear my head out. Drain me... hurt me. Please.” 

He grabbed my ponytail and jerked my head back, staring me down. I could not read his expression. “Why is that bag on the counter?” He motioned to the whip I’d set aside. 

Because it was in the way of the collar.

Because I wanted to see what was inside. 

Because I bet it would be beautiful in your hands. 

“Because I don’t want to be afraid anymore.” 

He stared at me for a long time, looking me right in the eye with an unwavering intensity. I couldn’t hold his gaze. Sighing, he shook his head, and replaced the bag in the drawer. “We can talk about this more later. I’m not whipping you today.” 

My relief was almost palpable. Partially because I didn’t want him to, and partially because I did. 

“Alice. Look at me. Now.” At his tone, I looked up at him without a second thought. “You cannot lie to me about these things. You’ll be punished for that later.” 

Instantly I felt regret. I should have told him the whole truth. “It’s true though. I don’t want to be scared. I do want to talk about it. I hoped...”

“No hoping. Discussion, then equal consent, then careful planning. Like we do for everything. Especially when we change a hard limit. Alice, why do you think I made you a piece of jewelry instead of giving you that collar?” There was a hint of irritation in his voice. 

I tried to look away but he grabbed my chin again and forced me to look at him. “Because you said no collars. Why would I ever break that promise to you? How could I? How can I promise to keep you safe, that I’ll respect your limits, and then break a hard limit just because I think you’d look pretty with a piece of bondage that I saw in a dream?

“I dream about that piece around your neck every fucking night, and I want to see you in it. I swear I do. But I’ll be damned if I break you. Fuck that, Alice!” His voice rose as he spoke, and I felt spittle fly against my face. He gestured wildly with his other hand to the surrounding room. “I’d give all this shit up to not break you! I will not–” he choked and turned his head away, closing his eyes for a moment and clenching his fist. 

Taking a deep breath, he looked up at me again and said softly, “I will not be one of those assholes who breaks their most prized possession. No matter how deep and how dark we go... I will not break you. I could not live with myself.” 

“But I want to be broken.” I couldn’t even say the words, I just mouthed them. My throat was thick and I could barely breathe. 

He spoke softly to me, holding my face like I was made of glass. “No, you don’t. Alice, beautiful girl... I’ve seen broken.”

His eyes narrowed and then he squeezed them shut. A moment of breathing and focus, and he opened them again, the hint of tears in his eyes, pushed back down and swallowed by the Beast that fought for control over him. 

“You don’t want to be broken, my love. You want to be alive. You want to be whole. You want to be seen. You want to be felt, to be experienced. To be loved for who you are, and not mocked for what you aren’t. You want to be cherished, respected, and valued. You want to be opened up and explored, to be dissected and known to the fullest extent. You want to know your place and your role in the world, and in the universe. You want to feel where you fit. You want boundaries and a box around your soul, keeping you on track so you don’t fall off the deep end or spiral out of control and lose yourself. That’s not being broken, phoenix. That’s being home. That’s safety, little bug.” 

I think, in that moment, I understood how badly he needed me, and why he loved me so much. Because he needed those things. He was exactly the same as me. He felt seen and loved and needed when he let himself out on me. He felt valued when I loved him anyway. He needed the boundaries of my hard limits so he could work within the box. He needed to cherish and respect me, so that I could cherish and respect him back. 

“Reuben Weston... take me home.” 
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Chapter 70
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I stared at myself in the mirror. 

I had been staring for a while, trying to decide what I was going to do today. Sir was out all day at the hotel for a surprise inspection. I’d gotten up and taken my shower, and he had helped me into the belt and wrist cuffs. He inserted my piercing collar, taking his time with my body while he did. I loved the way it all came together on me. 

He said he would get me a chain for the pendant so I could try wearing it if I wanted to. 

I looked at myself, naked, wrapped in his bondage. I loved it, but... my mind kept flashing back to that purple leather collar, the one he’d made for me that matched the rest of my bondage set. He said he saw it in his dream. Maybe that’s what his vision was; me wearing his collar. 

And I still hated myself for wishing he’d given me that instead of the chain. Because I would have worn it, even if it upset me. 

But he was supposed to protect me and keep me safe, even from myself, so that meant he couldn’t give it to me. 

Maybe that’s why I was so upset about the whole thing. I knew he wanted to give it to me, but he felt like he couldn’t. And I knew that upset him as much as it upset me, and it made me feel like I wasn’t good enough for him, like I was failing him. 

He sent me a text: It’s going to be a long day, little bug. Send me a photo of you to help me get through it. 

I took a few pictures, just to be bratty. He hadn’t told me he wanted to see anything specific, right? He’d just said a photo of me. I sent a photo of my feet. 


Reuben: ...really? You want spankings tonight or not? 

Alice: Yes Sir!

Reuben: Then send me a photo that you know I will enjoy. 


I sent him a photo of me naked, wearing his chains and his bondage, angled just right so he couldn’t quite see any of the good bits. It always pissed him off, but it resulted in him being really possessive when he got home, so I did it anyway. 

I struggled with my chores that morning. I tried doing what I normally did: putting music on and dancing and singing while I did the dishes and switched the laundry loads, but I kept getting distracted. I kept wondering about that collar. 

Maybe, if I practiced wearing something around my neck, I could get used to it, and I wouldn’t be scared of it anymore. And then he could give it to me. 

The idea motivated me to finish my chores, and I hopped in my car around noon. I needed to pick up supplies for dinner and find something to eat... and I needed to go by the craft store. 
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I didn’t spend too much time out of the house. I was home a little after two o’clock, and I put all the dinner supplies away, and sent him a photo of the sandwich I’d had for lunch (he was making me do that now, so he knew I was actually eating). Then I took the spool of purple ribbon I’d bought at the craft store and a pair of scissors and went into the bathroom. 

I cut a piece just long enough, and wrapped it around my neck loosely, tying it in a bow. It was much looser than a collar would have been, and it hung around my neck awkwardly. It didn’t look right, but... it was okay, and it wasn’t uncomfortable. 

I slid the bow to the back, studying my reflection. Reaching behind me, I pinched the ribbon just a little tighter, making it look more like a collar, more like the one I’d worn before. 

It was uncomfortable, and I didn’t like it. My head felt fuzzy after a minute, so I let go and let it fall open again. Maybe I’d just practice wearing it loose for a while and tighten it as I got more comfortable. 

I got another text from Sir. 


Reuben: Need you to do something. Send a large bouquet, white roses or lilies, about $200 worth, to this address, with a generic sympathy note. ASAP please. 

Alice: I’ll do it now and forward a conformation to your email. 

Reuben: Also need you to send a $300 gift card to a meal delivery service to the following address. You can use the business card for both. 

Alice: Yes Sir. 


I sat down at the little laptop he had for me in his office and took care of the things he asked for. While I was finishing, my phone buzzed and I got a call from him. 

“You’ve reached your beloved and favorite assistant!”

“Alice, I need you to clear my schedule for tomorrow, reschedule that meeting with Jordan. See if he can meet in the morning before nine, otherwise it’ll need to move to next week.”

“I’m on it,” I said, dropping the silliness. There was something in his voice that made me think maybe he wasn’t in a great mood. 

“Did you already pick up dinner supplies?”

“Yes Sir.” 

“Can you check the best-by date on the meat?” 

“Sure, hold on...” I hurried to the kitchen and looked. I made a point to always buy meat that had a few days, just in case our dinner plans changed, but today I’d been distracted by my ribbon idea, and I hadn’t done that. “Uh... it says best by today.” 

He sighed heavily. “Well, can’t be helped.”

“I can return it,” I said. 

“No need. Can you bring it by The Weston House or a local soup kitchen? I need to go to a meeting tonight for dinner, and it’s important.”

“Okay,” I said, grabbing my notebook from my room and scribbling down a note so I wouldn’t forget. “Do you want me there?” 

“I want you there, but it wouldn’t be appropriate. You may go out to eat tonight, or go by The Lounge if you like.”

“Yes Sir.” 

“Talk later. Thank you, Alice.”

He hung up before I had a chance to say goodbye. 

Something felt really, really off. I didn’t like it. I took a deep breath, poured myself some strawberry iced tea, and tried really hard not to cry. 
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I did everything he asked as perfectly as I could. He needs me to be a good girl today, I told myself. I took care of the gift card and the flower arrangement, and then dropped the pork we were supposed to have tonight off at the treatment center. The chef was delighted and promised me it would be consumed. 

The whole time, I kept the ribbon around my neck. It was lightweight, and I barely noticed it. 

When I went to The Lounge for dinner, I removed the ribbon. Lindsay was there, chatting with Megan and Julia at the bar. Brett was beside her. I didn’t want to interrupt, but they all looked so excited and happy, I couldn’t resist going over to see them. 

Julia’s eyes widened when she saw me. “Ooh, the cuffs look so good on you!” she clapped her hands. 

“I love them,” I grinned. “And somehow the bastard has conditioned me to crave the frickin’ chastity belt. Not sure how he did that.” 

Megan smiled and took another sip of her soup. “Sounds like him.”

Lindsay pulled an empty bar stool closer to the group, motioning that I should sit with them. 

“He’s evil,” I said, climbing up onto the stool. “But I’m weird, so I like that about him.” 

Noah emerged from the back of house, holding a plate of fries. He slid a menu to me and gave the fries to Julia. To Lindsay he said, “Ah, decided to come hang out with the cool kids today, huh?”

Lindsay rolled her eyes dramatically. “Michael is playing at The Underground, and I don’t like to be in his head while he’s playing his torture games.”

The other two girls looked uncomfortable. 

Megan spoke up. “I heard he collared a girl a few weeks ago. Is that true?” 

Lindsay nodded. “They’ve been together for years. It’s a long story but she accepted his collar in exchange for something.”

“In exchange for what?” I asked, unable to help myself. 

Lindsay met my eyes, and there was a warning in them. “Freedom.” 

I dropped the subject. 

We talked for a little longer, and I ordered a burger, and then chatted with Simon when he showed up. Jenny came in for a little while too, and I introduced her to everyone I knew, making sure to loudly proclaim that she was looking for a tamer. She tried to get me to shush, but I shot her down. “You won’t find one unless people know you’re looking!” 

She blushed and whined, shuffling her feet. 

Eventually I went home, hoping Reuben would be back from his meeting. He wasn’t. I bummed around the house and ended up tying the ribbon around my neck again. This time, I tied it just a little tighter. 

He hadn’t texted me or called me since earlier. Now that I was at home alone with nothing to distract me, I worried he was mad at me for something. After all, he’d been so short with me earlier. I sent him a text. Sir, are you okay? Have I upset you? 

He didn’t respond. I saw that he read the message though. After ten minutes, he still hadn’t answered. 

I got on Tik Tok and tried to distract myself, but it wasn’t working. I was starting to crash, and I knew I couldn’t stop it. 

I sent him another text. Sir, I want you to know if I’ve done something to upset you, I didn’t mean it, and I’m really sorry. I hope your meeting is going okay. I’m really down right now and I think I’m crashing. So I might be a little bit of a mess when you get home. 

I got a text from him. Will call in 5 min.

I tried not to cry while I paced, tugging on the ribbon around my neck, and fingering the chains around my body. 

He doesn’t hate me. He can’t hate me. I’m just down, probably crashing from our scene two days ago. It was really intense. But why would he be so short with me today? He sounded like he was mad on the phone. 

My mental spiral got worse and worse, and I tried to stop it, but it wasn’t working. About seven minutes later, my phone rang, and I could barely answer it. 

“He-hello?”

“Hey. Are you okay?” 

I burst out in tears. Stumbling and struggling to talk, I tried to explain that I was worried that he was upset with me, and that I had done something to irritate him. 

“Oh... Alice.” I could envision him pinching the bridge of his nose. “No, baby. I’m not disappointed in you. What on earth did I do or say to make you feel that way?”

I hiccupped and stammered as I tried to speak. “I just... you were really, um, short with me, earlier, on the phone, and when you texted me, you were just really short, and you didn’t use any emojis.” 

“I... didn’t use emojis, so you think I’m mad at you?”

“Yes!”

“Oh dear.” I heard a door shut. “Alice, little bug... I’ve had an awful day. I am not at all mad or upset at you. I promise.”

I sniffled and tried to breathe, his words like a warm blanket wrapping around me. “P-promise?”

“Pinkie promise.” 

I let out a cough of a laugh. “Okay. Um... why was your day bad?”

He sighed, and I heard the groan of a chair. “I am currently stuck in a private room of a restaurant, arguing with some of the leadership from one of the casinos. One of the higher managers was running a money laundering scheme, and we just caught it today. And that was after the disaster of the hotel inspection. It was bad... health code violations, expired food... and one of the managers threatened to fire an employee for calling out because her grandma died and she wanted to go to the funeral.”

“So that’s what the flowers and the gift card was for?”

“Yes. You saved my ass today, taking care of those details, and rescheduling my meetings. I would not have had time to do all that. I appreciate you, Alice. And... I’m sorry I was short with you and spoke in a way that made you feel like I was frustrated at you. I was frustrated at other people, and I took it out on you. I don’t want to do that. Please forgive me, little bug.” 

Oh shit. I love this man. “Oh, Sir... I can’t wait until you’re home because I really want a hug.”

“You’ll get all the hugs and kisses you want, phoenix.” 

I smiled. “Okay. Thank you for calming me down... I’m sorry if I interrupted something important.”

“They can live without me for five fucking minutes,” he growled, and then sighed. “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay. But... I’m kinda tired, so I’m going to go to bed.”

“You’d better be in my bed when I get home. Take everything off except the cuffs, okay?”

“Yes Sir.” 

“That’s my girl. I love you. Talk soon.” He hung up. 

His final words repeated through my mind. That’s my girl. I love you. 

I drifted through the evening, getting ready for bed and removing the bondage gear. Normally I would have climbed into my bed because I liked it when he came into my room and scooped me up and brought me to his. But tonight, I wanted to be good for him, so I did as he asked.

I unlocked the belt with the key he kept on his bedside table, removed the body collar, brushed my hair, and climbed into bed, snuggling into the warm blankets and pressing my face into his pillow so I could pretend I was snuggling into his chest. 
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The next morning when I woke up, Reuben was already awake. Normally he kissed me awake and then went to start the coffee and do his morning workout, but today, he hadn’t. Or maybe I’d just slept really hard and hadn’t woken up.

I climbed out of bed and stretched, pulling on my black silky bathrobe and headed out to the kitchen to see if he was making breakfast. I collected my daily bondage so he could put it on me. He was in the kitchen cooking his eggs, and the pot of coffee was sitting on the table, our mugs ready. He had already mixed milk and sugar into mine. 

“Good morning, Sir,” I said, setting the items down on the table. A something caught my eye—the purple ribbon I’d warn the other day sat coiled on the table. 

Hold on... where had I left it yesterday?

“Sit down.” 

My body went from cold, to hot, to numb in two seconds. Barely able to breathe, I did as he said, and sat at the table, staring at the ribbon sitting there between us. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes off it as I listened to him slowly walk from the kitchen to the dining room. The sound of his shoes hitting the floor was the most ominous thing I’d ever heard. 

Frozen in place, my mind spiraling out of control, I was suddenly afraid that he would hit me. He had slapped my face a few times, though always in play, and I usually liked it. But that tone... without looking at him, I knew I was in really big trouble. Real trouble. I resisted the urge to lift my hands to shield myself. 

He sat in his chair across from me, setting his plate in front of him and pulling his mug closer. He waited until I met his gaze. 

His face was completely devoid of all expression. I’d seen that face before... but it hadn’t been for a long time. Not since before we’d gotten together. 

He nodded to the ribbon. “You need to explain this to me immediately.” 

I tried to take a deep breath, but ended up choking on it. My eyes watered. I took a sip of my coffee to clear my throat, and almost spilled it because my hands were shaking. 

“I... was just... practicing.” 

“Practicing choking yourself to death?” he snapped. I winced at the sharpness of his voice. 

“I just thought...” I struggled to speak, trying to take deep breaths and not match his level of rage. I was upset, but starting to get angry, especially at being attacked first thing in the morning. 

“Alice–” He choked and put is mug down, covering his mouth with his hand and looking away. Fuck, he looked mad. 

And suddenly, so was I. “What!” I snapped back. I could feel the sudden rush of madness as words spilled out of my mouth. “What, is it so bad that I’m trying? You said you wanted me to be the best I could be! You said you wanted to help me not be afraid anymore! I was doing this for you! For us!” 

His face hardened at my outburst. He stood up suddenly, towering over me like an angry giant. 

Oh my God, he was really, really mad. My eyes burned, but they were dry as a bone. I dug my fingernails into my palms as I clenched my fists, terrified that I’d just done something I couldn’t take back or make right. 

Without speaking, he pointed to the floor with one finger. I sank from the chair immediately, my teeth chattering and my body going through the worst rush of anger, fear, and numbness I’d felt in a really long time. 

“Do. Not. Shout. At. Me.” 

I mouthed, “Yes Sir.” 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, looking away from me, and trying to regain his composure. He finally spoke as he looked back down at me. 

“Who do you belong to?”

“I belong to Reuben Weston,” I said, my voice shaking and my knees throbbing from the cold, hard floor. 

“Which rules did you break, Alice? Which of the five most important rules did you break?”

I shook my head, unable to speak, confused. I couldn’t even think.

“Let me explain what you have done. You are my property, and you put yourself at major risk. You put something around your neck that wasn’t designed to go around your neck. Something that could have gotten tighter by accident, something that could have suffocated you. And then you fell asleep with it on.”

I looked down at my shaking hands, horror dawning on me. He was right, that was extremely dangerous. 

My voice felt like a foreign object, or someone else’s voice, as I said, “I’m sorry.” 

His hand came under my chin, and he forced me to look at him. Oh God, his eyes were rimmed with red. 

“Alice, I came home last night to find you unresponsive in my bed with a ribbon around your neck. Do you have any idea of the heart attack you gave me? I thought you were dead.” 

My mouth popped open as he continued. “You didn’t wake up when I took it off. I untied it immediately and tried to wake you up. You were breathing, but you were completely out. You sleep fucking hard anyway, but I couldn’t wake you up and I was fucking scared.” He held my face in his hands, and I watched his face with despair, horrified that I had scared him so badly. 

“Do you understand how dumb that was?” I nodded, and he continued, his voice getting louder. “Do you? Do you understand you could have never woken up?” 

“It wasn’t... that tight,” I mumbled, my mouth sour. I felt like I was going to vomit. 

“It doesn’t matter, it was a satin ribbon, and it could have gotten tighter if it had been pulled the wrong way! Alice I swear... you can’t do stupid shit like that, you can’t hurt yourself, or risk yourself like that! I will not let you hurt my girl! I love you too much to let you do stupid shit like that!” 

He still loved me? The sheer relief was enough to let the tears break through. Maybe if he loved me enough, he wouldn’t release me. I thought I was going to pass out from the fear, the anger, and the humiliation of the whole thing. Pulling my face out of his hands, I curled up on my side on the floor, hugging my arms around his ankle. I couldn’t make myself any lower to the ground, but I felt like I wanted to sink into a hole to the center of the earth. 

A long, heavy sigh escaped him, and he reached down and pulled me up by the elbow, picking me up in his arms and carrying me to the couch. I couldn’t stop crying. I hated how safe I felt in his arms, because I was so fucking scared it would be the last time I would ever feel it. I wanted to run out the door and in front of a bus, and probably would have if he hadn’t held me so tight. 

“Why in the hell did you think that was a good idea?” His voice was softer now. Maybe he felt bad for me, but I doubted it. He liked it when I cried anyway. 

I caught my breath enough to say, “I wanted... to practice... with something... on my neck.” 

“Is this because of the collar you found?” 

I nodded, unable to speak. 

“You were practicing choking yourself so you could wear it?” 

I nodded again. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” He hugged me tighter. “That was stupid, Alice. That was very careless. And you should have talked to me. What’s rule two?”

Be open and honest about my needs and feelings. Fuck. He was right. I didn’t just break one rule, I broke two. 

“Please,” I begged, forcing myself to look up at him. “Please, I’ll do anything, please don’t send me away! Punish me, hurt me, never let me come again, I swear, please, just don’t send me away! Sir, please–”

He shook his head at me as if disgusted, and hugged me tighter against him. 

It was over. I just knew it. I’d tried so hard, and I’d fallen for him, and now... it was over. I felt the despair course through me, and I braced myself for the words, knowing they would destroy me. Knowing I’d be done for. 

“Now why the fuck would I send you away?” 

“Don’t fuck with me and give me hope like that!” I screamed into his chest. 

He picked me up off his lap and set me on the couch. I collapsed on my side, sobbing dizzily into the pillows as he walked away from me. As soon as I could catch my breath, as soon as I could stand, I would leave. And I’d probably just drive until I ran out of gas, and then sit there in my car until I ran out of life, because I would never be happy again. 

Before I managed to get up, he was back in front of me, holding the belt and the collar. Looking at the chastity belt was just reinforcement of the beautiful collar downstairs that I would probably never wear now. 

Reuben pulled me to a standing position so I stood directly in front of where he sat, and wiped the tears from my face with his thumbs. I squeezed my eyes shut. 

He spoke so softly, so quietly. “Who do you belong to?”

I snapped my mouth shut, shaking my head. “No.” 

“Alice.” He kissed my temple, his voice still soft, but a little louder. “I’m not releasing you, baby. Now look at me and answer me, or you’re going to be in even more trouble.” 

I reached up and rubbed at my eyes and swallowed, and then opened them and met his gaze. 

“Who do you belong to?” 

I could only whisper it. “I belong to Reuben Weston.”

“Is that going to change because you did something stupid?” He raised an eyebrow. 

“Yeah?”

“No.” 

I bit my lip and tried to force myself to breathe. 

“I don’t expect you to be perfect, little bug. I expect you to let me teach you, and let me lead you.” He buckled the belt around my hips, pulling the strap between my legs shut and locking it into place. 

“I expect you to take corrections and learn from your mistakes.” He reached for the body collar, sliding the jewelry carefully into my skin, and kissing each spot as he finished. 

“I expect you to always grow, always work to be the best you can be, and that means letting me protect you, even from yourself.” Reaching across to the end table by the couch, he opened a drawer and withdrew two carabiners. He clipped the cuffs on my wrists together behind my back, and then attached them to the belt, rendering my hands useless. 

“You need to think before you do things like that. And, most importantly, when you want to work on something you’re afraid of, you need to ask me to help you work on it. I would have gladly put something around your neck to help you work through your fear, helped you get used to the feeling, if that was something you told me you wanted to work on. But you didn’t. You just... did it yourself.”

I was still sobbing and I felt shaky, but I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to bind me up just to break up with me, so that weight lifted off my chest. 

“Why didn’t I do that? Why didn’t I find a belt or a ribbon or a play collar, and start teaching you to be comfortable with it? Hm? Why didn’t I do that?” He held my waist and kissed my belly, speaking softly, the words now as gentle as his kisses. 

I pulled at my hands, wanting to wipe my face, but they were clipped behind me. I choked out another sob. “B-because, i-it’s my h-hard limit.” 

“Mh-hm. And why the hell would I ever try to get you to change that limit to fit my unnecessary fantasies?” 

“B-because... you w-want me t-to be better, and not be afraid,” I said, my voice coming easier now that I was breathing a little more. 

“I want you to be not afraid, yes. But everyone has limits. Having limits doesn’t make you weak, or afraid. It’s healthy to know what you like, and what you don’t. What you want, and what you don’t want.”

“But I want it! I want it because it’s for me, and it’s special, and it’s so pretty and I want to not be afraid of it! And because it will make you happy and I want to wear it to make you happy!”

He looked up at me, his lips still pressed against my navel. He was all blurry because I was crying again. “Then we can work on that. But you must still have limits, Alice. Because if I find out you let me do something to you that hurt you, just because I said I wanted it, I will be very disappointed in you. Our relationship is more important than our kinks.” 

He reached out to me, opening his arms for a hug, pressed my face into his neck and wrapped my arms around him, my heart overflowing with relief. He enclosed me in his tight embrace, whispering softly until I calmed down. 

It ended too soon. He made me stand up and go back to the kitchen table. He sipped his coffee and ate his breakfast, and gave me sips of mine since my wrists were still bound. Then after breakfast, he took me downstairs to the dungeon. 

I shivered in fear at what he would do. He unclipped the chastity belt, had me bend over at the waist, and he squirted a little bit of lube into my ass. Then he slid a small plug into my asshole. 

“This is going to remind you, all day long, that you belong to me, and that your discomfort pleases me.” 

I heard a sound of plastic pieces sliding against each other. The plug moved, growing larger inside me, pressing against the walls of my anus. I seemed to get fuller... and fuller... 

Shit. It was one of those inflatable ones. 

He spoke softly, tenderly, in my ear as he gave a few more slow pumps to the plug, until it was just barely on the edge of painful.

“You are going to come with me to work today. You need to go get dressed and do your hair and makeup, and get yourself all pretty and fancy for me. You’ll keep the cuffs on, and I may incapacitate your hands when we are alone. 

“While I’m in meetings or doing inspections, you’ll be writing me an apology letter, explaining why you did what you did, what you were thinking when you made the decision, why it was wrong, and what you have learned. You’ll give it to me this evening, and I will make sure we are on the same page as to why this was such a big deal. Do you understand?”

“Yes Sir,” I moaned. 

He removed the pump from the plug and wiped up the mess of cum from my sex. Pulling me up by the hair, he shoved his fingers in my mouth, hitting the back of my throat. 

I loved the feeling of his hands on my body and in my mouth. The filth of his actions shocked me out of depression and into the mental headspace of wanting to do anything to please him. Because he was my shelter and my rock.

He sensed the transition in my mind, and carefully pulled his fingers from my mouth, letting them brush against my lips. A long string of saliva connected us for a moment before it broke and fell against my chest. 

“Tell me you love me,” I whispered, desperate to hear the words. 

“I love you.” He kissed my forehead. “I adore you. I treasure you. I need you.” He followed each statement with a kiss on my forehead or my cheeks. 

“Tell me you don’t hate me,” I begged. 

“I could never hate you. I was terrified when I found you like that... motionless and dead to the world. Baby... sw–” he cut himself off. 

Sweetheart. 

But he didn’t say it.

Because I had asked him not to. 

Not a breath of air passed my lips as I mouthed the words. “I love you.” 

He tilted my chin up so he could look me in the eye. “You’re going to hate me by tonight... but that’s okay. We’ll get to the other side, alright, love? You’re going to take your punishment...” I could hear the words he wanted to say but didn’t. 

Like a good girl.

“Because you need it. Not me... but you. Okay, baby? Pretty girl? My phoenix?” He kissed my chin. “My little fox?” He kissed the tears off my cheeks. 

I nodded, unable to speak. I was so relieved he hadn’t broken up with me, or that I wasn’t dead and wrapped around a signpost. 

“Look at me. Open your eyes and look at me... That’s my girl. You wear my collar, whether it’s jewelry and chains, or a leather strap. I’ll carve my name into your skin if I need to. You belong to me, and I am not letting you go. If I have a problem with your behavior, I will punish you and help you fix it, not cast you aside because you messed up. Understand?”

I managed to nod before my knees gave out. The sheer relief of not losing the most important thing in my life, the only thing I was living for, broke me in half. 

He pulled me back up and lifted me by my thighs, and I locked my ankles around his waist. “I am not going to abandon you. God knows I’ll fail you. I already have. Hell, I failed you yesterday. Why would I cast you aside because you failed me?”

“Because everyone else has!” I spat the words out before I even thought about them. “Nobody keeps me around, Reuben. Nobody does! I’m a short-term thing because I’m too much for anyone to deal with! I’m fucking complicated! I’m a problem!” 

“You’re my world. You’re my refuge. Do you have any idea what you’ve given me?”

I buried my face in his chest and shook my head. 

“Maybe one day you’ll believe me, but Alice... you are the one person who has looked me in the eye, despite the horrors of my soul, and smiled.” 

My stomach twisted and my jaw dropped as his eyes spilled over with... tears? 

“Bear,” I whispered, and lifted my hands to his face, rubbing away the strange foreignness on his face and kissing his cheeks until he was breathing right again. 

“Fuck,” he murmured into my hair. “One of these days...”

“What?”

“No,” he said. “I’m not going to say things like that to you today. More hoops, little bug. We’ll get there. For now...” he reached down and pressed a finger against the plug filling my asshole. And I let out a moan of both pleasure and discomfort. 

“For now, you’re going to suffer for me all fucking day, and remember who owns you. And when you’re ready, we’ll work on that fear of stuff around your neck. But don’t you ever consider tying anything around your neck. For fuck’s sake, Alice, you tied it far too tight! It’s a damn miracle you didn’t get hurt!”

“Really?” I whispered. “It wasn’t as tight as what he put on me.” 

He set me down on the ground and looked down at me, working his mouth like he was debating something. 

“Show me?” It was just a whisper. 

He pursed his lips, and turned to walk away. 

I hung my head, my heart cracking at the rejection. But then I heard a drawer slide open. 

He removed a long dragon’s-tail whip. It wasn’t one of the leather bullwhips that I associated with my trauma, but rather a long flat strip that moved to a tapered point, hence its name. Watching him study it, grip it in his hand, and then tilt his head and look at me... oh my fuck, that was the most dangerous, most intense glare he’d ever given me. 

I bent my knees and went into a kneeling pose on pure instinct. I figured if anything would prove to him I was serious, this would. 

He approached me and draped the strip across the back of my neck. I looked up at him, my breath coming in fast bursts, nervous and anxious. 

“Count your breaths. Five in, hold, five out, hold. Out loud... Nice and slow... that’s right... that’s my girl. Very good... okay. You shake your head to stop, or say whatever you want.” 

I breathed. I counted. 

He picked up both ends and held them together in front of my neck. He waited, watching me. He pinched them a little closer. He waited. I choked on my count just from the nerves. 

He released the strips and stroked my hair. 

“No,” I murmured. 

“Tomorrow. We’ll do it again tomorrow. Okay?”

More stupid fucking tears erupted from my eyes, and he dragged me to my feet, kissing me until I had no choice but to breathe. 

“One day at a time. No matter what, no matter where you want to go...” He put his hand around my neck and squeezed. “I’ll be right here.” 
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Chapter 71
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It was a really, really, really long day. 

It wasn’t the waiting around, or the conference calls, or the walking, or the driving. It wasn’t the boring phone calls. It was the plug in my ass that forced me to experience every minute of the day. Were minutes supposed to be this long?

I was blown away by the sheer stupidity of most of the shit he had to sit through. Calls about absolutely nothing, or meetings that could have been an email. Honestly, it was a miracle he ever came home in a good mood. 

Everything was exacerbated by the plug in my ass. After an hour, it was comfortable. After two, I barely noticed it. But after four, then five, then six... things got dicey. 

It wasn’t that it hurt, per se. It just felt like I had to take a massive dump, and it was awkward to walk in. Sitting down was not fun. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to grind on it or push the thing out. 

He studied my discomfort, watching me with a side-eye that implied I was getting what I deserved. And I refused to complain, because he was right, and I felt almost relieved to suffer for him. Like this was my penance. 

Even though it sucked, part of me relished it. I felt so owned by him, so objectified. The discomfort mixed with the arousal and made my head all fuzzy. I wanted to be mad about it, but I was too thrilled. It didn’t help that he looked so hot in his dress clothes, and he kept looking at me over the rim of his new computer glasses. He looked so serious and intimidating with them on. 

We finally left the hotel at half-past six. We’d been busy all day and I hadn’t really had a chance to work on my letter other than in my head, and I was hoping he would unbind my hands so I could work on it. We got home, and I kept waiting for him to send me downstairs to remove the belt and the plug, but instead, he washed his hands, rolled up his sleeves, and opened the refrigerator. 

Time to cook dinner. That meant I would be helping him cook, and I wouldn’t have time to work on my letter yet. But withdrawing the chicken breasts, he smelled them, and cursed. “No Chicken Marsala tonight.” 

“Is it bad,” I asked softly. 

“Yes. Smell.” I leaned forward and smelled. It smelled a little sour, and I winced. “I guess... I’ll go out to the store?” I asked, almost in hopes that he’d let me do something for him. 

“No,” he shook his head and shut the fridge. “Let’s go to The Lounge. Take a night off. We’ll do Marsala tomorrow.” 

That meant the plug was staying in. Fuck. 

I let out a little whimper, but put my shoes back on, and followed behind him. 
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After the drive to The Lounge, which involved a gravel parking lot and more potholes than I remember, I was uncomfortable, wet, a little sweaty, and horny as hell. And there was no way in hell he was going to let me have an orgasm tonight. I probably wouldn’t even get the spanking he’d promised me yesterday. 

He helped me out of the car, clipped my hands together in front of me, and threaded his belt through the carabiner, pulling me behind him. It was embarrassing to be led through the restaurant and up the stairs like a dog on a leash, but I swallowed my arguments and took it, because I knew I deserved it after what I’d done. And I’d do almost anything that his point.

It wasn’t that he didn’t forgive me... it was that I knew I didn’t forgive myself. I felt like I earned this, and I needed to suffer for it. 

Upstairs, people congregated in groups. There were some who sat around the stage and watched whoever decided to get on the poles that night; there were some who pulled chairs together in front of a table to share fries and chat; there was a group of nerds who always played tabletop games in the far corner, fully dressed out in their costumes for their current campaign. 

Today, Reuben led me to a cluster of leather chairs and couches all circling a short coffee table. Some of his friends, including Simon, Paul, and Jackson were sitting there, talking quietly. He sat himself down on one of the armchairs and unbuckled my wrists. 

“Go place our orders at the bar, and then bring the food over when it’s ready. You may order yourself water, or iced tea to drink.” I nodded and did as I was told. I knew what he wanted; he always got a French dip sandwich with mushrooms, and a double shot of Woodford Rye, neat. 

Uncomfortable and trying not to shift and squirm too much, I placed our orders and waited for the food, barely able to think or take in my surroundings from what had become actual pain in my ass. 

When I returned to Reuben with our drinks, I noticed his friends were staring at me. Particularly Simon, who was watching with mouth slightly downturned and his head cocked. 

I set Reuben’s drink in front of him, and then sat down on my knees, shifting my hips to the side. It was the only comfortable way to sit with the fucking plug. 

“Thank you, little bug.”

“You’re welcome Sir.” 

“You broke her,” Simon said softly. 

“Not at all...” Reuben’s hand fell to my head, stroking my hair, and I melted into the affection. It was the best thing I’d felt all day, and the tightness in my chest evaporated. “I just softened her up a little. Besides...” he stroked my face, and then tilted my chin up to make me look at him. He had a smirk on his face. “We had to start training that asshole eventually. Today was as good as any. Right, phoenix?” 

“Yes Sir,” I whispered, and I felt like I was starting to slip into subspace. Which was really weird, because he hadn’t spanked me or choked me or bitten me or anything. But it was a nice place to be, and I sighed as he continued to touch me, just honored and happy that he still wanted me even though I’d been so foolish and stupid last night. 

I drifted through the rest of the evening, only halfway aware of the surrounding conversation. After dinner, Sir left my hands unbound, so I extracted my notebook from my purse and began writing my apology letter. We didn’t stay at The Lounge for very long, we just ate and he chatted for a bit, but it was enough time for me to do some writing. 

At home, he made me strip and stand in front of him and read the letter out loud. After I finished, I looked up at him tentatively, hoping he was satisfied with my letter. 

He had a gentle smile on his face. 

“I’m proud of you.” 

My eyes spilled over and I chewed on my lip. 

“Stop biting your lip – only I get to do that.”

“Yes Sir.” 

“Alice, you have grown and learned a lot over the past few months. When we first started this, you would have scoffed at me punishing you for this. You probably would have lashed out at me as well.”

I nodded, laughing a little, embarrassed. He was right, that was exactly what I would have done. I would have pushed back, rolled my eyes, mocked him... when had that changed? 

“You ready to take that plug out?” 

“Yes Sir!”

He unlocked my belt, let out the valve on the plug, and sent me to the bathroom to remove it and clean up a little. The relief I felt when I finally got the thing out was enough to make me cry. I felt euphoric. 

In his room, I found him pouring us a bath. “Oh,” I sighed. “We get to... really?” I asked hopefully. 

“You always get aftercare after punishments, you know that.” 

I ran to him and threw my arms around his waist, burying my face in his belly. He chuckled and helped me into the warm water, and then stripped and climbed in after me. 

He bathed me, brushed my hair, and coaxed me back up from the weird fuzzy mental state I’d found myself in. Eventually I felt much less depressed and more like my old self, and he smiled as he watched me. I found myself yammering about outer space again, though I yelped and shut my mouth when his hand trailed down my back and fingered my asshole slightly. 

“You okay down here?”

I nodded, feeling tingly. How was it that after all day being tortured there, I was still horny? 

“Good. We’ll do more training there as we go, but I won’t make you quite as miserable.” 

I couldn’t help but rock against his finger. He pulled away every time I pushed closer to him. Damn, he was so bad about giving me just enough to want more, but never enough to satisfy. I wanted his fingers and his cock buried deep inside me. 

“What a good little fox I have.”

My face fell. “I’m not.” 

He fisted my hair and pulled on it until I was forced to look up at him. He cocked an eyebrow. 

“Shit. Sorry,” I muttered. There I go, breaking rules again. I’m not supposed to say mean things about myself.

Then I realized that I had just apologized for insulting myself. 

“Man,” I whined loudly. “Simon was right. You broke me! I didn’t used to care if I got in trouble, but then you made me care!” I shoved his chest. 

He just smirked, still holding my hair tightly in his fist. His other hand pressed against the small of my back and–

Both our eyes shot wide as I felt his hard, velvet cock press against my inner thigh. 

“Oh hell, will you just fuck me already,” I moaned, rocking into it. 

He stood up, letting me fall back into the tub, standing tall above me. Water cascaded off him. His cock stood tall and proud from his hips, and his dark, angry eyes bored into mine. 

I opened my mouth in high, high hopes. 

He scoffed and turned away. 

My eyes fell shut in humiliation, and I shut my mouth and turned away. Fine, I thought. I’m done being desperate for you. Maybe I don’t want you. Fuck you. I bratted one man into fucking me, I could brat another one into it. 

But he called that bluff before I even said a word. 

He returned to the bath, climbing back in and making the water spill over the side, and pulled me against his chest. My eyes flew open and I looked at him, angry for teasing me but desperate for him all the same. 

“Little slut,” he purred, holding my chin and looking proud of himself. 

“Fuck you,” I muttered. 

“You want my cock?”

“Yes,” I spat, angry about it but honest anyway. 

“Well then... prove to me you can handle it.” 

He slammed his fist down on the side of the tub, a massive hot pink, suction-cupped dildo sticking straight up from the tile floor. The thing had to be three inches in diameter and at least ten inches long. 

Asshole. 

I stared at it in horror for all of two seconds, and then bemusement, and turned to look him in the eye. “You’re not that big.” 

He tried very hard not to let his expression falter, but he had a tell. This little glimmer of amusement in his eye... yeah. He knew. 

“You’re not. I was just staring at your dick three seconds ago, and you’re not that big.” 

His eyes narrowed. Without answering, he clenched his jaw, fisted my hair in his hand, and pushed my face down over the dildo, forcing it down into my throat. 

I took incredible joy in watching his eyes widen in shock as I swallowed the massive toy without gagging on it. My asshole Dom had failed to remember that I’d been playing this game for more than half my life. I was good at it. It was one of the only fucking things I was good at. 

He stared at me in shock, griping my hair even tighter as I extended my tongue and licked the plastic balls attached to the dildo, moaning around it in a show of desperation. 

Don’t get me wrong, it hurt, and my throat was going to be sore as fuck tomorrow. I gagged and struggled with the massive toy until I was able to catch my breath through my nose and force my throat to relax. And then I swallowed, letting my Adam’s apple bob, letting the drool escape my lips, letting my eyes meet his–

He couldn’t hide the look of desire in his eyes. “Little fucking whore,” he choked, his eyes full of need, and pulled me back up off the toy. He yanked me up under the arms and plopped me onto my knees on the edge of the tub, with the dildo between my thighs. “Fuck yourself on it. Right now. Let me watch you.” 

He reached out and took my throat in his hand, holding it just firmly enough to have control over me. “You ride that fucking cock right now and show me how bad you want it. Maybe, if you make it good, I’ll let you have mine.” 

Whimpering with desire and drenched in need, I pressed up on my knees, impaling myself on the thick toy, wishing to hell it was his. I could see his other hand under the water, fisting his dick and jerking himself. It was gorgeous and sinister; thick, hairy, veiny, and at least eight inches long, the huge bulbous head almost purple with blood. 

The toy filled me up far past the point of comfort, but I gritted my teeth and took it anyway because I would be damned if he told me I couldn’t handle him. 

He watched as my pussy swallowed the toy, letting out an angry groan as he stared at my body. “That’s right, you fucking beautiful disaster. Show me how bad you need it. Don’t fucking come yet, I swear to God... That’s right. That’s my girl. That’s how I like it.” He shut his eyes and groaned, and for a moment, as his hand gripped tighter around my neck, it felt like I was riding him. 

I wanted to come so bad, but I knew if I did, he’d be pissed. He wanted control over my release, and I wanted to give it to him, because I wanted what he did to me. Ugh, bastard, making me want his control!

“Sir, Reuben... please... I need–” I could barely speak my request. 

“I swear to God, Alice, don’t even think about it.” 

My eyes flew open and I stared at him, riding the toy faster as he choked my neck even harder, almost daring me to come without his permission. 

And I could have. I was right there. But I didn’t. fucking. want. to. 

Damn him. 

Because the look on his face of sheer and utter need, the desperation, the desire, the pleasure he took from watching me ache and burn for him... it was better than any drug or any high I’d ever had. 

I couldn’t even speak as I mouthed the words one last time. Please.

His fingers pulsed around my neck, squeezing tighter for just a moment, just to prove that he could. 

“No.”

The tears rolled from my eyes down my face. “I... can’t...” 

I actually wanted to make him happy. I really did. Fuck him. Damn him! Making me want to be good for him! I don’t want to!

But I did want to. Because that look on his face... Fuck! I wanted him to be proud of me so bad. 

He finally relieved me of my torture. His hands under my arms, he hauled me up off the toy and threw me over his shoulder, climbing out of the tub and grabbing a towel on the way out of the bathroom. He gave us both a quick wipe-down before dumping me on his bed, and then climbing on after me. 

I think I was yammering, begging him to fuck me, but who knows. 

He wrapped his arms around me, buried his face in my soaking wet hair, and pulled the sheets up over the both of us. Sir kissed my neck and my shoulders, pinning my arms down so I had no choice but to take his torture. 

“You’re so mean to me,” I whispered, knowing he was never going to let me come tonight. 

“You love me for it.” 

I turned my face into his chest, the thick hair tickling my face. He held me close, petting my hair and whispering softly in my ear until I drifted off to sleep. 

“I love you, little bug. I’m proud of you. I adore you. I can never let you go. You have ruined me, sweet girl. My sweet, scared, beautiful girl. I’ve got you. Go to sleep baby. Rest, okay? Just go to sleep.”
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“All rise.”

I was trying really hard not to be pissed. Reuben was confident that Woodrow would get justice. I wasn’t so sure because the sheer amount of corruption in this case, and in this room, was staggering. 

We had been working towards this for a few weeks. Alex was dressed in a suit with a CIA badge. Reuben sat beside me, ready to whisk me away if I freaked out. Becca was here for emotional support. Rachel, Tiama, and Hillary, the three other victims, were seated in the row in front of me. 

I could hear the creak of benches, quiet whispers, the wisp of clothing. Someone’s perfume was strong, and several people cleared their throats. The colors in the room were black, white, and brown, with a few other accents thrown in. I took in every detail without truly processing it. 

“Breathe.” 

Sir’s voice was a low, smooth purr in my ear, and without thinking, I took a long, deep drag of air into my lungs, and released it slowly, sitting up straighter. 

Sentencings were usually simple. The judge was introduced, everyone sat. The prosecutor would call Woodrow, confirm he was of sound mind, and ask his plea. 

Somehow, he’d negotiated a plea bargain for multiple counts of second-degree kidnapping and assault. Rape was not on the list. 

I wanted to scream. I wanted to tell the judge and the security guards and anyone who would listen. Search his house! Find the notebook! Look at the photos!

But that would just get me kicked out. 

Reuben took my hand and squeezed it. I took another long, deep breath. 

Everything went as planned. The prosecutor confirmed he was of sound mind, and that he knew his rights, and then asked, “How do you plead?”

“Not guilty.” 

My eyes shot up to the defendant’s booth where Woodrow sat, staring straight ahead, sweating slightly. His lawyer raised his hand for a moment and whispered in his ear. Woodrow didn’t seem to even hear him. 

What was going on? We had already been informed of the plan, of his decision to plead guilty and accept the bargain. But there he was, staring angrily at the judge as if personally offended, and gripping the table with his hands. 

He looked so... angry. When he’d come in here, he’d looked calm, secure, confident... almost proud. 

Something wasn’t right. While lawyers whispered and the prosecutor confirmed his decision, I looked around the room. 

Alex was sitting a few rows behind him, her face a blank mask of indifference, as always. Her eyes were closed. 

I smiled and looked down at my hands, not uttering a word. 
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That evening, everyone met at The Lounge. Reuben bought everyone dinner and drinks. People encouraged us and gave us hugs, telling us they would be rooting for us during the upcoming trial. I was still a little confused and numb, and was drifting through the evening, completely unfocused. 

“I’m so relieved,” Tiama said to someone I didn’t recognize. “I want that bastard to get what he deserves.” 

“How is it going to be a fair trial with so many people on the inside?” Rachel was sitting on the other side of me, picking at an appetizer plate. I could tell she was uncomfortable and nervous. “Will the media get involved? Do you think I’ll have to testify?”

“You will,” Alex said, her low, rough voice cutting through the noise of the room. People quieted, their attention instantly drawn to her. 

She stood on the raised stage, her heels together and toes apart so her feet made a straight line. She leaned against one of the poles while she drank a double shot of vodka on the rocks. She looked down at the floor while she spoke, and everyone in the room listened. 

“It is extremely likely that every single one of you will be questioned. Many of you are connected to this in ways you do not yet realize.” Alex briefly glanced up at Megan, who was standing beside Noah with her hands behind her back, looking nervous. 

Becca also spoke up. “Rachel, we can petition to have your testimony given anonymously and from a safe place, for your own protection.”

“What’s going to happen?” Hillary asked. “How will it work?”

“I will tell you what is going to happen,” Alex said. “The trial will begin, and almost immediately, it will be moved to another judge, and another prosecutor will be assigned.”

“Why,” I asked. 

“Because Cole Stewart owes me a favor,” Alex muttered under her breath. Then she downed her vodka and returned to the bar for a refill. 

Reuben leaned over and pressed his lips against the side of my neck, and then opened his mouth and pressed his teeth into my skin enough to make me shiver. 

“I’m proud of you.” 

No reason to be proud of me yet, I thought. We’re only just starting. The real shit is about to hit the fan. 

I stood and moved to the bar to talk to Alex, ordering another drink for Sir and myself. He’d given me a pass on drinks tonight. 

What did you do, I thought, knowing she’d hear me. 

Alex had, at one point several years ago, made the world disappear with nothing more than a blink of her eys. She’d pulled me into her own head, showing me what she sees and experiences on a constant basis. It was the moment I came to trust her. 

As an answer, she did the same thing. Only this time, I realized that Alex was not just trustworthy. She was also a liar. 

We were back in the courtroom, sitting in the defendant’s booth where Woodrow had sat. No, that wasn’t quite right... we were Woodrow. The prosecutor glared and smirked as she accused him – us – of all kinds of outlandish things that we hadn’t done. Drugs. Weapons. Blackmail. Murder. The judge was disgusted that someone who had such a good reputation was so involved in serious crimes. 

We were furious at the accusations, and knew that our only chance was a trial. Even if it meant some of his secrets were exposed, it would at least buy us time. 

The experience only lasted for a few moments, and then we were back in the bar. Alex turned and faced me, her face void of all expression.

“Whatever happened to not getting involved?”

“I’m tired of people getting hurt when I can do something about it.” 

“Man, I’m really glad you’re on our side,” I said, heading back to Reuben without ordering the drinks.

“Are you okay?”

“I want to go home,” I looked up at him. I was tired, and I just wanted to not think about anything. I needed to experience silence, and safety, and his hands on me, wherever he chose to put them.

He rose immediately and offered his hand. “Okay.” 

We were silent on the drive home. When we pulled into the driveway, the light in our living room was on. Reuben didn’t pull into the driveway, instead circling the block and handing me his cell phone. He gave me instructions on what app to open to view the security footage in the house. 

“Wait,” I said. “I knew you had cameras in the dungeon. You have them in the house, too?”

“Better safe than sorry.”

I clicked the button to view the living room, and laughed, nearly crying from the relief of the day and of the people sitting on the couch. 

“It’s Lindsay, isn’t it,” he muttered. 

“Yeah. And she’s drinking your scotch.” 
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Inside, Lindsay and Brett were chilling on the couch. She had her feet up on the coffee table again, which I think she did just to annoy him. 

“Lindsay, we’ve talked about this.”

“Yeah, but it’s so much fun to piss you off.” She downed the rest of her drink. “I would have come by The Lounge, but I’d have to publicly admit to a crime, so... here we are.” 

“What is this?” Reuben gestured to the black composition notebook shoved in a plastic bag and resting on the coffee table next to her feet.

My jaw dropped and I froze in the hallway. “Holy shit, Lindsay!” I stared with my mouth agape. 

She shrugged. “Viva la revolution. Down with fake Doms and rapists.”

“What’s inside?” Reuben asked. 

“Just a little somethin’ somethin’ to help with the trial. If I were you, I would bring it to the courthouse after the case gets reassigned to a new judge, which I think Alex is working on. Don’t bring it to the cops, there are way too many dirty people involved in this case.” 

“We’re going to get in trouble for having this and not submitting the evidence immediately,” I whispered. 

“I doubt it. Once you submit this evidence, it will expose the corrupt cops involved, and I think you’ll be given a pass. Besides... pretty sure your former boss is going to have to testify at some point, so you might have some leverage. Anyway,” she slapped her thighs and stood up, heading for the door. “If anyone asks where you got it, just tell them it showed up in your living room and you have no clue how it got there. Don’t mention me. Have fun, see you in court.”

“You’ll be there?”

“No,” she scoffed. “I’m wanted for terrorism. We’ll be watching from headquarters.” She ruffled Brett’s hair, threw us a crooked grin and a wink, and left. 

Reuben reached for the Ziploc bag but I stopped him. “Don’t open it,” I said. “You should keep it undisturbed. You don’t want your fingerprints on the inside. 

He hugged me from behind. “This is going to be hard, Alice. But you won’t be alone.” 

I knew it would be hard. I knew that better than most.

The lawyers would pry and question our sex lives, our pasts, and our trauma, attempting to discredit us and make us look like liars and sluts. A jury of twelve rich white men who cheated on their wives would judge us and make a decision that would protect themselves, not us. Becca would be called to the stand to testify both for and against our mental states. Every word that came out of my mouth would be questioned because of my disorders and my lifestyle. My choice in clothing would be mocked. The number of sexual partners I’d had over the years would be insulted. Reuben’s treatment center would probably be thoroughly investigated by corrupt people who were probably part of the problem. 

It was going to suck. 

I was going to do it anyway. Because when it came down to it, no matter how bad it was, it was just another horrendous day that made me want to die. 

Die every day. Wake up the next. 

“I can take it. I’m a fucking phoenix.” 
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The trial was even worse than I expected. The prep went on for months, and the trial itself took almost fifteen business days. I stepped back from everything I could to help support Alice as much as possible, hired more staff for The Weston House, and explained my personal situation to my boards of directors.

One of the first things to happen, as Alex said, was the case was moved to a different judge and prosecutor. As soon as a new prosecutor was assigned, she got in contact with us and came over to review details with all four of the victims. The notebook was turned over with Alice’s explanation. “I found it while being nosey one day, while he was showering after a session. I don’t know all the details, but I was in a relationship with a defense attorney for nine years so I know enough. 

“He works for the hospital, defending doctors whose patients die due to malpractice. When he knows he can get someone off by hiding evidence, he keeps the evidence for blackmail. He kept it in a safe under his desk.”

With the notebook in the hands of a trustworthy prosecutor, the contents of his safe were acquired. Woodrow was also charged with a long list of withholding evidence, tampering with evidence, and lying in court about known medical malpractice. The doctors who had worked with him to hide their sins would eventually be held accountable as well, and a few of the doctors came forward about the blackmail. 

The safe also contained photos of several of the girl’s assaults, some of them including his cop friends, who were arrested to be tried. As a result of the photos, Woodrow’s cell phone, computer, and external hard drive were searched for more evidence. They found text messages, emails, and a file on his hard drive of nonconsensual porn. 

Most of the other observers, as well as the media, had been asked to leave during the showing of the photos and the videos. The other victims had left the room when it wasn’t their turn to answer questions. Alice was the victim in the video that seemed to turn the case.

She sat straight and tall, staring straight ahead and looking fierce as she looked her nightmares in the face, slow tears rolling down her cheeks. 

The video showed Woodrow dragging her on the collar and leash and strapping her to the rack that she had described. In the video, her hands were bound and her face was flushed, but she didn’t speak. He raped her, then whipped her and beat her. 

“She is clearly aroused in this video,” Woodrow’s lawyer insisted. “This was consensual.” He went on to describe the relationship between Alice and Woodrow and their “proclivities,” citing another video on the hard drive that had clearly been consensual and enjoyed by both parties. And it appeared to be the case. Only I knew differently, because I knew the expression on her face. That was a panic attack, not excitement. 

In the video, Alice was whipped extensively – and badly – until her screams faded away. She stared at the ceiling with a look of awe on her face, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Good girl, my good slave,” he cooed to her as she suffered under the whip. Eventually, she passed out. 

I could barely watch. I was clenching my jaw and doing everything I could not to kill the man. The sight of her shaking and shuddering under the whip, gasping for air from the collar, explained so much to me. No wonder those were hard limits for her – she’d never experienced them the way she should have. Those things should have brought her safety and confidence. Instead, they had broken her. 

Luckily, as one of the most prolific practitioners and educators of BDSM in the area, I was called to the stand. 

I was able to explain three key things to the court: the first, that the collar on Alice’s neck was far too tight, and was choking her in an unsafe way, which was causing the flush on her face and the apparent arousal. It was amazing to me that she’d lasted as long as she had before she’d passed out, and that she was still alive. 

Second, the way he was using the whip showed lack of skill and training, and the places he was hurting her were unsafe areas. At one point, the whip had struck her on the neck. He could have easily killed her that way, or at least permanently injured her. Anyone who had been in the lifestyle as long as Woodrow should have known the safe areas and the danger areas, and any safe practitioner of impact play should have learned how to use their tools correctly. 

And third, I explained subspace, and how it was physically and psychologically impossible for Alice to consent while in subspace, because it was impossible for her to withdraw consent while in that mental place. It was the same as being high, or drunk. Therefore, everything done to her in subspace had been assault... and he hadn’t stopped. 

I also explained that I, as her dominant and caregiver, had observed her in both states: subspace, and while having a panic attack. I insisted that her reaction in the video was most certainly the latter instead of the former.

Of course, after that testimony, the defense made an effort to discredit me as a source, citing that I myself had a sex slave at one point. It was a damn miracle they didn’t discover the expunged record or the newspaper article about my own trial so many years ago, and I was positive that Brett and Lindsay had something to do with that. Fortunately for all of us, Megan, Sanaii, Julia, and several other former subs were willing to stand behind me on my insistence of consensual play. Megan spoke highly of my constant respect of her boundaries and her safeword, even when we had been in a total power exchange. 

Alice’s response to the video was simply, “I don’t even remember that. I don’t remember him asking me if he could record, I don’t remember any of this happening. I was dissociated for most of those three weeks, because I gave up trying to get him to stop... because he never stopped.” 

As a result of her lack of memory of the situation, her character and mental health was attacked. Becca and another specialist were both asked to provide assessment on her mental stability.  

As promised, Cole Stewart was called to the stand to testify for her capabilities and character. After adamantly praising her sharp mind and good work ethic, he was asked why she was fired. 

Stewart admitted that he had received pressure to fire her from several classified parties that he was not at liberty to discuss. “They refused to share intelligence with us, and unfortunately, we needed that information more than we needed the best PA I’ve ever had.” He shot her a quick apologetic glance. 

“Why didn’t these unnamed parties like Alice?”

“They claimed she was too insightful, and might pick up on classified details. I am confident that they were correct.” 

His testimony essentially shut down any slander against her being a ditzy, stupid slut. 

The details of the theft of Alice’s assets also came to light, and the marriage under duress. The money he’d stolen from her would eventually be returned to her once his personal assets were liquidated, and the deed and keys to Augustus Quinn’s house were returned to the bank for her to pick up at her convenience. 

During the course of the trial, it came out that Tiama, one of the victims, had been pregnant during the course of her relationship with Woodrow. When he learned of the pregnancy, he’d attempted to coerce her into having an abortion. She’d refused and attempted to end the relationship, but he’d harassed her, eventually beating her and causing her enough stress and physical trauma that she miscarried. She had medical proof of the abuse and miscarriage in a hospital file that a nurse friend had stolen for her before it disappeared, and a manslaughter charge was added to Woodrow’s rap sheet. 

We all knew Peter Woodrow would not be walking away a free man. 
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Some days were better than others. Alice sat in the courthouse the entire time, refusing to leave even when the other victims were asked to recount their experiences. She sat up straight, hair done up professional, makeup conservative, wearing her classy dresses and her practical black leather pumps. She studied every word of the court case, carefully answering each question that came her way as intentionally as possible. Despite the emotional sessions and the regular appearance of her tears during the recounting of the abuse, she won over the jury very quickly. Both the prosecution and the defense were careful in the way they spoke to her, and never accusatory, because she called them both out on it, refusing to answer questions designed to trap her or back her into a corner. 

Alex had mentioned to me months ago that Alice knew how to run a room. During the moments when Alice was asked to speak or interact with the room at all, I sat there in the pew in the courthouse, stunned. She was on fire. There was something about the way she stood, spoke, and addressed people that demanded attention. She worked the room in her own way, demanding their respect with her knowledge and straight answers, but also demanding their affection in her body language. 

I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, but it was obvious to anyone who knew her well; Alice was fully capable of mass manipulation. And for those moments, when she had a weird combination of telling the truth, and manipulating the emotions of the room, I was both impressed at her skill, and honored that she chose not to manipulate me. Because if I didn’t know her as well as I did, she probably could have. 

The days in the courtroom were rough... but the evenings were rougher. Luckily, most of our time in court was spent sitting and observing, and she was not often called to speak. But the effort she put into keeping her shit together wore her out completely, and when we got home, she was a complete disaster. 

“Sir, you’d better tie me up as soon as we get inside because I’m going to start throwing things.”

“Sir, I need to get my anger out somehow, and I don’t know how else to do it other than be horrible to you, so please make sure I can’t do that.”

“Sir, turn off my brain, please.” 

The most successful nights were the ones where I sat her on the couch and rubbed lotion into her feet while she ranted and talked at me, sometimes wearing a gag, sometimes not. I gave her a pair of fluffy socks with foxes, or hearts, or teddy bears on them. I’d let her color a page from her space coloring book with her glittery gel pens, and then put on a movie or a tv show. After about an hour of this, her little tendencies were a lot stronger. She would relax and start smiling again, make jokes, or say silly things to egg me on. She also loved quoting the movies while we watched them. 

Her favorite game was to pretend she didn’t want snuggles so that I could force her into my arms and make her take my affection. “No,” she’d snap, her lips pressed together to hide her smile. “No, I don’t wanna!” 

“Too bad. Little girl needs hugs.” And I’d hug her close and talk softly to her until she let go of her big-girl brain, and embraced her inner child.

But sometimes she didn’t need snuggles and chicken nuggets and glittery gel pens. Sometimes she needed to scream and cry, or talk until she was empty. 

Most of the time there were tears, tantrums, and refusal to eat anything other than junk food, and I did my best to make her consume as many nutrients and as much water as possible. Sometimes I caught her drinking herself stupid, and I had to force her to go to bed.

Her nightmares were back in full force. I held her and kissed her and soothed her as best I could, but fuck was it hard to see her hurt so badly, to see her so fucking broken, and not be able to do anything other than keep her from slitting her own wrists. 

I hated Woodrow. It was a damn good thing he was in custody and not allowed to live at home during the trial. After a particularly bad night where I’d had to hold her still to keep her from slamming her head against the headboard, had he been a free man, I would have gone to his house and shot him in the head.

But every morning, we went through our ritual. I helped her into the belt and cuffs, and then the body collar. I brushed her hair, kissed her, and put her phoenix necklace around her neck. She was still getting used to wearing it, but she insisted on it every day. And every day, for those few minutes, the only thing that mattered was that she was safe, in my lap or at my feet. 

We made it through the trial by the skin of our teeth, with a lot of screaming, cuddling, forced orgasms, bondage, and no visible bruises from the copious spankings she requested and always received. It was pure and utter survival mode, and every day felt like our last. 

But every day... we got up. Sometimes I had to make her. Sometimes she had to make me. But we had no choice, so we did it. 

One day during lunch near the end of the trial, she sat on a bench with her legs over my lap. I was leaning against the back of the bench, completely exhausted and emotionally torn a billion directions. 

“Are you okay,” she asked me. “You look tired.” 

I stared at her, appreciative of her concern for me when she was the one having her dirty laundry aired. Today had been rough, but she’d smiled twice, and was now happily eating her sandwich and munching on her bag of Doritos. 

“I’m exhausted,” I admitted. “I’m so tired, Alice, and I’m furious about all of this. And I hate listening to them criticize you and try to justify the shit he did to you. And I hated watching it, and... I want to strangle him.”

“Well, don’t say it too loud, because if he dies in prison, you’ll be questioned for arranging it.” She smiled, but then her face fell. “That was a joke.”

“It’s oddly tempting.” 

She set her sandwich down. “It’s a lot. I know it is. It makes you feel like you’re stuffed full of fire and sand and smoke, and you’re just going to explode. Like a pressure cooker. Right?”

I stared at my phoenix in wonder. Whatever I was feeling right now, it was probably just a fraction of what she experienced every day. 

She smiled at me. “It’ll be okay. Let’s watch tv tonight, and you can tie me up and make me cry. It’ll be great.” She went back to eating her sandwich.

I pulled her into my lap and pressed a kiss to her hair, relishing the feeling of her skin and the softness of her hair. “When this is over, let’s take some time off. Reset.”

“That sounds really good. Maybe we can go to Cullowhee for a while?” 

“Actually... there’s somewhere I really want to take you. Somewhere special.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s a surprise... but there will be lots of stars.” 
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On the day of the sentencing, the jury finally reached their decision and the entire court knew there was no other outcome. Alice sat in the front pew of the courthouse beside the other victims, their arms linked and their hands clasped. Rachel was in a hotel room with one of the Black brothers, hidden away from prying eyes, but waiting on a court-approved telephone line, as she had for the entire trial.

Peter Woodrow sat in orange, his face scruffy and his eyes defeated. He was found guilty on all charges and sentenced to life in prison. The case had become a big deal due to so many wealthy people being involved, the Regional Director of the CIA being called to testify, and the undercurrents of BDSM and sex slavery that the media was thrilled to exploit.

After the sentencing, each girl was asked if they had anything to say. Hillary spoke of her recovery from abuse and encouraged other women of sexual assault to seek counseling, refuge in trusted friends, and forgive their abusers. Tiama spoke of how one person’s selfishness can tear apart a family, and even end a life. Rachel spoke of learning to trust again after the darkest moments of her life, and then being offered a chance to break free of her trauma, only to have her autonomy wrenched away from her all over again. 

Alice had a look of innocence on her face as she stood and addressed the court, and her former abuser. Only I could see the subtle purse of her lips that I identified as her brat face. 

“I’m sorry I used you,” she said softly, looking so sweet and so hurt. “I led you on, Woodrow. When I discovered what kind of man you were, I should have broken it off right away. But instead... I led you on, and made you think we could have been more. I hope... I hope you can forgive me, as I’ve forgiven you.” 

“You fucking bitch,” Woodrow muttered quietly under his breath. But the room was quiet enough that people had heard him. “You were my everything, you know that?” he murmured as he was asked to stand. “You were my favorite! You were my girl, you were my–”

“I’m not your anything,” she said back, and then smiled almost sadly. “I belong to Reuben Weston.” 

He glared at her, rage in his eyes. I could practically see the smoke coming out of his ears, but he snapped his jaw shut. Furiously, his eyes darted over to where I sat near the back of the courthouse. 

I’ve always been a little bit of a jerk, but today, I couldn’t resist. I gave him a subtle smirk and a wink. 

Woodrow lost his cool and started shouting, lashing out at the security officers who led him out the back door and towards the van that would take him away. 

The aftermath of the trial consisted of photographers and reporters attempting to get Alice and the other girl’s statements. Tiama and Hillary shied away from them, and a few security guards shielded them until they could get into their vehicles. 

Alice stood on the steps of the courthouse staring up at the cloudless sky while reporters and photographers pestered her. She was so tiny that the reporters were all kneeling and bending over to get good photos of her, peppering her with questions that she was pointedly ignoring as she stared up, squinting against the sun. 

“Miss Benson, how do you feel about Woodrow going to prison for so long because of what you said?”

“Alice, do you have any intention to sell the house in Orlando?”

“Alice, will you be pressing charges against the cops who assaulted you alongside Woodrow?”

“Miss Benson, what is the nature of your relationship with Reuben Weston?”

“Alice, what are your plans now that you’re safe?”

I stood behind her, my hands on her shoulders, waiting for her to tell me to get her out of here. 

She continued staring up at the sky, her eyes squinted and her nose wrinkled, and said under her breath, “I think mercury is in retrograde.” Looking down from the sky, she jumped at all the people in front of her, as if she hadn’t been paying enough attention to realize they were there. 

“That’s right, lowly media hounds. Bow to me and all my glory!” She lifted her hands like she was blessing them. The onslaught of questions stopped at her silliness. 

“Okay, I think it’s time to go.”

She turned around and smiled at me. “Can I have a milkshake?”

“Today, you can have whatever you want.” 

She immediately got a wicked look in her eye, and her eyes darted down to my pants. 

“Not that... come on.” I scooped her up and carried her down the courthouse steps, carrying her on my hip like a toddler. 

She threw her hands up in the air. “Milkshake!” 
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Before we took our time off, we made plans to go down to Florida to take care of the house situation. Once we boarded the plane, Alice sat quietly staring out the window, her arms wrapped around her torso like she was hugging herself.

“What are you thinking about, little bug?”

“Why do we drive between Cullowhee and DC? Why not just fly? There’s an airport in Asheville. We can leave one car at each place and then we don’t have to spend ten hours in the car.”

“Because then we only have one car at each place.” 

“Oh.” She shut the window and leaned back in her first-class seat.

“Although with all that cash you just inherited, and the car that Augustus left you, we could probably remedy that.”

“I want to get a car that is big like yours so you can fit in it. ’Cause you can’t fit in my car.”

“That’s true. But you’re too short to be able to drive a big car like mine.”

“Yeah. Also, this seat is too big for me.” She shifted in the first-class seat that was.

I laughed. Alice was probably the only person on the planet who was too small for an airplane seat. “That’s because you’re the size of a nine-year-old.” 

“Um, excuse me, Sir. It took me until I was fourteen to hit this height, thanks very much.”

She had a mildly panicked look in her eye and in her voice that I hadn’t caught onto earlier. “Hey,” I said, catching her chin and making her look at me. “You alright?” 

“Yeah. It just doesn’t feel like it’s over. I don’t know if I can force my brain to stop thinking about it.”

“It might take some time. And I’m prepared to give you that time.” 

“I don’t know if I want to go into that house,” she whispered. “What if he did something to it? There was a lot of stuff in there that meant a lot to me. I know Quinn had his mom’s China in there, and some photos of his kids, and of us, and even some stuff I’d given him. What if Woodrow ruined it? Or what if it’s exactly the same as it was, and it’s just sitting there and nothing’s changed? What if it still smells like him–”

I leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “We don’t even need to drive past the house today. Let’s just get to the bank, sign the paperwork, and then we’ll figure everything else out as we go. Okay? One thing at a time. Right now, all I want you to do is remember you’re safe, and I’ve got you.” 

Alice had a mimosa on the plane, and it had helped her relax a little. An escort from the bank picked us up and we were ushered into the manager’s office, treated like VIPs. 

Not only had Quinn left Alice his house, but he’d also left her all the contents, including the China, the crystal, the silver, a box of his grandmother’s jewelry, a good amount of money, and some of his personal items. Quinn had arranged for a lockbox to be picked up in-person from the bank, as well as the key to the monitored storage container that held all the expensive and precious belongings. Woodrow had given up on ever receiving those things after the bank had turned him away, saying their marriage certificate wasn’t enough for him to retrieve the lockbox. Quinn had specified that Alice herself had to be there, be of sound mind, and sign for the items.

Alice stared blank-faced at the lockbox sitting on the desk, as if it were a snake. 

“You don’t have to open it.”

“I want to know what’s inside, but I don’t want to see it until I know what is inside. Does that even make sense?” She peered up at me, her huge rainbow eyes full of worry. 

I nodded and asked the manager if there was a list of the belongings, and he provided them. “The key to the storage container, a watch, some photographs, a heart-shaped necklace, a few buttons, and a journal. There is also a manilla envelope containing sealed letters.” 

She sighed, and covered her face for a minute, taking deep breaths. “Um, Nope. No, I’ll just... can we just take the stuff home and I’ll look at it later?”

“Of course, little bug.” I asked one of the employees to empty the lockbox into my briefcase, and he did so. 

The bank manager handed over the paperwork she needed to sign to get the house put in her name. She stared at the stack of papers with copious sticky notes and highlighter lines while he explained the process, but then looked up at me, interrupting the manager and the notary. 

“I don’t want this house.” 

The notary immediately launched into how she could sell it, but she needed to sign for it, especially since if it was left in the bank’s possession for too long, it would eventually be sold by the bank, and she would get a much smaller cut. 

“No,” she said, looking back at them. “I mean... I’ll sign for it, but I don’t want this house. I don’t want to live here, I don’t even want to vacation here. But... it’s really close to Maryn and their club, isn’t it? And we both know there’s a big community here, because it’s how I got involved.”

“What are you saying?”

“I want you to have it.” 

“Have what?”

“The house.”

“No,” I laughed, and handed her the pen. “Sign the paperwork, Alice.”

“But, listen.” She took the pen but set it down. “What if we do something with it... like... Like The Weston House. But here. We both know there’s a need.”

“Sure, sweet girl, we can talk about something like that, but you have to own it first.”

“Okay, but, here me out. If I own it, and I give it to you, what’s that process like? It’s like, super complicated, right? Like, do I have to sell it to you? Or do I have to give it to you? How does that work? And if I keep it, then it’s super expensive, because of the taxes. And I’ll have to pay those taxes, and I don’t have a job. So then you have to pay those taxes. And if I “donate it” to The Weston House, there’s all this paperwork and tax shit that we have to do, and it gets weirder because I’m your dependent. Right?”

“Well... yes, it could get complicated, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t worth doing.” 

“I know, but, wouldn’t it just be easier and less complicated if we got married, and then I signed for the house? Because then it would be both of ours.”

Time froze for about seven seconds while we stared at each other, and it was highly possible my jaw had fallen to the floor. “What?”

I could barely hear Alice’s voice over the rushing blood in my ears. “Then, not only would the house be yours, but also, so would the money I inherited. And then we could do something really great with it, and there would be a lot less tax shit and paperwork. And then also, we could have sex.” 

I stuttered and stammered for a few more moments, completely at a loss for words. Her eyes were bright and focus, and she didn’t appear to be messing with me. 

“Well,” the manager started, “That’s not exactly–”

I cut him off with a raised finger. Watching her, I asked, “Alice, are you serious?”

“Sure. It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Well, hypothetically, yes. But you don’t just get married for financial reasons and sex.”

“Well obviously,” she rolled her eyes. “But Sir, I’m not exactly going anywhere. I mean,” she reached into her shirt and withdrew the necklace she wore, holding it up as if it were proof. “I’m yours, right?”

“You bet your ass you are.”

“And we live together, and you take care of me. I know you put me on your health insurance and you pay for my phone and my meds and my car insurance and shit.”

“Well... yeah.”

“And I’m collared.”

“You are.” 

“So... Do you not want to get married?” I knew before she even finished the question that the idea upset her. 

“Of course I want to fucking marry you, Alice! But... That’s a big decision made in a very short amount of time.” 

She shrugged. 

“Wait a minute– did you just propose to me?”

A clever smile spread over her face. “Yes.” 

“You brat.” 

She grinned like she was quite proud of herself.

“Alice, you need to sign for the house and we can talk about this later.”

“I’m not signing it.” She pushed the paperwork away. “You can’t make me.” 

She was technically right on that count... especially since there were witnesses. 

“Did you plan this?”

“No, actually it just came to me in a sudden flash of inspiration. The brat gods must be smiling down on me today.”

I shook my head in frustration. “Okay... I’ll tell you what. How long do we have before the bank moves to sell the house?” I looked to the manager. 

“One year.”

To Alice I said, “If you still want to marry me in a year, we’ll get married–”

“No, that’s stupid! I might be dead by then!”

“Why would you be dead?”

“I’m past my expiration date!” Leaning back in her chair, she let her arms fall off the armrests of the chair. She looked at me as if it were completely obvious. 

“You’re nuts.”

“You’ve known me for over a year now, and you’re just now figuring this out? And no, I’m not waiting a year. I’ll wait... a month. A month is good.” 

“Alice, sign the papers.”

“Nope. Not until you marry me.”

“If you sign the papers now, we can start working on these wonderful things you want to do, and get the house thing figured out later.”

“Nope.” She popped he lips and dug one of those fucking tootsie pops out of her purse. 

“Why not?”

“Leverage,” she said, as obnoxiously as possible, and wiggled her eyebrows. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” 
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It took an hour of arguing back and forth, but we did eventually agree that if Alice still wanted to get married after four months, we’d elope, take care of the financial stuff like the house and her inheritance, and plan a real wedding for a year later. Mostly because I didn’t have it in me to just straight-up say “no.” 

Had I planned to one day convince Alice to marry me? Absolutely. But I hadn’t even wanted to mention it offhand or as a joke, since Woodrow had basically forced her hand on her first marriage. I’d decided to wait to bring it up until we’d had some time away from the court case. In my heart and mind, we were as committed to each other as it was possible to be, regardless of a piece of paper. 

Was I thrilled? Completely. 

Did I still think this was a terrible, irresponsible idea to jump into marriage so fast? Yes.

Was I going to do it anyway? 

Hell yes I was. 

Marrying Alice didn’t give her leverage; it gave me leverage. It meant that no matter what happened between us, even if our dynamic fell apart, I would be able to take care of her in some way, shape, or form. It struck me that our relationship had become more important to me than our dynamic. Somehow we’d gotten to the point where our dynamic was hanging on by a thread, but somehow we were closer than ever before. And... I was weirdly okay with it. 

Plus... well. There was the sex, which I desperately wanted, despite how often I’d shut her down. 

I was still a little pissed that she’d basically bratted me into marrying her though, and I intended to do something about that when the time was right.

She didn’t want to stay at the house, so we got a hotel room. Alice was impressed and flabbergasted at the luxury of the place, and I had room service brought up. 

She sat on the bed, looking around in excitement and bouncing slightly. I made her a fruity sweet drink from the mini-bar and poured myself a glass of my favorite wine. I sat beside her and she smiled up at me, her face full of excitement.

“What?”

“We did it. It’s done, it’s over, and we didn’t kill anyone.” She lifted her hand for a high-five. 

I chuckled and gave her a little high five. “It was a close call there for a while.”

“I’m glad we didn’t.” 

I barked out a single laugh, not commenting that part of me regretted that Woodrow was still breathing. 

Then Alice smiled up at me and said, “So where are you taking me?”

“Well... we’re going home tomorrow. Then I thought we would drive Rachel back to North Carolina and spend a few days out there.”

“Oh, Rachel went back with Jake and Alex. I think they left right away. And I would love to go to Cullowhee. But what is the surprise?”

“It’s a surprise, I can’t tell you.” 

“Sir... please?” She gave me the sweetest puppy-dog eyes and bit her perfect, plump bottom lip. Climbing closer to me, she wrapped her arms around my forearm and rested her chin against my shoulder. 

“Hm,” I smirked, sipping my wine. “Convince me.” 

She did her damndest, begging sweetly and kissing my neck and even putting herself down on the floor in front of me. I caved when she ended up on the floor at my feet with tears in her eyes, hugging my legs and grinding her pussy on my foot.

“Get up here, you hot mess.” I set my wine glass on the end table and opened my arms to her. She scrambled up onto the bed eagerly, her cheeks flushed. “You know, any other day, I would have let you beg yourself silly and then still denied you, but... that was just so damn cute, and we’ve had such a long few months.” 

I pulled her into my lap, lifting her dress up off her hips and feeling her warmth against me. She grinned wickedly. “You liked it?”

“Do I like that you turn into a complete whore for me?” I scoffed. “Fuck yes I do.” I squeezed her thighs and her ass. The anxiety from the past few weeks became a distant memory. 

“Are you going to tell me the surprise?”

“You really want to know?”

She threw her hands up in the air in desperation. “You said there would be stars!” 

I laughed at her annoyance. She was antsy, rocking and fidgeting in my lap, eager to know. “Okay... Alaska. A friend of mine owns a beautiful resort up there, and you can see the northern lights and the Milky Way with your own two eyes.”

Her jaw dropped and her eyes filled with tears at the idea. “I love you so much,” she whispered, and pressed her face against my chest, hugging me tightly. 

I felt like I could fly. “Oh, you’re admitting it out loud now? Without a gag? I’m so proud of you.” I hugged her tighter and kissed her hair. 

She froze, and then pulled back suddenly. “Hold on... you could tell what I was saying?”

I smirked. “Only the important bits.” 

“Sir!”

I kissed her until she forgot what she was whining about. 

That evening we shared an excellent meal and a few drinks. We talked and laughed until the weight lifted from our bodies and tears streamed down our faces from laughter. Alice was snuggly and playful, and clearly horny, and I was waiting to see how worked up I could get her before I had to go dig out my travel kit and tie her to the bed. 

It turned out she had the same idea. She was grinding on my thigh and whispering filthy shit in my ear about how badly she wanted to ride my cock. She nipped at my lips... and then she did that obnoxious thing she’d discovered a month ago, and shoved her tongue into my ear. 

“Aagh!” I pulled away from her and rubbed at my ear, resisting a shiver. 

She fell back onto the bed, laughing and clutching her tummy like a fucking cartoon character. 

“Okay.” I stood up to go get the travel kit I’d packed, extracting a collapsible spreader bar, her cuffs, and a flogger. “New rule. No sticking your tongue in Sir’s ear.”

“I do not agree to that rule!”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah really. I’m not agreeing. And there ain’t anything you can do to make me.” 

“Okay, you little goblin. Let’s see just how pink I can get those cheeks, and how many edges you can take before you change your mind.” 

She giggled maniacally as we began the battle to get her bound. The wiggle worm fought me with some serious effort, but I had over a hundred pounds and two feet of height on her. It didn’t take long before she was secured spread-eagle on her belly, a pillow under her hips so I had perfect access to that tight, plump little ass. I left her mouth untouched because I was all too eager to hear all the curses and cute little noises she was about to make. 

Squeezing and kneading at her cheeks, I pulled them apart to stare at her pretty little holes. Her pussy was already soaked and creamy, but I was more interested in her asshole today. 

I lowered my face towards her ass and heard her breath catch. She froze for a moment, hoping, expecting... 

I let a nice big wad of spit fall into her asshole. She choked out the sweetest little “oh fuck” I’d ever heard. 

Using the tip of my finger, I swirled the glob of saliva around the edge of her hole, and she whimpered and moaned in need. Fucking hell, she made the best sounds. She was going to be begging by the end of the night, that was for damn sure. 

I’m going to marry this little fox in four months and enjoy the living hell out of her body. The thought almost made me collapse over on her with desire. It had been a damn long time since I’d been buried inside the warmth of a begging woman. She was hard enough to resist on a regular basis, but knowing my torture would end soon made it even worse. 

Did I agree with Alice that I was basically loopholing on God’s rule against extramarital sex? Absolutely. But in my mind and my heart, I was already committed to her, and had been for a long time. Most of the reason I’d resisted thus far was because I’d planned to use it as a bargaining chip to get her to agree to marry me when the time was right. 

And then she’d beat me to the punch. Little fucking brat. 

I teased her asshole and her clit, edging her hard but not letting her finish. After enough teasing to get her dripping on the sheets and me dizzy from the rush of blood from my head to my dick, she started crying. 

“Ready to agree yet?”

“No, I refuse, I’ve gone too damn easy on you, Sir!”

“You’re going to lose this battle.”

She growled into the pillow. “I am fully aware. Please make it worth it.” 

I gave her a nice squirt of lube, and then pushed an anal hook into her asshole. I watched her pink ring stretch and open, and then swallow the ball as I worked it in. 

Alice’s cry of pleasure and pain made my gut clench. Once the hook was seated, I gathered her hair into a ponytail, braided a silk rope into it, and connected it to the hook. 

A crop in one hand, a flogger in the other, I made her sing, and blush, and dance. 
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Chapter 74
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Sir was right; it did take time to emotionally let go of everything. 

I expected it to be easy to turn off. After all, when I’d started my life over the other times, it had seemed easy. I could count on my detachment issues for one good thing: being able to shut everyone and everything off and just start fresh. But this time, it wasn’t working. My brain kept going back to the court case, the lawyers, the jury, the bullshit... and rehashing it. 

Reuben was insistent that it was a good thing. “You’re processing your trauma instead of repressing it, phoenix. It’s going to take some time. Don’t short yourself out of the process, okay?” 

We spent about a week in DC dealing with the aftermath of barely getting anything done for the past month. Then we visited Greenwood Valley for about a week, and then he drove me to the airport where we took a long flight up to the resort in Alaska. 

We spent almost a month up there, and while we talked and rested and played, we also revisited our dynamic. We’d basically set it aside for the past few weeks during the trial, letting things slide and focusing only on surviving the emotional trauma of the situation.

“I want us to resume your training,” he said. “Your rules and the line between punishments and funishments went to hell. I think you’ll be happier with those clearly defined lines of what you can and can’t get away with, what is play, and what is rebellion.” 

“Yeah, I know you’re right... but it was fun, right?” I grinned, hoping the cute factor would save me. 

“You were a disaster.”

“That’s true. Okay, but I need better rewards. French fries and sugar aren’t enough to make me want to be good.” 

“Fair. We can reevaluate rewards. I also want to resume orgasm control. We barely touched on that.”

“So by control you mean... I don’t get to come until you say so?”

“Yes,” he cocked his head, and added, “and you come when I say so.” 

“You can’t just force me to come when you say so.” 

He smirked. 

“Okay then,” I said, lifting my hands in surrender. “I mean, we can try.”

“Have I ever had an issue making you orgasm?”

I winced and looked away. He wasn’t wrong. He was probably my only partner who hadn’t struggled to make me finish. Huh. I wonder what that’s all about.

Maybe the emotional intimacy? 

Ewwwww. 

Our conversations on our dynamic and our kinks inevitably led to me bratting him, which led to him reminding me that he was very much in charge of my body, mind, and behavior. It was glorious. I was even good sometimes. 

Okay, I was good most of the time. But I kept it a secret. 

I finally got back on TikTok and Discord after avoiding social media for so long, and did several short videos to fill people in on what happened, including sharing a short clip of Reuben’s triggering me into subspace. Sir made a few appearances in my videos, which people loved, and the popularity caused a few makeup companies to contact me regarding paid sponsorships. 

Sir was right, I could see everything in the sky up here. Although I spent a significant amount of time with my telescope, my notebooks, and several guide books he had picked up for me, sometimes I just stood outside and stared up into the sky, letting the light and the colors burn away at my soul until I was one with them. One day, we even saw some shooting stars. 

I made some videos and some educational content about stars and planets, and received an email from the Science museum in DC. They wanted me to come into the space exhibit and record some video and audio content for a special self-guided tour they were arranging. 

Nervously, I explained it to Reuben. 

“So people would scan the QR code on their phone next to the display in the museum, right? And a video would pop up of me! And they would do all the research and find all the facts, and I’d just have to do the videos so people could watch and learn more about it. It would be really cool, right? And you don’t have to worry about me neglecting you, because I was thinking I could do it during the days where you were in meetings and stuff, so that it wouldn’t take too much of my time away from–”

He held up his hand. His face changed from being interested, to being concerned. 

“First... They’re going to pay you for this, right?”

“Yeah, they offered,” I said, not wanting to mention the sum. It was... very appropriate. 

“Good. I’ll help you negotiate an acceptable payment. Second, don’t even think about my schedule in regards to this. This is a huge step for you, and it could lead to really good things. And if you think for one minute that I’m going to let my schedule get in the way of your success... Phoenix. You burn bright. Go set the world on fire. Just smile while you do it, and save the tears for me.” 
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One evening near the end of our retreat, we sat outside in front of a bonfire, my head in Sir’s lap while he played with my hair. I stared up at the sky, my eyes fixed on the scattering of stars above us. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I felt like I was flying, like I could die because I was so happy. And it broke my heart a little. 

“Why are you crying, phoenix?” 

“Because this is the happiest I’ve ever been, and I don’t think I’ll ever be this happy again in my entire life, and that’s kind of a sad thing.”

“I’m glad you’re happy. I thought you’d like this place.”

“I love it.”

“We’ll just have to come back.”

“Really?”

“Sure... maybe for our honeymoon.” 

I felt my face split open into a grin. “You’ll really marry me?” 

He pulled me up and held me in his lap, his huge hands on my hips. “I’m actually a little pissed you beat me to the proposal. You brat.” 

I put my arms around his shoulders. I had a sudden memory of the time over a year ago when I’d climbed into his lap for the first time, teasing him about how pissed he was that I’d been a brat instead of a good girl. I giggled at the memory and told him what I was thinking about. 

He rolled his eyes, but then smiled and brushed a finger across my bottom lip. “You are, you know.” His voice was low and gravely. I warmed at his tone. “You are my brat... and my destiny... and you’re my good girl.” 

My breath caught and I expected the rush of pleasure in my nipples and my clit that he’d trained me to associate with the phrase... but didn’t feel it. It made me happy, but...

“The trigger?”

“I haven’t reinforced it in months, sweetheart. It’s just a word now.” 

Something about the loss of his control over me felt deeply wrong. 

Even though he stopped using those triggers when I’d asked him to, I’d felt safe in the knowledge that he could have, but chose not to. At least, that’s how I’d felt shortly after my panic attack. Now, knowing him and trusting him like I did, I wanted it back. 

Over the course of the trial, we had done a little bit of hypnosis, on my request, because I’d had days when all I could see was Woodrow’s face, and all I could hear was his voice in my head. Reuben had agreed to silence my thoughts, on the condition that we not do any trigger work or conditioning. It was simply coaxing me into a relaxed state, and not even entering trance. 

His face fell into concern, and my vision blurred. “Baby, what is it?” 

When he caught my chin, I realized I was shaking my head. “No,” I managed to say. “I don’t like that. I want it back. I want them back. I want... everything, Sir. I want everything, I want all of it, I–” 

He placed his finger over my lips. “Okay. Relax, calm down... let’s talk about it more tomorrow, when you’re not looking so beautiful crying in my arms. I’ll give you everything you can take, okay baby?” 

I nodded and spoke against his finger. “Say it again, please?” 

He smiled, and it wasn’t one of those evil scheming grins. It was soft, and sweet, and I hated it, and I loved it. Pulling me closer, he brushed a gentle kiss across my lips, sending a flurry of flutters through my stomach. 

His whiskers and beard tickled my face as he spoke between his kisses. “My good girl... my good... good... girl.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Epilogue
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Two years later

“You can’t force yourself to be something you’re not.” 

Cat and I sat on the front porch enjoying our drinks in the delicate warm summer breeze. Behind us, the door to my home was propped open with one of Alice’s most recent craft projects (a large rock that she’d covered in stickers and glitter glue). The sounds of clinking silverware on plates, laughter, and quiet discussion mixed with the smooth jazz playing through the house. 

It had been a long time since I’d hosted a house party. We’d decided to have one up in Cullowhee, since most of us were up here anyway for the opening of Pathway to Peace. The heat of the day had broken about an hour ago, and we had another three hours of sunlight. 

“You can work to better yourself, work through your fears, and grow as a person... but you cannot make yourself into something that isn’t in your nature. Just like you can bury the Beast, but you can’t kill it. And the harder you crush your inner submissive, the worse she will hurt when she emerges.” 

“How did you deal with being a submissive when you knew it wasn’t really... you?” she asked. Cat was struggling through some memories of her former relationship, and fighting with the guilt from the burnout of her current situation. 

“The same way you dealt with being a Domme to your husband when you’re really a switch. The same way you currently deal with taking care of all those kids, and half of the Freshman, even though you’re burned out and need someone to take care of you sometimes.”

She continued to stare out into the woods. Her mask of self-control and confidence dropped for a moment, showing her exhaustion and her desire to be cared for, to be cherished, to let someone else take the reins for five fucking minutes.  

She took another sip of her drink. “So you pull up your pants, swallow your complaints, and do your fucking job.”

“No... you set your boundaries, and you honor your needs. You respect yourself, so they can respect you for it.” 

Cat made a face but sighed in acceptance. 

Alice appeared holding a tray of hors d’oeuvres. She was all dressed up for the party and wore a black leather skirt that barely covered her ass, a lacy bra that showed off her stunning cleavage, a pair of fox ears, and a cute little tail plug. She’d done her makeup with oranges and yellows to match the set, and she looked absolutely delicious. 

The orange didn’t match the purple of the leather collar she proudly wore around her neck, but as per usual, she refused to take it off. I had to pry it off her in the evenings to get her to shower. 

“And, when you find the right person...” I said, taking the plate of stuffed mushrooms from her tray, “everything else falls into place.”

She blushed and smiled coyly, and I could see the little flash in her eye and the purse of her lips that meant she was about to say something cheeky. I beat her to it. 

“Unless you marry a goblin, and then everything devolves into sheer and utter chaos.” 

Her mouth popped open and she gasped. “Sir,” she said, flipping her hair and holding her hand against her chest as if offended. “I am not a goblin. I am a princess.”

Cat attempted to hold in a smile while I answered my little fox. “You, my dear, are a troll that lives under a bridge and throws silt at people because she thinks it’s funny.”

“Sir!”

“You are three drunk racoons in a trench coat, pretending to be a little girl.”

“Oh... you...”

“Oh, sorry. Two racoons. You’re too small to be three.”

She worked her mouth, knowing if she called me a name or talked back, she’d have a gag in her mouth for the rest of the night. Finally, she stomped her foot and turned on her heel, hurrying away. I heard her mutter under her breath, “oh, it is so on.” 

“You know you’re going to pay for that later, right?” Cat asked. 

“It stresses me out when she’s too good.” 

“You are such a brat.” 
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Sophie, Alice, Benny, and Molly sat on the floor in a pile of pillows and cushions that Alice referred to as “the nest,” chatting and laughing. Brett, Lindsay, Julia, and Paul were playing darts. Mike Black had convinced his brother Jace and his wife and pet to come out for the weekend, and they were catching up in the living room. Becca and Simon were whispering to each other about their plans to see how flustered they could get Molly before she started crying. Others mingled, shared stories, and waited anxiously for the sun to go down so the real games could start. 

That was the rule for game nights. Clothes stay on and play stays vanilla until the sun goes down. We had another two hours. 

“I know,” Alice said loudly. “Isn’t it cute?” She rolled over on her stomach and lifted her ass in the air slightly, showing off her little tail. I had a great time inserting it this afternoon. 

“It’s a really nice one,” Benny said. “Where did you get it?”

“Oh, it was my Christmas present from Sir a few years ago.” Alice looked up at me with a coy expression in her eyes. 

When had I given her a fox set? It was new to me this afternoon when she’d taken it out. I tried to think back, but I didn’t remember. She noticed the expression on my face and stood up, putting her hands on her hips. “You don’t remember? It was the same year I gave you that brat pass!” She had held up her promise to never give me another one, although it was the only thing on my wish list every year. 

“Alice... we weren’t a couple that year.”

“I know.”

I would never have given her something like that without talking first, whether she’d bratted me without consent or not. “No, I didn’t give you that.” 

Her mouth fell open and her eyes filled with rage. “You... You didn’t give me a Christmas present that year!” 

I raised an eyebrow at her in warning. “Rule sixteen.”

“I will not shout at Sir,” she said, as softly as possible, but I could tell she was still pissed. “I can’t believe you didn’t give me a Christmas present.”

“I believe I gave you candy.” 

“A single lollypop!”

“Single? I had a bag of two-hundred cherry flavored ones sent to the church.” 

Her rage evaporated and her eyes filled with tears. She covered her mouth with one hand and tried not to cry. “Those were for me?”

“They had your name on them, didn’t they?”

“Aww man.” Her shoulders sagged and she dropped her head. “I thought Alex ordered them for the church! They ended up in the candy bowl by the door!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Now she was mad again. 

And in five minutes, she’d be sad. 

And in another five, she’d be horny. 

But... she’d always be mine. 

“Wait,” Sophie whispered, her sweet high-pitched voice timidly cutting through the awkward silence. “If Mister Weston didn’t give you the fox set, who did?”

“Yes. Who gave my wife a fox-tail butt plug?” I was getting a little pissed off. 

“I thought it was Scott Murphy at first,” Alice replied. 

Cat choked on her drink, and then coughed to clear her airway. 

Alice looked offended. “What? He was obsessed with me at one point.”

Cat smiled widely and shook her head. “Scott Murphy would never, in his wildest, filthiest, drunkest moments, search for a butt plug on the internet, let alone purchase one and give one to a girl... at a public gift opening... at church.”

Becca raised an eyebrow and smiled. “He sounds cute.”

“He is,” Cat said. “And he’s Irish.”

I did not need Becca going after Scott Murphy, so I jumped in. “Cat is right. Scott wouldn’t do that. He is definitely more on the submissive side of things.” I rolled my eyes at the idea of him buying sex toys on the internet for a crush. 

Alice smirked. “I know he’s a sub. That’s why I thought it was from you.”

Hold on... did she just...

The room quieted. I felt a growl come up from my gut. Alice’s cheeks flushed dark red to match her lipstick, and she sank her teeth into her bottom lip, instantly making my blood run hot. 

I took slow steps towards her, and she backed up, her shoulders lifting slightly as if to defend herself. “Well,” she said loudly. “It was nice knowing you all, but I am going to run for my life.” 

She turned and ran out the front door as fast as her tiny goblin legs could carry her. 

I turned and went downstairs to collect some supplies. 

The hunt was on. 
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She was terrible at hiding outside. There were only so many places she could go, and we had a hard-fast unbreakable rule that she had to stay on the paths we’d made, because I didn’t trust her not to walk into a bear trap or a wasp nest. That left the paths, a clearing just past the backyard, and the lake. 

Sure enough, I found her hiding behind a large rock in the clearing. I probably would have walked right past her except she seemed to have forgotten to tuck her tail in. It lay on the ground sticking out behind the rock. 

I caught her by the waist and took hold of her collar, jerking on it to bring her closer to me. 

I knew we had the same look in our eyes. Need. Trust. Excitement. 

We’d been discussing this scene for weeks, and she’d pushed me every chance she got trying to get me to move. I had given her every funishment or punishment I could think of to delay the inevitable, only because I knew she wanted it so badly. But calling me a submissive in front of my friends at my own fucking play party? That was enough to push me over the edge. 

I bound her hands and then threw a rope over one of the taller branches of the tree, using it to pull her up onto the balls of her feet. Securing the rope to the trunk of the tree, I whispered in her ear, “You didn’t get very far, did you, little fox?”

“I tested this spot,” she muttered, losing her grip on the ground with her toes and hanging from her wrists for a moment. I lowered the rope just a smidge, giving her more to hold onto with her toes. “How’d you find me?” 

“You forgot about this.” I gave her tail a little tug and she yelped. 

I finished securing her wrists and stalked around her, tracing a finger across her lips. I cupped her chin and ducked down, kissing her hard. Our kiss was all teeth and tongue and pulled hair, owning her until she was breathless. Her eyes dilated and her mouth opened, and I slid the bit gag into her mouth before she had a chance to fight it. 

We’d been together for over three years, and she still fell for that trick every time. 

I took my time removing her clothes, one item at a time. As I did, I realized the snotty little brat had planned for today to be the day; she wasn’t wearing any of her body jewelry, and her bra was the kind with removable straps, so I didn’t have to cut it off. She hated when I cut through her favorite bras. 

I loved it, because she was cute when she was mad, and then I got to take her shopping for new bras. 

“Didn’t want me to have to use a knife, hmm?” I extracted the knife in question, carefully selected and sanitized for the occasion. Laying the flat side against her cheek, I pressed it into her skin just enough to force her to turn her cheek and look at me. “But you know how much I love them, little fox.”

She worked her mouth around the bit, muttering something, but her breath was starting to come faster, and I could see the blood pulsing under the vein in her neck. 

Fisting her hair in my hand, I held the blunt edge of the knife against her cheek and leaned forward, staring at her as I did so. I ducked my face and pressed my nose and mouth against the warmth of her neck, relishing that sweet soft spot, delicate and tender, begging for marks. Alice always smelled like candy, but underneath was something innocent and delicate. Something I treasured. 

I opened my mouth and let my teeth and tongue trace her skin, listening to the shudder of her breath as she tried to maintain her composure. 

The skirt came off next, and she was left hanging there, scowling and horny, naked except her ears, her tail, and a skimpy little black thong. I slid the knife under the waistband of the thong, and the blade cut through the elastic like butter. 

I squeezed one of her breasts, drawing my fingers down her body and circling her belly where her snakes swirled across her skin. “What sweet, soft skin you have, little fox,” I growled. Her eyes dilated and she squeezed them shut and looked away. “No, you fucking look at me,” I spat. “You’re going to watch me while I carve you up. Understand?” 

She squeezed her eyes closed even harder and bit down against the gag.

I gave her a nice slap across her cheek, her eyes flying open and watering at the sharpness. The lust and the desire in her gaze as she turned her head back towards me made my knees week and my cock throb. I watched the slight flush of my handprint brighten against her skin with hunger. 

Tiny little toy. I went to my knees in front of her, licking and biting at her breasts and pulling my fingernails down her back, the red indents appearing after a few moments. I licked and bit my way down her body until my mouth rested on her mons, right above her clit. 

I could smell her and see her cum dripping down her inner thighs. I’d edged her the past two days, and she was losing her mind with desire and need. My mouth watered knowing she was all mine to consume. 

I lifted the knife and held it right above her smooth waxed skin, wiping my spit from the area with an alcohol wipe I’d stashed in my pocket. “Alice... who do you belong to?”

She murmured the words back to me through the bit gag. 

“That’s my good girl. You’d better hold still, little bug.” Lifting my eyes to hers, I said, “This is going to hurt.” 

She bit her the gag again and braced herself, her toes planted into the dirt below her, her fingertips clenched around the rope. A single tear dripped down her cheek and she whimpered. 

My blood was hot and my ears tuned to her little gasps and whimpers as I turned the edge of the knife into her. I watched as her luscious, soft skin split under the blade, pooling in blood, as I carefully sketched my initials into that sweet, delicate spot between her hip bones. 

Her tears ran down her cheeks and her belly and mixed with her blood, and she forced herself to stay still for me as she took my pain, cried for me, bled for me. I watched it drip down and pool around the hood of her clit, and then drip down her thighs, still painted with my bruises from a session a few days ago. 

Finished with my scaring, I set the knife aside and wrapped my hands around her thighs, digging my fingernails into the backs of her legs. She cried out as I tilted my head, bringing my face to meet the apex of her legs. 

The sweetness of her cum, the heat of her sex, and the sharp tang of her blood and her sweat mixed on my tongue as I lapped it up, lost in her cries of pain and pleasure. All mine, all for me. 

I could tell she was close. She had this cute little whine she made when she started to lose control. 

“No.” I answered before she could ask, and I felt her take a deep, steadying breath under me, and try to control herself. 

When I was good and done, I took another alcohol pad and wiped up the cuts. They were barely more than a scratch, but fuck if I didn’t love seeing my initials in her skin. She winced and screamed and cried as I wiped the area down, and then taped a piece of gauze across it, protecting her from the upcoming friction. 

Pulling the safety release tie from the tree, she dropped to the ground, stumbling to catch her balance. I caught her by the shoulders and then pushed her down to the ground, her knees hitting the soft grass below her. I smiled down at her as she put her hands behind her back, threading her fingers together exactly like I’d taught her. 

I unbuckled her gag, pulling it away and letting a long line of spit hit her in the chest, and then unzipping my pants enough to free my cock. “You’d better get me nice and wet, little bug, because it’s the only lube you’re getting... not like you’ll need much, you sloppy whore.” 

Ecstasy took over as she opened her mouth and ran her tongue up from the base to the tip, the piercing in her tongue sending little shivers down my spine. She swirled her tongue around the tip once, twice, and then locked her lips around me, swallowing me down. 

Absolute heaven. I groaned and pushed the back of her head harder against me, forcing her to take all of me. Her tongue darted out and lapped at my balls. She knew I absolutely lost it when she did that. 

I wrenched her away from my cock and pulled her up by her arms, pushing her back against the trunk of the tree behind us so she was eye level with me, pinning her there with my bodyweight. I held onto her collar with one hand. “Tease.”

“You love it, Sir.” 

“You’re going to suffer for that tomorrow.” 

She grinned. 

I positioned myself at her entrance and thrust inside her as hard as I could. Hot wet pleasure erupted through me, and I gave into my baser desires. She was mine to fuck, after all. I held her in place and fucked her with everything I had until she was screaming and begging for release. 

But I loved those sweet little cries she let out for me. “No,” I growled again, and bit the soft spot where her shoulder met her neck. I thrust harder. 

I could feel the sweat forming at my forehead and rolling down my back, my hips covered in her cum and the remnants of blood. Her ankles were locked around my waist and her bound arms were around my neck. She dug her fingers into my hair, gripping hard to regain control over the orgasm she was fighting off for my pleasure. 

She was without words now, just sounds and gasps escaping from her lips. I pulled away from her neck and pressed my forehead against hers, looking her in the eye. 

“Beautiful girl.” 

“Sir.” 

I kissed her, speaking against her lips as she lost her breath. “Come with me.” 

Together, we drowned. 
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“Hey Sir?”

“Hm.”

“Am I tamed?”

We sat on a blanket under the tree where I’d just fucked her senseless. After she’d come down from her first orgasm, I’d put her on her hands and knees and done her from behind, and then taken her asshole until she was screaming. Then we’d cuddled against the tree and I’d given her water and butt rubs until she was breathing normally again. The sun was starting to set, and she was just now regaining the ability to speak. 

“What does ‘tamed’ mean in your book?”

“Am I... a good girl?”

I smiled. Ah, that’s what she wanted. “You’re such a good girl, baby.” I kissed the top of her head and she snuggled harder. “But you’re also my feisty little fox, and my bright, beautiful phoenix. Besides... I never set out to tame you.”

“You didn’t?”

“No. Why would I want to change the thing I like most about you?”

“You said you would. That day in the snow.”

“That was an empty threat made to convince myself that I knew what I was doing.” 

She giggled. Giggles were good, that meant she was coming back down and probably wouldn’t fall asleep when we got home. We had a party to host after all. I pulled her into my lap and made her look at me, holding her chin in my hand. 

“You’ve completely destroyed me, you know that?” I stared into her eyes, relishing the splashes of colors. So many memories came to mind when I stared into her eyes, but the one thing that remained the same was the sensation of adventure and ownership. She was mine beyond a shadow of a doubt, but she would always be a challenge. She would never stop pushing me, testing me, or challenging me. She would never stop learning or growing with me. 

And we had quite a few more years ahead of us. Not many people would have taken comfort in knowing their own fate, but I took comfort in the gift of knowing mine and Alice’s. 

There would be a day, decades from now, where we would go to sleep and simply never wake up. It was the best thing I could ask for, and it would be painless for the both of us. Alice and I never had to have the conversation she didn’t want to have, I’d never lose another sub, and she’d never feel betrayed or abandoned by me. And that was all I could ask for.

Every morning when I woke, that vision the last one in my mind, I said a prayer of thanks. 

“I warned you,” she said, unaware of my thoughts. 

“You did.” 

“But you destroyed me too... Taught me to be responsible and love myself and shit. So I guess we’re even.”

“Even?” I scoffed. “Last week you painted my nails pink in my sleep.” 

“Can’t keep a good brat down!” She squirmed in my lap, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Besides. Pink is such a good color on you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” 

“Can we go inside? I want more of those stuffed mushrooms.”

“Let’s put your clothes on first.” 

“Eh, sun’s down. I’m sure at least half of our guests are naked by now.” 

“I said, put your clothes on.” I dug my fingers into her ribs, and she squealed and scrambled off of me, laughing. 

“Okay, fine! Yes Sir! Um... Do you have a towel?” She had blood, sweat, and our mixed cum dripping down her thighs, not to mention the cum in her ass that I’d plugged back up with her tail.

I smirked. “No.” 

“Do I need to keep the plug in?”

“Yes.” 

“Ugh. You’re so mean to me.” 

I took the discarded rope on the ground and tied it loosely around her wrists, threading it through the O-ring in her collar, and led her towards the trail back to the house.

“Yes I am... but you love me for it.”

She didn’t answer. I looked over my shoulder at her and she smirked. 

“Alice.”

“Yes I do. I love you, Sir,” she laughed, and skipped closer to me, resting her head against my side for a moment before she straightened and continued to walk slightly behind me. 

“Are you going to be good for me for the rest of the night?”

“I don’t know, are you going to make me?”

“Maybe I will.”

“Well then... maybe I will.” 

The rope anchored around my hand, my cock still wet from her cum, I led us home. 

––––––––
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-The End-
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Thank you!
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Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed this book, please leave a rating or a review, or share on your social media platform of choice. A share on your favorite Facebook reader group or a link posted on Twitter makes all the difference for self-published authors!

Check out Alice and Reuben’s Playlist on YouTube.

Make sure you join The Dungeon for extra (spicy) scenes. Want to read Alice and Reuben’s wedding night? (Also, you’ll be notified of future releases.)

I also have a Facebook group where I share memes, current projects, and other fun stuff. 

Want to know more about Reuben and Robin? Their story, The Slave, is now available. All proceeds go to True Justice International, a nonprofit that helps support rescued victims from human trafficking. 

And don’t forget to follow me on your preferred platform. I’m all over the place. Check out my website for the links.

Everything is at tinyurl.com/lindsaymurray 
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