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    Chapter One


    
      The garret is in Paris, where inside against the yellow paint the shadows of leaves dance, creating an imprint in her mind that will never fade—of this particular moment, and these four walls, and the hungry eroticism that drove them to this tryst.


    James, her lover, smokes as he circles her bound nakedness. He’s stripped to the waist, his firm muscles flexing proudly; a cigarette between the fingers of one hand, in his other a finely made whip. Using the tail-end of the rope that bound her wrists, he’d tied her arms to a beam above her head—how convenient it was to find a garret with an accommodation for his sexual fetish. Though her pheromones have been on the rise for nearly a half hour, her lithe body is only now covered with a thin layer of perspiration.


    Her body is slender, her skin pale, her breasts small mounds that set up proudly in the humid air. Her long flaxen hair trails down her back, while her shaved mons is slick with erotic juices leaking from her sex.


    The discomfort of the awkward pose is allayed by a fantasy of capture, torture and sexual release that has been playing inside her mind since he called her earlier that day. Although she currently has doubts about their future together, she was quick to accept his invitation—the physical rhythms in her body had been waiting for an invite to come her way. On days she feels the need for kinky sex, she waits, psychically begging her lover to feel the passion that throbs so hotly in her horny body. Some women would ‘take matters into their own hands’ and contact him. But not Carly. Never has she wanted to be the instigator of such a scene since the role she plays is unequivocally submissive.


    Most days she goes without her raunchy needs satisfied. Today she got lucky.


    Thwack!


    Her lover lunges with the whip so suddenly that she lets out a scream beyond the panty gag he stuffed inside her mouth. She grimaces, wrenching painfully, maybe more than normal; this one struck on her tender side where the skin is fragile and easily wounded.


    “Getting soft on me?” he ridicules her plight.


    Her eyes shoot open, then soften into a miserable expression that will only make him chide her more.


    “You’d think if you didn’t like our afternoons together that you’d quit coming, Carly.”


    If she had the ability to answer, she might tell him something like: ‘It’s not about liking or disliking the activity of being tortured; it’s about knowing what I need.’ And this she needs. She’s not the kind of girl who moons over ‘the why’ behind her kinky obsessions. They satisfy her, what more does she need to know?


    They satisfy James Battles too. He’s the sadist she’s been visiting for well over a year of torturous sex games.


    For a moment, he teasingly rakes her flesh with his nails, while the smoke from his burning cigarette winds its way inside her nostrils. She breathes deep, wishing she could take a drag, then she spirals down through layers of uncertainty to the core of her fantasy: capture, torture, sexual release.


    Each snap of the whip landing on her skin generates another sharp pain and another lurching and garbled cry. She lunges forward, only to be pulled back by her tethered wrists. He’s flailing on her harder now, in quick bursts of blows, cuts that erratically batter her with a pain so angry that she wishes she could let out the full intensity of her anguish in one long shrieking scream. Though that means of emotional release has been denied her, she’ll suffer through this torture because she knows what ecstasy lies on the other end of her torment. She goes inside, settles her mind on the fierce sensation, and locates the throbbing responses in her hungry crotch. Just that one focused thought and the entirety of her body seems to explode in a physical orgasm that is not so much located in her sex as her entire body. She spasms hard, cruelly, her groin jutting into the room with the hope that her lover will notice the blatant come-hither.


    Of course he notices her every move, all the body language, all the silent clues she imparts to him in her gagged state.


    True to form, he takes his time, drawing her out on a knife blade of uncertainty, through the wondering, wishing, begging stages of hopefulness. He increases the force of the beating then waits until she adjusts before taking her even deeper into the pain. As he’s done a dozen times, in a dozen trysts past, he takes her to the hard edges of her endurance, and by some skillful knowledge, or just bum luck, he knows exactly when to stop.


    He draws in close, and again with careful fingers titillates her body with his touch, making a teasing journey with his hand until he reaches her pulsating crotch.


    He fingers her slit lightly. “Is this what you want?”


    She nods vigorously. “Uh huh.”


    His fingers move deeper and she seizes up.


    Too soft?” he asks, already knowing that what she desires is his hard erection in her steamy hole.


    “Uh huh,” now weeping with frustration as her desire soars.


    He continues to smile and strut and smoke his cigarette, gloating over his mastery of her body and this incredible moment. He’s her Dom, her master, her lord and savior, and still he’s content to mock her with her own suffering.


    “It’s not my style to make this easy on you, slave,” he says. “But of course you know that…” he chuckles darkly, “and still you sign on for another afternoon of pain.” As he so delicately toys with the wet folds of her sex, her face twists into a horrible grimace. “Is this really so bad?” he mocks. “I mean, you’re practically coming.”


    Of course, I’m practically coming—and not just practically! She’d scream if she could. A spontaneous series of spasms continues through her lower body, but coming on air and delicate fingers is not what she desires most.


    “Maybe you’d rather have this,” he says. He steps back and drops his pants, unveiling a hard erection jutting from his hairy crotch.


    Her eyes light longingly on the hefty organ, while her gagged mouth salivates on the sopping gag.


    “Feast on that, Carly,” he sneers, while he struts and smokes before her lust-filled eyes. Finally, he moves in once more and teases her pussy with his fingers until she’s beside herself with want, jerking like a battered sail writhing on the wind. His rigid cock brushes against her thigh and she lurches forward. His hand moves deeper into her crotch and the inner spasms become stronger.


    “You know, I should make you wait,” he delivers another taunt to make her whine. “Or maybe better than that, I should deny you the pleasure you are such a slave to. How would that be? Send you home without the end you seek? Maybe break you of this nasty obsession?” He thinks again. “Of course, should I do that, and break this terrible obsession of yours, I’d have to find another slavey female like you. They’re hardly a dime a dozen, especially a well-seasoned one like you.” He sighs plaintively, then with a sneer of satisfaction, he pulls in tight against her groin with his raging hard-on sliding between her wet labia. With one sharp thrust forward he sinks himself into her grasping portal. “Ah yes!” He lays his hand against the side of her face. “For such a well-fucked female, you have one tight cunt.”


    They have a shared goal; though from this point, any intimacy is left to drift while they go in search of the physical satiation that brought them to this moment.


    Carly comes down from her subspace high, lying against the mattress, sharing drags from James’ fresh cigarette. It is the only time she smokes.


    “I wish you didn’t gag me,” she flippantly retorts as she hands him back his smoke.


    “Well then, you’d be controlling the scene, wouldn’t you? Sort of defeats the purpose of submission when the sub makes up the rules.”


    “Yeah, wise guy.” She jumps from the bed, having had enough of James Battles for one day. Not that it wasn’t good—the sex is always great. But awkward moments like the ones that follow their explosive scenes have become almost as painful as the beating, and not in a good way. Dressing doesn’t take but a few seconds. She came prepared wearing a simple shift dress and a pair of suede boots. That’s it. Underwear has become passé for most occasions, and certainly pointless when meeting a lover for sex.


    Meanwhile James Battles is fixing the cuffs on his starched shirt, adjusting his tie into a perfect knot and, while slumping in order to see himself in the mirror, carefully brushing back his dark hair.


    “You’re sure in a hurry to leave,” he says in passing.


    “And you’re not?”


    “I have an event,” he tells her. His dreary tone suggests the event will be a terminal bore.


    “Yeah, well so do I.”


    As she’s running her fingers through her long blonde hair, he grabs his jacket and briefcase, then he stops, staring at her for a moment. “I feel like I should give you something—I mean for such a good time.”


    “Oh, Christ, don’t waste the effort,” she moans. “I mean that would make me a whore now, wouldn’t it? And if there is anything that I’m not, it’s a whore.”


    He doesn’t know how to take the flippant remark—he doesn’t even know what it means. So ignoring it, he gives her a peck on the cheek, because maybe that’s the easiest way to end the afternoon, then he moves to the door.


    “I did pay for the room,” he throws back the comment. “Sorry about last time.”


    She shrugs. “No big deal. It’s not like I’m broke.” She stares at the handsome put-together-like-a-manikin James Battles as he’s about to leave and feels a flutter of arousal deep in her belly. Can this be true? she wonders, that I’m already salivating for next time? Her heart nearly leaps at the loss, but she catches herself before she spits out something stupid she’ll regret. In an hour or two, she’ll be regretting this afternoon. It didn’t used to be that way when sex with James meant bodies intertwined, hands groping and huge open-mouthed kisses that took them from one side of the bed to the other. That was before the S&M became the prime reason for their trysts, when compelling desires once dormant came to life and became their mutual obsession.


    Now endings just seem empty. Partings brutal but necessary. The sex acts themselves have lost their luster. Any hopes and dreams and secret fantasies that could have carried their affair into bold new directions died sometime in the last six months, leaving them with the remains, the S&M to carry them through to this day. But how much longer can it last?


    Carly thinks it will end soon, though she’s willing to wait a while to see what shows up next before burning her bridges.


    




  




  

    Chapter Two


    
      Two years prior…


    “I knew your mother,” had been her opening line.


    An open air café in the heart of Paris. The girl, Carly, was dressed in a shabby summer print that hung on her body like a gunny sack, and a short thin yellow sweater that looked a size too small. Her hair is blonde and long, held back with a cloisonné clip. She gave off the sexual pheromones of youth, innocence and frailty, a vulnerable tension in her slight body, quavering with natural eroticism, although it had not been significantly challenged until that day. The woman, Dana, held her cigarette like an extension of her elegant fingers, and in a place where smoking was still chic, not the subject of disdain, she brought her unfiltered brand to her red painted lips and breathed in. As she exhaled, the cloud of smoke that swirled around her lent a mystical aura to her natural poise. That the day was cloudy and the air wet lent its hand in that poignant first encounter between the woman and the girl.


    “In fact, I worked for your mother at the embassy, my first job.”


    Carly didn’t smoke during lunch, cigarettes were for sex: before to seduce, after to calm the nerves; at least this was what the romance of smoking meant to her. But she was just twenty-two when she met Dana at the open air café and she had a lot to learn about sex, seduction and the powerful effect of Dana and her cigarettes.


    That afternoon, they spent in bed.


    “A girl needs at least one lesbian assignation in her sexual history,” Dana told her as she was led to the walk-up flat. “I think it’s best to happen early on before a lot of bad one-nighters taint the appetite for good sex. It’s no mistake that women know women.”


    Still dressed in Parisian haute couture, the woman came on ruthlessly, pushing Carly to the wall with a vengeance, her red nails like talons moving with savage efficiency. She planted kisses on her mouth, delicate ones to start then others with her tongue poking through her teeth into Carly’s parted lips.


    The girl was hungry for the experience, for the smell of Dana’s strong perfume, and the feel of her iron will taking her own and casting it off like yesterday’s refuse.


    “When’s the last time you fucked a man?” she grilled the girl.


    Carly stood with her back pressed against the cold grey wall, the woman in shocking scarlet just inches from her, towering over her in stilettos that gave her fluid body its birch-like grace.


    “Tell me, when was the last time?” she took the question serious enough to repeat it.


    “Last night.”


    For the first time since the encounter began in the café the woman took a moment to pause, as if for one brief second she’d lost control of the scene she’d so carefully orchestrated. She took control back a moment later and moved on effortlessly.


    “Well, we’ll need to do something about that, won’t we, my naughty girl?”


    Her red lips beamed with a smile so broad and demanding that the girl’s eyes could do nothing but stare. Carly smiled just timidly in return, her body quickening, embarrassingly so, at the mention of the word naughty. The woman was too sharp not to notice that insignificant shiver.


    Dana stood back and began loosening buttons, stripping away the scarlet jacket and the silk beneath until she was down to her skirt and bra and stiletto heels. “Take off the dress,” she said as if she was giving orders.


    The yellow sweater was already stuffed inside Carly’s bag. Now she felt like a street urchin shucking the only thing she wore; no bra, no panties, no drama in this simple act of surrender. The watching Dana was immediately impressed.


    “Turn around,” she said, “your hands on the wall.”


    Once the hesitant Carly obeyed, the svelte brunette tucked her body in close to Carly’s naked rear, with her groin pressed against the softness of the girl’s ass. With her silky hand gliding over the plump flesh, she said: “One thing you’ll learn about me right off, I like to spank young girl’s behinds.” She gave a first startling slap to Carly’s right ass cheek, and followed it with a soothing caress.


    With a sharp intake of breath Carly froze in fright, then she breathed out willing her horny body to relax.


    “That’s it, darling.” Dana smacked her again, harder this time, then again, and a third and a fourth time until the sting was hot and the caress that followed a welcome relief. But the girl wanted more. As weird and wicked as the scene became, she needed more. More than smacks and deep caresses, a fondling hand and breathy whispers.


    Dana, being Dana—and smart enough to guess the truth—the spanking came hard and fast from that point on, fueled by a fury rising up from the woman’s strident center, perhaps an inner demon that needed assuaging, one that rarely had a chance to speak with such forceful eloquence.


    Once she finished the spanking, Dana’s long fingers inserted themselves into Carly’s wet portal with one sharp nail insistently invading the dark rosette of the girl’s anus: a place of latent passion, a first time for the twenty-two year old.


    Carly’s first orgasm exploded so fast and produced such a bath of liquid coating Dana’s hand that the woman stepped back laughing. “Ah, you are a blessed treasure. We’re going to have so much fun. Now get on the bed and prepare to use your tongue.”


    The bed, yes. What that meant came roaring toward her in a wave of disgust, momentarily souring her stomach, until she deliberately took control and forced it back.


    A girl needs at least one lesbian assignation in her sexual history…


    Something huge had been awakened within her and Carly turned on like a tigress. Meanwhile Dana lay back on the bed and raised her skirt. “See,” she said as she showed off her bare shaved mons to the waiting nubile tart, “you’re not the only girl in Paris who walks the streets with her crotch wide open to the breeze.”


    Carly’s real sexual education began that day.


    She loved the taste, the sweet and the sour, the fragrant aroma of a woman’s sex. With one keen eye on Dana’s face, she lapped the woman’s gathering dew like a thirsty cat, turning on a sexual charm that would soon carry her places few would suspect the winsome girl to travel. Her efforts were not wasted. Carly had hardly begun her first oral exploration of a woman’s body when Dana suddenly orgasmed, back arched, head thrown to the mattress, her groin twitching and dancing on Carly’s tongue as she cried out, “Yes, yes, do it! Suck it, slut!” like a hungry animal in heat. Grabbing Carly’s blonde hair, she forced the girl’s face into her snatch and thrust her pussy into the lapping mouth, riding her little victim hard until every spasm finally died away.


    The woman took some minutes to recover, minutes she guarded so jealously for herself that she paid no attention to the bewildered girl with the rank-smelling lips.


    “I’ll just slip into the bathroom,” Carly mumbled when she thought the woman was cognizant enough to hear her. Then she slid off the bed and pattered naked into the white-tiled room to pee. By the time she quickly washed herself and returned to the room, Dana was on her feet, doing up the last of the buttons on her silk blouse.


    “You won’t mind if I call you from time to time,” the woman said—not a question exactly, more like a preemptive strike. “We get along well, what with your need to submit and mine to dominate. I promise, I’ll be kind.” Her hazel eyes were lit so darkly that they took on a smoky hue. “That is kind before and after. I’m really not a bitch, even though I imagine you’ll come to believe that from time to time.” She gave herself another long and lingering look at Carly’s naked body. “Yes, I can see that this lovely body of yours will benefit from a little rough abuse. Hm?”


    Really? She could see that?


    Dana’s jacket was on and her handbag over her arm; she was about to leave. Then almost as an afterthought, she suddenly moved on the flustered Carly and gave her a motherly kiss on the cheek: the kind of kiss that owns you, that the defiant would angrily wipe from their cheek; and the bewildered, like Carly, might savor. Though, lord knows, they’d wonder why.


    Their affair was much like their first encounter: sporadic, earnest, challenging and sexual; hotly sexual. Dana gave the orders, Carly obeyed—all very new to Carly, but a relationship she tacitly agreed to out of boredom, intrigue and the need for a lesbian affair to set the stage for the rest of her life—or so she told herself in moments when she wanted to flip-off the arrogant woman and leave. She didn’t really like her much, but she did enjoy Dana’s body. And, secretly, she did enjoy being dominated—which nearly led to their break up when James Battles stumbled into her life a year later in a crowded bar.


    Carly wanted a man more than she wanted a female lover, and handsome, dashing Americans like James were just the sort to turn her head. At first she toyed with him, flirting recklessly, because she knew she’d eventually pay for her saucy quips and rude retorts and the times she was often late—busy men don’t like being kept waiting for sex by young trollops—his words—when their important lives adhere to a strict schedule. She wanted to toss his Blackberry into the Seine.


    Carly blatantly refused to be controlled by James, until the day she pissed him off enough that he laid into her with his spanking hand and had her coming in about fifteen astonishing seconds. Their affair took a sharp shift that day, beginning its rocky road through dominance and submission, one that took Carly to her very last date with James Battles in the Paris garret.


    She had to leave quickly that day, as did he, neither realizing that they are going to wind up at the same embassy party. Little did she know that coming out of that event her life would take another sharp shift and James Battles would be resigned to a place in her personal history, hardly more important to her than a library book she checked out, read and promptly returned.


    Ending sex with Dana would be more dicey than ending her affair with James. Their involvement was complicated. It had never been clear to Carly if Dana wanted her more for sex or for business. In the business area of their association, she’d become a paid escort for powerful men who wanted a pretty Parisian girl to help them suffer through their nights in Paris hotels—all arranged for by Dana. For most men, these were platonic dates, although others assumed that sex was the whole point of the evening. It didn’t matter to Carly whether they fucked her or not—rudimentary sex was easy enough. After all, she was being paid, and ‘found’ money like this couldn’t be turned down.


    But just to clarify – to assume that Carly was a ‘Parisian girl’ would be incorrect. Although she was the daughter of diplomats and had lived her entire life in Europe, she was a bonafide American, carrying an American passport. Her mother died when she was sixteen following a long and difficult illness. Her father went much faster, taken down by a heart attack just as Carly was finishing school at the Sorbonne, and just prior to her meeting Dana Durrant. Carly had been scheduled to return to the United States that fall when her father retired from the foreign service, but having been left an orphan on her own at twenty-two, she had no reason to return to a place she’d rarely been and did not know. Options with relatives were few. Her mother had cousins in the South that were pretty strange as far as Carly was concerned, so she wouldn’t be leaping into their household. Her father’s sister Grace in New Jersey suggested that Carly come live with her until she got settled. But she was settled enough in Paris and Naples, and even London where she’d lived at the time of her mother’s death. Finding a life in places she knew seemed more reasonable than landing in the complex vastness of the United States with no clue about what she wanted to do. More than that, however, Europe had a comfortable though exciting mystique for a girl who’d yet to taste all it had to offer.


    




  




  

    Chapter Three


    
      It had not been Carly’s wish to attend the embassy party that night. In fact, she avoided the stuffy affairs when she could—which was most of the time since she turned eighteen. But a family friend Margaret had insisted she go. A woman of quiet, easy strength, Margaret had been with her when her mother died, supporting her in her comforting arms. It would be just plain wrong to turn down her plans for that evening. She was also with the State Dept, and though stationed in London, her trip to Paris was as much business as pleasure. The embassy event was one she could not miss.


    “We’ll stay just a short while—I have to make an appearance, and it would probably do you good,” she used a motherly tone of voice, then gave Carly a playful wink. “But after we’ve said our hellos, we’ll sneak out and see what kind of nastiness you’ve been getting into these last few months.” She grasped Carly’s slight body against her large one, giving her a hug that went straight to her heart.


    It was actually an easy sell. In fact, Carly wondered if she might run into Dana at the party, which could make for a few interesting moments she’d be sure to relish. Regardless, she would not turn down an evening with such a close friend.


    “Don’t you look like quite a charmer,” Margaret exclaimed as the two broke their embrace. She made Carly stand back so she could appraise her carefully. “That’s quite some cleavage.” She raised her brows meaningfully. The cream-colored sweater dress was sexy, as were all of Carly’s dresses, although the shawl collar of this one dipped particularly low between her breasts, drawing both the eye and the imagination. If anything, the dress emphasized the size of her chest, making her look much bustier than she actually was. She paired it with dark hose and pewter boots. Without trying, her ‘throw anything together and it works’ style of dressing managed to create a look of casual indifference that would fly in the face of the fancy-dressed embassy crowd. At one time she’d been in awe of these affairs, all dressed up in her satin party clothes and black patent Maryjanes. But it was far more reasonable that a girl in her mid-twenties would cop an attitude when it came to evenings like this one. In fact, she hardly let the many stares bother her when at one time she would have been too embarrassed to stick out in a crowd as the token oddball.


    She walked through the crowd of guests, looking painfully bored while Margaret greeted her old friends with firm hugs and plenty of newsy tidbits about her life. More than once, Carly was made to suffer through an introduction that yielded an enthusiastic response. ‘I knew your father,’ or ‘Your mother and I were quite close once. Poor thing.’Then for a time, Carly excused herself from Margaret and went in search of the bathroom and a drink. Just as she was leaving the bar with her second martini, she turned back toward the crowded room and stopped in her tracks; she almost spilled her drink she stopped so fast. Dana Durrant had just entered the room and was standing not more than ten feet away, with James Battles at her side. They were close enough to be a couple, in fact, his arm was casually resting on her waist with an air of familiarity that suggested this was not the first time they’d been together.


    Carly looked from one face to the next conveying her confusion but not saying a word. The pair looked as shocked as Carly was.


    “Carly, dear, how nice to see you,” Dana finally recovered enough to exclaim, “although I’m a little surprised.” She put her arm around James’ waist and gave him a squeeze, “My husband, James, although I think you may already know him.”


    “Yes, I do,” she replied faintly. Though she was obviously shaken, she managed to spit out an abrupt, “Nice to see you together. Sorry I can’t stay to talk.”


    She didn’t wait for a reply to head off toward the balcony where she’d last seen Margaret. She spent the next half hour avoiding the two, although her mind was lost in an endless stream of thoughts as she struggled to understand what had just taken place. As soon as Margaret took note of her brooding silence, and inquired about what was wrong, Carly announced that she’d really prefer to leave, if that was all right with her. Margaret needed no further explanation; Carly’s internal battle was obvious. The two women were on their way to a bistro for dinner not more than five minutes later, and though Carly did her best to mask her feelings for Margaret’s sake, the incident would remain foremost in her mind for the rest of the night.


    The next day, Carly went about her life pretending that nothing had happen, even though that proved difficult with James calling nearly every half hour. She refused to answer his dozen calls since she couldn’t think of a thing to say to him. At least now she had a perfectly respectable reason for ending the affair—as if she needed one. She would not look back. She just needed to handle the matter of Dana, and to do that, she marched into the woman’s embassy office two days later, holsters on, both guns drawn and a well-rehearsed opening salvo ready to fire. Inside she was shaking like a leaf. Though she usually avoided confrontation as if it were the plague, this one couldn’t be so easily dismissed.


    “What was it? James needed sex and you were incapable of satisfying him?” she leveled the woman with a cold stare and her hostile tone. It seemed awkward, like a badly rehearsed script. However past experience with Dana had taught her that she couldn’t afford to be anything but unyieldingly firm or the woman would twist the meeting to her advantage.


    Unfortunately for Carly, Dana was on her game from the moment she walked in. After giving her a token nod, she went back to her reading, her eyes determinedly glued to a report and refusing to look up, a familiar ploy to take control that Carly had seen before.


    “Look at me, Dana!” Her emotions were rising fast.


    A few seconds more and Dana finally looked up, as imperious as ever, a curt retort right on the tip of her tongue, although suddenly she had a change of heart and softened slightly into a more erotic mood, eyes lighting mischievously. “You know I’d really like to cane that naughty ass of yours, Carly. Might ease the tension… how about it?”


    Carly looked back stunned. “You’ve got to be kidding!”


    “Oh c’mon, a good dose of submission would do you wonders right now.”


    “Like I’d ever have anything to do with you again!”


    Getting nowhere with the impulsive come-on, Dana reverted back to her autocratic form, tightening her body as she gave her visitor an icy stare.


    “So why are you here if you never want anything to do with me again?”


    “Because I think you owe me an explanation.”


    “Why didn’t you ask James? Could be a wealth of information there. Oh, that’s right, you’re refusing his calls.”


    “I had the feeling that you would give me the answers I wanted. The real answers.”


    The woman smiled at last. “Yes, you’ll get the straight answers from me. James would try to salvage something, I’m sure. Since I no longer have any vested interest in your affair with my husband, I can be candid.”


    Carly mulled the comment until the truth began to dawn on its own. “You set me up.”


    “Yes, I set you up. I had my reasons. Good ones, in fact.”


    “And what do you want from me now?”


    “Let’s backtrack first, darling.”


    “Don’t call me darling!” Carly could feel her entire body bristling with rage, though she immediately squashed the emotion. The very worst thing to do would be to let the woman rile her more than she already was. “Just tell me the truth, please.”


    “All right, Carly, you know the business I’m in, the work I do. You’ve given me information a dozen times, all useful, but basically simple stuff I could probably have gleaned myself with little effort. I set you up with James because I needed to know how you’d respond to a dominant man. Me? I’d slap their face if they tried to do the things that James did to you. But I had a feeling that you’d be different. You have a different disposition, a different requirement of a man. You already have a predilection for submission, that I knew. But I needed to see how far it might be taken. I had to be sure how you’d respond.”


    “Why is that?” she looked incredulous.


    “Be patient and I’ll tell you.”


    “And why James?”


    “I had to use a man I could trust.”


    “But your own husband!”


    “Oh, my dear, ours is not a romantic marriage. It hasn’t been for a long time. Not that this is information you really need to know. But James and I are friends and he rather liked the assignment I gave him with you. Just as I hoped, you fell for the game. I have to say I never thought he’d take it so far or that it would last so long as it has. At one time a few months ago, I assumed your affair was over. I had a shock of my own last night to find out that quite the opposite is true.”


    “Well you can be sure that James and I are over now, and so are you and me.”


    “Yes, I can see that you would be upset. But there was a good reason.”


    “Which you have still not told me.”


    “It’s a delicate matter, which I have been mulling over, especially this morning in light of last night’s revelations. I was almost ready to forget my grand idea, but then new developments have occurred in the last forty eights hours that make my original plan feasible, and almost critical at this point.”


    Annoyed by the woman’s vague speech, Carly shifted her weight to her left hip and pursed her lips. “How about you cut to the chase, Dana. I have things to do.”

 “Yes, yes, I’m sure you do.” She cleared her throat, then reaching down, she unlocked the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out a file. She smiled officiously when she looked up. “Byron Haverleigh, the name might be familiar to you if you read the papers?”


    “I don’t read the papers. Never heard of the man.”


    “Well, perhaps that’s good. The less you know, the less intimidated you’ll be, although I’m counting on the ease by which you are intimidated to work in your favor. In fact, I can’t think of any woman who would be more suitable for this role than you.”


    Carly peered at her cautiously. “This doesn’t sound like our normal arrangement.”


    “It’s not. Byron Haverleigh is a wealthy industrialist, or at least he was. For twenty years he took his family business from a multimillion dollar venture to a billion dollar conglomerate. About ten years ago he retired from his executive post, saying he’d had enough of the corporate world. Since then he’s become the consummate Renaissance man. He took up skydiving, deep sea fishing. He races sailboats, courts Hollywood stars, writes published poetry, is a fanatic patron of the arts, as well as championing ecological issues and Third World economic development. He goes where his heart leads he told Larry King on a show a couple years ago, and by the looks of it, his heart is as wide as the Indian Ocean, considering all the projects and adventures he undertakes. He has connections all over the world, relationships with heads of state and manages to have a good relationship with everyone from the Castro government to the prime minister of England to Middle Eastern heads of state. He considers no place or person off limits. Intimidated yet?”


    “Who wouldn’t be?”


    “Yes, who wouldn’t?” she slyly rejoined, as if she had a personal experience with such intimidation. “It is his ready access to certain heads of state that has become troubling for the US government. We have reason to believe that there’s a hidden agenda behind Byron’s far flung activities. Certain information that he would be privy to, specifics on top secret projects associated with his company have been falling into the hands of the wrong people. It’s very possible that Haverleigh himself is the source of these leaks.” Dana continued to elaborate on her premise, holding Carly’s wide-eyed fascination, the topic so juicy that for a moment she forgot the purpose of her visit.


    “So you think that I can get close to this man?”


    “I do.” Dana smiled again.


    “I’m not a Hollywood starlet, Dana. And I won’t pretend to be.”


    “Yes, far from it. But we believe that, too, is a front. He dates many women, and in particular, we’ve learned that he enjoys sexually dominating submissive women, women like you. Young, beautiful…vulnerable women. If our sources can be trusted, he’s quite an accomplished sexual master, able to captivate susceptible females and bring them willingly to their knees. I actually had an operative in place for this role, but an unfortunate series of events occurred that required their brief affair be aborted. I’m still of the mind that a smart, but avidly submissive female can be the key to revealing the truth about the man and his treasonous activities.” By that time, Dana had the girl’s keen attention “To do this, you’d need to become Byron Haverleigh’s latest pet. After what I’ve told you, you might find this is a daunting prospect, but you can be assured that I wouldn’t have proposed this to you if I didn’t think you’d be a perfect match for the man. He seems to go for the bohemian type, smart, worldly, but those clearly willing to endure…” brief pause, “let’s say a degree of pain—just like you.” She stopped there, feeling out Carly’s silent response.


    “This is dangerous, isn’t it?” the girl came back.


    Dana sat back and laughed. “You are still your father’s daughter.”


    “Being suspicious comes naturally to me.”


    “Which is why you are so perfect for this. Just be sure that you hide your suspicions behind that lovely look of innocence.”


    “And the danger?” Carly returned to her original concern.


    “Yes, it could be dangerous. But gathering information is all you need to do. You pass that information on, that’s it. You’ll be protected in all the usual ways. We know you’re not a trained operative.”


    “Yes, just a slut.”


    The woman cocked her head bemused. “Is that how you think of yourself?”


    “Not really. But that’s how you think of me.”


    A tremor of hurt glimmered in Dana’s eyes, briefly. “Yes, I’m sure I deserved that,” she sat back taking a deep breath. “And, I’m sorry for your bitterness. Honest. I know I played you. I felt I had to. But that does not mean that I don’t have a great deal of affection for you, or that I don’t respect the womanly power you have. You’ll be doing something I could never do. As far as the danger, you can remove yourself from this arrangement anytime you need to. No one will question you. If you accept the assignment, you’ll be fully briefed on what you need to do and all the security measures that will be taken to protect you. And, since the stakes and the man are both more important than what you’ve been doing for us in the past, the compensation will be far more than you’ve earned on other assignments.” Again the woman watched Carly’s face for some response and when there was none, she added. “I’ll understand if you refuse. After all, you came here to sever your relationship with me and this will only keep us in contact. But by the very nature of the task, we’ll not be able to meet here again, so any contact will be limited. That should please you.”


    Carly’s body was bathed in the bright sunlight of Dana’s office making it appear as if she was dissolving into the elemental atoms of her body. One could argue that she had an almost angelic appearance; her blond hair was nearly blinding. Yes, she was the perfect girl for this job, Dana observed once more. And thankfully, Carly didn’t make her wait long for her answer.


    “I’ll do it,” she said without emotion.


    “You will?”


    “You’re surprised?”


    “I guess I am.”


    “Trust me. My feelings for you have not changed. But now that I’m not your personal toy anymore and my affair with James is over, there’s no reason why I can’t enjoy seducing a powerful man like this Byron Haverleigh. Could be fun.”


    “Fun?”


    “Why else would I do it?”


    “I suppose I thought that meeting your submissive needs would be more of a reason than just something you do for fun.”


    “Really? Hm.” Carly shrugged. “I guess you’ve learned something about me today that you didn’t know. Call us even.” Adjusting her knapsack on her shoulder, she turned to leave, adding, “Let me know when and where I meet him,” before she walked out.


    ***


    One more minute in the company of Dana Durrant and Carly might have blown the cool façade and disclosed the nervous excitement that was running rampant through her body. She knew exactly who Byron Haverleigh was and his general reputation with women. The idea that he was a man with a need to dominate women had been tickling her crotch since Dana first disclosed the fact, not to mention that his matinee idol personality made her blush just thinking of what that might mean to her.


    As she deftly took the stairs from Dana’s office to the embassy entrance, she was so preoccupied with the possibilities of an affair, that she failed to look up as she exited the building and ran smack into a man who was just about to enter.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. How clumsy of me!” she declared. She now stood face to face with a thirtyish, boyishly handsome, dark-haired American; she knew his nationality the moment he spoke.


    “Wow! Damn I’ve been having the best luck today,” he said with a cheery smile.


    “You have?” she stared at him bewildered and blushing.


    “I saw you at the embassy party a couple nights back. I was going to introduce myself, but then I couldn’t find you again. And suddenly here you are! Fate, maybe?” His broad smile lit up Carly’s body.


    “You were there?”


    “Sure was.” He held out his hand for her to shake. “Tyler McBride.”


    “I’m Carly.” For the first time in three days, the scene at the embassy party was not front and center in her mind. In fact, even Byron Haverleigh who had consumed her thoughts for the last half hour had been swept aside. “But—but w-why would you want to introduce yourself to me?”


    “Well, I really have no idea, except that you caught my eye and liking what I saw, I thought you might be someone I’d like to get to know.”


    Carly smiled back amiably. The tousled dark hair, the casual dress, the easy confidence with which he spoke had her intrigued. That he was so wholly focused on her sent a ticklishly warm feeling through her body. “Well, I suppose if you have a few minutes, you could get to know me now.”


    “A few minutes for you? Absolutely.”


    A textbook romantic afternoon followed the accidental meeting, beginning with a casual conversation at a sidewalk café…


    “So you go to embassy parties to pick up women, is that it?” Carly asked.


    He laughed.


    “Not really. But I’ve been told that I need to ‘get a life’, that I’m way too absorbed in my work. Since I’m on a sabbatical from my job, in Paris this month, I thought a few dates might make me a more normal man.”


    “So I’m the lucky one who caught your eye. Why me?”


    “You stood out from the crowd. The way you were dressed, the way you carried yourself. I figured you for a woman who thinks independently. There was a kind of confidence, but it wasn’t harsh like so many women.” He cocked his head. “Is that enough of a reason?”


    Then a stroll through the streets of Paris and along the Seine…


    “You’re a reporter. That sounds so exciting.” Carly was honestly impressed. “But isn’t the Middle East awfully dangerous right now?”


    “Anywhere can be dangerous, but yes, I’d be a fool to think otherwise.”


    “So, why not be writing for the Kansas City Journal, or whatever?” As they walked his arm brushed against hers and she felt a tittering thrill flood her body.


    “I’m an unrepentant adrenalin junkie with a few decent writing skills. So what else do I do? I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Kansas City…”


    “Oh, never!”


    “Well, not much there for an adrenalin junkie.”


    “But your job makes it tough to have a steady girlfriend.”


    “That’s true. But I’ve got to dive in somewhere. And starting with you seems like a pretty good idea.”


    Then dinner at Le Dauphin… hanging ball lamps, mosaic floors, stained-glass windows and Provincial flavors…all designed to titillate the palate and the romance of that bewitching hour.


    “And what does your family think of your occupation?” Carly wondered as she popped a creamy sea scallop into her mouth.


    “There’s just my dad really and he thinks I’m often foolish, but he’d never stop me. As if it’s his duty, he points out the pitfalls, which I already know, then he tells me to ‘for God’s sake be sane about whatever you do’” he lowered his voice to mimic the man.

 She laughed. “Is he really that gruff?”


    “Yeah, sort of. He’s a federal judge, comes with the territory.”


    “Ooo. A judge. Sounds intimidating.” She flashed on Dana’s use of the word earlier that day.


    “He is, but he’s also a first rate guy. At least that’s what I think of him now. When I was a teenager I hated how wise he was, how inflexible he could be. It’s tough to live with a man who’s always right. But we’re more like friends now.”


    “Be glad you have him. I don’t have family,” she said wistfully, as she stirred her tea. “I guess you could say that’s what I’m looking for, at least indirectly.”


    “Indirectly?”


    She was giggling inside, biting her lip self-consciously. “Or maybe directly…” her eyes lit with want that would hold Tyler McBride captive for the rest of the night.


    And finally the inevitable invitation…when the evening grew old and walking the romantic streets of Paris could do no more to bring these two together…


    “It’s probably too soon to ask you up to my room, isn’t it?” He was already holding her hand, though their first kiss was yet to be savored.


    “I’m sure in some women’s rule book it is, but I’m not known to follow rules.” She could feel the animated beat of his body closing in on her, and in the seconds that followed, their lips met for that first taste, brought together by a force they’d been trying to deny the entire day. Such a small kiss to start, one almost too chaste to count as a first. But the second one followed, full and passionate and filled with heat. Open mouths and a firm embrace and then a sudden end. All too quickly for the smitten pair.


    “I swear this will not be a one-night-stand,” he solemnly promised. “But I’d really love to have you join me…in my room.”


    Her face was flushed, her lips burning. “And even if it were a one-nighter, would that be so bad?” She only wished to secure this one moment, this one night.


    “But I already know I want to see you again.”


    She was giddy inside. “Well then, how about we just set a time for our next date right now and we won’t have to go through those awkward details later?”


    His eyes lit. “Great idea. Does tomorrow suit you?”


    “Yes, it suits me just fine. I don’t have a single thing penciled in.”


    He had the romantic instincts of a man much more experienced in love than he was. The boutique hotel was quaint and plush and a little bit shabby around the edges, perfectly Parisian and able to tug the heartstrings of any woman on the brink of love. On the other hand, she would have made love in a shed or a garret or on the street. In fact, when he first pushed her into a dark side street, her body pressed against a rough plaster wall, the way their hands worked fast, their mouths joined and their loins locked against each other, they might have made love in that tiny thoroughfare. When he reached up under her sweater, the first touch of his hand on her bare breast, a tiny orgasm fired off deep inside her groin. She pushed against him wantingly, her sex aggressively begging for the first thrust of his hard organ.


    “No, no, we can’t do it here.” He suddenly pushed away. “I didn’t spend the extra bucks on my room to make love to the girl of my dreams in an alley. Let’s go.” He took her hand and led her rapidly through a twisted maze of streets to his hotel.


    The girl of my dreams! Her mind was spinning, her emotions on overload—no lover had ever said anything to her as sweet as this.


    Avoiding the creaking elevator, they took two flights of stairs to his room, kissing and groping and giggling, her sweater discarded by the time he put the key in the lock. She hugged herself, playing modest with her naked breasts in plain sight, even though the risk of exposure only increased the thrill.


    Inside the room, they bounced on the bed, locked in a furious embrace until a string of kisses running down her neck to her breasts to her steamy mons broke the furious clench. His tongue teased its way between her fragrant labia, darting in and out of her slit until she was gasping for breath and pounding her fists on the bed when he latched onto her pink swollen clit.


    “Yes, yes, yes, yesssss,” her hushed exclamations repeated as the frantic energy built to a frenzied peak. Then it was a begging, “Oh, please!” as her body was about to burst.


    He backed off, then came back in, biting her clitoris lightly, then finally pulling it with his teeth as he lifted it deftly and looked toward her emotive face. She caught his glance and repeated her plea, “Please, Tyler!”


    With a gentle sneer on his lips, he dropped her clit and began lapping the bud with a fury of licks that brought her to the brink of tumbling over the edge, at which point he abruptly stopped and crawled up her body until his mouth was at her lips and his hard organ was rubbing itself against her mons and thighs.


    “Oh, you are a miserable tease!” she vented miserably.


    “Only because I know where this is going.” His mouth formed a beautiful smirk, though there was a hunger in his eyes that spoke of something much deeper and darker propelling him onward. As his hips bobbed up and down against her open love hole, the organ kept up its mission, until neither one could stand the torment of waiting any longer. One firm shove into her wet and steamy cavern and the first orgasm ripped through her lower body, her inner muscles bearing down on him with incredible force.


    He groaned relishing the physical ecstasy, while she cried out again in breathy whispers…“Yes…yes…yes…yes…”


    His movements picked up speed with every bit of his energy absorbed in the feel of her skin and the tight crevice that held his erection captive. If he could have swam inside her body, he would have. If she could have climbed under his skin she would have had her dearest wish—her only wish. Nothing that had happened in the last three years of her life had been as wonderful as this moment. All the casual and meaningless encounters that she’d drifted into with little thought seemed so distasteful now. Even rough sex with James Battles and the submissive desires it fed couldn’t hold a candle to these exquisite moments of making love to Tyler McBride. She never recalled having been so fiercely in lust with any man, which meant that the thought of love was hovering in the air and inside her psyche, filling places in her soul she once thought were dead. The love of her mother and father had been cruelly swept away by fate, and now fate had brought this man to open wide a door she assumed was padlocked shut.


    “Oh, Tyler, what are you doing to me!” she cried at last.


    Their first orgasm had come on like lightning, and was over much too soon. Just a memory now—though the best memory either could recall.


    In the afterglow of their explosive coupling, they sat in bed together with their bodies close and their eyes fixed on the serenity they saw in each other’s eyes. She touched his face, he touched hers. All the prickly energy of sex was still lingering excitedly in the air, keeping them deeply within the physical sensations of lust. But there was more. His tenderness touched her heart so that it ached to know him better. Their lips were parted as if they were about to speak, but there were no words that could define or explain or make any sense of what had just transpired. She longed for him, at the same time was rightfully wary of anything meaningful happening so fast, so spontaneously. One minute she’d been ready to jump into a perilous relationship with yet another unknown man, the next, she found herself far beyond the prearranged affairs of Dana’s world, on the verge of love with a man she’d known for less than twenty-four hours. Nothing about this made sense.


    “What’s happening to me?” she whispered, breathless and overcome, a pair of tears dampening her eyes.


    “Something special, I think.” He smiled. He laughed. The most jubilant man on earth.


    “Well, I know one thing; you can’t be as inexperienced as you claim, Tyler McBride,” she said with mock annoyance.


    “I never said I was a virgin,” he retorted.


    “I can’t even remember that far back.”


    “You can’t remember your first time? Really? You’re not that old.”


    “I’m sure if I wanted to I could. But I don’t. You seemed to have obliterated every other man from my brain.”


    “Really? I like that.” He sighed, gazing into her face again. “Oh, Carly!”


    He took her face in his hands, cupping it gently lest it might break—or vanish—then slowly brought his mouth to hers and kissed her lips, which was all the enticement they needed to begin another round of making love. Their bodies came together with the same obsessive need to be close, for their naked flesh to touch and their hearts to beat as one heart. Less frantic this time, they took care, basking in the freshness that came with every touch, as if they’d not already touched before. As if this was new. The first time. And there would be nothing but first times forever. In awe of the rarity of their passion they treated it carefully, almost scared that this time something might shatter the spell that had turned an accidental meeting into a fervor of splendid substance. Could it be trusted? Neither one knew.


    Lying side by side with his cock moving gently inside her, Carly clung to him in a tight embrace while he held her face as if it were a sacred treasure. This absorbed them for a long while, until the heat built strong in their loins once again and with a zeal they’d already experienced, they began to move faster toward their second climax. Spontaneous orgasms surged through her for several minutes and as they had before built to a frenetic peak. As each of her spasms milked his cock, his erection grew larger and bolder and more demanding until finally he flipped her onto her back and rose above her, straddling her hips and going for the anxious finish that was just waiting to explode.


    “Ah Carly, Carly, Carly…!” His exclamation came from deep in his body, and as he ejaculated inside her, the forceful climax seemed to rise up from a place where all his passions had been stored; the fears, the fury, the thirst for life that drove his reckless spirit were channeled through his spasming cock and exploding into her body. She hungered for him, wanting every drop of his essence so she would know him, truly know him. It mattered greatly to her that he was unlike every other man she’d slept with, that their affair—or whatever it could be called—in no way resembled the trifling infatuations and set-up scenarios that had led her to bed with other men.


    “Damn!”


    She was thoughtlessly swimming in her own pleasure when she heard his exclamation. He’d just collapsed against her. It might have been as seamless as all the other exclamations when the heat of making love has finally passed. But this was different to her ear, and as he slowly pulled away, she had to ask—“Is everything alright?”


    “No everything is not alright,” he sighed.


    “Oh, but you’re wrong. Everything is beautiful and perfect, don’t damage it please! Don’t say this was wrong!” She was almost desperate as he’d torn her from the bliss she cherished.


    “Oh, never was this wrong!” he jumped on her anxiety, sitting up and staring down at her. “Never.” He stroked her worried face to reassure her, his eyes as lit with tenderness as they’d been all day.


    Finally, he fell back down to the bed and they lay side by side with their arms loosely around the other.


    “Then what?”


    “Time’s so short.” He shook his head. “Why is it so fickle? Sometimes I just can’t wrap my mind around the irony of life.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I have my friggin’ job—that’s what I mean.”


    “It’s okay,” she rushed in. “We take a day at a time. You said you had a month in Paris, then we have a month. We’ll do this every day until you have to leave and I won’t complain when you do. I know you have obligations, I have obligations too.” She tried desperately to assuage his concern, even lying about her obligations—which were very few.


    He pulled back, clamoring off the bed as if he could no longer stand the pain of being so close. “Oh my god, what have I done?” he continued in the same exasperated tone as he leaned against the window frame and looked despondently onto the Paris street below. A light mist was falling, as gloomy as his mood.


    “What do you mean?”


    He turned to find her waiting for him to explain. “Yes, I had a month—27 days ago. Now the month is nearly gone. In three days I have to report to the office in Istanbul.”


    It took a minute for her to digest what he said. “No…” It came out as a faint whisper, though in her mind she screamed her denial.


    “I’m so sorry.” He could barely look at her, but the angst in his eyes confirmed the truth. “I never expected this to happen. I mean, I confess, the right woman didn’t cross my path until you did, Carly, and now I have to leave.”


    She gulped down her displeasure, and all the wicked things she might have been thinking in the very back of her mind. It was like her to feel things with her inner emotions and only much later realize how pissed off she might be with bad news like this. She knew this, and could be sure that when she flippantly quipped, “Well, we do have three days,” that she was rejecting all those negative feelings to pacify him. Of course, she had a talent for pacifying lovers.


    “Yes, we have three, but that’s not enough.” He was obviously thinking real hard, and he suddenly looked up from his dismal thoughts, “You can come to Istanbul with me.”


    “Really? I-I don’t know…” Her thoughts began to spin. All this was happening much too fast.


    “I mean not right away…” he pounded his head with his hand in frustration. “I don’t think you’d want to be there right away. I won’t be there to start. Soon as I get my assignment, I’ll be in the field for a couple months.”


    “Couple months?”


    “It’s the life of a reporter.”


    She shrugged. “Well, reality sucks, doesn’t it?” She was used to these sorts of disappointments so she took it well, at least in her immediate response. Later she’d have many more realistic emotions surface. She could rationalize it all in the space of sixty seconds: How well did she really know the man? What business did she have running off to Istanbul? All the excuses were crowding into her mind faster than she could process them.


    “But I can’t let this happen. I can’t.” He was as frustrated as she was, and willing to show it.


    “But you can’t quit your job either, Tyler. That’s your life too.” She tried on words hoping they didn’t come out as half-hearted as she felt them. “I’ll fit in somewhere, when you’re in Paris, or when it is right for me to visit you. It will work. It can. I’m sure of it.”


    “Right.” He nodded his head, looking grateful for her sane response. “You’re very right. I love my work and to get where I want to be as a reporter, I’ll have to suffer through leaving you here, just like I suffer through hot sweaty nights in a war zone and all that crap food. It will just make seeing you again that much sweeter.” He was able to manage a smile by then.


    “See? We’re just getting started, Tyler. We have no idea how long it will last. One day at a time, my father used to say. We’ll take it one day at a time.”


    He nodded. “Yes, one day at a time.”


    Their second day together was nearly as explosive as the first, though the fact of his leaving hung over them like a cloud, consistently turning his sunny disposition into a glowering depression. Carly was bold enough by the second night to confront him on his darkening mood.


    “Hey, snap out of it, Tyler McBride!”


    She’d shocked him from his stupor while they were eating bouillabaisse at one of Carly’s favorite bistros. After having gazed distractedly around the restaurant, obviously brooding about something, he sat up straight and looked her in the eye.


    “Sorry, sometimes I get a little sullen,” he admitted.


    “It’s about your leaving, isn’t it?”


    “What else?”


    “Well, you shouldn’t get sullen. Just look what we’ve done, what we’ve had in two short days. You should rejoice rather than be so gloomy. Besides, we still have one more day.” All this sounded very wise. She’d never been this wise in her life; most of the time, she thoughtlessly bounced from one brief affair to the next. Perhaps love had made her more sane. She’d always thought that the opposite would be true. Love makes women giddy and blissful and totally irrational if you believe the prevailing opinion of women in love.


    But no, love had not made her sane or wise, she finally had to conclude; rather reality had caused this sudden bout of sensible thinking. She was struggling to hold onto the best thing that had happened to her in years. Even so, by the end of their second night together, she could feel it slipping from her fingers despite every effort she made to cling to the perfect bliss of that first day in Tyler’s Paris hotel room.


    By the third day Tyler’s preoccupation with his return to Istanbul was so fully entrenched that it was all he seemed to think about. She accompanied him on several errands around the city as he prepared for leaving early the following morning. They took time to make love, coupling in bittersweet moments that at first reconnected them with the pleasure of the previous days, but by the end of their second hot and nearly silent fuck, emotions were raw and it seemed like sex was a desperate grab for something that had already disappeared.


    “I hope I’m not botching this,” he said, as she dropped him at de Gaulle International Airport the following morning.


    “No, you’re not botching anything. A day at a time. Remember?” She moved in close, putting her arms around his neck for the final and very awkward kiss as he juggled his luggage in his two arms.  


    “I’ll write, Carly. I promise. Maybe not right away. Sometimes things get pretty crazy when I’m in the field.”


    “Hey, I understand. I’m the daughter of diplomats,” she tried to reassure him, while still suppressing the well of emotions that lay squashed inside.


    He snickered. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a bear…” He shook his head. Then he anxiously glanced at his watch.


    “I know, you have to leave.” She bit her lip hard—does pain really prevent tears, or just make them worse? Hard to say.


    “But here.” He fished through the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a rumpled envelope that he stuffed in her hand. “It’s crude but I hope it sums up the way I feel.”

 This all sounded so scripted, straight out of the movies, the entire three days a blur that on one level Carly wished had never happened, not when Tyler suddenly pulled from her grasp, came back for a last brief kiss, then was gone without looking back.


    I love you was still on her lips, unsaid, although he would never have heard as he disappeared into the crowd of travelers entering the airport. Security was already urging her to vacate her parking space.


    Carly returned to the apartment she had abandoned for the last three days, looking around at what had been her life, up until the moment she’d bumped into Tyler McBride. ‘Yes,’ she said aloud. She could easily slip into the life she’d lived, put Tyler in a corner for later; it would have to be that way. He simply wouldn’t make any commitment to her and she refused to press him. She knew what going into a war zone meant for a man. Her father had done it enough times with the same casual spirit that Tyler had tried to adopt. She even sensed him trying to protect her from the cold hard truth of his assignment, but she sensed more than that in his parting lines. All of which left her wondering and feeling strangely empty.


    On impulse she pulled his letter from her bag and tore into the envelope, finding a single sheet of hotel stationery with Tyler’s ungainly scrawl.


    “Carly, oh Carly, you have upended my life… I can’t thank you enough for these three days. But right now my mind’s a mess. I don’t know what to do with the feelings I have; they are simply overwhelming. I wanted so much to promise you my life, but that would be so unfair to you under the circumstances. I can’t be sure that three days in Paris is enough to build a life on and I simply cannot hold you to anything. Write to me. Think of me. But keep on with your own life. One day at a time…I’ll remember that. You remember that too. Your loving Tyler, who can’t wait to see you again.” 


    It was such a jumble of thoughts that Carly could barely understand the emotion behind them. She’d imagined so many more things he might have said, but he was quite right to be to be careful with his emotions and hers. Truth be told, she was as mixed up as he was. He had upended her life, damn him! But now what?


    Suddenly, like instant gratification, her cell phone rang—proving that the real world was already encroaching on her and ready to pounce. Digging into her bag she found her cell phone and flipped open the screen. Dana.


    She sank into a chair, offering up a weary hello, then listened for several minutes as the efficient Dana began to lay out the details of her assignment. In the flurry of the past three days, she’d completely forgotten about Byron Haverleigh.


    




  




  

    Chapter Four


    
      Had Dana ordered her to begin the Haverleigh assignment just after Tyler left Paris, Carly would have refused. Emotions too raw, hopes too high, her mind focused solely on a single thought, a single man.


    However, three weeks after Tyler McBride flew to Istanbul, and having not heard a word from her steamy lover in that time, Carly was living on the fumes of their brief relationship, barely able to remember his face. She wished she’d studied it better, had memorized every nuanced feature so her memory wouldn’t fail now. She could kick herself when she realized that they hadn’t taken the time for even a single photograph. How odd that seemed, although it made sense considering the cocoon of lust they’d wrapped about themselves those three glorious days.


    Was it possible that he’d been just a dream, a fantasy produced by an overactive imagination? So little to remember him by but the fast retreating image of his face…the impression of his body on hers as they made love…glimpses of conversations that took place in the dreamy stupor of desire, and now she could barely remember the details.


    As the days without him passed, she tried to be philosophical about why she’d not heard a single word since she watched him run from her at the airport. Maybe the liaison existed only to whet her appetite for something better. Maybe. Or perhaps Tyler
was ‘in the field’ as he suggested and now completely beyond her reach—a likely conclusion. Or perhaps their affair was just an affair, and the exuberant, compassionate, effusive Tyler McBride was no more than a horny male with a great come-on who’d gotten lucky with the pretty young girl he bumped into at the American embassy.


    When Dana had called her on the afternoon that Tyler left, Carly told her she wasn’t sure about proceeding with the Haverleigh assignment. Things had changed in her life. Dana had been annoyed by the possible change in plans and spent a good deal of time fishing around for the truth, until Carly finally admitted that she’d ‘met someone.’ She offered her no juicy details but the fact that Tyler existed and was now off to the Middle East. Dana was intuitive enough to deduce the kind of explosive affair it had been, and to Carly’s surprise, she didn’t dismiss it as something ‘she’d get over’, a notion that would have certainly been in character for the older, more experienced woman.


    “It is really up to you, Carly. I told you that I wouldn’t push this one. I can begin working on the initial set-up, but if you’d rather not…”


    “I don’t know. I just don’t know,” she answered vaguely, with her voice fading to a whisper.


    “Then how about I let you know when the timetable for Haverleigh is set, when he’ll be in Paris. You can decide then. You’d have to act fast, of course, but if you’re up to the task, then we’ll proceed.”


    “Sure. Fine. But I really don’t think—”


    “Yes, I know,” Dana interrupted before Carly could finish, “I recall a lover once…” she said almost wistfully, “but then you don’t want to hear my tale. Don’t worry yourself about Haverleigh now. You can make your decision when the time comes.”


    By the time Dana called three weeks later, Carly was depressed enough to need something that would pull her out of her gloom. Pining for a man she might never see again had gotten so old that when Dana told her that Byron Haverleigh would be in Paris the following day and where he was staying, she said in a typically matter-of-fact monotone, “Sure why not. The least I can do is make an initial overture. See what happens then.”


    “Yes, why not?” Dana assured her in a soothing tone.


    Carly hung up the phone barely aware of what she’d said until she sifted through the conversation some minutes later. Something troubled her about the easy way she agreed to take up Dana’s challenge. Even more troubling was the stirring energy in her body as she recalled exactly why she in particular was the right girl for the job. Since she’d cut off her sexual associations with James and his wife, the element of submission and the surrender to pain had been noticeably absent. It was almost surprising that she could feel the terrible force of that missing element in her life, but there was no mistaking the kind of sex she would have loved—dark, yielding and painful.


    ***


    He liked bohemian, unconventional and kinky Dana had said, so she chose her tight jeans and her tall brown boots, a blousy, cleavage showing sweater and a crocheted hat that clung determinedly to her head. She pulled a lavender poncho over her head because the air outside was chilly, then tossing her brown patchwork tote over one shoulder she headed toward the hotel.


    She was nervous. Far more nervous than she’d been when she’d been part of Dana’s private escort service and her dates had been prearranged. Byron Haverleigh would never have been party to such an arrangement and it was up to Carly to attract his attention and convince him that she was ripe for a kinky relationship. Her success was hardly guaranteed. In truth, it seemed more likely that she’d fail than succeed. She imagined that a handsome wealthy bachelor like Haverleigh would have dozens of gold-digging females clamoring for his attention. But Dana patiently assured her that if she followed instructions she’d be surprised by the results. “Why not, Carly, you have nothing to lose? You’ll be paid whether you score or not. But I’m sure you can handle the man with your usual aplomb.” All she had to do was make her presence known to Haverleigh and wait for him to make the first move. Dana had little doubt about her prospect, while it still seemed like a nice fantasy to Carly—with plenty of room for failure hidden within Dana’s untested assumptions.


    Finding Byron Haverleigh wasn’t difficult, in fact, this seemed way too easy when Carly spotted the man in the corner of the hotel bar, having a drink with a jewel-bedecked redhead, and a man in a black designer suit. Haverleigh himself was casually dressed in a sweater, jeans and boots, his rugged good looks, the almost scruffy appearance lending an air of casual, yet charismatic, nonchalance to his persona. He sat back nursing his drink, likely an expensive Scotch, and listened to his companions, commenting only rarely.


    The instant she spotted him, Carly’s body started down the familiar roads of arousal: a warming in her belly, a ticklish feeling in her crotch and, indicative of what was expected, an almost burning sensation on her ass, even though it had been several weeks since she’d had anyone give it an authoritative smack. Maybe Tyler smacked her once or twice in the heat of passion. Although in the context of his style of making love, those playful slaps didn’t carry the weight of dominance or inspire feelings of surrender that she would normally associate with pain administered by a dominant male. In fact, she couldn’t imagine Tyler in that role, even though there was a darker side to his personality that leaked out from time to time.


    In the back of Carly’s mind, she hoped that she and Haverleigh would have a really hot, nasty, and for her a really submissive, one-nighter. She could always say she fucked a ‘rock star’ and think back on it with a fond smile—if he was any good. Just looking at the man, however, she knew he’d be good, better than good, in a category all his own. And definitely not Tyler McBride. He wouldn’t be falling in love on the way to a war zone, or provide the delirious and passionate arousal of that torrid affair, but he would give her enough masochistic thrill to keep her happy for a while. And maybe that was all she needed from this assignment. Although on second thought, she wondered if she could be satisfied with just one night. The thought of a full blown affair seemed as desirable as it would be necessary—especially if Tyler McBride was no longer part of her life. A big if.


    She ordered a drink, casually sipping her martini while casting sideways glances in Haverleigh’s direction at odd intervals. More than once she caught his eye and blushingly turned away, as her natural embarrassment brought a hot blush to her cheek. The stirring in her body was turning into an agitated whir of arousal that had her squirming in her seat, and so hot inside the poncho and sweater that she finally pulled the poncho off. By then, she could hardly breathe. When she looked back in Haverleigh’s direction, he was staring at her, his glance not even shifting, until she became so uncomfortable with the attention that she pulled a book from her tote and began to read, only rarely sneaking a sidelong glance. It became difficult to tell if Haverleigh’s attention to her was the product of chance or choice, though it seemed that his glances were coming her way more frequently, so she kept up the game almost excited by the results. The book helped her stay calm, even though she hadn’t comprehended a single word she read. Her sole focus was on the man across the bar, and with each passing second, her heart beat faster, her hands trembled more and her nerves turned raw with anticipation. Not since her early days with James had she felt such a tremendous response to a man—and this was far more edgy than she’d ever felt with James. Was it the star quality of her target, or simply the need to unburden herself of the lust that climbed through her body and stole away any modicum of composure? Normally she was good at hiding such agitation behind a cool façade, but the chances of dampening her agitation seemed to be slipping away the longer she waited. For that reason, she ordered a second drink once she downed the first—then a third, which was a truly bad sign if she wanted to stay in control. She didn’t hold her liquor well. Regardless of her need for caution, she seemed to be moving headlong toward some result, the outcome no longer in her control. In an effort to keep her composure, she kept her eyes glued to the book, forcing herself to read, which meant that when she next glanced in Haverleigh’s direction, she found that the party of three had risen from their seats and were on the way out the door. They were about to walk past her table, which left her unprepared for her next move. Abruptly, she shoved her leather tote with the toe of her boot, putting it directly in the way of Haverleigh’s feet.


    He kicked it, then swerved to avoid stumbling forward. “What!” He looked down instantly annoyed.


    She looked up. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”


    “Was that deliberate?” He looked at her accusingly.


    She was a lousy liar, and considering it was a direct question and his eyes were intently focused on her upturned, not to mention, blushing red face, she said the first thing that popped into her head. “Yes.”


    “Well, at least you’re honest.” He turned to his companions who were directly behind him, saying, “I’ll see you next week,” and with a nod of his head, he allowed them to pass. Turning back to Carly, the question was simple. “So, young lady, do you have an explanation for your rude behavior? I’d like to hear it.”


    Excitement was leaping into her throat and she could barely speak. “I-I uh…I wanted your attention?” She tried that on for size and it seemed to hold his interest.


    “And why would that be?” he asked.


    Something strange moved through her beyond the normal lust. From twenty feet away the man’s charisma and her reaction to it was obvious, up so close, it was downright threatening. And Dana expected her to handle the situation with her usual aplomb? Haverleigh was completely unlike the typical middle-aged man she dated for Dana, one she could manipulate with a few shy smiles. Now suddenly, the man had his hand on her shoulder, not threateningly, although the touch was enough to have her shaking like a leaf.


    When she failed to answer his question, he laughed. “What? Cat got your tongue? You got my attention, what else do you want?”


    “I’m really sorry, sir, I’m sure this was a mistake.” She reached down and snatched her bag with the intention of leaving in a rush, but that firm hand on her shoulder did not yield, making it clear that she was going nowhere. Moments later, Byron Haverleigh was sitting in the chair beside her, his eyes boring into hers and his hand on her thigh, thwarting any attempts to make a quick getaway. He’d come on strong and much too fast, and she wasn’t prepared for the terrible intensity of his crisp blue eyes.


    “Is this how you pick up men?” he wondered aloud.


    “No! I really am sorry, there’s been a mistake. I should leave you be.”


    “How about you go when I’m ready to let you leave?” It wasn’t really a question at all but an indication of his power to control her.


    She tried to gulp back her embarrassment, but it was showing all over her reticent face. He’d sent her into an emotional place that was as completely flustering as it was uncomfortable, but at the same time so arousing that she could feel the spasms going off in her body with such ferocity that she found them unable to successfully squelch.


    For the next several minutes all she could think of was how to extricate herself from the situation. But wasn’t she getting exactly what she came here for? she warred with her impulsive urge to flee.


    Dana’s instructions began to resurface in her mind… hidden agenda behind Byron’s activities… top secret projects… Haverleigh a source of these leaks…you need to become his latest pet…


    Stick to the task were her own wise words and at least for the moment, they seemed to calm her. Although Byron Haverleigh only had to squeeze her thigh with his large hand, and her body threatened to return to the chaotic mess it had been minutes before.


    “You had your eyes on me, I had mine on yours. I’m guessing there’s some sort of chemistry at work here—at least that’s what the romantics say.”


    She could hardly believe that he’d taken the bait—this was way too easy. But hadn’t Dana assured her it would work?


    She smiled naturally.


    “Tell me the truth…hum what is your name?” he probed, with his eyes and his words and his not-so-subtle energy attacking her at the same time.


    “Carly.” She was suddenly thrust back into the role of submissive, one she knew best, feeling more comfortable now that she’d been able to go this far.


    “I’m Byron Haverleigh,” he introduced himself.


    “Yes, I know.”


    “My reputation precedes me?”


    “I’m afraid I don’t know what reputation you’re talking about.”


    “No? Really?”


    She shook her head, and gazed down, unable to stop herself from blushing.


    He looked at her half-filled drink. “You plan to finish that?”


    She shrugged.


    “Go ahead and finish. Then if it’s a night with me you want, you can come along. I’m due at a club this evening. Might cause your eyes to glaze over,” he snickered, “but you’ll have some fun.”


    La Plus Sombre Terre—The Darker Earth—a sequestered club in the heart of the Paris nightlife, advanced on Carly like a dream, the smoke so thick, the music so rooted and seductive that she could sense without bothering to open her eyes what kind of club she entered on the arm of Byron Haverleigh.


    “Don’t let it be said that I didn’t give you a good time,” he whispered in her ear as they crossed over the threshold into the teaming sexual environment. Her eyes and ears were assaulted by the sights and sounds; even the smells were pungent enough to lure her forward. She could almost taste the sex. Haverleigh was already wearing a mask, she was not. That this actually disguised his identity was not clear to her since the man’s distinguishing essence seemed written in every gesture, every movement of his body, even in the air that surrounded him. And Carly was on his arm like she belonged there.


    “What is this place?” she innocently whispered, even though she needed no more clues than the sound of cracking whips and female cries screeching above the din of music and low conversation to know the purpose of the club. They moved through a thick crowd of people, some masked, some not, with Carly’s eyes darting from place to place.


    “A dungeon, Carly,” he answered. “Whips. Chains. Pain. Screaming females. That sort of thing. Are you ready to run?”


    “No, not yet. I haven’t really seen a thing.”


    She saw his smile, his amusement. Far as she knew he had no clue that she’d set him up—well, sort of set him up. But wasn’t that how it was supposed to be? She’d become his pet according to Dana’s instructions; from that point she’d follow his lead. The control was his.


    In a room, far from the cadence of minor chords coming from the band’s guitars, a girl was tied to a wall of vertical bamboo poles, her breasts and pussy poking through the spaces between them, vulnerable to the attack from a whip-wielding master. He artfully cracked the leather against her exposed flesh, leaving her skin red and raw, the girl’s head thrown back in the ecstasy of extreme arousal.


    Haverleigh let go of Carly’s arm and after exchanging glances with the master, he was handed the whip. With a nod to Carly he moved forward toward the writhing victim.


    “Aw, Sashe,” his voice was low and gravelly. Reaching between the bamboo he had her by the neck. “Come back to me, girl.” He shook her hard and the girl woke up from the pain-induced stupor to rest her eyes on him.


    “You have a problem with what’s been done to you?”


    “No, master.”


    “But you’re trembling.”


    “I’m scared, master.”


    “Scare of me?”


    “Yes, master.”


    Carly witnessed her tremor, the fear and lust contained in her heavily-lidded eyes.


    “Then tell me you don’t want more and I’ll leave right now,” Haverleigh told the girl.


    A moment of panic swept her face and she replied with a frantic, “No, no,” shaking her head as much as she could with her body tethered to the stakes. “Don’t leave me!”


    Haverleigh reached low between the bars this time and grabbed her ass. “Simon has had your tits and cunt. But what about your nasty ass,” he said as he squeezed until she shrieked.


    “Please, master, beat me!” Her cry whispered and needy.


    Haverleigh walked around the bamboo wall to the opening at the far end, then moved to the space behind the bound girl where he began to lay the whip against her back and ass. The shrieks and screams came on again, while Carly watched in mesmerized wonder. She’d seen this scene before; she’d been victim to similar ones when tortured by her lover James, but this was not the same kind of rote demonstration she’d experienced.


    The girl’s body and Haverleigh’s cadence of strikes needed no preliminary warm-ups to have them in the throes of a powerful back and forth between master and slave. In fact, the two seemed like one from the start; as if this was an old relationship and they were simply continuing what had already begun some time ago.


    Already Carly could feel the pulse of desire take hold in her lower regions. With liquor flowing through her veins, her inhibitions loosened until she was unable to disguise the seductive movements of her groin as she pressed her ass against the wall behind her. Even without rope, she was as immobilized as the girl tied to the bamboo wall. Carly’s mind leapt forward, imagining that the forceful energy of Haverleigh’s immutable control held her in place. She could hear his commands inside her head, feel his breath on her neck, and that distinct whisper of air that shocked the skin just before the whip reached out to mark its target. Her flesh was not the flesh that suffered the callous blows, but she felt the impact just the same, every jolt from the girl registering in her own physical form. All cogent thought seemed to vanish into the well of her natural desire for such shocking pain. Maybe once or twice with James she’d gone this deep, but never in such an atmosphere, with a watching audience hanging on to every invigorating moment. That she was not the center of this spectacle, the one on whom all eyes were focused filled her with envy. If it were she suffering on that rigid bamboo, she would be flying in the same realm of sensation as the lucky girl.


    Was it envy written in her reflexive movements? On her lips or in her eyes? Could her panting breaths be noticed, or the hunger in her body detected? Not once did she see Haverleigh’s attention waver from the bamboo girl. Did he even remember that she was there? His intent, his focus was solely on the savagely coming female writhing erotically against the bamboo poles. When he moved to her side and placed his hand against her ass, his whispering was unheard by the curious audience. But when he finally pulled back and returned the whip to its owner, there was a smile broadening on his face and a playful malevolence in his eyes.


    With his task finished, he moved directly to Carly’s side and pulled her toward him, his arm going around her waist in a gesture of ownership, though he made no comment as they moved back through the club toward the entrance.


    He doffed the mask at the door and tossed it in a garbage can, then led Carly to the street.


    “That’s it?” she asked, when they were yards away from La Plus Sombre Terre, headed back from where they came.


    “So, you wanted to stay?”


    “No, no, I suppose not,” she replied, though she really would have loved to have stayed and taken the girl’s place on that wall of pain.


    “I thought we’d find a place to fuck, if that’s all right with you,” he said.


    An instant of unimagined pleasure raced down her spine; a physical reaction he was sure to have felt when he was holding her so closely. “That is what you had in mind, isn’t it?” They hadn’t missed a step as they walked in the misty Paris night. He hadn’t looked at her, nor she at him, but they seemed as joined at the hip as any couple in love.


    Carly really didn’t know what to say in response to his direct question, but it was not conversation Byron Haverleigh wanted, just her body and its savage need.


    A single, quivering light burned through the darkness of Haverleigh’s hotel room. Just enough for virtual strangers coupling in the dark, where the mystery and impulse of their meeting could be sustained. No jarring lights, no conversation to burst the erotic mood that swarmed around them.


    Haverleigh sat back in an easy chair and observed his prize while she stood waiting in the shadows. “Take off your clothes for me, Carly. Start with the boots, then the jeans.”


    “May I sit down?” she asked.


    “No. I want you to stand so I can see you,” he replied, in a tone that implied she either obey the order or leave. “The boots and jeans,” he said again.


    She began—the biting lip, the unseen blush and an awkward dance to pull off the thigh-high boots with nothing to help her keep her balance. Each article tossed in a heap beside her was a triumph of will. The boots and jeans removed, she was left with the sweater and hat, waiting for instructions.


    “Let me see your tits,” he said.


    She lifted her sweater above her chest and without his asking pulled it over her head in a single movement.


    “My, my, you girls are more eager every year.” She could see the glint of his white teeth as he spoke; little else was visible in the dark but layers of breathing shadows. She wanted to rub herself, she was that hot. Play with her nipples. Stuff fingers in her pussy. Eager, yes she was eager, despite all the reasons she might have to fear the man. And now his haughty remark only amplified feelings of shame that welled up inside her and urged her to run. What was she doing here? What kind of slut had she become to turn herself into Byron Haverleigh’s newest bauble? What dark forces had he unleashed that drove her into this perilous place? Strangely enough, Tyler was not even a passing thought.


    “On your knees,” he said before she could act on her profound disgrace. Without thinking, she dropped down and crawled toward him until she was at his parted thighs. “You want to suck so bad that you can taste it,” he mocked her while shoving fingers in her mouth. “Is that it? Or do you want something more? You want to be beaten like Sashe, isn’t that right?”


    Still sucking his finger, she looked into his barely visible eyes, wanting, hungering. He could obviously read her mind—so let him read.


    “Yes, beaten. I saw you move against the wall. I saw the craving in your eyes. I know what you want, and if I’m guessing right, you’ve been hearing stories. Rumors abound about me. You think I’m not aware of that? You think I really care? You think that I haven’t been stalked by a dozen women before you? That I don’t know why you want inside my bed?”


    “I don’t think anything like that,” she swore to him.


    “No? Really?” he scowled and grabbed her by the hair. “You lie, girl.”


    “No, sir. I’m driven by a desire to submit.” Though the line might have come straight from Dana’s playbook, there was no trickery in that remark. It was as natural as rain upon her skin, as common as breathing for a submissive female. Of course Dana was right to assign her to this man—though she would never admit that to her. What Haverleigh meant to her was personal and she was definitely here for herself. Screw Dana’s plans. Carly understood better than ever how much she was hard-wired for submission; how much she relished the terror and fantasy that controlled her now.


    “And the club gave you that desire?”


    “No. My life does that on its own.”


    “Then you’re the real deal. The bonafide subbie. A little slave girl, is that it?”


    “If that’s what you want from me?”


    He laughed, letting go her hair, thrusting Carly back on her heels. “Either you’re very practiced in the jargon, or you’re real. I suppose it’s for me to figure out the truth.”


    She offered him no reply.


    “Well, sub Carly, let’s see just how far you’re willing to go for your desires. There’s a bag in the corner of the room,” he motioned behind him with a nod of his head. “You can’t see it now, but you’ll find it once you head that way. Open the zipper. Take out the quirt on top and bring it to me in your mouth. And do it fast. I hate to be kept waiting.”


    Disappearing into the inky darkness only raised her anxiety another notch. The thrumming in her crotch had turned it raw and wet, the spontaneous orgasms firing off almost made her moan. Still, she kept to the task, finding the leather bag open, not closed and the quirt as he said, sticking out of the top, as if it had been waiting for her to snatch it away.


    “Get going!” he jumped on her impatiently when she moved too slowly. Then she scampered back to him with the quirt in her mouth, the handle dangling from one side, the business end at the other.


    The implement hardly seemed formidable at first glance: the long straight shaft and the delicate fall were a graceful weapon. But it struck with a brutal snap, and as Haverleigh leaned back in his chair and thwacked her flesh—breasts, thighs, belly, wherever the quirt could reach—she took the punishment with hardly a moan—although had he enough light to see by, the pain she suffered would have been evident on her face.


    “Too heavy?”


    “No, sir.”


    “All right then.” His enthusiasm was gathering.


    Rising to his feet, Haverleigh strode to the side of the room and turned on a lamp that bathed the room in a soft, yellow glow.


    “C’mere,” he ordered as he moved to a more open space in the luxurious hotel suite. The gold, the glimmer, the schmaltzy glitz of the room was sickening to her eyes; all that luster wasted on her simpler sense of taste. But that was beside the point when the glamour of the man and his wealth was forgotten amid the desire for pain that had suddenly risen up with a vengeance in her hungering body.


    She arrived at his feet and waited for his next comment. “Ass up, subbie!” he ordered.


    Carly dropped her head and shoulders to the floor raising her ass high and wide. The sharp blows that followed nicked her skin, caught meanly against her pussy when they struck the center of her sex, and burned her ass cheeks when they hit soft pliant flesh. Lost. She was lost, sensation building on sensation, each new pain absorbed into her body and setting off a new grinding, pleasurable spasm.


    The cadence went on for several minutes until Carly was overcome and collapsed to her side.


    “Get up!” he barked


    She rose back to position, trembling and fearful, though her arousal seemed to soar even further.


    “That was a stupid thing to do, subbie,” Haverleigh snapped, as he peeled off another dozen cuts in fast succession. “I give you pleasure, but maybe it’s punishment you want.”


    “No, sir, no! I’m so sorry, please.”


    “You can beg, girl, but I’ll do exactly what I want. You clear on that?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    He glared down at her quivering body and her red-streaked ass, then abruptly reached down and pulled her up by the scuff of the neck.


    “Your cunt as good as your ass for taking pain?”


    She stared at him blankly, shaking her head. “I don’t know.”


    “Well, let’s see. In the next room. On the bed.”


    Carly lay back on a rumpled mass of silk sheets that felt cool and soothing to her wounded ass. Even then she ground her hips into the soft fabric and let the orgasmic wave of energy take her again. Even when he used the quirt on her cunt, she was too far gone to care about the pain. One orgasm built on the next and had her belly heaving with lust, her moans rising like sensuous smoke in the heated air.


    At last he fell down against her open crotch and thrust his stiff organ into her pussy, grinding it deep inside until he wounded her tender cervix. Grasping and biting, they came after each other’s flesh and soon were plunged into a mutual orgasm that continued until both had exhausted themselves.


    Several awkward moments followed as they caught their breath, until Haverleigh was cognizant enough to speak. 


    “I imagine you’ll want to return for more?”


    “If you want me.”


    “No. I asked you a question, I want your answer, not some subbie line. You want this again?”


    “Yes, sir,” she stated simply.


    “Good. Now how about you order some sandwiches and beer from the kitchen. I’m starved.”


    She belonged to him now. Carly could feel the truth of that all the way inside her bones. He’d have her as long as he desired, then likely dump her flat.


    Dana would be ecstatic, in Dana’s own subdued way. And maybe Carly would learn something the woman wanted to know, or not. But Carly had her own reasons for continuing, ones she wasn’t yet sure she understood. What she did understand was that for the first time in months, her physical needs were sated. So different than with Tyler. He had left her wanting more of him, never sated, never completely satisfied. Lovers consume each other, she guessed, but as long as the fire keeps burning there’s no completeness, no contentment. The hunger never abates. All they can do is dive back in, again and again and again. And with Tyler now, there was no diving in.


    After sex, the conversation was easy and the sandwiches enough to satisfy her hunger for food. She hoped she’d spend the night, but once the meal was over, Haverleigh made it clear that it was time for her to leave.


    “You’ll be back Thursday night. I’m assuming you can make it. You hassle me about the time, don’t bother coming back. It’s not worth my trouble.”


    “Time’s not a problem. My days are fairly free.”


    “Free? You don’t work?”


    “Not much. I don’t have family but I have the family money, and for now it’s all I need.”


    “Well, how convenient for me,” he said. He studied her carefully, for maybe the first time since their meeting in the hotel bar. “But let me make a few things clear up front. We’ve fairly well covered the fact that I have a need to dominate submissive females, and as a submissive female you’ll do just fine while I’m here in Paris. However, I don’t have relationships with the women who play my slave. It just won’t happen. So if you think that’s where this is headed, then you’d better gather up your clothes and march yourself right out that door and not come back.”


    “Sure. No strings, no relationship. I’m fine with that.”


    “And if you think that you can go running off to the tabloids with your story, hoping you’ll get a few million from me to keep this quiet, or a few million from them for a juicy story, I wouldn’t waste your time. I really don’t care what the tabloids say. I learned a long while ago that they’ll find something sensational to say about me whether it’s true or not. And since public opinion of me isn’t my concern, let them do what they will do. Sort of takes blackmail off the table for enterprising females thinking they can peel away a few mil from my coffers. As for the tabloids, I doubt they have much interest in any affairs of mine that don’t include some Hollywood movie star. Not that you’re not a lovely girl, you’re just not in their league.”


    “I don’t want or need your money, Mr. Haverleigh,” she spoke plainly.


    “Just the sex, right?” he sneered.


    “The submission. Sex was good, but sex is easy to come by. It wouldn’t have been anything that memorable without the submission.”


    “Really?” Her comment seemed to amuse him, given the snickering smile that came her way. “So, why not just play in public dungeons? You can certainly find the same thing there?”


    “They’ve never appealed to me, until maybe tonight. Just too much play acting.”


    “But not what you witnessed tonight?”


    “No, not tonight. That was surprisingly real.”


    His smile was broader now, almost amiable. “Well, you do impress me, knowing the difference between real and fake. Knowing what you want. I can see that we’ll serve each other’s needs without complications. Just don’t let it become anything bigger than that.”


    Carly was thankful that her nervous agitation of the early evening seemed to have passed. All the cards were on the table between them. She’d get what she needed, and wouldn’t be wanting from him what he wouldn’t give. At the same time, she just might spend enough time in Haverleigh’s company to do Dana’s dirty work. This was working out far better than she could have hoped.


    




  




  

    Chapter Five


    
      “You may not like public dungeons but you’ll go with me regardless,” Haverleigh informed Carly on the evening of their third meeting. The second tryst had been little but a repeat of their first night, but without the drama and excitement of that first humble crawl to his feet. Hard punishment, ravishing sex, and for another forty-eight hours, the wounds in Carly’s psyche over the missing Tyler McBride were assuaged. But obviously, Haverleigh had other plans for their third encounter.


    “Yes, sir. It’s really up to you what we do,” she replied like a dutiful submissive would.


    Remembering the envy of that first night in La Plus Sombre Terre, she was actually excited by the idea of submission in a public venue, and wondering if she’d be tied to the bamboo poles and beaten.


    However, the challenge she faced in the dungeon was nothing quite as simple as a simple beating, and it began long before she entered the smoky club.


    She wore a collar and cuffs, her hair in a long braid, and a cloak to cover what was naked. The leash was a little alarming, and perhaps her first cause for hesitation when Haverleigh insisted that he lead her on the street as his leashed pet.


    Dana’s words echoed through her mind again—perhaps the woman knew more about Haverleigh’s secret fetish than she did. He wanted a pet and that was what she would be. The man took his sex games seriously and if she wanted to play in his world, she would need to accept the demands he placed on her no matter how outrageous.


    To her surprise, the leashed walk on the Paris street was less embarrassing than she expected, mostly because the street was nearly deserted at that hour, with just a few pedestrians there to take note of her being led like an obedient subject. There were risks, however. Although her naked body was hidden by the cloak, the wind would occasionally whip open the front and expose her naked upper thighs nearly to her crotch. It would have been especially mortifying if someone had seen that her master had colored her shaved cunt lips and her nipples with a shocking shade of red lipstick—that garish display would be embarrassing enough once she was uncloaked inside La Plus Sombre Terre. When she saw the costume in the hotel room mirror, she found it titillating in a bizarre sort of way. But to show herself like that in public? Never! It simply crossed the line.


    When she expressed her concerns about her costume while still in Haverleigh’s hotel suite, he’d simply shrugged.


    “But this is so…so vulnerable.” She’d pointed out how easily the cloak would open.


    “Yes, and isn’t that what excites you?” He liked to tease, though always with a cruel twist, the prerogative of a dominant man. Her body reacted to his comments with a sudden stunning rush of orgasmic energy, which made her wonder just how much degradation she could take. Obviously, more than she ever expected, since so far, she had not yet run and hid.


    “So, are you going, or not?”


    She smiled self-consciously, “I guess I’m going.”


    “Good girl. But you better behave yourself tonight. No more balking,” he warned. “Or else I’ll write ‘beat me’ across your breasts and ass and let the whole place have you.” Another nervous quake shot through her system, which made him laugh under his breath. “If you think a bit of brief public exposure is a deal breaker then you’d better rethink our arrangement because, trust me, there are even better ways of causing you embarrassment. I’ve only begun to devise my plans for you.”


    Thankfully, the gusty wind on the Paris street did little more than rattle her nerves and her private parts remained hidden from view. However, by the time she reached the club, Carly’s nerves were at the frayed edges and she was glad to walk into an environment where her unusual attire was welcome and those frayed edges could smooth out.


    Haverleigh donned his mask, which seemed to be the custom for the dominant males, while the submissives all remained with their faces in full view. He waited to uncloak her, leading her through the club on the leash until he found a group of men who appeared to have anticipated his coming.


    A brisk conversation followed leading up to the unveiling, where Carly was thrust into the center of a circle of men and the cloak was dramatically stripped away. Collared, cuffed, lipsticked and leashed, she bowed her head like a scolded pup and let the comments that came her way bounce off her like pingpong balls—intended to hurt, but having little effect other than a benign sting. One by one the men came forward and probed her body like she was a piece of meat. She gasped as one finger, then two, then three were inserted into her rectum—a sudden jolt that shocked her, though this shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Haverleigh had quite deliberately greased her asshole before they left for the night, leading her to believe that this was because he planned to fuck there. Nothing had been said about the probing fingers of strange men brutally fucking her ass, but it was a disgrace to which she surrendered with a submissive’s innate acquiescence.


    As the inspection continued, no one held back on the painful pinches to her cunt lips or her rouged nipples, and in time, the lipstick that had highlighted her private parts was smeared all over her body. One snide male even streaked her cheek with red as he wiped his hand against her face.


    Though she shuddered with embarrassment all through the ordeal, she was profoundly aroused nonetheless—and this was just the start of her torment.


    Following the vulgar inspection came the long slow crawl on hands and knees through every room in La Plus Sombre Terre’s cavernous dungeons. Gritty with street dirt and hard on her knees, the floor proved to be more of a challenge than she expected. How could a simple crawl be worse than being fondled by a half dozen men? Her hands were filthy and her knees ached from the hard surface, but that was not the worst.


    While making the humiliating crawl, she was regarded as no more than a dog, not even a dog, but a beast, to be kicked and sat on and scorned with cutting verbal slights. But even that was not the end of it. After having submitting to another invasion of her ass by a probing hand, her ass was suddenly impaled by a fat dildo to which a horsehair tail had been attached.


    “Oh, please no!” had been her involuntary protest as she jerked violently and ripped the dildo out with her hand. “Please, I can’t,” she added, less vehemently this time, with her sorry eyes seeking the impaler’s sympathy in hopes he’d change his mind.


    This would be her last protest. Not a second later, Haverleigh grabbed the dog collar at her throat and shoved her back against the hard cement.


    “What rights have you here, bitch!” he scowled. “What right do you have to complain?”


    She looked into his threatening eyes, scared but intensely aroused—this was one game she’d never played.


    “None, sir,” she said.


    “That’s right. None. Now, go to the man’s feet and whimper like the little canine bitch you have become. And take the tail with you when you do so he can put it back where it belongs.”


    Carly stared at him in shock. The impact of the singular moment had sent her mind reeling; her heart was madly beating, and because Haverleigh clutched her crotch with his hand and shook it viciously, her entire sex seemed caught up in an orgasm that thundered through her as if it would never end.


    Shoving her off as he let go, Carly scrambled to her hands and knees again and, with the dildo in one hand moved in the direction of the man she’d slighted.


    She nuzzled her head against his leg and whimpered like a dog, drawing from some unknown source within her the means to carry out her master’s order. The dildo/tail went in again, shoved even deeper into the violated space. Though her embarrassment was running high, some strange satisfaction seemed to accompany the degrading act and she would have continued nuzzling the man’s leg indefinitely had Haverleigh not finally pulled her away.


    “Now, show off your tail and that saucy ass,” he ordered.


    Surrounded by a growing crowd of men, Carly wiggled her upturned ass and whimpered dog-like, as she circled in their midst, waiting for her next command—or a merciful halt to the demeaning spectacle. Ordered to chase her tail, she did that too, while suffering mocking jeers and snide remarks and trying to repel the feelings of lust these acts inspired. Her mind rebelled but her body won the fight, with each new demand performed as if she relished such degradation.


    Finally, Haverleigh clipped the leash to her collar and led her away, with a trail of men, the hangers-on and thrill seekers, following closely at his heels until they reached a demonstration room where she was hauled up on a crude wooden table.


    Haverleigh stroked her ass soothingly. “And how does the ass plug feel now?”


    “Tight, sir.”


    He began to work it gently at first, then picking up speed and force, he was soon pummeling her ass with the immovable rod, the hairs of the horsehair tail flying as he did. The insides of her body hurt, but the swell of sexual energy was strong and growing with every thrust.


    “I think this randy bitch protests too much!” he exclaimed.


    By now the war between body and sanity had been won, with her body eating up each new abuse with another thundering reply. Each round of shame sent her desire to curious new heights. She recorded all these responses in her mind, though she would not be thinking of anything so concrete until long after the session was over. Maybe days later would she appreciate what happened at La Plus Sombre Terre, but for the moment all her energies were consumed by the wondrously terrible things she was made to suffer.


    The rod inside her ass seemed to move deeper with every shove, as if the channel had no end and her body could simply swallow it whole. When, abruptly, the thing was withdrawn, Carly was stunned by the suddenness of the move. Her insides had become so attuned to the beating motion that she actually missed its vile presence. However, she had not long to wait before a hand, Haverleigh’s hand she assumed, was taking that same journey into the darkest regions of her physical body.


    She lurched forward, nearly collapsing altogether when he made his first forceful shove, and was immediately brought back in place.


    “A bolster.” He called to someone on the side of the room. A thick leather bolster miraculously appeared and was stuffed beneath her torso, making certain that she wouldn’t fall forward again. There were straps to tie her torso in place, strategically placed around her middle, chains to hold her arms down, a bar to keep her knees spread wide and a clamp that attached her collar to the table’s surface. With the efficiency of a pit crew, the men in the room rendered her powerless, taking from her the means to control any aspect of this situation.


    Bondage was not her favorite kinky sport, though it might have been that night. Something rare was happening inside her submissive being that allowed her to welcome the bliss in becoming a helpless toy. Haverleigh’s overpowering energy was inside her, moving through veins and bones, settling deep in the heart of her psyche. He’d already showed off his dominant prowess in unquestioned form, but he was still not done with her, nor finished demonstrating to what depths his sadistic passions could plummet.


    She seemed fused to the table now that she was bound. Fused and readied for the final assault. The feel of his hand inside her ass was her first clue how far he’d take this game. She knew then, during those first toying insertions of his fingers, where the scene would finally end. She prepared herself, relaxing as much as her body and the strained position would allow. A mantra in her head kept repeating, let go, Carly, let go! And so she let go her aversion to the impalement and the pain of having her asshole so crudely breeched. Haverleigh would have his way with her despite her fears. Let go, Carly let go! The words themselves soothed her, calming her frantic spirit, and soon her body widened to receive him. Even the accompanying pain seemed to fuel arousal, not disgust or despair. Haverleigh’s ownership of her seemed complete, while for nearly twenty minutes, his fist insistently made its way into that dark channel. Several times, the pain made her want to shout for him to stop. But before she could even form the words, her inner mind answered the unvoiced exclamation with whispered words of encouragement. You will hold on, you will! Let go, Carly, let go!


    She cried when her master’s thick knuckles finally burst through the tight space and she found his whole hand inside her ass.


    Cumming! Suddenly, violently. She could hardly believe it possible but her entire body seemed caught up in the powerful combustible heat that discharged from that place. She rode his hand, groaning and crying out… realizing only much later that she was begging for the fucking. “Faster, harder, please please pleeeeeeeeeeeeese! Yes, yes, yes, keep on please!” were her own words, ones Haverleigh could spit back at her should she ever try to deny the pleasure she experienced that night.


    Haverleigh shed the latex glove before her open eyes. The commotion in her body had fallen away, and she could peer up enough to see his somber face. His eyes had been glittering with sadistic lust when she first saw them; and though his satisfaction with the scene was plainly evident, it was obvious that he was still not finished.


    Sensing there would be more abuse, she closed her eyes again and waited.


    She listened as a debate followed; the men discussing with Haverleigh the possible uses for a female slave as compliant as she’d been. They spoke in French, although the French words were as familiar to Carly as English ones, so she knew exactly what might follow next. Talk of beatings and bondage that would make even the most submissive female squirm had Carly grappling with her fears again. And yet, she had a feeling that their bold discussion was just hypothetical, meant to fuck with her brain and nothing more.


    No effort was made to release her as the energy of the room finally subsided to something more normal. Even with her eyes closed, she could feel a number of the crowd retreating from the scene. This was fine with her. Now that her body had been plundered, her only desire was to be left alone with her vulnerability.


    But she was not alone.


    Haverleigh was there through it all: the brisk conversations, the retreat of the men, the jibes and barbs meant to lay on the psychic sting a submissive thrives on. His presence was obvious to her, and maybe she wanted this too. Given where her twisted mind had been led that night, perhaps his presence was some comfort amongst a crowd of strangers.


    It was terribly quiet in that dungeon room, so quiet that she finally opened her eyes to see what kind of world she’d find. The transformation jerked her into a new reality. The calm after the stormy hour of her debasement seemed surreal now. And Haverleigh’s eyes were almost kind as he sat on a stool by the wall and watched her as he smoked a cigarette.


    “You want a drag?” he asked.


    She shook her head, not ready to speak.


    “You want to get down from there?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I imagine you’ll be a little stiff tomorrow. But then that’s the price you pay for good sex. Right?” He stood up and moved her way, still smoking, distant as ever with his emotions, but profoundly sexy. “Just one more thing I want from you, and for this I don’t want you zoning out like some sexual zombie.”


    Sexual zombie? Was that what she was?


    He almost smiled as he gazed down at her, though there was something evil about that grin. Taking one last puff on his cigarette, he suddenly squashed the glowing ash against her ass and moved in behind her. No ceremony. No preamble. He’d obviously been sporting a hard erection for some minutes; with little effort he sunk his organ neatly into her much used backdoor and fucked her until he came with a low and gravelly groan.


    He reached deep and pinched her clitoris as he withdrew from her ass, and held it tightly until he felt her body wrench one more time in a quick climactic surge.


    The hour was late and the streets nearly deserted when Haverleigh led his leashed pet back toward his car and shoved the cloaked Carly inside. She curled up in the back seat of the car no different than a tired poodle might. Perhaps the reason he led her to the hotel’s rear entrance, rather than through the lobby, was that he knew that she was exhausted, hardly able to put one foot in front of the other. Perhaps it was just more convenient for him. Regardless, she was thankful for her small reprieve from the role of pet as they took the service elevator to his room.


    Haverleigh was particularly effusive with the conversation once they arrived back in his room. He needed a drink and kindly offered her one; he even allowed her the privilege of sitting in a chair as he mused about their evening, mostly things of no consequence to her, at least until his mood seemed to harden from its more affable manner, and he leaned forward to secure her fixed interest. His smile could be devastating—the man utterly reeked with charm, even when he wasn’t in front of cameras and an adoring public. His easy charisma wasn’t an act, though Carly hadn’t been sure until then. Even after all the sex and humiliation that night, her body was still humming with arousal attached specifically to Byron Haverleigh.


    “Here you thought we’d play a few simple sex games and you’d get screwed to the bed.” He waited for her response and when there was none—“Is that what you thought?”


    “I haven’t known what to think. Much of this is new to me.”


    “Is it?”


    “Yes, sir.” As exhausted as she was, she didn’t have much energy for following dominant/submissive protocol, but she thought she’d better use the formal ‘sir’, since she was still very much his captive—even with no cuffs and chains.


    “Then tonight was a good initiation into the way I play. It’s not going to be simple B&D. No old-fashioned fucking—which, frankly, I find boring. I’ve consigned it to when I need to make the right impression on the right woman. But it won’t be like that between you and me, pet. I’m not an affectionate man and I’m not an easy Dom. Now that you’ve seen me in action, you’d better decide if you still want to stick it out. I’d understand if you didn’t. But I’d rather know now than waste my time with you.”


    “Boy, you can be cold,” was the only thing she could think to say.


    He smiled. “Yes, or hot, depending on my mood. Does the burn on your ass still hurt?”


    “I actually haven’t thought about it.”


    “I’ve scarred a few women that way and some loved it. They were even distressed when those scars faded until the skin was normal. Some subbie women like that tangible proof of their submission. You think you’re one?”


    “I’ve never thought about it.”


    “Never?”


    “Never. I said this was new for me, sir.”


    “How refreshing. It’s too often I end up with hardened bottoms who just get off on pain and shock value, which I’m very good at giving. True submissives, a real rarity. If you’re really one and not just playing an excellent game.”


    How could she reply to that?


    “So, you plan to stick it out or split?”


    She could feel herself being toyed with; the carrot of her darkest desires being dangled before her eyes. But despite the obvious manipulation, her mind and body had no will to resist its allure.


    “How can I leave when you have me collared?” she said, with the shy reticence of a good submissive—a bit of manipulation of her own. After all, she still had Dana’s mission in mind, even though that was not a motivating force.


    Her reprieve from being Haverleigh’s pet didn’t last long. The night would be her first all-nighter with her master, but it would be as unconventional as the rest of her evening. Once she made her decision, she was knocked back into the role of canine bitch, and was led to a corner of his bedroom where the collar at her throat was tethered to a ring bolt in the wall. Someone had deliberately placed it there. Odd for an upscale hotel, but then this was Byron Haverleigh and he would get whatever he wanted.


    There in that cool corner of the room she slept with just the cloak to cover her naked body. Though her arms and legs were left free of restraints, she quickly spiraled back down into the state of surrender she loved and curled up like a child. After just a few wakeful moments, she fell sound asleep until sometime in the night when she was awakened by the sound of voices in the next room.


    ***


    Was it a single voice or just her master’s she heard?


    It took some moments for Carly’s mind to function again. The weight of sleep kept drawing her deeper into the sweet oblivion of her slumber.


    But then there were words, cruel words and hard talk and a reminder of her mission for Dana suddenly vanished the idea of submission into a small corner of her mind…


    The more he spoke, the more his words alarmed her.


    “…You keep your friends close, you’re enemies closer, I’ve told you that before… Yes, I have the matter handled… she doesn’t dare threaten me…yes, yes, yes… I’m always cautious even though I wrap my suspicions in an amiable garb. Yes, right. Next Thursday, same place. I have it covered…just don’t be late. I won’t wait more than sixty seconds at the gate… right. I understand the importance but I’m not about to be exposed… I do this for my reasons, remember that…”


    There was more, but it seemed he was moving in the room while talking on his cell phone, so his voice faded in and out, and the rest of the conversation was lost. Who was the ‘she’ he referred to…was it her that Haverleigh was talking about? That was just the first of many questions that popped into her mind… and here she was securely tethered in the corner of his hotel bedroom with no way out.


    




  




  

    Chapter Six


    
      Carly delivered her message to Dana using the private phone she’d been given by the security agents. Tell me everything, anything, whether you think it’s useful or not… Those were the woman’s instructions.


    “You think I’m still safe?” Carly finally asked.


    “I would think so,” Dana replied, “given what you’ve told me. I doubt this ‘she’ you’re worried about is you. I doubt if you’re anything to him but his latest sub. I’d let you know if I thought otherwise. But just to be sure, you contact me after every session. I want to know what’s going on, what demands he makes on you, where he takes you. Be careful, but don’t worry yourself. Your movements will be watched.”


    Carly was jittery after the conversation, unconvinced that Dana knew much about Byron Haverleigh. Yet despite the caution button that kept getting punched, her sexual desire led her forward, a want, a need unlike she’d felt before driving her onward toward a man who knew how to take her places no one she’d known had even dared to envision. He would soon be an obsession, if he weren’t already, and this scared her as much as the thought that her life was in danger being Dana’s mole.


    Every few days, Haverleigh ordered her up like he would a juicy steak and stuck knives into her sense of calm with sessions in submission that left her as exhausted and sated as she’d been the night at La Plus Sombre Terre.



    Fire and ice, a violet wand and bound suspension awaited Carly in the dungeon the next time they ventured there for an evening playing with his sadist and her desire for pain. She was brutally punished after a full blown interrogation and judgment—all set-up beforehand, she later realized. She stood in the center of a bare room, one bare light bulb dangling from the ceiling, while several men circled her like wolves. Haverleigh was not among them; instead of spearheading the attack, he smugly waited on the sidelines watching as her accusers rifled off question after question. Mostly the interrogation revolved around her slutty behavior, her need for pain, humiliation, and groveling submission. Each barked command and pointed inquiry took her deeper into her most foul desires. Some came with sharp snaps of a whip or a paddle cracked hard against her ass. And though she began the interrogation fully dressed, by the time it finally ended she was stark naked, driven down to a sniveling supplicant crawling on that dirty dungeon floor. The comment was made, an informational aside that she heard in passing from some unknown party, that the floor was never swept since it didn’t matter if a sub was subjected to such filth. Why would a master care? What right did a sub have to complain? Humiliation was a game she hated in her mind, though she found herself responding without resistance to the powerful draw of this strangely erotic state of surrender. Where had these desire come from? she kept asking herself, only to return to her original verdict when it came to kinky sex. Don’t question, just do what feels good at the time. It will never make sense. 


    A dreamy state of arousal continued for another few weeks, as Carly lived between one session with Haverleigh and the next, increasingly anxious for his next call. At first it seemed that Tyler and Haverleigh held an equal place in her mind—yes, she still held out hope for Tyler and all that her lover promised. But weeks without a call from Tyler to secure their bond required she do something to assuage the wretched disappointment that would otherwise have sent her into days of miserable depression.


    She was weak to fall so quickly into Haverleigh’s hands, she could admit that. Either weak or bluntly realistic. Tyler had said he was often out of reach for months at a time—but out of reach where? In the most dangerous places on earth; and she was expected not to be concerned? Self protection, that would have been her rationale for her unfaithful behavior to him, in case the worst happened and she never heard from him again, or he even worse, he wound up dead. Journalists died, just like soldiers died in war zones. Maybe that cold fact was what pushed her in the direction of her sexual master, maybe she needed the extremes to fend off her mounting anxiety over his absence. Maybe when Haverleigh finally left Paris and she was forced to deal with reality for days on end without the heavy S&M she’d finally wake up and grieve. For now, she left grieving for another day. She’d grieved too much already in her young life.


    She could hardly face the irony of her situation; being weirdly bound to yet another unreliable relationship. Had she learned nothing from her parents? Even though their deaths had had nothing to do with their careers, it still seemed like the anxiety of sudden loss was doomed to be her ready companion.  Were there no safe relationships where one could hang one’s hat? Yes, she was sure they existed somewhere, but they were probably the boring ones that would never hold her interest.


    She was thankful for Byron Haverleigh. He made no pretense about loving her. Any affection was rare, maybe a small smidgen after a lot of brutalizing domination, maybe. On those occasions, he could be kind with an affectionate pat on the rear, or he could be as cold as ice just as easily, still caught up in the master’s role when he finally went to sleep and, waking in the same mood, dismiss her without so much as a smile, a thank you or a kind word.


    “Get out of here,” he’d told her one morning; this was after she’d been hung from the rafters at La Plus Sombre Terre and beaten the night before.


    She’d left, afraid she’d done something wrong, something unforgivable and that he’d never order her back. But of course he did…just as soon as he needed his sadistic fix again. With the same expectation of her consent, he called her up and demanded her immediate submission. Another of many demands she would swiftly obey.


    ***


    Had that first day, Haverleigh suspected something fishy about the blonde sub he’d met in the hotel bar? The one who shoved her purse in his path?


    The thought had weighed heavily in Carly’s mind since that first overhead conversation and the mention of the mysterious ‘she’. Only a few other such conversations contained enough information to pass on to Dana, who always seemed interested in her reports, even though Carly doubted that they gave her anything useful about Haverleigh and his suspected covert activities. Regardless, concerns for her safety were in the back of her mind every time he had her bound in private—in public she knew there was some safety in the company of others. But alone? How could she be sure that he wouldn’t flip on her, or accuse her of being a spy? What would she do then knowing that she was such an abysmal liar? Carly’s fears would not let up, yet as easily as these thoughts came to mind, she tossed them off as soon as she heard his voice on the other end of the phone. Her worries only threatened to destroy the submissive eroticism she enjoyed and hard sex she craved.


    But could she dismiss her fears forever? Lines like, I should keep you in chains…perhaps I’ll take you with me, lock you in my own dungeon…better I should keep you out of trouble… could be disturbing when one read between the lines, assuming what Dana believed about the man was true. On the other hand, they might just be a master’s psychological manipulation of their sub. Time spent at La Plus Sombre Terre had taught her a great deal about masters and slaves. She watched, she listened, seeking out from the masters and slaves she found there the similarities to her own relationship with Haverleigh. There were obvious comparisons. So did she need to be concerned?


    What she relied on was that if her situation turned dangerous, she would feel it in her gut and be gone in a heartbeat. Her friend Hans had a cabin in Germany; or she could always land on Martina’s doorstep in Naples; even simpler, she could take the train from Paris to London where she could disappear in a teaming city and not be easily traced.


    Two days in the heavy bondage of ropes and chains, tied to the eye-bolt in Haverleigh’s hotel room was Carly’s latest cause for alarm. When he suddenly showed up after being gone for hours and brusquely released her, basically telling her to scram now, she was on the one hand relieved to be free, on the other hand curious. Curious enough to remain sequestered in the hotel lobby to check out who might be visiting her master’s hotel suite. Why else would he dismiss her so fast? Unlike the times he just wanted her gone after a grueling night of sex, there was an unaccustomed agitation in the man’s behavior that suggested it was imperative that she was no where around.


    As she watched from her hidden corner in the lobby, a couple of men in suits arrived, and were sent up the elevator to Haverleigh’s room. Since there were only four suites on that floor, and she knew that two were empty, and the other was occupied by a honeymoon couple who were not taking visitors, it was reasonable to assume that the two men were on their way to see Byron Haverleigh. They spoke in low voices, nothing specific that Carly could hear, but the language was not one she recognized. Hardened faces, bullish demeanor, furtive whispering, this was taking on all the characteristics of a spy movie. Trying to remember every detail of their appearance so she could describe the men to Dana, she left the hotel and made her way directly to Au Printemps nearby where she could easily blend in with the other shoppers in the enormous department store. As soon as she found an empty lavatory, she made her call.


    Ever faithful to her steady as a rock disposition, Dana once again assured her that there was no cause to worry. And yet, Carly was hardly relieved; the weird feeling in her gut would not let go. After exiting the lavatory, she stopped at a café for something to eat then called a friend and spent the afternoon strolling through a museum. She was seeking a little normalcy to stave off the jitters, and by the time she headed home she had calmed considerably.


    The lights were coming on as she walked in the direction of her flat, the glitter of Paris reminding her of Tyler. How long had it been now? Nearly two months she guessed. As she had so many times in those two months, Carly reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone looking for a message she might have missed when she turned off the phone in the museum.


    She stopped short, nearly paralyzed for fifteen seconds. Then suddenly her body raced with a feeling of giddiness she hadn’t felt since—well, since that first night with Tyler.


    Tyler! Yes, it was Tyler! She was about to cry. Of all the times to call, he’d chosen earlier in the afternoon. She could have kicked herself knowing she’d missed him, but he’d left a message. She raced up the steps leading to her flat, ready to bound to her couch and settle in to listen to his beautiful voice.


    But her plan was abruptly aborted as soon as she opened the door. A thousand shivers raced down her spine at breakneck speed. She nearly lost her balance as all the life seemed to drain from her body for the next few seconds.


    “Oh fuck!” she gasped aloud and that intense feeling in her gut returned.


    She stood in wonder, having zero idea what to do as she stared in horror at her ransacked flat. Tables overturned, pillows slashed, broken glass everywhere, and the creepy feeling that whoever had done this was still close by—either that or this had been recently done and the frenetic energy that accomplished the horror was still running rampant through the only place she knew as home.


    Dana, Dana, Dana, please, please answer! 
Two, three, four times she called in rapid succession listening to the empty sound of the ringing fuck with her panicked brain. Finally, a strange hello.


    “Carly, it is you, isn’t it?”


    Yes, of course. In the middle of sex—Carly couldn’t mistake the sound of the woman in the midst of making love. The husky tone and a certain delirium were familiar, suggesting that she wasn’t altogether there, not yet.


    “My apartment’s been ransacked, Dana!” She wanted to scream but she knew better. She was on the sidewalk down the street from the horror that had made her flee, standing in the comfort of passing strangers, taking solace in their numbers.


    It took a moment for Carly’s words to register on the other end of the phone, and when they did, Dana’s reply was crystal clear, not a trace of her previous erotic state remained.


    “Take a taxi to the embassy now. We’ll have someone check out your flat.”


    “I want to be home, Dana,” she was in tears.


    “And you will be, darling, you will, soon as we know it’s safe.”


    Two long hours later, Carly heard the distant sound of Tyler’s voice drive her deeper into the well of emotions that had been stirred up that day.


    “Damn I miss you!” had been his first exclamation.


    “And I thought you’d never call.” She fought to hold back her tears.


    “I was beginning to think the same thing. But I’m back in Istanbul safe and sound. And it’s too damn lonely. All I can think of is you. I wish you were here.”


    “Do you really want me there?”


    “Of course, I do. I’ve been miserable…”


    “Then how about I come to Istanbul—now, today?” Only after the words were out of her mouth did she realize how impulsive and desperate she sounded.


    “What? You mean really it?” he came back, shocked.


    “Yes, yes, I mean it.” She could feel her excitement well-up as she spoke. “I want to be as close to you as I can. I’ll leave as soon as I can get a ticket. I’ll be there, I will.”


    Tyler had no idea the true source of her tear-filled words; she wasn’t sure that she could ever tell him the kind of awful truth that lay at the heart of her last couple of months. It frankly hadn’t dawned on her until that moment that her relationship with Tyler would truly come to this. Seeing him again had been no more than a fairytale for the last few weeks, and even more remote once the master/slave relationship with Haverleigh took hold. But her affair with Haverleigh was over. Even if it could be proved that he wasn’t responsible for ransacking her flat, she wouldn’t go back. All the fears had just kept piling on, whether justified or not, and exploded on her as soon as she saw the old rag doll she clung to as a child lying on the hardwood floor, one leg severed at the thigh.


    Carly’s declaration of her plans left Tyler stunned, and a long silence ate up the next minute until he finally spoke again. His voice was almost weak with excitement. “Carly, I want nothing more than that. I mean if you could really be here…I mean it, I swear, I’d marry you. I would.”


    She sat back, trying to breathe. The gravity of this unexpected turn left her as stunned as her lover was.


    ***


    Carly was on the plane to Istanbul forty-eight hours later courtesy of the State Dept. They had their reservations about the location of her quick getaway, but she insisted with a firmly stated, “If you won’t send me there, I’ll go by myself.”


    Relenting to her strong desire, the government officials made the arrangements and put her in touch with the American Embassy attaché.


    It was never determined that Haverleigh was responsible for the break-in of her flat. But Dana wasn’t about to let her continue with the assignment any more than Carly was willing to return. The last tidbits of information she’d gleaned that day had been helpful to Dana’s investigation, suggesting that she was probably right to question the man’s activities given the identity of the visitors Carly spied going to his suite.


    




  




  

    Chapter Seven


    
      The city was hot and noisy and filled with smells and tastes that jarred her senses. She walked with him arm and arm through the market, feeling her body on the verge of overload. Grounding her was a steady heart beating at one with Tyler’s. Since her arrival in Istanbul, the two had locked on to the same sensuous wavelength and were riding the same erotic high.


    Istanbul was right for her, so was Tyler McBride. She was as sure as she would ever be that at his side was where she belonged, where fate demanded she be.


    Byron Haverleigh was no more than a dream to her now—an out-of-reality experience that she would never return to—his shady sexuality would remain a piece of her past that she could recall as surreal, rather than factual. If she pretended this long enough she’d eventually come to believe it true.


    They’d tumbled onto the mattress in his sweltering apartment as soon as they arrived there from the airport. Their naked bodies like heated infernos, their clothes were stripped from their bodies in seconds like tattered rags. Tyler’s first plunge into her velvety love hole set off a climax in Carly that drew him deeper into her body where she intended to hold him forever. She clung to him in desperation, while his ferocious kisses and groping hands left her breathless, while the driving action of his cock ramming inside her belly fired her up for another climax.


    The violent coupling bore some resemblance to dark sex with Haverleigh, though it was as far from that as night is to day within Carly’s buoyant emotions. There were stinging spanks to her naked rear and worshipful blowjobs on her knees, a few pinched nipples in-between that brought tears to her eyes while making her body spike with arousal. Shades of submissive behavior appeared everywhere, though the words of dominance and submission were never uttered. He demanded so little of her, but she gave him everything she was, content at last to be with a man who loved her, one who cared about their mutual pleasure, not just his own.


    He craved her as deeply as she craved him, and was willing to say so; something a dominant man like Haverleigh would never do.


    When he sat back in a chair recovering from their last lovemaking, she sluttily crawled to him on hands and knees, looking up through heavily-lidded eyes, which brought a sly smile to his boyish face.


    “I’m going to marry a randy little slut, aren’t I?” he announced proudly.


    “Yes, sir,” she giggled. Having reached his open thighs, she toyed with his dangling balls, salivating at the chance to suck the sensuous flesh. “May I?” she asked, as if she needed permission.


    Weaving his hand through her hair, Tyler held it tight enough to cause her pain. She breathed deeply letting the gentle pain work its way through her body. “You do like it rough, don’t you?” he observed.


    “Sometimes,” she coyly replied.


    He pulled her hair a little harder and her body seemed to swoon on the painful sensations.


    “Hmm, you can do that more.”


    “And I will, but first you suck me,” his voice had deepened as the feral demands of his body took hold again.


    Carly lifted his balls in her hand and rolled them across her palm, then bending down, she laved them with her tongue, taking each gently in her mouth and sucking until she heard his pleasured sigh. His cock was growing hard again, jutting from his thatch of pubic hair proud and firm.


    “Shall I suck this too, sir?” she asked.


    His eyes glittered darkly, a smoky quality to them as sexual as the air they breathed. “Yeah, but all the way down your throat this time,” he said.


    She loved how he took command in the most non-threatening way, easing himself under her skin with her barely realizing what he’d done. There’d be no harsh commands to take her down this low, but then wasn’t all that dom/sub stuff just fantasy that could never last? Away from Byron Haverleigh’s sinister charms it certainly seemed so. When she had Tyler McBride loving her, it became easy to rationalize away her submissive needs, or perhaps put them in their proper perspective.


    Down her throat proved so difficult that Carly gagged several times before the rhythm of the blowjob took hold. But Tyler insisted and she liked that. What had begun as a sensuous tease ended with Tyler fucking her face with a force that matched anything Haverleigh had done. She was light-headed afterwards, and sat back on her heels, still kneeling on the floor as she stared up at him in wonder.


    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked concerned.


    “Oh, far from it. I like bold and decisive men.”


    “Then I guess I’ll have to be bold and decisive with you. Get on the bed, Carly, I want to abuse you with my mouth.” His eyes lit rather devilishly, which had her giggling again. So did the way he raped her body with his mouth and tongue and teeth, beginning with her neck and behind her ear, kissing and nibbling his way to her navel and her tender sides, finally teasing his way into the valley between her quivering thighs.


    “You are merciless, Tyler McBride!” she finally cried out.


    “And you hate it?”


    “No, my love, no. I love everything you do to me.”


    His mouth finally covered her swollen clit and sucked her until she came so hard and so long that she finally had to end it. “Tyler, please!” She pulled away and sank into the bed exhausted by her emotions as much as she was exhausted by the sex.


    “What? You can’t take anymore?” he laughed.


    “Just a break, that’s all I need.”


    “Maybe then, we should do something else for a while. Take to the streets, hit the city and a few markets. Besides, there’s a little place I found I want to show you.”


    The two ate dinner at a small café, the food authentic Turkish cuisine, then they walked further along the city streets and through the markets, until Tyler finally stopped at a small wooden gate in a high stucco wall.


    “What’s this?”


    “The place I wanted to show you.” His eyes lit as if the place were truly special.


    Inside they found a small cool grotto with trees and vines and a splashing fountain, the kind of out-of-the-way place where she could sit and dream. Her anxiety had been running high the entire two days she’d been in Istanbul, but here in this serene garden away from the sights and sounds of the city something in her seemed to settle.


    “Tyler, this is beautiful!”


    “It’s a Christian chapel; my friend Ismet brought me here, and I come now alone to think. Probably the closest thing to prayer I do, but I find my center here in this place.”


    “I can see why.”


    They sat together on a stone bench and drank in the fragrance of the trellised flowers dangling from above.


    “We can get married here anytime,” he said.


    Several times since they’d reconnected on the phone Tyler had mentioned the married word, but until that moment, she hadn’t taken him seriously.


    “You really mean that?”


    “I do, Carly. I love you. I want to marry you. What reason do we have to wait, not when we’re in love as we are?”


    If her brain had had a chance to dwell on Tyler’s proposal it might have taken days for her to come up with an answer, and even then she would have been unsure. Marriage had never been part of her life script, at least the one she’d been following for her last few years—not that there was anything reasoned or orderly about the way she lived her life. But instead of tying her mind and emotions in a knot by trying to come up with a reasoned response, she opted for what she’d done so many times in the past and let the spontaneous feel of the moment decide for her.


    “You’re right, why wait? What better time could there be than now?” As if a heavy weight had been lifted from her, she gave Tyler a huge hug and clung to him, unwilling to let go.


    They’d spent five days with each other out of three months, and knew so little about the other, but whatever facts they had were enough to push them forward in a direction that would alter their lives forever.


    ***


    There was only time for a brief honeymoon before Tyler was to return to the field—his latest assignment had been moved up two weeks. When he returned to the apartment from a meeting with his supervisor, Carly could see the fire in his eyes the moment he walked in.


    “Something’s wrong,” she looked up at him worried.


    “I thought I’d have more time. I’m so sorry, they are sending me back at the end of next week.”


    “To where?”


    “Afghanistan, where I was before.”


    “You’ve been in Afghanistan?”


    “Didn’t I tell you?”


    “No. But I sort of assumed it was either there or Iraq.”


    “I’m not sure there’s much difference.” He looked distracted and petulant.


    “Hey, husband! Tyler!” she tried to pull him from his thoughts. “I’m all packed for our honeymoon. You’d better too, or we’ll miss the train.”


    He stared right past her for a moment, then seemed to connect back to reality, with his eyes landing on hers.


    “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind. And I tend to brood when I’m worried.”


    She was worried too. For the second time she’d had a mistaken impression of the time she’d have with Tyler before he’d be swept from her company by the obligations of a career he could not ignore. Her initial emotion was betrayal. But was that fair? Would it have changed her mind about marrying him? No. This was his career and she had walked eyes open into the marriage. If she planned to be a good wife to Tyler McBride, she’d learn to live with these interruptions.


    In a small Mediterranean hotel in SW Turkey they resumed the sexual antics that had kept them in bed most of their waking and sleeping hours—just what a honeymoon should be. The rest of their time together was taken up by romantic walks on the beach and staring into each other’s eyes as they ate delicious Turkish food in one of the quaint cafés under the cerulean canopy of the Mediterranean sky.


    One entire week. Seven long days. Each one milked of every bit of promise that came with the dawning sun. They laughed and ate and drank and fucked until exhausted, and in that time learned a few pertinent facts about the other’s disposition: like how Carly needed time by herself to think after long hours of sex. Without it, she got antsy enough to turn into a bitch. Or like how Tyler could sometimes brood, offering his new wife little explanation for his moods. Carly assumed that these spells had to do with his next assignment so she didn’t press him, though it often bothered her that she couldn’t get past his moods to what lay inside. Though she could usually pull him out of his gloom, as the sixth day of their honeymoon turned toward evening, Tyler’s moodiness came on strong and turned downright sullen.


    “You’re thinking about leaving again,” Carly declared. She had only to recall how he’d brooded his last day in Paris to know how deeply entrenched his moods could become.


    He looked up from his meal. “And wouldn’t you?”


    “Just on the inside. I try not to show it.”


    “Well, I show it, Carly. I can’t help myself,” he snapped.


    “Fine. Sure. Don’t let me interrupt your sacred misery. How about I go back to the room and pack.”


    He grabbed her hand as she was about to rise from her chair. “How about you not?” his eyes fixed themselves on her with a ferocity she’d not seen before and she sank back in her chair.


    “So what does Tyler want me to do?”


    “Stay with me. We can pack later.”


    “Fine. Sure.” She should choose her words judiciously, maybe saying little was better than saying too much. Better to ease the beast than fight him.


    Drawing into herself she waited, watching him carefully, pretending for a while that he was her master and she his dutiful slave. It could never be that way between them, but it allowed her emotions to settle. Maybe he would get rough with her that night when they finally went to bed. They hadn’t had sex since early that morning, and between his brooding and the mounting sexual desire, the raw energy between them was clawing at them both.


    Tyler finished his meal, then held a lively conversation with their waiter, speaking in fluent Turkish. Carly didn’t understand a word of their exchange, though she did enjoy her husband’s ready smile, what had been missing all day. Unfortunately, when it was time to leave, his dour mood returned, and he simply grabbed her by the hand and led her wordlessly back to their hotel.


    A strange quiet enveloped them in the darkened room. Though ten feet apart, each staring out to the water of the Mediterranean from the open windows, they could sense the other as if they were still holding hands.


    Carly waited, hoping that Tyler would finally make a move. The sexual tension between them had become so intense, something was bound to explode. Finally, when he seemed too obsessed by his own gloom to break the stony silence, she undid the ties of her sundress and let it fall to the floor. Walking toward him with her naked body lit only by the near-full moon shining through the window she waited until he looked her way, then slumped to her knees at his feet and began running her hands over his thighs and crotch.


    “What are you doing, Carly?” He sounded as annoyed as he was confused.


    “What does it look like?” she stared up at his glowering eyes. “I don’t like your silences, I don’t like your moods. Though I will put up with them because I love you. But I’m not going to let you forget that I’m here. That I’m all yours. Do with me what you will, Tyler. I mean if you want to spank my ass, I wouldn’t mind. I’d even welcome it. I hear it’s good therapy.”


    He looked alarmed. “Spank you?”


    “Something wrong with that?” Still clinging to his body, she could feel the rising heat of his arousal almost attack her with the ferocity of his desire.


    “No. Maybe not.” He ran his hand through her hair, gently so, trying to understand what she was after.


    “I mean it, Tyler. I’m not going to lie to you; sometimes I like sex dark, even a little angry. It may not look pretty but it let’s off steam, it heals hurt, it can even slap down the worst depression…if that’s what you need now…”


    “Don’t, Carly!” he stopped her, and she shrunk back on her heels letting go his legs, while a surprising snicker formed on his lips. “Don’t destroy my mood. I like where I’m at.”


    She liked it too—though whether he realized it or not, his temper had taken a recognizable shift from his earlier gloom. No longer were his eyes dead of emotion; there was a fire in them that leapt out at her with singeing flames enough to make her tremble with renewed arousal.


    “Get on the bed,” he ordered her, motioning with his outstretched arm and pointing finger.


    She scrambled like a compliant subbie. Haverleigh would be so proud! However, Carly did not lie back as if she expected he would pounce on her for sex. Instead, she knelt with her ass in the air and her shoulders down, urging him by the position to take advantage of the target her ass provided.


    He moved into the room taking note of her pose. “You really mean it, don’t you?”


    “Hmmmm…” Her hips moved erotically, urging him to act, and from between her parted thighs the wetness of her crotch below was visible in the moon’s pale light.


    She nearly sighed with relief when she felt his groin nuzzling into her backside. When his hand went directly for her offered ass, with his fingers squeezing the flesh until she could feel the sweet sensation of pain flood through her.


    “Go ahead, Tyler. It’ll only turn me on.”


    His squeezing fists bore down harder, massaging her flesh so vigorously that she worried that he’d stop with that, failing to get the real message. She wanted to be spanked, not massaged, not played with, but spanked hard.


    When the first smack of his palm connected with the center of her ass, she nearly cried for joy. The sting was surprisingly sharp as were the ones that followed, so sharp that it took some moments to adjust to the intensity. Although it was not long before she felt each stinging swat magnify her arousal. From deep inside her circling ass, the first spasms of orgasm began to make her crotch clench down as if there were a cock inside her pussy.


    “Oh, gawd yessssssssssss,” she hissed into the steamy air.


    “You want it harder, Carly?”


    “Yes, Tyler, harder,” her voice was low and rasping.


    He was in tune with her now, reacting to the ferocious energy the spanking produced, driving her harder and harder toward the edges of her endurance. The swats came fast and hard, accompanied by a fierce passion, as if he were finally connecting with the well of emotions that lay buried beneath his testy mood. With such a resounding punishment, her ass soon felt like an inferno of heat.


    She liked it edgy, she liked it hard: Tyler’s first major revelation about his new wife might be surprising, but he seemed far enough into this own pleasure not to stop prematurely, which would have been hellish for her. He kept up the spanking, getting into a decent rhythm and apparently gauging her own arousal so that just as she was about to come, he pulled back and moved his fingers deep between her legs so he could reach her clit.


    “You want to come, don’t you?” His voice was breathy and dark.


    “Oh, yes, please!” she cried out as if she were begging for him to bring her off—when in fact, she could have simply let her control slip away and her body dive into the bliss of an exuberant climax.


    Suddenly, he stuffed his hand into her pussy and all conscious thought just disappeared.


    So lost was she in the enveloping sensations that she didn’t realize when he replaced his impaling hand with his cock, until she felt his body stiffen against her ass and heard the groaning sound of his climax fill her ears.


    Just as Carly hoped, in the wake of such savage sex, Tyler’s brooding passed for that night. In fact, he was swimming in lust and refused to stop making love until she was just too tired to go on.


    “You were right, Carly,” he announced as she was drifting off to sleep, “I was being a miserable bear. I get that way sometimes.”


    “I guess you do. But it’s all right. Now you know a few more things about me.”


    She was too tired to go on and, thankfully, he was too.


    




  




  

    Chapter Eight


    
      Carly called Dana when she first started to feel the anxious jitters. She didn’t start with niceties but went straight to the point.


    “Is it possible I’m being followed?”


    “Followed by whom?”


    “I don’t know. I just have this creepy feeling. Haverleigh? Is he still in Paris?”


    “No. He left a few weeks ago but he’s no where near Istanbul. What is it that’s bothering you?”


    “I’m alone. Tyler’s in Afghanistan and I think I’m freaking out, but I swear…” she stopped abruptly.


    “Swear what? What’s going on?”


    “I’m probably just seeing things. You didn’t have me tailed, did you?”


    “Well, yes, the first few days, we did. But they backed off weeks ago. Better things to do. I hear you got married. Congratulations. Is he into kink?”


    Carly instantly bristled. “What kind of question is that? I’m worried here, don’t you get that?”


    “Easy now, you’re going to be fine. So, what is it that you’ve been seeing? Be specific.”


    “I haven’t really seen anything. But I get the feeling I’m being tailed. No dark suits and sunglasses, a local, I think, but I really can’t be sure.”


    “Maybe you should go elsewhere for a while,” she suggested.


    “I can’t do that to Tyler. He could be back here anytime, and I’m not leaving Istanbul without him.”


    “Tell you what, I’ll call someone there and see if they can check out the situation.”


    “Thank you. I’d really appreciate that,” she said, though she was only partially relieved.


    “Meanwhile, my dear, you watch your back and let me know if you have anything more concrete than the creeps. I’ll have someone on this by tomorrow.”


    ***


    By the time Tyler returned to Istanbul six weeks had passed. Carly’s fears had still not been settled. She couldn’t confirm that anyone was tailing her and Dana’s operative could find nothing to suggest that either. Still her fears were not allayed.


    A frantic sexual reunion consumed her first hours back in her husband’s company. Few words were necessary to communicate their joy when their body lust was so capable of speaking. She’d wondered after their last night in bed before he left if her husband might start sex with a robust spanking—which, she theorized, might ease her anxiety better than any conversation with Dana.


    However, straight, hot, naked sex seemed to do just as well. After several hours with her husband’s cock moving forcefully inside her hungry pussy, the world had taken on a rosy glow and any hint of anxiety seemed to have fled.


    She even did a striptease for Tyler, something that prior to his return she practiced nightly before the bedroom mirror. The tiny tank, short leather skirt and high-heeled knee-high boots did exactly as she planned, capturing her husband’s imagination, as he watched her dance while reclining naked in the only comfortable chair in their apartment.


    Her nipples were hard as pebbles, making marked impressions in the flimsy fabric of her top. Stealing a trick from Haverleigh she’d rouged them, and her labia, a fact that Tyler only learned as she began to teasingly lift her tank. She gave him only brief glimpses, but enough so he was wondering what she’d done.


    “What is that on your cunt?” he finally asked as she danced in front of him, whipping her blonde hair back and forth like a pole dancer.


    Her eyes opened naughtily. “Wanna see up close?”


    “Yeah, I want to see up close.” He was rubbing his naked crotch, his cock already at half mast and growing.


    “Well then, you’ll have to come after me,” she taunted. Smirking playfully she ran into the living room, wondering how long it would take before Tyler followed. Still dancing to some old disco music she found in Tyler’s stack of CDs, her back was turned to the door, so she didn’t see him right away, though she could sense his eyes leveled on her back.


    Suddenly, the music stopped, and so did she.


    “Did I tell you to run off?” Tyler’s voice leapt out and froze her in place. He said no more until she timidly looked over her shoulder. Tyler leaning against the doorjamb was about the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. But the fact that his leather belt was doubled over in his fist sent a jarring shock through her heated body. “I’m kinda thinking, the way you like to be spanked that you’re just asking for it right now. Am I right?”


    She bit her lip, still smiling. “You want me in bed?” she wondered.


    “No, I want you to keep dancing.”


    Her body tittered instantly, her insides quivering for that first painful smack.


    She turned to face him and began to move again, slowly at first without the music—although music would have been just a distraction. Now there were just the sounds off the street to accompany her lurid dance. The boots, the tank and the tiny skirt on her lanky body were enough to hold any man’s interest, but that was not enough for Tyler.


    “I thought this was a striptease,” he finally said after several minutes watching her lewd gyrations. “So strip.”


    He’d managed a passable impression of a dominant man, at least enough to have her begin the slow seduction as she stripped her clothes away. He saw the rouged nipples and red cunt lips and snickered. What was he thinking now? she wondered. She imagined him stripping her further in his mind, down to the elements of her body, the substance of her sexuality, the raw desire that fueled her passions.


    When she turned around again and swiveled her tight round ass before his eyes, she could feel the powerful force of her arousal begin its attack. Every second from there seemed like an eternity of waiting, time drawn out like a rubber band stretched to its breaking point.


    “Bend over,” he said, easing that perilous eternity.


    While her sexual energy crescendoed even higher, she bent at the waist, taunting with her upturned ass.


    “Spread your legs.” As soon as he voiced his thoughts, she obeyed what she took to be an order. Her entire psyche thrived on the darker tenor of his voice, its husky quality and how it mimicked men who’d given her orders like that before. Still moving, still urging him on, her ass swayed before his eyes drawing him closer step by step.


    Suddenly, a sharp pain ripped at her bottom and nearly toppled her to her knees. Another smack of the leather came shortly after she righted herself; then another several in rapid succession made it almost impossible to stand. That feat quickly became unnecessary when Tyler tossed the belt away and came after her with a hard cock and a bottle of olive oil, which he drizzled over her ass.


    “What are you doing!” She looked back as the cool oil slid between her cheeks.


    “Fucking your ass—that is what you want. You wiggle your nasty rear in front of my face, what do you expect me to do?”


    Despite the fact that their kitchen table was littered with papers, it became Carly’s only way to keep her balance when her husband pushed her forward. She clung to the sides of the table, trying to prepare herself for what came next. At first, his erect organ thumped her ass, then his fingers pushed between her cheeks and found her taut back door; then finally, with a first decisive thrust, he impaled her with his organ.


    She let out a pained howl and Tyler paused a moment. 


    “You okay?”


    “Oh, I’m better than okay, Tyler. Just fuck me, honey!”


    He fucked her now, with oblivion descending on them for the hundredth time since they’d met. Every stroke of his cock inside her ass caused a beautiful hurt to rise up through her body. With some men she would have called the violent entry rape. With Tyler it became the means by which she felt owned by a man again—whether he would ever understand that or not. This was what she desired most.


    ***


    “So, you’ve found friends, a book club, been to every museum in Istanbul and now know the transportation system like you’ve been using it all your life.” He rotely repeated back the details of her life she’d shared with him when he’d found time to call her from the field.


    “That’s about it,” she confirmed. She turned toward him in the bed. “I’m good at finding ways to spend my time. But mostly I’ve been missed you.”


    “Yeah, I understand that. Being gone—well, I was never really gone from anything before. I mean Istanbul is a nice city, I guess, but it’s not exactly home. I’m not sure what home is. But having you, that’s something else, something I didn’t expect. I was thinking,” he paused while she waited for him to go on, “maybe I should apply for other assignments that aren’t, well, so dangerous.”


    She ran her hand across his chest and kissed his arm. “You were really thinking that?”


    “Yes. A lot. How would you feel about that?”


    “I’d feel great about that, Tyler,” she answered. There was an excited pounding in her chest, and her heart was so full of hope she’d thought it would explode. “But only if that’s what you really want to do.”


    “Maybe. Maybe. I’ll be thinking about it for the next few weeks. I just get so involved in my reporting…I love it! I mean it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do with my life, but then you…”


    Just that fast she could feel her hopes sliding away like she’d been trying to catch a breeze and it had already moved on.


    The two slept peacefully curled up in each other’s arms. For the first time since Tyler had left for his assignment in Afghanistan, she didn’t feel a presence following on her heels, no anxiety, no fear, just a sense of calm and well-being as she drifted off to sleep.


    But at dawn, when Carly rose to use the bathroom, that sense of calm had disappeared. Something she could not identify stirred in her, accompanied by a queasy feeling in her gut. This was not the anxious gnawing of the previous two months, but something new and inexplicable, and in its own way terrifying.


    She turned back toward the bedroom and stood in the doorway gazing briefly at her sleeping husband. Suddenly, the building shook and a deep rolling thunder surged up from its bowels. Time froze—for the rest of her life she’d swear that she experienced that single moment, not as the split second that it was, but as a long series of actions and reactions that made up its cruel entirety. The instant that time marched on again, the entire world of Tyler’s apartment exploded around her—shards of mortar and shattered glass, fragments of walls and a terrible heat. Her mind reeled toward unconsciousness and she fell back against the descending rubble. Then nothing.
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    Chapter Nine


    
      Faces appeared before her eyes like characters from a children’s cartoon show with huge eyes and big mouths; although the images that were initially sharp and focused and strangely surreal faded in time into uneasy remembrances and vague impressions as apt to disappear as they were to stick clearly in her mind. It became almost impossible to separate her vivid dreams from reality, and so the facts of her current situation were not clear to her. Nurses and doctors she could identify by their lab coats and scrubs. They gave her grave but hopeful news about her physical condition and spoke with kind and smiling expressions. The others—Margaret, Dana and the man she understood to be Benjamin McBride, Tyler’s father—presented her with similarly hopeful smiles. It was their grim expressions that Carly dreaded, though the words they spoke she refused to understand. This went on for several days until one morning, she insisted on sitting up in bed, thinking that would make her fuzzy mind clear of unnecessary debris.


    At her request, a male nurse stacked pillows behind her back and propped her up. Carly wanted to talk to Margaret as a person, not the invalid she’d become. When her good friend approached her bed, the woman smiled and took her hand, for a moment her expression was wistful and sweet.


    “You’re looking so much better,” she finally spoke, cheerily. She laid her palm on Carly’s brow and stroked her forehead with the kindness of a mother.


    Carly smiled back weakly. “Not knowing what I looked like before, I guess that’s good?”


    “I’m told you’re going to be on solid food starting tomorrow and you’ll be able to leave the hospital soon.”


    This was all small talk leading up to what really mattered and Carly couldn’t wait a moment longer to know the truth. “He’s dead, isn’t he? Tyler died in the explosion.”


    Margaret sighed deeply and nodded her head. “That’s right, dear. Tyler’s gone.”


    Carly turned her head away and looked toward the windows; she was trying to remember his face, but already the details seemed fuzzy and all his distinguishing features seemed to blend into other vague faces in her memory. She’d been grieving since the moment she blacked out in the apartment, but hearing the truth confirmed was still a blow she could barely face.


    ***


    Washington DC had not been her choice of places to convalesce, but like so many other things that had been taken from her life, the choice about where she lived was determined by a committee of her friends and relatives. Actually, there was just one relative present, the only member of the committee that she did not know, although it seemed her father-in-law was the member with the most clout.


    “Exactly how did I end up here?” Carly finally asked the man directly. In the last several days she’d been feeling the feisty side of her character return, an event she wholeheartedly welcomed. That would mean she needed fewer drugs to stave off the pain in her smashed right ankle; thus she could think more clearly. If nothing else, she’d remember who she was and finally get straight the facts about her last several weeks.


    After a three week stay at the Landstuhl
Hospital in Germany, she’d been transported to the US, and had been living with Benjamin McBride in his DC home for over a week. There had been little conversation between them during that time—mostly because of the drugs that fogged her brain. She had learned a few things about the man. He was nice enough, in fact, he couldn’t have been more accommodating to her physical needs, even though he was a little short in the emotionally available department. However, considering that his son had perished in the explosion, it was safe to assume that he was grieving his loss as much as she was grieving Tyler’s death. So far, neither one had brought up the subject, and that was all right with her. Life had taught her to grieve in private and that was what she wanted now. Still, there were those unanswered questions, this first one the most pressing in her mind.


    “You ended up here, Carly, because you needed a place to convalesce that is close to a rehabilitation facility. I can provide that comfortably. There’s plenty of room in this old house, and I could do no less than welcome my son’s wife into my home.”


    It was morning. He’d been reading his newspaper while drinking coffee and eating a bagel. For three days, since she’d been able to hobble to the table on crutches, they’d gone through this ritual with only stilted conversation. Until now. Unfortunately, the officious way Benjamin McBride answered her question didn’t exactly encourage more chat, idle or otherwise.


    “I appreciate that. Thank you. And I promise that I’ll be out of your hair as soon as this is healed.” She nodded at her bum and aching ankle.


    “You stay as long as you need to, as long as you like,” he came back immediately. “There’s certainly no rush, at least on my part.”


    Carly recalled what Tyler had said about his father—a gruff, intimidating federal judge. Yes, he certainly fit the description. But there was more about him that Tyler would not have seen. The elegant certainty of his demeanor, his graying hair and clean-shaven face so handsome in a classic way; a true distinguished gentleman. But perhaps most of note was an air of authority and dominance that was readily appealing to Carly, something that had been missing in the son. Yes, Tyler could take stabs at being dominant, but that trait was never really in his nature, not that it mattered to her then. Did the father’s position as a federal judge bestow this quality in him, or was it something natural to his character? She preferred to believe the latter. He was not yet fifty, but his imposing persona was clearly developed and, just as Tyler suggested, he commanded his world and expected it to bow to his wishes.


    “Please don’t be upset if I don’t call you dad,” Carly thought to add.


    “Understood. I’m sure that would be awkward for me too.” He smiled genuinely even if it was a little stiff.


    Her father-in-law did not have the easy charisma of Byron Haverleigh, though that was very likely a good thing. Her weeks with Haverleigh had been some of the most sexually satiating of her life. But regardless of the boundless chemistry that brought them together, the man would always remain a dangerous man in her mind. There had been reasonable explanations for the explosion in Istanbul, but Carly had her suspicions, all revolving around Haverleigh—enough to make her fear, at least in a tiny corner of her psyche, that she was ultimately responsible for her husband’s death because she had been Dana’s spy. She had no proof, and unless she was inclined to interrogate Dana on the matter, she’d probably never have her suspicions confirmed or denied. Still, her affair with Haverleigh was enough to make her shy away from men with that sort of dominant allure, that sort of smiling charm.


    She looked at her father-in-law, who was now bathed in the morning sun streaming through the window. She even cocked her head and squinted to see him better. “I don’t mean that as an insult or anything—but I’m really not sure what to call you.”


    “How about Ben or Benjamin,” he suggested, “either would be fine with me.”


    “So, I don’t have to call you Judge?”


    “Please don’t.” He actually laughed, and a bit of the ice that surrounded their exchanges seemed to crack.


    ***


    Two months later…


    Carly’s body wilted, she simply didn’t have the strength for another damn exercise. Her fucking foot was throbbing and now her head ached as well. Every day the same routine: the exercises, the physical therapy, hospital visits, consultations with specialists, and on and on an on…


    “Fuck this shit!” she roared as she pounded her fist against the hardwood floor in Benjamin’s workout room—turned rehab facility. She heard a sound behind her and swiveled uncomfortably on her hip, finding Ben standing at the door. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” She covered her mouth with her hand in embarrassment.


    “And why not?”


    “Well, because I’m in your house and you’re a cultured man who probably doesn’t like hearing women swear.” She mimicked a sentiment she would have heard from her own father.


    “You’re probably right, but I can hardly blame you. Frankly, I think the pace you’re on is almost cruel, and you need to take a break. How about we take off tomorrow if you can stand the company of an old man? Something simple like that?”


    “Well, I-I don’t know.”


    “Well, if you don’t know, I can make the decision for you. A day out of this house will do you a world of good.”


    She managed to smile. “You know, you’re really very nice and very patient with me, but I honestly don’t know why. I shouldn’t even be here.”


    “Why is that?” He moved into the room and sat down at the edge of a chair, peering at her over his reading glasses.


    He looked quaint, but still very appealing. Though she was on the spot now. What she’d blurted out came from frustration, but she did believe it true. “What I mean is that we’re barely related. There’s just Tyler connecting us, and well, you may think it is your duty to take care of me, and I appreciate that, but to be honest, I have a feeling that right now you miss your son more than I do. I can barely remember him. We spent twenty-one days together, that was it. Twenty-one days. I may be your daughter-in-law, but only by the skin of my teeth. I can’t keep imposing on you, but dammit, I can’t leave.” Tears flowed from her eyes until she was tasting the salty tang on her tongue.


    Benjamin leaned forward in this chair and gazed at her intently. Indicative of his authoritative manner, he’d seemed to master the art of being kind but immovably firm. “Carly, I’m going to be blunt with you,” he started. “This is your home right now, and it’s time you accepted the fact that I want you here. I have my reasons, but the biggest reason you need to be here is because you have nowhere else to go. You need the therapy, you need the discipline this environment provides and you need a steady hand, all of which I can provide. It’s the only way you’re going to get better. I’d be totally irresponsible to cast you off somewhere, you’d get battered by the wind and probably end up crippled.


    “We both know that you’re a free-spirit, flighty and flirtatious, given to impulse and sometimes compulsive behavior. All this is fine for a young woman with a healthy body and money enough to survive. But in your condition, you need more than that. You have no roots to keep you grounded and hardly any focus. Those things you’ll find here. Unless you can transport yourself into a similar situation that is more to your liking, it’s time you stopped trying so hard to get out of here, and take my generosity as what it’s meant to be.”


    Nothing about what he’d just said was what she wanted; in fact, the gravitas behind his speech, all that impeccable and imposing control, was exactly the sort of thing that was making her increasingly uneasy in the presence.


    “So, I suppose that makes me your charity case?” she snipped. Even she was surprised by the raw emotion boiling inside her, but Benjamin was hardly deterred.


    “Carly, you have almost no family, certainly no one but me who has stepped forward. I’m in the same situation with Tyler gone. That doesn’t make you a charity case, it makes you part of my family, maybe even a piece of Tyler, though I don’t plan to lay some heavy number on you about that. I just want to help, and I’m dictatorial enough to insist you accept that help. You’d be a fool if you didn’t.”


    She didn’t like what he said, but she could feel it resonate throughout her entire body.


    She shot him a glaring glance. “Okay, so I need help,” she sighed, conceding that he did have a point. “So, how about a hand getting up?” She reached out to him.


    “No, you can get up yourself,” he countered.


    She snatched her hand back, angrily. Something fierce was starting to throb inside her body.


    “You know, sir, Tyler told me that it was tough to live with a man who was always right. I believe him now.”


    He smiled more warmly than she’d seen so far…the ice between them not just cracking but breaking away. Especially when she smiled back in spite of herself.


    And yes, of course, she could get up by herself. With a little maneuvering, she was poised to rise to her feet without assistance, though as soon as she pushed up, Benjamin moved from his chair and carefully laid his hand on her side. Just the warmth of his fingers empowered her body and she lifted herself upright with less effort than she expected.


    “Maybe that was a little easier, hum…?” For an instant he stood with his arm about her waist and it took all the willpower she had to keep from settling back against him.


    Finally, she pulled away and grabbed her walker.


    “Thank you, sir…Benjamin.” She wiped her tears with the back of her hand.


    “I suppose that frustration is part of the process. But no more about rushing to leave here when it’s so unnecessary. You’ll settle back, relax a little and let time heal your wounds, all of them. Building a new life will have its time, but that time is not now. We’ll go to the country tomorrow, I could use a break from DC as much as you could use one from your labors. I’ll see you at dinner.”


    Carly watched him move toward the door on his way to his study.


    Though the thought had been knocking around her brain for some time, it became quite clear to her now that she’d fallen into the hands of another dominant man, different in temperament from Byron Haverleigh, but the very same in substance. Her own will seemed to melt under his power, and though she sensed no danger in their association, she would have to guard against his taking that power too far. After all, he was her father-in-law not another lover.


    ***


    Carly woke at 2 am in a cold sweat, her mind trying to piece together the strange images that had assaulted her in her dreams. There was Haverleigh and the Paris dungeon, whips, ropes, punishment and sexual ecstasy beyond her imagining—enough that when she awakened, she realized her hand was in her crotch and she was getting off. Appearing in the midst of it all was another hand poised to take the leash from Haverleigh. The dream was disturbing more for where it did not go than where it did. Haverleigh was her past, and the dream suggested there would be another dominant man taking the reins from him. She was glad to have awakened before the face of that new man emerged from the shadows.


    She got up to pee, then read a novel for a half hour until she could put herself back to sleep without thinking of the disturbing dream.


    Ben knocked on her bedroom door at eight o’clock to remind her of their planned trip. She was not yet out of bed and was a little flustered by his insistence that she get going now.


    “Are you awake?” he knocked a second time.


    “Yes, yes, I’m getting up. I’m just a little slow.”


    “We’re leaving at nine,” she heard him call to her, his last words before he hustled down the stairs to the kitchen where he’d gather up a few things for the trip.


    She smiled inwardly, though unsure why this drill sergeant routine would please her. Then, she hurried as much as she dared, hobbling on her foot, rather than using the crutches or her walker, both of which she hated. When she arrived in the kitchen doorway minutes later, Benjamin gave her the once over, although his smile quickly faded into a grimace.


    “Where’s your walker?”


    “I thought I’d try the day without it,” she said cheerily.


    “No, you’re going to do that,” he almost snapped. “I’ll go get it for you.”


    “No, no, I can, if I must.”


    Oddly, even that small admonishment produced a warm feeling in her body.


    The day had a glorious beginning, traveling through the hilly terrain of Maryland and on into West Virginia, in Benjamin’s old but roomy Mercedes. The two spoke little: a few innocuous questions from time to time, punctuated by long periods of pleasant silence. He made no demands on her and there was no apparent agenda in their excursion except to enjoy a few free hours from the grind of their daily lives. Ben seemed to be enjoying himself as much as Carly was.


    “You must have some particular place in mind that you’re going,” she remarked as they took off from the main highway and were winding their way through the wilds of West Virginia’s Appalachian Mountains.


    “I do.”


    “And where is that?”


    “An old hunting lodge that’s been in the family for years. You’ll see shortly. I thought we’d picnic there. There’s a particular rock that overlooks the river. I think I can get you there without any trouble.”


    Not more than five minutes later, they pulled into a narrow lane a hundred yards from a rustic hunting cabin. From there, he moved closer toward the woods where he stopped the car.


    “I’ll help you from here. Should be a straight shot through the woods.” Carly could already hear the sound of the river coming through the trees. Otherwise, the scene was breathtakingly quiet…a few birds, the rustle of the wind, the sense that nature was busily going about its business all around them.


    Ben practically carried Carly the twenty feet to the river. He’d insisted, even when Carly tried to use her walker. As before, her will seemed to have no sway with him, and this time she’d barely argued the point. His arms were amazingly strong and his measured gait steady. Though in the past she’d ignored the effect of his touch when he would briefly lift her into his arms, it was impossible now to ignore the closeness or the feel of his quiet strength moving past her efforts to avoid such intimacy.


    They sat on the grand flat rock in silence, taking in the quiet noise of the river and the chatter of wildlife. The peaceful scene might have been some solace to her, but the disquiet that began as soon as Ben McBride had his hands on her still remained—even in this serene setting.


    “I really wish I’d known you before,” she suddenly blurted out. “I mean while Tyler was alive.”


    “Oh?”


    “Then I would associate you with him. I’m afraid it’s kind of hard now.”


    “You’re right,” he conceded thoughtfully. “We won’t have Tyler defining us, will we?” Already, she regretted having started the conversation, not because of Tyler but because just dabbling with the subject matter, she could sense her discomfort rising even more. She was acknowledging her vulnerability to the man; though whether he could detect that or not was not quite clear to her. Still, she had started this and couldn’t exactly drop it just as fast.


    “There’s just so little context for a relationship,” she went on. “Neither one of us want to talk about Tyler, but what else do we have?”


    “I make you so uncomfortable?” he wondered.


    “Well… some… but no, not really…sometimes I…” She started to blush as she wiped away a stray hair that had fallen in her face.


    The darkening clouds overhead suddenly rescued them from the awkward back and forth when Ben looked up, worried by the gathering brew.


    “You know, I think I’d better get you to the cabin before it rains; these storms come down the valley like lightning and I rather we didn’t get drenched.”


    The unanticipated storm raged for the next three hours, during which the two took shelter in the safety of the old cabin. Though every board creaked and the timbers shuddered as the storm passed through, the old cabin was solid enough to keep them safe from the uproar outside. They ate a picnic lunch that Ben had bought from a deli as they were heading out that morning, then waited for the rain to stop. For one dreamy hour they sat back in the cabin’s over-stuffed furniture, half-napping, half listening to the storm’s mighty wind. Carly almost forgot the anxiety caused by Benjamin’s touch, but even in these waiting moments, she could feel that threatening anxiousness waiting off stage to threaten her again.


    Once the storm finally abated, Ben went out to check the car and found that a small tree had been ripped from its roots and had blown into the vehicle, smashing against the back of the trunk and severely damaging the frame.


    “I don’t think it’s drivable,” he announced to Carly.


    He was on his cell phone to a garage in the nearest village and was promised assistance by early the following morning. No amount of encouragement would bring the tow truck any faster.


    He stared down at Carly pensively. “I suppose it’s good that I took three days off, since it looks like we’re stranded here for the night.”


    “We are?” She shuddered inside.


    “You always seemed like the adventurous type to me. It could be worse. At least we have the cabin and a place to sleep,” he took a stab at being cheery.


    “I guess we have no choice.”


    “There’s one bed, you can take that. I’ll sleep on the couch. Until then, I guess it’s cards or a little reading. There’s not much else to do. At least I packed plenty of food, so we won’t starve.”


    “Gee, if I didn’t have my doubts about your ability to cause that storm, I would have thought you planned this,” she glibly joked.


    “And why ever would I do that?” he looked at her directly so their eyes met and were for one long unnerving moment glued to the other.


    When their gaze broke, she looked down embarrassed, “I mean, just that it’s… well, hardly an inconvenience, is it?”


    “Maybe we needed more than a day in the country, hum? We should look at that and not try to read too much into it otherwise.”


    After that brief exchange, he went outside to work on his car, while Carly was left to consider the mounting agitation that this awkward situation produced. It had been her hope that going home would end her silly anxieties, now she’d have to fend them off for another day.


    Later in the afternoon, Benjamin built a fire to stave off the chill that would descend on them later in the evening. He hauled wood and water to the cabin, prepared the remnants of their lunch as a small dinner, then read her a couple chapters from an old mystery novel he’d found on the shelf of books. It had been her idea that he read, since there was no where for them both to sit comfortably with enough light to see by. She’d thought the idea innocent enough, and Ben was more than willing to take up her suggestion. Not until she felt the particular timber in his voice resonate through her body, did she decide it might have been a bad idea. Nothing felt innocuous about their circumstances; the storm and the damaged car might have been quirks of fate, but the inherent romanticism seemed destined to rise up all around them, compounding all that had been fueling it that day.


    And yet, it was more than their bizarre circumstances that created the mood. It was Benjamin McBride himself.


    Every gesture of his kindness, every decision he made on her behalf, every show of dominance in his demeanor just fanned a flame that had ignited in her sometime long before this day, and threatened now to take her down a familiar but unwelcome road. After twenty pages of his reading, Carly finally claimed exhaustion and retreated to the bedroom, although not without Ben’s assistance. He carried her as he had before, and again she felt the intimacy of his touch make her one moment want to snuggle comfortably inside the feeling, the next moment flee him altogether.


    Afraid that she’d be too cold if the door was closed, Ben propped it open so the heat from the fire could circulate. She was actually warm cuddled up in the heavy down quilts, but it took some time until she fell asleep. Although she heard him snoring softly in the other room, her physical body was consumed by a growing erotic attraction that she had no idea how to stop.


    The following morning, the tow truck came and took them down to the village, where they ate breakfast in the local diner while the car was being repaired enough to take them home. Again, Carly suffered through another awkward conversation, and was only too glad when Ben was off to see to the car.


    She studied him carefully at every juncture, finding her attention diverted to him without any effort at all. Her heart was clearly gladdened by his command of the situation and the way he took charge of her with such effortless grace. Grace, may be a strange word to apply to a man, but it did fit the easy manner in which he dealt with the world around him, even under adverse conditions.


    By the time they were on the road back home, Carly had her mind made up: despite his insistence, she would have to find another place to live. She simply couldn’t remain with a man and endure the desire that seemed to be rising naturally within her. Maybe she was just horny, and he was the only man around. If that was the case, she needed to find more men to interact with. But more important than that, she had to get out of his house, as it would become impossible to squelch her feelings with him in her environment every day.


    Icing the cake on her plans to leave, she had another disturbing dream that night. Reminiscent of her previous dream, it began with Haverleigh in a position of authority over her, then quickly morphing to that unknown man who insisted that she crawl behind him, collared and leashed like a trained dog.


    If Ben was in even a small way responsible for these disturbing dreams, she had even more reason to leave.


    




  




  

    Chapter Ten


    
      Leaving Benjamin’s house would not be easy, and Carly knew she had to have a plan—an airtight plan if she ever hoped to convince Ben that she wasn’t being completely foolish. Not that convincing him was paramount—she was free to stay or leave; but she knew that it would be easier if she could allay his concerns. After all he’d done for her, she owed him that much. Thankfully, once their adventure in the country was over, he was back at work with a vengeance for the next two weeks, during which Carly began making calls. She found a halfway house for women like herself who were recovering from physical disabilities, and was placed on the waiting list, assured that there would be an opening in two or three weeks. Next, she began to apply for jobs as a translator, figuring that being fluent in both French and Italian should count for something, especially in the DC area. She even began taking trips out of the house while Ben was away. He’d given her the use of the repaired Mercedes, since he drove his Prius to work. He’d even encouraged her to take short excursions, as long as she was careful and didn’t stress her healing ankle.


    Carly learned quickly not to tell her host about her outings. He’d want to know every detail: where she went and how she did while she was out. The fact that there was still a great deal of pain in her leg and ankle was cause for her concern, but she did her best to ignore that fact in the presence of her father-in-law and put on a sunny face that belied the truth. The less she complained the more likely that when the time came for her to leave, he’d think she was ready to make a move. It did concern her that she was building a heap of lies between them that might backfire on her at some point. But then, once she caught herself bemoaning how she was betraying his trust with her backroom scheme, she slapped herself back to reality. If she didn’t let go of him now, she could make an even worse, more embarrassing mess for them both if her desires became obvious.


    ***


    Using a cane, not her walker, which she had not taken with her, Carly hobbled up the steps of Benjamin’s house and let herself in the door. Her ankle ached, that was almost a given, but so did her back and now her head. All she wanted to do was lie down…


    But that proved impossible. Not with Ben greeting her in the hallway.


    “Where have you been?” he came out of his study and stared at her concerned. 


    “I was doing a little shopping.”


    “You look beat.”


    “I am. I didn’t expect you’d be here so soon.”


    “No, I suppose you didn’t.” It almost sounded like an accusation. “And how long have you been gone?”


    What was worse than the intimidating questions was the way he cocked his head so he was looking at her with one fixed eye—something he did when he was gathering facts. She could almost imagine him using this method in court on an unsuspecting attorney, plaintive or defendant. It was sure to yield results. What came with that ‘evil eye’—as she privately liked to call it—was a mantle of authority that readily descended over her and would not lift until she had satisfactorily answered his probing questions.


    When she didn’t answer fast enough, he repeated the question. “How long have you been out?”


    “I’m not sure, a couple hours, maybe.”


    “And no walker? Did you really think that was a good idea?”


    “Yeah sure. I thought I’d do okay without it but—” she stopped.


    He waited only a few seconds before prompting her. “But what?”


    “I just got worn out. Unexpectedly.” She felt so weak, her body was almost limp. “If you don’t mind, I’d really like to sit down, maybe lie down would be better.” Anything to extricate herself from the man. Her emotions were on edge, and the desire rising up from her belly was as strong as ever. It had been a stupid thing to do, being gone for six hours with just a cane to help her walk—of course, Ben wouldn’t know the exact details of her trip out, if she could help it.


    “Well then, you’d better lie down.” He moved in to escort her into the downstairs bedroom she’d been using, leaving her only when she was on the bed with her leg sufficiently propped up. “You rest. We’ll talk later,” he said as he was walking out.


    It was not a friendly “we’ll talk later”; every syllable was laced with an underlying meaning that Carly could not yet fathom. But the strange tone of his voice did set her mind to thinking.


    When it was time for dinner, Ben brought her a tray from the kitchen.


    “I could have come to the table,” she protested, as she pulled up against the pillows he stuffed in behind her back.


    “I’d rather you not. But at least you do look better.”


    “I’m fine. I really am.”


    “How can I be sure when you’re not telling me the truth, Carly?”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” There was a burning in her gut now, a bit of anger to be sure, but that was weakening rather than gaining any momentum. Once again, in face of his matchless sincerity, she found herself vulnerable, compliant and wanting so very much more from him, all that she could never have.


    “I was home this afternoon when a call came in from the halfway house. Seems there is an opening now, you’ve been on the waiting list for the last two weeks. You leave the house today at ten, don’t arrive home until four…”


    “What, are you having me tailed?”


    “I have not,” he said perturbed, “though maybe it’s not a bad idea. Today, though, the housekeeper saw you leave.”


    “Oh?” What could she possibly say to that?


    “Maybe you want to explain yourself, Carly. I thought you’d accepted that you would stay here until you were physically ready to leave.” His tone was gruff, and perhaps a bit of hurt had slipped into his crisp speech.


    “Yes, well, I did say that. But things have changed.”


    He raised his brows, questioningly. “So clue me in. What’s changed?”


    “I can’t stay here. It would not be fair to either one of us. Not…not the way I’m feeling.”


    Some subtle shift came over him; he seemed gentler now as he sat on the foot of the bed close enough to lightly lay a hand on her leg, the affection was almost more than she could stand.


    “Does the situation remind you too much of Tyler?” he asked.


    She shook her head. “Oh, I wish it did.”


    “What then?”


    “It-it’s you. I’m afraid that things could get awkward,” she spoke very carefully. “You’re my father-in-law, and I’m responding to you…in ways that aren’t particularly appropriate for the situation. It’s embarrassing for me to even say this because you’ve been so kind. I really didn’t want to go behind your back. I knew I’d regret it but it was the only thing I could think of. I didn’t want you to talk me out of my decision. I didn’t want to have to explain all this…and I guess, by that look on your face, I’ve only confused you.”


    He was puzzled, but for only a moment. Once he started talking he had every faculty of mind at his command and there was no room for puzzlement.


    “I think I’m a pretty good judge of human nature, part of what makes me a good judge. I’ve also been in a number of relationships with women, none currently, but that is only because I haven’t done a thing toward creating one. Taking a breather you could say. But that is not the point I want to make. I know the chemistry of attraction. It may have mysterious sources no one can explain, but I do know when I feel it. The truth about us—you’re no more my son’s wife to me, than I am your husband’s father to you. It has been mentioned before, that the brevity of your relationship with Tyler gave us no time to establish the normal father-daughter-in-law relationship. I hadn’t thought about that before I decided to bring you into my home, it seemed like the natural thing to do. Yes, we were strangers, but I expected we’d bridge that gap with no problem.


    “However, things don’t always work out the way we initially plan. There are two people in this equation, Carly. And if you’re telling me that you can’t stay in my home because of an attraction for me, then I think before you make any firm decision, it’s time that you realized the attraction is mutual.”


    “Mutual?” She could barely say it.


    “You do know the word?”


    The message cut right through her. “Oh, c’mon now.”


    “I’m asking a question, that’s all.”


    “Of course, I know what mutual means.” Though it frightened her where this was leading.


    “Well then, you think about that. You think about the fact that you’re the very kind of woman, the moldable, submissive kind of woman that I find most attractive—not to mention that you’re young and beautiful and appealing on many levels. Imagine my discomfort in discovering these things; knowing that you were the woman my son chose to marry. Even if I thought the marriage was a rash decision on both your parts, which I did, everything that’s happened since you accidentally bumped into my son at the American Embassy has only served to bring us together. Frankly, it’s quite amazing.


    “You think about it before you make your choice to leave. I won’t stop you if you choose to go. I can understand that we could not go on with mutual feelings taking the surprising turn they have. Then again, the only thing that is surprising is how we managed to be in this house together in the first place. Our mutual attraction is as natural as the sun at the seashore. If you want to toss the attraction aside and move on—thinking I’m too old, too stodgy, or it’s just too soon, fine. But it would have been unwise for me not to tell you the truth, especially since you told me your side.


    “That’s all I’ll say for now. We can talk more later, or not. I’ll let that be your choice.”


    




  




  

    Chapter Eleven


    
      Two weeks later…


    Carly stood at the window looking out on the pristine garden behind the house. The lush green, the trees, the fountain, the flowers had been a place of solace for her since she’d been in Benjamin’s house. Some days, it was the only place she could think.


    She’d decided not to leave—though that was not her initial choice. She’d been ready to announce her plans to move to the half-way house when she had another of her kinky dreams. In this one she’d been tied to a whipping post, what little clothing she wore being stripped from her body by the cruel lashings from a whip laid against her. The momentum of the strikes, the cutting pain, the vivid sensations rifling through her body brought her to an aroused state just short of sexual ecstasy. Despite the way she screamed for mercy the attacker would not abate. Despite her tortured movements or her sobbing pleas, the whip came down against her writhing form until all her clothes were stripped away and she hung naked and vanquished.


    A quiet moment followed when she turned toward her accuser, the man who’d delivered the ruthless punishment. She saw his face. His sculpted body. His fierce expression. Qualities that drove her physical energies deep to the substance of her sex.


    The face was that of Benjamin McBride. And suddenly, her entire body shuddered as she woke from her dream with her hand between her legs and her body seconds from exploding into a ferocious orgasm. Even though she tried to hurl his image from her mind, she could almost feel the force of his powerful body pressing against hers, fucking her pussy in the demanding way she loved.


    Too far gone to stop the act, she ground her pelvis against her invading fingers and came. In dark bursts of pleasure, in spasm after spasm, her body expelled the fierce eroticism that had been building up since the last time she’d sweated in bed to the fantastical dreams rumbling through her fractured psyche. The vision of her father-in-law cruelly assaulting her body, ruthlessly fucking her cunt, was one she would not easily shake.


    To flee the house was her first response to the disturbing dream; never had Ben entered into her private world—not in reality or in the surreal terrain of her twisted dreams. Certainly she’d suspected that he was the anonymous apparition, but she’d been content to let that remain a mystery. Content—or just too scared to recognize the truth. Never in her life had she been so dependant on a man, and it was almost terrifying how far inside her Ben had gone. To acknowledge now that Ben had found his way so deep inside her soul was enough to drive her from his house.


    That day, as she was packing her things to leave, Ben appeared at the door of her room and watched her as she finished removing the contents from the closet.


    “So, you are going to leave,” he finally spoke.


    She jumped a mile. “Oh, dear god, you scared me.” She smiled weakly and went on with her packing.


    He waited a few moments for her further reply, and when there was none, he finally chose to leave.


    “Benjamin,” she called him back. She was almost weeping as he turned her way.


    “You need some help?” he asked.


    By the time he returned to her bedroom door, her resolve was shaken and her desire was on the rise again.


    “I-I I’m not sure.” She bit her lip, enjoying the way it made her hurt.


    The silence between them was almost deafening.


    “Tell me what you’re thinking, Carly.” Terse, direct, his voice grave. All the elements that made his comment sound like an order to her submissive mind.


    “I’m thinking that I really don’t know what I’m doing.” She sunk to the bed with a sigh.


    “So much uncertainty. Perhaps you should stay until you have this figured out, otherwise you’ll lose your way. You should know enough about yourself by now to understand that. If you don’t, then take my advice. It’s the best you’ll get.”


    He’d turned and walked away, while she was left paralyzed by indecision. When her ankle began to ache—it had not ached like that in days—she took it as a sign that she should wait at least another day.


    Before the day was out, Carly knew she would not be leaving Ben’s house any time soon. Whatever peculiar propriety that tried to inflict its rules on her had fallen out of favor. She had never bowed to polite society’s tedious manners before; why had she bothered now? Especially when she knew that Ben desired her as much as she desired him. What did it matter that for a few short months they were in-laws in the legal sense; there was nothing that bound them together now—except the fierce and private passion neither seemed to shake. A passion that had nothing to do with the man whose death had brought them together. The Carly of old would have just dived headlong into that passion and not have brooded about the consequences. What the hell was holding her back now?


    Carly stood by the window, looking out on the garden and the rain that kept her inside that day. She longed for the sun and the sky and the birds and the green she could touch with her hands. She longed for the heaviness in her heart to lift, but it was as leaden as the rain-soaked garden.


    What held her back was fear; crippling, unnerving, immobilizing fear. That came to her in another dream. When they’d discussed her leaving two weeks before, she decided to stay for the very reasons she’d been so driven to leave—her strong attraction for the man. He clearly had a point, and yet, since that day, there had been nothing between them but prickly silences and fragmented conversation. It hadn’t helped that Ben had been involved in two very important cases that so preoccupied his time and his thoughts that it was nearly impossible to even be seen—such single-mindedness was so like his son. Though she knew ways to break that icy silence, those measures were only for real lovers, and they were no where near that place.


    She stood at the window watching the rain fall in sheets against the glass. Although the house had been empty all day there seemed to be something moving inside its ancient timbers now. Maybe Ben was home. Or maybe it was a mouse scampering to find a bit of food in the dining room. Carly’s mind went back to the dreary garden, her yearning reaching out far beyond the window. But just as she reached to touch the glass, she felt a hand on her back.


    She shrieked, her body practically jumping from its skin.


    “Hey there.” His voice was kind and settling.


    Though it might have been appropriate to turn around, she feared his close proximity and the rampant sexual energy that leaped up in her the minute she felt his touch.


    “I realized this morning when I brushed you off so quickly at breakfast that I’ve been a bear the last week.”


    “Two weeks,” she corrected him.


    “What?”


    “You’ve been a bit of a bear for two weeks.” Still, she did not turn around.


    “Then it’s time to make amends.”


    “Perhaps so. But there is only one way you can do that.” The words carried an erotic weight they both understood.


    Ben’s hand slowly slid down her back until his palm was resting on her right ass cheek, where just the slightest squeeze made her body involuntarily shiver, a response so visible to Ben that he squeezed again. He moved closer so she could feel the heat of his crotch and the warmth of his chest against her back. His lips were at the crook of her neck, kissing her with kisses so fragile they felt like a breath of air. She leaned against him, more titillated than her memory could recall. Though fear still paralyzed her, behind the feeling was a sense that the dreary purgatory of the last few weeks was finally seeing its end. Pieces of her heart were lightening, a load was lifting from her shoulders.


    “I can stop,” he said. “You give the word…”


    “No. Don’t! Please don’t. Ever.”


    He paused to run his hand through the long length of her golden hair. “And you mean that?”


    “I mean that, sir.”


    “I can be brutish, a bullying lover. Demanding, dominant and unrestrained.” Still he kissed her and still she melted into his essence.


    “And I would welcome that,” she spoke in a breathless whisper.


    This was all she needed to say.


    Permission granted to act on his desires, he moved on her forcefully. Lifting her shirt, he cupped her breasts from behind, then latched onto her nipples and squeezed.


    “Oh, dear god!” she gasped. What are you doing to me! her heart cried.


    His one hand dropped to the waistband of her jeans, where he deftly undid the button and slid the zipper down. As soon as his hand reached inside her pants, she felt the first wave of orgasm cause her body to writhe and a cry of ecstasy escaped her lips. Her body tightened on the invading fingers that penetrated the wet valley between her thighs. Thrust into the center of her sex, his fingers manipulated her for several seconds, then he pulled her around to face him so he could have better access to that molten valley.


    Her cries of pleasure were accompanied by the sound of the rain beating against the glass. In the darkened room, he seemed like no more than an enfolding shadow, his features indistinct, and yet the powerful force of his being raised a fire in her that could not be easily extinguished. She’d waited weeks for this moment, dreamed of it, imagined it for waking hours. So close was it upon her that she knew all his moves before he even took the next step…and yet each second was filled with a new surprise. Her sexual body had awakened beyond where she’d left off with Tyler and Haverleigh and all the men that came before them—as if she’d been blasted into another universe and woke in the land of her fondest dreams. Benjamin McBride had taken her there, and only minutes had passed.


    He took her face in his hands, pressing them tightly to her cheeks—other lovers had made the same kind of move, but no longer were their faces visible in her memory. He dispensed with them in the first kiss that crushed her lips, that caused her mouth to open wide and another wild orgasm rent her body. From there, they grappled with their ravenous hunger, feeding off the other’s flesh in a flurry of kisses and groping hands and rising pleasure. All the kisses she’d denied him to that point were offered now. All of her body was his to use. Nothing could be held back. A dam had burst in them both and all the pent-up need of their weeks together came flooding out in a wild, savage roar of sexual coupling.


    Lifting her naked body into his arms, he kissed her all the way to his study where he laid her out against his leather couch and descended into her enfolding arms.


    The newfound freedom was like a drug to her. She giggled as she unbuttoned his shirt and loosened his tie, coming on to him like some street whore, wooing him with her lust-filled eyes, like he really needed to be wooed. “You won’t look like such a judge now.” She batted her lashes like a flirtatious vamp.


    “So this is what turns you into a slut,” he came right back with a sleazy snicker that would rival that of any man she previously bedded.


    Her lusty grin followed. “Oh, there are a lot of things that turn me into a slut, sir,” she sassed. Then she took his face in her hands as he had done to her, and kissed it, one of the last things she did of her own volition. He owned the night.


    “And one is fucking, I would guess.”


    He didn’t wait for her answer to have his hard erection moving against her smooth, shaved mons, teasing the heated hole and the clit below but not yet venturing there. She was about to explode and he hadn’t even entered her. 


    “You ever gonna put it in?” she finally asked.


    “Sometime.” He peered down at her with a playful sneer. “When I’m ready and not before.”


    “Ooo, you are a brute!”


    “In bed I am. I won’t lie about that.”


    Carly was glad that he didn’t wait to make the first lunge. The moment the talk quieted, his cock spoke. Drilled to the depths of her vagina, Carly opened to receive the hefty organ and gasped as her inner body responded to its firm thrusts.


    “Yes, yes, yes yes,” she gasped. “More, yes harder, faster.” The words came from her mouth, disconnected from her own thoughts. By then Ben was in his own grunting, moaning state of ecstasy, as he drilled deep into Carly’s wet hole and the first jolts of climax were upon him.


    When at last, he slumped beside her, he held her for a time, then finally pushed back.


    “If you can get down on the floor without ruining your ankle, you can clean me up,” he said in his rasping baritone, ready to take her place on the couch.


    Delighted by the task, Carly slipped effortlessly to the floor and took his sagging member into her mouth where the tastes of their bodies lingered, a fragrant cocktail she might have dined on until he was hard again.


    But there was more he wanted from her than another erection. Her body, her face, her mouth, her kisses, her hands resting against his naked flesh. He brought her back to where he lay and for a long while their bodies slowly moved against the other while they gazed into the other’s eyes. Taking in all that Benjamin McBride was—judge, father, friend and lover—she knew this relationship would take some getting used to. An older, fatherly man with a need to dominate her had not quite been the image she pictured when she thought of a settled life.


    But she knew now, just as her heart had known for several weeks, that it was Benjamin she wanted—if he could be hers. Now he was. Unlike the long list of other men she’d been with, she couldn’t walk away from him and forget. He was further and more deeply entrenched in her soul than her husband had been. Every day of her recuperation he’d been there with a loving, guiding hand. Though she often brushed him aside, nonetheless, he was willing to come back to her again and again and again. His voice was in her thoughts. His admonishments played inside her mind. She quivered as she accepted that it was his dominant core, his strength and determination, and his emerging love that had seen her through another nightmare heaped atop all the others in her young life.


    That she could lie with him, so intimate, so close, so protected and so cared for brought a rash of goosebumps across her flesh. A cold shiver darted up her spine and her entire body quaked inside his warm arms.


    “This is going to take some getting used to.”


    “Then we’ll get used to it, together Carly.”


    She smiled bashfully. He playfully tweaked her nose.


    “So, do you feel like a unrepentant sinner now that you’ve been fucked by me?” he asked.


    “Why would I feel that?”


    “Yes, exactly. That is my question. But the idea that you’d be doing something wrong, something that slighted your husband’s memory, something sinful changed you, did it not?”


    It took a moment for her to wrap her mind around that thought but he went on before she could reply. “You were a wild and carefree girl, were you not?”


    “I was.”


    “And becoming a married woman had not been in your plans. Being a widow was even less appealing. Suddenly, you had obligations. Rules. Expectations…”


    “None of which I like,” she agreed. “Felt like I was trying to stuff myself into a straightjacket. What will you think of me? What would you say if I admitted what I was really feeling? I thought I owed Tyler that much loyalty.”


    “I think you’ve given all you need to Tyler’s memory. He fell in love with the exuberant, flighty, spontaneous young woman you are. He wouldn’t want you to be anything less than that. He’d want you to move on now, and find your life. He’d do no less if he were in your shoes.”


    Her face twisted some. “You’re always right, aren’t you? I mean, do you ever fall apart and screw up?”


    “Fall apart? Been a long time since I’ve done anything that dramatic. But always right? That’s another matter. Although I often see clearly what’s right for other people, sometimes I don’t see what’s right for me. I will confess, though, I had a premonition some time ago—after you arrived here—that something strong would grow between us. Did I hope it would be romantic, I can’t say. But it’s not something I want to dismiss. But if it is romantic, I don’t think either of us should dismiss it, because of Tyler, or our ages, or any other reason.


    “Of course, you have a choice in the matter, regardless of what I have figured out for me. I have no intension of forcing a relationship on you that you don’t want.”


    “But you did force me to stay.”


    “No, I did not. You can leave right now, if you want. That’s always been an option. I couldn’t have stopped you if you really wanted to go.”


    “But I can’t leave you! Not now!” She hugged him closer and tucked her head against his chest. I love you, was on the tip of her tongue, but she let that lapse. She’d wait until he said it first.


    




  




  

    Chapter Twelve


    
      “Damn it!” exploded from her lips before she could take it back, followed by her walker thrown across the room as Carly fell to the floor in a heap of tears.


    Seconds later, Ben appeared at the door, far faster than she expected. He must have raced towards her the instant he heard her scream. “What the hell is going on?”


    Her eyes were wet with tears and fired with white hot rage. “I’m not doing another friggin’ exercise. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever!”


    “Maybe you should settle down and take a deep breath.”


    “I don’t want to settle down and I don’t want to take a deep breath!” She was practically spitting fire as she glared his way.


    He raised his eyebrows, seeing a side of her he’d not seen before. The frustrated Carly emerged from time to time, but not one so full of fury.


    “So you want to destroy property and sit on your ass all day, fine.”


    He turned and walked away.


    “No! Don’t you dare!” she shouted after him.


    He turned back, his eyes more severe than they’d been before. “I don’t dare what?”


    She could only seethe. He watched her scoot across the floor on her bottom. She could have risen to her feet, she was not that impaired, but she was still spitting nails.


    “Don’t leave,” she spat.


    “Well, I’m certainly not going to stay if you’re going to be such a bitch. I have better things to do with my time.”


    She could feel the force of her anger rising again with that remark. Good thing that she had nothing to throw at him because it would have gone sailing. “Oh, you are so…!”


    “…So right about what you need to do?” he finished for her.


    “That was not what I was going to say.”


    He took a deep breath himself, while trying to be patient. “What is it that you need, Carly? You tell me since I’ve obviously read this one wrong.”


    “I don’t know what I need. I’m tired, I’m frustrated, I’m angry and I’m pent-up.”


    “Pent-up with what?”


    “I don’t know!” Her voice rose to a high pitch.


    “You keep shouting at me like that and I’ll up-end you over my knee and spank the daylights out of your ass.”


    “Well, go ahead,” she seethed, staring straight into his impervious eyes.


    She must have expected a little more back and forth before he finally acted, but she read him wrong. He moved to her side with deliberate speed, yanked her up and sat down in a chair with Carly going over his lap in one effortless move. His right hand came down on her upturned rear, spanking the ‘daylights out of her ass’ just as he’d threatened. Even through her sweats, she could feel the fire in his delivery, the anger behind the act, the pain that made every smack sting more.


    She fought him for several minutes, but he was much too strong for her to win this battle. With one arm holding her down at her waist keeping her firmly in place, he clearly had the advantage. As she continued to squirm, while bellowing out a string of protests, “No, don’t! Ouch! Fuck you! DAMMIT STOP!!!” he kept up his steady rhythm without a pause. Even when he yanked her sweats down to her knees so he’d have her naked ass to spank, he hardly missed a beat.


    Although the pain amplified with her naked rear taking such a beating, something soon shifted in the battle. The bright sensations on her blistered ass warmed more than just the surface of her flesh. As the feelings penetrated deeper, the pain was less acute and she could feel the first spasms of arousal fire off in her sexual body. Her protests morphed into moans and gasping breaths, and her wrenching body no longer fought his domination. Instead, the steady rhythm of his assault melded with the forceful spasms brought on by the stinging swats. In five short minutes, he’d lifted her from the despair of her angry depression into an erotic state as blissful to her psyche as a long night of fucking. When his hand dropped deep between her bright red cheeks and began to massage her pussy, she groaned loudly. The climax firing off would seem to have no end and only stopped when Ben finally pulled his hand away.


    With the punishment over, he lifted her carefully in his arms and carried her to the far side of the room. Setting her gently on a sofa, she immediately curled up like a child with her knees bent and her arms wrapped around them. She tucked her head away unable to look him in the face.


    “I’m sorry,” she quietly whispered.


    “Look at me, Carly,” he said as he stood over her.


    She obeyed, though she barely raised her head above her knees. Shame was written across her blushing face, and in her eyes there was sadness and remorse. “I’m so sorry, sir, that was horrible of me.”


    “But you’re all right now?”


    “Sure. I’ll be fine. I’m just embarrassed. I don’t know what came over me. This just isn’t like me.”


    “I can tell you right now what’s going on—now that I’ve seen how you respond to getting spanked. I hope you weren’t trying to hide your love affair with pain, because you’ve just let the cat out of the bag. As long as you’re with me it’s not going back.”


    “No?”


    “You were a petulant bitch when I started. But that spanking ended with one of the most erotic displays I’ve ever seen. Even after the sex we’ve had, I’m a little amazed.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes, really. You let yourself get pent-up again, we’ll know what to do, won’t we?”


    The sweetness of his domination still stunned her. Though he’d been terribly angered by her own display of temper, the way he took charge, the way he spoke and moved and offered no compromise fed all her lust-filled fantasies of being dominated by the man she loved. His calm now, the way he presided over his feelings and mastered every nuanced gesture drew her to him like a child moving into the protective arms of their father.


    “But what if I don’t want to get pent-up. I hate myself like that.”


    “Then I won’t let you get even close. This does take our relationship to another level, but maybe that’s where it belongs. Hum?”


    It had been six weeks since Ben broke the ice in their erotic standoff and the two began their lusty affair. Most days were glorious, Carly waking with Ben beside her in bed, his arms drawing her close. She could hardly get enough of his warm embrace or the affectionate kisses that began their morning and continued throughout the day. In more erotic moments, she played the trampy slut for him, delighting in how she teased him right out of his reading the evening paper—or the morning paper, or his thick stack of court cases—using seductive moves that only ended when they both were sexually sated. She also played the happy companion. She listened to him talk, rubbed his feet while he was reading, discussed politics and war, and sometimes on very special nights, held him tight to her as a wave of grief passed through his body. He would do the same for her should thoughts of Tyler make her sad, but it was obvious that there was a much deeper connection between the father and son than Carly had shared with her husband.


    Though their affair was steamy and sexual, dominated by Ben’s commanding style, there was little of the roughness of which he spoke, or the brutish bullying or unrestrained demands.


    Was she that fragile? Did he fear she might break?


    Perhaps that nasty spanking would wipe away any fear that held back the strongest of his dark desires.


    Another level? She had her thoughts on this, but what exactly did he mean?


    “So where does our relationship belong?” she asked one night. They were in his study, Carly reading a book, Ben at his desk sifting through case files. The question abruptly drew him from his work, and he looked up a little dazed before he spoke.


    “I’m not sure that is something I can define. But what the incident a few days ago suggests is that you have deep-seated, even masochistic desires.”


    “Yeah,” she blushed. “I guess you could say I get off on pain.”


    He looked so stern and judge-like behind his fancy rosewood desk. That alone was reason enough to make her shiver. “And what else do you get off on, Carly?” To this point, they’d not talked bluntly about sex and it seemed both awkward and arousing for her.


    “Oh,” she squirmed a little in her seat, “sometimes a little bondage, a bit of crawling on my knees like a trained pet.” She had only to think of Haverleigh for inspiration. “Just the way you take charge, the way you punished me,” she winced sheepishly when she said that word, “it was quite a turn-on—once I got over my anger, of course.”


    “What else?”


    “Hmmm…who you are attracts me, arouses me, that sort of feeling is hard to pin down, but I’ve been attracted to dominant men for a long time.” She stopped to think. “Although Tyler, Tyler was different, very different. He was just wonderful, fun, sexy, full of himself. I didn’t really need to be submissive. With you, it seems so natural.”


    Ben’s expression didn’t change, and though it was hardly stern or cruel, the aura of dominance kept her fixated on his handsome face. “And you’ve been whipped?” he asked.


    She shuddered deeply. “Yes, sir.”


    “Anal intercourse?”


    “Yes.”


    “Tied to a bed…tethered to the floor?”


    “Uh-huh.” With every question she seemed to be creeping a little further into her submissive self.


    “Even this interrogation has you aroused?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “How about dungeons? Public dungeons?”


    “A few times.”


    “Physical inspections?”


    “Yes, that too.” She bit her lip, thinking of the first time Haverleigh took her to La Plus Sombre Terre. Perhaps he read her mind, given his next question.


    “Who’s the lover that took you to the dungeon?”


    She bowed her head and nervously played with her mother’s diamond ring, which she wore on her right hand. She then looked back. “A man I met in Paris. He was rich and powerful and we had this fling for a couple months. He used me like a toy.”


    “And you liked that?”


    “Most of the time.”


    “So, who ended the affair?”


    “I did.”


    “Why?”

 “He’d begun to scare me.”


    “But doesn’t the fear excite you?”


    “Of course, but he was always pushing the boundaries, always so edgy, so raw. There came a time I didn’t know if I was safe with him. And there was never any affection, that wasn’t part of his game.”


    “But you do have a need to submit.”


    “I wouldn’t want to be there all the time, but sometimes, it’s the only place I want to be.”


    He studied her face a moment before his next question. “Are you afraid of me, Carly?” His voice was soft and gentle, but behind it was the steely power of his position.


    “Oh yes. But not in the same way. Not at all. You would never damage me, I trust that. But he was nothing like you, Ben. In fact, I’d rather not think about him again, ever.”


    “Then you won’t have to. Interrogation’s over.” He smiled at her kindly and the intensity of his mood lifted.


    “So, are…are you into doing those things you mentioned?” She pulled him from his work for a second time that night.


    “How about you wait and see? The relationships I’ve been in haven’t followed any pattern, and I won’t be outlining ours. That way you’ll always be surprised.”


    “But you have dominated other women?”


    “I have.”


    “And that’s what you look for in women, ones you can dominate?”


    “Some would take a submissive role with me, but not all. And with some the domination is more subtle than overt, less masochistic, perhaps.”


    “But you’re always on top?”


    “If you want to call it that, yes.”


    She thought for a long while as he continued to gaze at her. “I should let you get back to your work.”


    “Not unless you’re finished with your questions.”


    “I guess I am for now.”


    “Well then, you go ahead and read,” he said, and he returned to the stack of files on his desk.


    




  




  

    Chapter Thirteen


    
      The gloomy day closed in around her…and the dark house and the dreary sky and the thickening clouds overhead clinging to their stores of rain put her in a somber mood. No anger this time, just the lingering effects of being alone too long in the house where Ben belonged with her. He’d left for five days in New York, business he said. And though she trusted him, her mind slipped easily into imaginings of unfaithfulness that ripped a hole in the serenity of the last few weeks of bliss. She desperately wanted him back, but refused to become a nuisance by calling him without a decent reason.


    Until then, she had not realized how much she leaned on him for everything. He’d become her world. Of her own volition, she’d let his essence overtake her life, what she thought and ate and read and spoke of, diminishing herself into his pet in a way that Haverleigh never would. Sex was spectacular. The night before he’d left, she’d whimpered sourly about his being gone, to which he had a ready reply. He was horny and wanted the sexy vixen he’d come to love.


    “How’s your ankle tonight?” he suddenly asked, when previously he’d been ignoring her as she watched him pack his suitcase. He’d be gone by six in the morning and didn’t want to wake her by packing then.


    The question jerked her from her reverie, “Okay, I guess. A little sore, as usual, but it’s been a good day.”


    “Then you won’t have any problem being on your feet when you strip for me?”


    “I-uh, no, I suppose not.”


    “Okay then.” He zipped his suitcase and set it on the floor, took off his belt and sat down in the corner chair and looked at her.


    She stared at him a moment, uncertain what to do until he spoke again. “Strip for me.”


    The order startled her, instantly causing her cheeks to flush with embarrassment. She’d never done anything quite so blatant for him, certainly nothing by his command. She’d teased him into erotic moods, but those were acts of her own volition. Something about the deliberateness of this demand, and the way he sat in the chair with the leather belt resting on his knees had her instantly alarmed and feeling as if she’d just been diminished into a mere sex object. Not that the feeling disturbed her; on the contrary her entire body was quickening with heat.


    Anytime Ben looked at her, just to look, when she was exiting the shower or getting dressed, she felt the temperature in her body rise and a blush come rapidly to her face. But those times were brief, chance moments, when she’d giggle self-consciously and he’d end his staring with a look of amusement on his lips as he went on his way. He rarely told her what was in his thoughts, which added to the subtle mysteries of her often enigmatic lover.


    But this moment was a first between them. His demand and her tacit obligation to submit combined almost explosively.


    She moved before him, crossing her arms in front of her body and running her hands down to her elbows. The bitten lip, the shyly bowed head, the lowered eyes all came natural to her, though all this posing was a way to stall as she built up her courage. Of course, he’d seen her naked more times than she could count. But he was not quite the same this time, and the belt across his lap? She could assume it was there for him to use, and that sent her desire skyrocketing so that her entire body was shaking.


    “Are you going to start or just stall?”


    The comment gave her enough impetus to reach for the bottom of her white shirt and lift it over her head. After dropping it to the floor, she reached back to undo her pink lace bra.


    “Your pants first,” he stopped her.


    She bit her lip again and went for the waistband, undoing the button and shoving the pants down past her hips.


    At least her panties matched, she thought as she realized that she’d pulled her pink ones from the drawer that morning—she wasn’t always so coordinated with her attire. She stood before him wearing nothing but a bra, panties, and a blush of embarrassment on her pale cheeks. It wasn’t like her to be so self-conscious. But Ben had a power over her she still did not understand.


    “Now the bra,” he said.


    Her nerves were already fried, and her hands were trembling so much that she could barely obey his order. As she reached back and bent over slightly to unhook the bra, her fingers fumbled clumsily for nearly a minute before she finally undid the hook. Uncovering her youthful breasts, the small handfuls of flesh jutted from her chest, nipples erect and hard as bullets. She could feel them hurting now, just the force of his eyes massaging them with his rough caress. His gaze was so critical that she nearly ran from the room. If only he would come to her now and begin the vigorous foreplay, all the tension in her body would disappear as the prelude to intercourse began.


    But she was not yet finished with her striptease.


    “Your panties, Carly. Take them off.”


    Giving him a shy smile, her fingers moved gingerly to the elastic of the pink panties. Nice that they had matched her bra, but they were also the sexiest ones she owned, the fabric so transparent that he’d already be able to see her shaved mons and her sex lips below. She lifted them down over her ass cheeks and stepped out stark naked with Ben’s eyes still glued to her every move. It seemed like an eternity of quaking, bashful exposure before the eyes of the man she loved. Why this should embarrass her so, she wasn’t sure, but the feeling of shame that rose up in her was so powerful that she almost covered her breasts and crotch with her hands.


    “Now come here,” he finally broke into the bristling moment with a command that practically had her jumping into his arms. But he stopped her short of climbing on his lap. “Oh, you’re not done yet,” he said, as he pushed her back so she was standing just inches in front of him.


    “Have I done something wrong?” she asked.


    “Wrong no. But I think you need something to remember me by while I’m away. This won’t be easy, and it will be painful.”


    With a tug of her hand, he pulled her into his lap face down—nothing like that wild fight in the work out room. So deliberate, so carefully executed, every small act just fed the moment with another layer of lust to augment what was already clamoring for release inside her body.


    When she looked over her shoulder, and saw him doubling the belt in his right fist, she immediately looked away. Her anticipation at its peak.


    The smacks were sharp and fast, delivered with such speed that her body could not catch up with the feeling and the rush of pain causing her ass to writhe erratically against his lap, groaning and gasping in a volatile display.


    He suddenly stopped and he placed his hand on one hot cheek. “Stop flailing like a beached fish, or I’ll start over. Is that clear?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Thankfully, the next round of smacks went down easier. Her body was more used to the sharp sensations and more able to turn pain into pleasure. She would have been able to withstand just about any tempo or strength, but then he abruptly stopped again and lifted her up as he stood himself.


    Pointing to the bed, he said, “Climb on, your ass in the air.”


    She scrambled fast to the end of the bed, making her bottom vulnerable for his further attack. The belt was dangled fully extended from his hand, and he stood back just the right distance away so that its end smacked directly in the center of her ass cheeks. With backhanded blows, he delivered her from the small ecstasy of the punishment to the exhilaration of pain and pleasure that came from the resounding beating. Her concentration narrow on each single strike: the pain that burst on her skin and the pleasure that traveled deeply into her cumming cunt. It took every force of will not to bellow and moan and let her ass dance before him as the cadence of strikes continued—but her silence and a settled body was what he demanded. If anything, the sensations only became more intense as she forcibly quelled her typically exuberant response.


    As much as she wished this pleasured frenzy could go on forever, her body was nearing the point of exhaustion, and Ben’s sixth sense seemed to guess that fact. His intuition never seemed to fail him and it did not fail him now. Just as a legitimate protest formed on her lips, he stopped and moved in behind her.


    For several minutes, she found his hand working her asshole. Zealous fingers forcing their way beyond the tight sphincter, easing in and widening.


    Whether she had permission or not, she was more vocal in her response; her mind too strained to focus anymore, or fight back the cries that rose up from her throat. When he finally shoved his cock inside that dark door, she shrieked first, then settled back as he rammed himself inside her, drilling her asshole until he let out a cry of climax—the dark music of his soul.


    He pulled out quickly and left her alone for several minutes while he went to the bathroom to clean up. On his return, he pulled her with him under the covers and held her close.


    “You all right?” he asked, as he stroked her sweaty brow.


    “Unbelievable…” she weakly sighed. “I’ve never been fucked like that before. Never. It was everything I needed.”


    “That’s good. No depression? No tears? No doom and gloom because I’m leaving?”


    “That’s why you fucked me like that?”


    “No, I fucked you because I wanted something to remember you by while I’m gone.”


    “And maybe because I needed it.” She smiled mischievously.


    “Yes, that too.” His playful smirk made her giggle inside.


    “I am feeling much better.”


    “Good. And let that be a lesson, my love,” he kissed her gently on the nose. “I’m not sure if I’ve met anyone who needs sex to make them sane, not the way you do.”


    “But doesn’t it make me fun to be around?”


    “Yes. You are fun to be around. Now if I’m going to get up at five, I need some sleep. And I’m sure you do too.”


    She hadn’t slept in that day, as Ben had hoped. At first she secretly watched his stealthy moves around the bedroom, as he tried not to wake her. When he bent down to kiss her goodbye, her closed eyes didn’t even flutter. But after his first tender kiss to her lips, he whispered gently, “I know you’re awake, dear. But you should be sleeping.”


    She opened her eyes to see his face near hers. “Why sleep? I wanted to say goodbye.”


    “Well, you can go back to sleep now.”


    As soon as Ben left the house that morning, the emptiness closed in around her. He left her alone nearly every weekday morning, but it wasn’t the same this time. She could feel the distance grow between them. Each added mile that separated them drew her further from the substance she’d clung to all these months. Within minutes she could feel her ankle aching, the ache soon turning into a painful throb and her emotions bordering on panic.


    Even when she looked in the mirror and saw that he’d left several red stripes across her ass, it was not enough to soothe her spirits. At first she’d smiled, knowing they’d probably been deliberate. Hadn’t he said he’d give her something to remember him by? But this was only brief solace. She’d rather nurture the shadows of her life rather than the bright spots.


    Three days later, very little had changed. The day was a dreary one, much like it had been that day months before when her world shifted and her relationship with Ben turned into a steamy Dom/sub love affair. But there’d been nothing today to move her out of the gloomy mood. The emptiness of the house only reminded her of her vulnerability, of Tyler and her parents and a host of bad things that she should never think about again. She took her troubles into the garden, wishing she could plant them in the soil with the roses and asters, the creeping vines and the lush green foliage. The air was unseasonably warm, the humid breeze gently ruffling her hair. She sat on the patio chair and pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket. They were probably stale since she hadn’t smoked in weeks, and of course never in front of Ben—her instincts told her he wouldn’t approve. She didn’t approve of it either, but it seemed like a better option than diving into a bottle of whiskey and ending up drunk on the floor.


    The cigarette tasted bitter, but she could watch the smoke rise, the funny way it curled up, caught the breeze and disappeared—a small fixation that soothed her and took her mind from the doldrums of being alone. She’d hoped her therapist would be there that afternoon, but he’d called to cancel. The housekeeper was off for the week, at Carly’s insistence. She couldn’t see paying the woman when it was just her in the house. When Jenny had asked Ben for the week off, Carly assured him she’d be fine. Now she was in Pittsburgh, visiting her sister, Ben was in New York and she was by herself in Ben’s big house.


    Each piece of her life that deserted her left her feeling more alone. Looking at the empty house from the outside, she hardly had the will to go back inside.


    When it began to rain, the drops were huge and infrequent, but as the minutes past, the rain grew steady, soaking the garden and the earth below and the immobilized Carly, who sat waiting for the will to move.


    It didn’t occur to her how refreshing it could be, letting the sky open up on her. When the clothes clung to her skin uncomfortably, she stood up and began to remove them one by one; a strip tease in celebration of the whole miserable day. Naked and barefoot, she walked around the garden thinking bizarre thoughts. Like rolling in the dirt or dancing on the patio table or taking off out the gate and running down the street. For a while she rubbed her crotch, not a full blown masturbation, but what felt sensuous and dirty. Then she leaned against the brick fence and let her body feel the rough sensations of it bringing on a welcomed pain. Ben’s stripes had faded so she could hardly see them now and she wanted more, more rough abuse, something to make her feel intensely, maybe drag her from this sullen place at last.


    “Carly, what the hell are you doing out there!”


    Suddenly ripped from her trancelike state, she froze as reality slapped her back to consciousness. She stared aghast at Ben who was leaning out the door. Something in her deflated and like a popped balloon, she shriveled to the ground, her eyes still fixed on Ben, her ass in the dirt.


    “Get in here!” he snapped an order she dared not refuse. But her body simply wouldn’t work. When she didn’t move after several more impatient calls, he darted into the garden, in suit and tie, and grabbed her up in his arms. Inside the house, he deposited her on a kitchen chair, then went to the laundry for a towel.


    As the thick terrycloth enveloped her body, she finally felt the warmth return to her. Ben’s hands felt as fierce as his mood, but they were comforting to her sullen spirit, doing more to lift her depression than any measure she’d taken on her own.


    Ben moved about the kitchen making tea and when he finally turned to her, she felt about two inches tall under his forceful scrutiny. For one brief instant, she felt as though she was standing before him in his courtroom about to be sentenced for a terrible crime. “So, you want to explain yourself?” he said.


    Certainly there was something better to say than a weak, “You came home early,” but that was the first thing out of her mouth and all she could think to say.


    “And it’s a good thing I did. But why the hell were you naked in my garden?”


    She gulped visibly, then bit her lip… all the normal bashful gestures followed naturally, but his question remained unanswered.


    By then, his stern look changed to worry. “Carly, are you okay?”


    “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I just got…very depressed? The first time you’ve been away…and Jenny was gone and even Josh canceled my therapy appointment. And this has been the most gloomy week. The weather is terrible and so is my mood.”


    “Is this typical for you?”


    “No, not really. Well, sometimes, but never anything like this. Did you see me out there?”


    “I saw you standing naked against the wall.”


    “That’s all?”


    “Yes, that’s all. Wasn’t it enough?”


    It was a relief to know that he hadn’t seen all her strange behavior. Even she couldn’t explain that to herself.


    “You’re okay now?”


    “Yeah, sure, you’re home.”


    “And you can walk okay?”


    “My ankle is fine.”


    “Then I want you to go take a hot shower, then come find me when you’re done. I’ll probably be in my study.”


    He didn’t take his eyes from her until she was out of sight.


    ***


    Carly peered into the study seeing Ben in his chair reading. He looked up.


    “Come in. I warmed up some leftover stew I found in the freezer. Jenny’s recipe, it’s pretty good. But maybe first you want some tea?”


    “I’m not cold, Ben,” Carly said. She slipped onto the sofa opposite him and curled up in the corner.


    “Not because you didn’t try to freeze yourself.”


    “It wasn’t cold.”


    “Sorry. I’m going to disagree with you there, and the entire idea of your running naked in my garden—at least without me there…”


    “You might have liked it.” She tried on a demure smile, but it seemed to have little effect.


    “Yes, I might have liked it. But you’ve given me a scare.”


    “Oh, sir, I hadn’t meant to. You weren’t even supposed to be home.”


    “Right. And what would you have done if I hadn’t brought you in?”


    “Umm, I had been thinking about rolling in the dirt…” her face screwed up timidly with the admission.


    “Mud wrestling fantasy?”


    She laughed. “No, I swear.”


    “Well, there is a solution for all this.”


    “Right. You just don’t leave.”


    “I see. Keep me a captive in my own house?”


    “No, you can go to work.”


    “And you can get a life, Miss Carly, outside this house. You’ve become too dependent on me, which is probably part my fault, as protective as I can be. But nonetheless, it’s time you got out more. I don’t care what you do. Go back to school, get a job, find friends, whatever Carly wants to do. But you can’t stay insulated in this house.”


    “I do go out some.”


    “But not much, not since you stopped trying to leave.”


    “I don’t know what I’d do.” She shrugged. “I never thought about doing anything productive with my life. I figured when my parents’ money ran out I’d find something. A couple months ago, I actually applied for a job as a translator, but when I went for the interview, I got all nervous and tongue-tied. I walked out.”


    “You could try that again.”


    “Yes, I could. But what if I freak out again?”


    “You know, this doesn’t sound like the Carly who ran about Europe, free as a bird.”


    “No, I wasn’t like this at all. But I wasn’t happy either. The accident… my ankle… landing in the middle of your life, in a place I don’t know…everything has changed so much.”


    “It has. I know that. But even you have to agree that it’s time you pursued other things than me.”


    “You’re right, you always are,” she droned. “I’m just stuck.”


    “Then you can get un-stuck. You studied at the Sorbonne. What was your major?”


    “Art. Art history. Like that’s really useful stuff.”


    “You paint, draw, sculpt?”


    “Oh, heavens no! I like funky clothes, that’s about the extent of my natural creativity.”


    “Then design them, or work in a dress shop. I can’t make that decision for you. I won’t. But if you don’t do something, you’ll end up smothering us both. It’s time you put faith in yourself again. You need things to do you love; it’ll ward off the depression. Certainly, you can manage that, especially since you have me to help. You think you can do that?”


    She nodded, “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”


    “Do you want to go on like you did today?”


    “No.”


    “Well then, you have your answer.”


    Already she was feeling better. Ben was right about her insulated life; why she couldn’t have come to that conclusion on her own, she wasn’t sure. “Thank you, Ben,” she said, smiling.


    “Thank me for what?”


    “For giving me a good slap in the face—even if it was just a psychic one. And for not laying in to me for being so reckless.”


    “You mean punishing you?”


    “Yes, that word.”


    “Don’t think I haven’t thought of it…long and hard. Just be warned, you’re on a short leash as far as bizarre behavior is concerned. If the solution we just talked about doesn’t cure your depression, then there will be other measures.”


    She wondered what.


    “And no, I don’t know what those measures are, but I’m not going to let you spiral into another depression.”


    “It won’t happen again.”


    “It had better not.” He picked up his reading, “And by the way, I threw out your cigarettes, the pack was soaked. You won’t be smoking again.”


    Ben went back to his work while Carly ate her stew and drank her tea, which she really didn’t need to warm her, since she was already feeling warm and beautiful inside.


    Thumbing through a magazine waiting for Ben to make the next move, Carly was unaware that he’d been watching her—for quite some time in fact.


    She finally looked up startled to see his eyes on her. Startled and unnerved. When he changed moods, hers changed too.


    “You said you crawl, I’d like you to crawl for me now, Carly.”


    The second he gave the order, she sensed what he had in mind. Like a slinky, she eased her way to the floor, shedding her bathrobe as she went. Naked and on hands and knees, she crawled her way to Ben’s chair. “This where you want me?” she looked up wondering.


    “I want you in my crotch, then straddling my lap, then whatever else I want from you. You owe for the scare you gave me.”


    “Oh, I’ll make it up to you, she swore.” Her green eyes glittered sexily.


    “I’m sure you will. But you say another word and I’ll gag you.”


    Just that small threat had her trembling with excitement.


    Ben had opened his thighs and the invitation was obvious. For her hungering mouth the blowjob would be sexual, for her submissive self it would be sexual worship. She’d never unzipped him before, or gave him anything but a cursory blowjob as a prelude to sex; he always liked her lips on his lips when they made love. But he was in a different, very demanding frame of mind now. One she expected would last all evening long. His cock sprung free of his pants with little effort and her mouth devoured the thick organ seconds later, drawing it deep into her throat and sucking the organ to an erection before she finally backed off a bit and let her lips relish all the lusty macho tastes of his tumescent flesh. When his palm rested against her head, she felt the force of his energy consume her and take charge. As the pressure increased, she could sense his desire mount quickly and the blowjob became more vigorous.


    Then abruptly he stopped her. “On my lap.”


    She was up in seconds with the erection she’d savored slipping into her empty nest until she felt it all the way to her cervix. She danced on his lap, feeling bright bursts of pain when he grabbed hard on her breasts and squeezed them till she shrieked.


    He pulled back and slapped her face. “Not a sound, Carly.” A stern reminder to be silent.


    The force of the slap was minor; though it stung her face and drove her deeper into the submissive Carly where she found heaven waiting. No worries, no sadness, just sex and coming and pleasuring the man she loved in such wild and wicked ways. She squeezed down on his erection and heard him groan, but he was not yet ready to climax. He’d hardly begun the foreplay.


    Changes with Ben came on so swiftly sometimes they left her head spinning. One minute she was in the lap dance of her life, the next, he was on his feet with her in his arms, her legs still straddling his groin, his cock still impaled within. He walked her toward the wall, pressing her back against it for support and fucked her there in earnest. Drilling her savagely. Hitting bottom. Causing her to scream, regardless of his command for silence.


    If that scream offended him or broke the rules, she couldn’t say for sure. He didn’t slap her again. But just seconds later, she was thrown across the end of the leather sofa, her crotch squirming at the top, while he retreated for a moment to his desk and returned with rope and a ruler. The rope bound her hands behind her back, the ruler was for her ass.


    “I see you scratched your butt,” he noted the marks. “On the brick wall. Was that it?”


    She didn’t dare answer. She didn’t even know if it was the wall that marked the skin, but she could imagine it was.


    “If you want your ass marked again, girl, you come to me. If I’m not around, you wait till I am.”


    Any other time she would have resounded with a clear, “Yes, sir.” But not this time, not when his call for silence was still in place.


    The ruler was savage. Its sharp edges cut into her flesh so she could almost hear it score the skin. It wasn’t anything like his leather belt or his spanking hand—or the whips and floggers she remembered from her other life. Being silent bordered on impossible while suffering so much pain. In fact, she couldn’t be sure that she’d effectively muffled her responses as the ruler blasted down on her wiggling rear.


    When it came time to fuck, he used her ass. His only lubricant was a generous few fingers of sex juice he gathered from her sopping pussy. It hardly seemed enough, but he slipped his cock in her back door much easier than she expected, and began banging her hard and forcefully, his two hands clutching her ass cheeks to keep him steady. There was no finesse about the screwing. He brought himself quickly to a climax, without any thought to her own, then pulled out and slumped into his easy chair, wiping himself on a handkerchief.


    Unlike most punishment on her ass, Carly was never able to absorb the blows of the ruler—this often happened with wood. There could no cumming until he finished the spanking, but once he stopped and rammed his erection in her ass, the beat of her own arousal soared fast. He might have deliberately ignored her pleasure, but that did not mean she did herself. While he recuperated in his chair, her ass continued to grind on air as the erotic feelings passed through her.


    Carly spent the night tethered to the foot of Benjamin’s bed with a collar ringing her throat and her wrists bound with shackles behind her back. Her head was swimming as she laid down. So much to think about, though there was no easy place for her thoughts to land. Thankfully, she was so exhausted that after a few minutes her mind gave up and she fell soundly asleep.


    Before dawn, Carly felt a tug on her collar, enough that she abruptly sat up and tried to figure out what was happening. Still in her sleepy stupor, she crawled up on the bed and sunk into her master’s arms. Once her shackles were unlocked and her hands freed, the two made love more properly. The drama of the previous night was finally over. Afterwards, they fell back asleep in each other’s arms.


    




  




  

    Chapter Fourteen


    
      Six Months Later…


    Carly stood at the doorway watching him dress. The starched shirt, the crisp tie, all that beautiful black of his tuxedo, and she’d have been creaming her panties if she were wearing any. He turned, realizing that she was staring.


    “Something the matter?” he asked.


    “No, not at all.” She gave herself a moment to appreciate what she saw. “You…are… hot!”


    “Really?”


    “No…Yes, I mean it… you um… let’s just say that tux well…certainly does…” by then she was blushing and couldn’t have possibly finished the sentence.


    “I take that as a compliment. Thank you.”


    “It was a compliment, and you are welcome.”


    “So, how about you?” he turned his attention on her. “I assume you’re not planning to wear a bathrobe tonight?”


    “Oh right…” she stared down at her blue terry robe. “I guess I have to get dressed, huh?”


    “If you’re going with me tonight, you do. And you are going with me.”


    “That’s what I wanted to make sure.”


    “You want to back out?”


    “Sort of.”


    “And why would that be?”


    She stared at the ceiling to avoid his eyes. “Oh, just the usual cold feet.”


    “Well, if it’s a little inspiration you need to get you going, I’m sure I can supply that.” His eyes narrowed meaningfully and she got the message.


    “No, no inspiration necessary. I’ll get going.” She padded off to her downstairs bedroom where her evening gown was hanging in the closet.


    She should have chosen something simple and safe, but then, simple and safe had never been her style. She’d been working in the boutique for several months, finding that the environment there suited what she needed for the time. She was surrounded by clothes, lots of them—kinky, funky, artsy one-of-a kind designer made. If she couldn’t afford the prices, at least she could touch them and imagine. On the spur of the moment, she had lifted the green silk dress off the rack and held it against her slight body.


    “What do you think,” she’d asked her boss.


    “You need something for that DC extravaganza? That will certainly raise a few brows. Try it on.”


    She stared at Liza wondering why she’d bother when she really couldn’t afford the $400.00 price tag.


    “Go on, let me see what you look like.”


    Carly scurried to the dressing room and returned to show off a perfect fit. Her big eyes gleamed with delight.


    Liza looked at her critically at first, then she smiled. “Green like the color of your eyes,” she said. “I think it was made for you.”


    “But there’s no way I can afford this dress.”


    “Don’t worry about that. It’s my gift to you.”


    “No. You can’t.”


    “It’s my dress. Why not? Pay me what you can and enjoy your night.”


    It wasn’t just the green, but the sparkling beads and the fusion of color that began with the green and mutated down the dress until the scarf hem became the color of dark juicy plums. Low cut in front, dipping low at the back and a slit up to mid-thigh on the left: everything about the dress made a sexual statement. Clinging like sexual pheromones to her svelte curves, it was sensuous, funky and daring, but maybe too daring for a gathering of judges, politicians, statesmen and their well-heeled wives. She’d hoped something else would suit her just as well. She’d tried on at least ten more ‘suitable’ gowns. But for reasons Carly could not understand, there wasn’t another gown that would work. They made her feel stuffy and pretentious, like the rich women she so despised. Besides, this one came with a reasonable price tag now that Liza had practically given it to her.


    But what would Ben think? Issues of dressing for a public gathering—all new territory in their young relationship. To even be on his arm at a black tie ball was worry enough. What if he freaked when he saw the dress? Before Ben, she would have never hesitated like this, never have questioned herself. She picked out her clothes almost thoughtlessly and went on her way regardless of what other people might think. But her life now was not her life then. And these new circumstances had obviously changed her.


    Hearing Ben’s footsteps in the foyer, Carly quickly brushed her hair into a loose bun she held in place with a couple of silver hair sticks. Then she slipped into her ballet flats, put on the pale crystal earrings that matched the dress and quickly dabbed a little perfume between her breasts.


    She came out of her bedroom and walked down the hall, looking timidly into the foyer where Ben stood with his back to her, cooling his heels as he waited. She could feel his impatience without even seeing his face. Yet, when he turned around and found her standing in the doorway, it was his eyes that opened in surprise. Any impatience had disappeared.


    “My goodness, girl.” He shook his head and smiled.


    “Is it all right?” she came back anxiously. Her heart was thumping in her chest so hard that she could barely breathe.


    “All right? It’s beautiful, Carly. You are beautiful.”


    “Then you like the dress?”


    “Of course I like the dress. It’s very you.” Exactly what she needed to hear. “Is that what you’ve been so uptight about these last two days?”


    “I’ve been uptight the last two days?”


    “Don’t make me laugh. I must have fielded at least a half dozen hints about your staying home. Now, we’d better get going.”


    “You know I could pull this off better if I were wearing stilettos,” she quipped as she took his arm.


    “Right, and have you end up crippled. You’d be a fool to wear them and I’d be a fool to let you. You’ll wear your stilettos again, but not tonight.”


    ***


    He kissed her in the limo. Ran his hand down her breasts. And after a little exploration under her skirt, discovered that she was wearing no panties. He squeezed an ass cheek until she gasped, then found the opening of her love hole with his hand and began fucking her with his fingers.


    “Ben, please!” she softly cried.


    “Please what?”


    “Not with the driver right up there,” she whispered.


    “He can’t hear us. You need to relax.” He kept humping her pussy with his hand until she came with her head thrown back and a small cry she tried desperately to squelch.


    “You’re not going to keep doing this all night, are you?” she said when she came up for air.


    “Maybe I should. Keep you as dreamy and sexual as you look now.”


    “Oh, please don’t!” she wailed.


    He only laughed. Then he wiped his hand on his handkerchief and sat back in his seat, content. A few minutes later, just as Carly was coming down from the sexual high, they reached the ballroom and Ben was there to help her from the limousine.


    She’d been to stuffy affairs before, ones that were terminal bores, and this didn’t look much different than those embassy balls she was required to attend when her parents insisted she go. She recalled the last such affair, the embassy party with Margaret, that ended with the shock of seeing Dana Durrant and James Battles as husband and wife. Certainly nothing like that would happen here, and yet she had a strange predilection that something unanticipated would occur before the night was over. Her funky dress was of little consequence. Several of Ben’s associates remarked how lovely she was, and their compliments were sincere. All that worry had been for nothing. But the odd feeling in her gut was in no way lessened once that threat proved to be nothing but a bit of juvenile anxiety.


    Carly carried the feeling throughout the evening, through drinks, hors d’oeuvres, and finally into the sit-down dinner in the glittering dining hall. The lively dinner conversation she managed easily, even when it was focused on her. One of the guests remembered her father well, and almost with shining eyes he greeted the daughter with his reminiscence that not only touched her deeply, but for a time, swept aside her fretful agitation. For a brief while she felt as if she were in the company of friends. With Ben at her side, his hand occasionally brushing her leg, or squeezing her thigh, she had all the reassurance she needed to make it through the remainder of the evening.


    Carly rose from the table after the dessert plates were removed, whispering in Ben’s ear that she needed to go powder her nose. Buoyed by the knowledge that the rest of the night would be a breeze, her poised aura attracted enough attention to expand her confidence as she gracefully moved through the dining room and into the lobby. Maybe a bit of the old Carly was returning.


    As she crossed the open area, she approached the entrance to the restrooms and noted a number of tuxedo clad men huddled together talking. Bowing her head, she moved around them, trying not to draw their attention. Suddenly, one of the men swiveled in place and caught her arm, a move so unexpected that she didn’t stop her forward progress until she realized that the man was clinging to her arm.


    “Carly!” If his charisma hadn’t already given up his identity, the timbre of his voice did.


    She looked up, eyes lighting on Byron Haverleigh.


    “Amazing to see you here. I had no idea you were in Washington.”


    “We both are, aren’t we? Nice to see you.” She started to take off but he wasn’t letting her go anywhere.


    “Not so fast.” He pushed her away from the group of men. “You and I could be doing some business together, don’t you think?” His eyes glowed wickedly.


    Without her knowing how, she’d ended up with her back to the wall and the man hovering above her like a demon.


    “Business with you? I don’t think so,” she said. “I’m in a relationship right now.”


    “And that’s a problem?”


    “No, the relationship is not a problem at all. Doing anything with you would be. I’ve got to go now.”


    Sheer determination to flee the scene had her scooting around the corner and hiding in the bathroom for the next half hour. Finally, when she thought it might be safe to leave, she joined a group of women who were exiting at the same time. Thankfully, Haverleigh was no longer in sight when she stepped into the lobby. But she was still so unnerved that she didn’t dare walk back to her table.


    For several moments she mulled her choices, hoping that maybe Ben would appear in the lobby, answering her silent scream. But he did not appear and her desperation only mounted with the disturbing seconds that passed. In her mind there was no choice: as soon as she saw Haverleigh reappear on the far side of the lobby, she knew she had to split. She quickly darted into an alcove to hide, called a taxi, then she scribbled a note to Ben that she handed to one of the waiters, pointing toward his table in the dining room, while still evading Haverleigh’s attention.


    “My ankle is really hurting. I’m taking a taxi home. I’ll see you there. Please, Ben, don’t rush out on my account. I’m fine, but you can call me if you need to. Carly”


    She rushed from the banquet hall into the street: by now, her ankle was throbbing fiercely. Only when she sat back safe inside the taxi did she dare breathe.


    By the time she’d reached Ben’s house, not only was her panic firmly entrenched, but she’d unmade her life, raveling the loose ends until it was just mere threads. She would have no peace with Byron Haverleigh near her. She could already feel the secrets he held over her dropping down to condemn her. Ben already thought of her as a slut—but that was just the playful language of lovers, not what he actually believed about her. Even he had called her a free spirit, which could have meant many things to him. But free spirit hardly covered all the bases. Would he accept that the new love of his life had been little more than a high-priced call girl—and a kinky one at that?


    Nightmares…scandal…remorse…panic. All the worst in her spilled free. Her mind was adrift and unable to settle when all it could think of was her ruin. A dozen plans began to form inside her brain. Each one centered on the best way to extricate herself from Ben’s life with the least amount of pain for him. A swift clean break would be the easiest, she decided. In fact, she should just leave now before Ben got home.


    However…she was just too tired, too exhausted. And by then, her ankle was practically screaming at her.


    No. Another plan would have to work. But she’d wait until morning when the panic had subsided to devise that one. She’d probably face a few tough moments with Ben, but she’d get around them as she always did, probably with a sound strapping to punish her impulsive behavior. Of course that might actually settle her down.


    Too tired now for anything but sleep, she curled up in her designer dress on the top of the bed in the downstairs bedroom, and laid her head on the pillow. Was it possible that when morning came, she’d awaken to find last night’s nightmare was nothing but a bad dream?


    Carly hadn’t bothered to turn the lights on in the house when she arrived home. She didn’t need them, the dark would do.


    Ben found her lying in the shadows of her bedroom, just barely dozing. She had no idea that it had been just an hour since she stepped into the taxi—it seemed like days. Nor was she aware that he’d tried to call her seven times with no success. Either her phone was turned off or it had run out of power.


    “Carly, you can’t be asleep yet,” she heard his voice, but she refused to stir. Maybe he would go away if she played possum long enough. “Wake up, we need to talk.” This time he shook her shoulder and she opened her eyes. “Are you all right?”


    “I’m fine.” She studied his face. “But you’re mad at me, aren’t you?”


    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t be?”


    “Um…I’m sure… there’s got to be something.”


    “What you did was rude, impulsive and inconsiderate.”


    To that, she didn’t know what to say but, “I’m sorry.”


    “Listen, young lady, you’re going to come clean. You’d better have your explanation ready, because I want to hear it now.”


    “I don’t have an explanation better than the one I already gave you.”


    “If you expect me to believe that, then you must think I’m a fool.”


    “No, no, I don’t think you’re a fool.”


    “Then start talking.”


    By then, he was sitting on the bed beside her with his hand resting on her hip. She could already feel the heat of a good nasty whack on her bare ass even without that first smack. No doubt she needed more than just an imaginary punishment; the real thing would do. But it appeared that wasn’t going to happen, not at least until she confessed. But what could she confess? She had to think fast.


    “Would it be explanation enough if I told you that there was someone there tonight that I didn’t want to see?”


    “And who would that be?”


    “A guy I used to date in Paris. He threw me completely off center.”


    “Did he bother you? Hassle you? Give you any reason to take off so fast?”


    “Just him being there was enough. It was a bad scene when we were together and when I pulled out, it was rather abrupt. He started drilling me with questions and when he wouldn’t stop, I got away as fast as I could go and hid in the restroom for a while. When I finally left the ladies room, I was still so shaken that I couldn’t stay. I am sorry. I am. You have to believe me, that’s all it was. It was me, Carly, being impulsive and thoughtless, but I never meant it as any slight to you.”


    It took a long time before he said another thing, but by the time he spoke, she knew that the worst was over. He gave her ass cheek that firm smack she was waiting for and followed it up with a tender squeeze. But that was all.


    “You planning to sleep here, or do you want to come up to bed with me?”


    “I’d like to come up with you if it’s okay?”


    He tugged her arm and pulled her to her feet. Then he lifted the evening gown over her head and hung it in the closet.


    “You can walk okay?” he asked.


    “Sure.”


    Taking her hand, he led her upstairs to bed.


    




  




  

    Chapter Fifteen


    
      She should have awakened with a clear conscience. She had told Ben the truth about why she’d so abruptly left the ball—except for a few minor details, like Haverleigh’s name and the real truth about how she ended up with Byron Haverleigh in the first place. Even so, her conscience was more muddy than ever. Just skirting the real issue, her escort services for Dana and the guilt over Tyler, only put her mind back in those days of torture at Haverleigh’s hands, her anxiety over Tyler, and her fears of Haverleigh himself. She didn’t deserve men like Tyler and Ben, straightforward, uncomplicated men who said what they meant and didn’t hide pieces of their life away in fear. Both were fearless. Both loved her fearlessly. Which left Carly to figure out how she could have attracted two such honorable men when she was little more than a shipwreck waiting to happen. She’d washed up on the shores of Benjamin McBride’s life and settled in rather comfortably. But was it fair that he didn’t know the whole truth about her? Unfortunately, she didn’t have the courage to tell him what he needed to hear.


    Friday morning after the ball, she was a bit hung over, surprisingly so. Probably not the booze but too much worry making her head ache and her stomach sour. Haverleigh was still out there.


    She ate a bite of toast while serving Ben his coffee and granola. Then she dashed off, saying she needed to get to the shop early. “Liza says we’re doing seasonal markdowns.”


    He kissed her lightly on the lips and left himself. Apparently all was forgiven. She’d deal with her guilt on her own. As usual, she would stuff the guilt back in its place once the fear and fervor of the previous night had passed. And it would pass, just as it always did. Once Byron Haverleigh left town, she could let down her guard and finally relax.


    Mid-morning, the shop owners Liza and Celeste took off for a meeting with a fashion buyer, leaving Carly to do the markdowns and get the shop ready to open at noon. The work was mindless and fairly pleasant. Unlike department stores with racks of merchandise stuffed together, each item in the boutique was an original that needed to be showcased. She took great care rearranging the dresses, coats, hats, bags and jewelry, just as her boss suggested, and was crouching low at one display to fix shoes on a manikin when she heard the shop door jangle. Liza must have left the door unlocked was Carly’s first thought.


    For just an instant, she felt a tickle at the base of her neck—a feeling she quickly discarded. She called out. “I’ll be right there!” As she finished buckling the ankle strap to the manikin’s leg, she realized that whoever had entered the shop was now standing over her.


    “Actually, I like you right where you are?”


    Fuck no!


    “How did you find me?” She rose to her feet, unwilling to let the Dom/sub metaphor give him any kinky ideas.


    “You think if I want to find someone, I’d have any problem?” Byron Haverleigh came back grinning.


    “Yes, you do have influence. But I am working, and unless you’re here to buy something, you’d better go.”


    “Oh, Carly. That wouldn’t get me what I want.”


    “And that is?” She should have never asked—she realized that the moment the words were out of her mouth.


    “You. For the next three weeks while I’m in DC. I need a sub to take the edge off my agitation—federal inquiries can be such a bore. When they are not a bore they are fuckin’ annoying. You’ll understand soon enough.”


    “No, Byron. I won’t understand. Because you’re going to leave right now. I have no intention of ever doing anything with you again.”


    “You think that firm tone of voice,” he mocked her, “is going to dissuade me?”


    “It should.”


    “Sorry, Carly. You’re going to lose this battle, so don’t even bother to fight. You’re so aroused, you’re practically begging me to take you.”


    “That is not true!”


    He grabbed her arm and after first locking the front door, he pushed her into the back of the shop behind the curtain, and began to force himself on her. His mouth crushed itself against hers, one hand reached around to grab her ass, and the other collected both hands—which were trying to push him off—and held them above her head, tight to the wall. His knee was between her legs, pushing up, leaving her virtually paralyzed in the awkward pose.


    “See, what did I say? You can’t fight me. Not now and not tomorrow when you come to my hotel room and we pick up where we left off in Paris.”


    “That is not going to happen!”


    “Hush,” he pressed his massaging hand to her mouth. “Do I have to gag you? Is that it? Little miss talks-a lot can’t seem to shut up.” He reached for a scarf—a $200 scarf—lying on a table behind him and stuffed it into her mouth, then twirled her around and tied her hands behind her with a second scarf.


    He made quick work of bending her over and baring her ass, unable to resist the urge to give her ass a half dozen sharp smacks.


    “Ah, this is just the start, Carly,” he said. Then he thrust her over the table properly, and went for the collapsible baton in his coat pocket like a dagger he could whip out in self defense.


    The cut of his weapon was not only silent, it burned her ass far beyond the outer flesh. Adrenalin was running high, her pussy wet despite her attempts to shut off the valve that fed it. Damn, if she wasn’t still vulnerable to the domineering charisma that had so obsessed her before. Fight as she might, she could not suppress what her body chose not to hide. As the baton struck, she could feel the momentum in her shift from pain to an angry pleasure that grabbed at her and would not let go. Everything he did just amplified the lust coursing through her veins, from the finely executed thwacks of the baton to the subtle massage of her pussy when the pain became too great. Every time he returned to the baton and struck her again, her arousal was higher and her determination to see this through more fixed than before. He liked to press the tip of the baton into the more tender places on her body—her inner thigh, the side of her breasts, underneath her arm. She could have easily screamed. But she was even too far gone for that.


    When he began to shove the baton handle into her ass, her entire body flinched. She knew what would follow; Haverleigh often telegraphed his moves. And she wasn’t wrong this time. As soon as he had her opened wide enough to suit him, he pulled the baton out and stuffed her ass with his cock, banging her hard against the table until he ejaculated in her back door. His muted sigh and her muffled grunts were the only sounds in the steamy, silent air.


    Done with her, he pushed her to the floor and stood over her as he had before.


    “You should have just given me a blowjob while you were on your knees. Would have saved you from this. But then, maybe an ass rape is better anyway, for what you need. I want you in my hotel room tomorrow about two, let’s say. We’ll get reacquainted then. I’m at the Fairmont. Just ask for my room at the desk.”


    She’d managed to remove the scarf by wiping her mouth against her arm.


    “There’s no way I’ll be there!” she spit back, eyes molten with rage.


    “Oh, you will be there. You’re living with a federal judge. Do you suppose that his world will favorably greet the news that the man’s shacked-up with a bondage slut?”


    The fire in her eyes instantly fled. “Please tell me this isn’t blackmail,” she said, looking utterly defeated.


    “I never said the word. And I won’t. But if you believe any of the bad press about me, you’ll behave yourself and come like a compliant lamb led to the slaughter. You’ll be heartened to know that I plan to keep you completely intact. You’re much more useful to me that way.”


    He placed his foot at her chest and pushed hard, backing her into a corner with one rude shove after another.


    Then he laughed.


    “A federal judge. Unbelievable. I’ve never taken down a federal judge. But there is a first time for everything, don’t you think?”


    She could have risen up in anger and pummeled the man to death, but she was far too scared. Instead, she watched him calmly move toward the front of the shop and disappear on the other side of the curtain. A moment later, the shop bell jangled again.


    It wasn’t hard to slip her hands from the scarf. The knot was already loosened in the skirmish of struggling bodies, and she was free seconds after Haverleigh left. Not that it did any good.


    There were two ruined designer scarves that she’d have to explain to her boss. But she didn’t have time to think of plausible explanations for the wet and wrinkled mass of silk. She threw them to the bottom of a bin of material with plans to deal with them later, then relocked the front door and reached for her cell phone. It would be evening in Paris, no telling what Dana was doing, but she’d have to answer. Carly would not stop calling until she did.


    Thankfully, she heard Dana’s line pick up within five minutes.


    “Haverleigh’s here in DC,” she rushed in without even identifying who she was. “He just raped me where I work. I’m sure he knows where I live and he’s demanded I…” she couldn’t complete the sentence without bursting into tears. “He’s threatening to expose Judge McBride if I don’t submit to him.”


    “He’s blackmailing you?”


    “He is.”


    “Listen to me, Carly. Calm down and listen. You have only one choice. You go to the judge and tell him everything that’s happened, everything. Don’t leave anything out.”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “For his sake and yours you’d better. Tell him everything about Paris and about today. All the sordid details you can stomach. Do it, Carly. He’ll know how to take it from there.”


    “But?”


    “Do it, Carly, your father-in-law is a powerful man. He’ll handle it. Now you promise me you’ll go to him.”


    “Yes, yes, I promise.”


    Carly took a moment to dash off a note to Liza and Celeste, then she locked the shop and left.


    ***


    Until that day, Carly had avoided Ben’s downtown office. She’d even refused to meet him there for lunch on the two occasions he’d invited her to join him. They met at the restaurant instead. Why? She couldn’t say. But if she were guessing, there must have been something to do with guilt that kept her at arms length from imposing government edifices, and institutions that preached truth, honor and justice. The words had become superfluous in her life, truth twisted by necessity, honor a relative issue and justice…well, she had yet to face a suitable justice for her crimes—and the list was long by her own estimate.


    She entered the building, trembling all the way to her toes. Fear did strange things to her. But since her first instinct—to run away—she’d scratched from her list of options, she called on the heart-throbbing, brain-scrambling, stomach turning nerve to see her through the ordeal that awaited. Her ankle was aching, of course—seemed this was a normal response anytime she was under stress. And her eyes were so blurry from the strain that she could barely read the indexed list of offices on the sign inside the imposing double doors. Several minutes of scrutiny ended when she finally hit on The Hon. Benjamin R. McBride.


    Up the stairs, to her right and three offices down the hall. She tried to calm as she entered the office, though she was not sure she was all that successful.


    Her visit was greeted by a friendly secretary who had no problem letting her wait for Ben inside his private office. Apparently her name was one she’d heard many times before.


    “It shouldn’t be but a few minutes,” the buxom brunette said with a cheery smile. “Coffee? Tea? Sweet roll? I think they’re still fresh.”


    “No, I just ate, but thank you,” Carly answered, trying her best to be polite. Though she couldn’t wait for the door to close to catch her breath.


    Unfortunately, nothing about the scene inside Ben’s office was comforting. The leather chairs were comfortable and the sun-soaked room was warm, but unlike his cozy study at home, the space was intimidating: law books, leather and the burden of important decisions weighting it down with an air of judgment she could not easily brush aside.


    All of this was so weird, weird enough for her to feel horny—or maybe that was just the dregs of Haverleigh’s rape an hour before.


    At first, she sat primly in a chair before his desk, then she moved to the couch on the back wall, feeling much more hidden and less vulnerable. Fifteen minutes went by at a ponderous clip, her nervous energy was at a raw edge and she couldn’t get comfortable on the couch. But just as she was about to try another seat, Ben moved into the office through a side door, wearing his black judicial robes.


    He stopped short as soon as he spotted Carly sitting on the couch, looking like a scared rabbit about to run.


    “Carly! What are you doing here?”


    “I had to see you.” She realized that she could barely speak.


    “Are you okay?”


    “No, no, I’m not okay, not at all.” She moved into the chair before his desk, leaning forward anxiously. “I’ll tell you everything…but you just have to hear me out, no interruptions or I’ll really screw this up. You promise?”


    “Of course I’ll hear what you have to say.”


    So concerned by the unexpected visit, Ben didn’t even remove his robes as he sat down to listen.  If the formidable force of the man wasn’t already obvious to her, Benjamin McBride in his judicial raiment would have been enough by itself to have her trembling in fear. As it was his somber presence and the surrounding atmosphere just added to the terror screaming from her emotions.


    She forcefully held back her tears; this was not the time to explode on him in a fit of panic, nor was it time to slink back like a whining child. She’d have to ignore the robe and all the official atmosphere and press on.


    “So, what is it you have to tell me?” Ben speaking as steady as ever.


    “It goes back to Paris. You remember Dana Durrant? She was at the hospital in Germany when you were there?”


    “Yes, she was briefly. Nice woman. Concerned about you.”


    “She was once my lover—of sorts.” She paused there, thinking the news might cause a response in him, but it did not. “She found out that I got off on being caned and from time to time I played the naughty child and she played the reproving mother. It wasn’t an important affair, but I tell you this to set the stage. Her husband, James Battles, was also my lover…although at the time I didn’t know they were married. When I found out, I cut them both off, but that is really not the point…” She took a deep breath. “Dana Durrant was also my boss, she may have told you that. I was part of her spy ring, an insignificant one, I’m sure, but I managed to gather a little information…from the men she had me date. It was, sort of tongue and cheek, Dana’s ‘Escort Service’ and I was the escort. The girl she hired to extract all that secret information from her targets. You don’t have to guess…it was sexual on many occasions, not all, but many. I really didn’t mind then. Free spirit Carly took it in stride. Sometimes the sex was good, though most of the time it was passable and unimaginative. I don’t really know why I let myself get used that way. I suppose it gave me power over men—even if I was really looking for something very different.”


    Carly suddenly stopped talking, looking for some expression on Ben’s face to indicate his feelings, but he remained as stoic as the building in which they sat. He did take the moment to rise up from his chair.


    “I get the feeling that this is a long story, and it’s damn hot in here,” he explained. He removed his robe and hung it in the closet behind him. When he finally sat down again, he resumed the impassive expression that might have unnerved her at one time. Now it seemed to keep her calm. Any hint of anger, and she would have been reduced to tears. Accusations, and she would have tried to flee. Who knows what theatrics might have exploded into the scene if Ben McBride hadn’t remained true to his nature and imposed an unflappable calm on them both.


    At least without the robe, Carly saw the man she lived with—not the judge.


    After a deep breath, she began again where she left off. “Dana set me up with her husband, unbeknownst to me he was her husband. I thought he was just a guy I met in a bar; I had no idea that he had his hidden agenda and I was his prey. He was better looking than most men I’d dated, and he had the right combination of bravado that attracted me. At first it was just vanilla sex, but he pushed my limits—and I liked the way he pushed.


    “He was the first man to really dominate me and he did it well. I was smitten for several months, couldn’t get enough, and there was never enough. After about eight, nine months, the affair did get old. There was so little besides the sex that I was feeling empty. Some days I could barely bring myself to show up when he called. Though I always did. I started to withdraw from him about a month before everything blew up. I occasionally refused his calls, or brushed him off, but then I’d get horny again for submission and he would take me where I needed to go.


    “When I happened to run into Dana and James together at an embassy party, well, the shock sent me over the edge.


    “I tried to quit them both. James was easy. But Dana… Dana had gotten what she was after. James confirmed my submissive streak, which was all the information she needed to set me up with Byron Haverleigh—her latest mark.” The mention of the name brought a flicker to Ben’s eyes. “Yes, the Byron Haverleigh. The man thrives on sexual domination, and apparently seeks out submissives wherever he’s traveling.”


    “Wasn’t that Byron at the banquet last night?” Ben asked.


    “Yes, it was. But I’ll get to that in a minute… you have to hear it all, the way it happened.”


    Carly went on with the story, telling him about meeting Tyler before she met Haverleigh and how Tyler’s absence drove her back to submissive sex with Haverleigh. She outlined the depth of his use of her and the guilt she suffered for her infidelity to Tyler.


    “Haverleigh was the man who took me to the dungeon, who treated me like a pet, who made me crawl for him and bark like a dog and degrade myself before other men. There’s a part of me that thrived on that feeling of dread, on the fear and the uncertainty, the pain and all the submission he could demand of me. He was like a drug. I was his addict—a very willing one. I knew he was dangerous, that he was poisoning my system. And I probably would never have split—even when I overheard the conversations on the phone—even when I knew he was dealing with thugs.” A wretched feeling stabbed her in the gut as she recalled that time.


    “But you did end the affair.”


    “Yes. I sort of told you abut that before, but not the whole of it… I-I went home one day to find my apartment ransacked. That was the same day that Tyler called from Istanbul, the first time he’d contacted me since he left Paris. It couldn’t have been forty-eight hours later that I was on a flight to Istanbul. Tyler would take me from that nightmare and make me safe. And he did. Well, until…” With her tears threatening to spring free, it was Ben that urged her on this time.


    “So, does that bring us to now?”


    She nodded her head. If only he could continue guessing, maybe she wouldn’t have to confess the rest. But in lieu of that, she’d spit out everything as Dana had ordered and finally be done with it. She was so desperate to be done with Haverleigh and all her terrible secrets that even the fear of getting banished from Ben and his life couldn’t deter what she had to do now.


    “It was Haverleigh who hassled me last night. I didn’t see him until he cornered me in the lobby—I’d gone to the ladies room, but didn’t get there before he’d discovered me. He has no shame, no restraint, not when it comes to women like me. He expected to pick up where we left off in Paris and I’d be glad about that. When I brushed him off, he started making implications. I was too afraid to go back to the banquet after I left the restroom so I did what I do well and split the scene. I thought I’d be safe, that the threat was over and none of this would be necessary.


    “But he came to the shop this afternoon.” Her chin trembled with the memory so fresh in her mind. Until then she’d spoken in hurried phrases and with little emotion. But now her voice cracked and she could no longer hold back her tears. “He didn’t just demand my submission, Ben, he took it by force. He bound…and uh… gagged…and caned me. Then he fucked my ass.”


    Until that moment Ben’s composure had been undisturbed, but there was now a fire in his eyes. “Carly, dammit, why didn’t you tell me that first!” He was practically leaping over his desk.


    “Wait! Please! I have to finish the story. You have to hear it all. He knows who you are and he intends to follow through with his plans for me. He pretty much told me that he’d expose me to ruin you, if he had to. Something like ‘I’ve never taken down a federal judge…but there’s always a first time.’ I was so scared, I still am. I didn’t know what to do so I called Dana. She told me to tell you everything and you’d take it from there.”


    When she stopped talking, the silence grew enormous around them as she waited for Ben to respond.


    “And that’s it? That’s the entire story?”


    “Isn’t that enough?”


    “Yes, that’s quite enough for me. But you, Carly, are you all right? Forget me. Are you all right.”


    “I think so. It’s not like he didn’t do anything that hasn’t been done to me before—by him…well, and you.”


    Though her tears were streaming down her cheeks, at least she’d left nothing out. “If I could make it look any better I would. Dana said I had to tell you. That you’d know what to do. Dear God, I hope you do. I am so sorry…so sorry.”


    “Come here,” he sat back and motioned her to his side, although she practically fell into his arms when he finally gathered her into his lap. So worried that she’d never feel his warm embrace again, she clung to him afraid to let go.


    At last, he gently pushed her back. “Carly, I know that you could cry a river of tears, but right now I need you to hang on a little longer. You need to see an investigator from the police, then I’m going to have someone escort you home and stay with you until I get there. If Haverleigh knew where you worked, he’ll have no problem finding the house. So you’re not going there alone. Right now, I want you to wait outside while I make some calls. You’re sure you’re okay?”


    “I’ll be fine. I’m just worried about you.”


    “I can take care of myself. You just remember that you did nothing wrong. You did not bring this on yourself. Haverleigh is a dangerous man, but he can’t escape this with his good looks and charm.”


    Pushing her to her feet, he rose to escort her to the door where she grabbed onto him again, as if it was the last hug she would ever receive from Ben McBride. She still had no idea how he reacted to her terrible confession, and she probably wouldn’t know until he returned home later that night. Although not completely reassuring, at least the hug was warm and Ben’s arms were big enough to handle the burden of her misery, if only for a few brief seconds.


    




  




  

    Chapter Sixteen


    
      The men in Carly’s life had always had the power to damage her, if not physically, which was often the case, then emotionally, which was always worse. Even the good men in her life had managed to leave her emotionally wreaked. And not one of her infatuations or affairs or one-night lovers, not even her husband, had the power to save her.


    Not until Ben did she earn the love of a man who wielded that kind of power.


    There was a flurry of activity following her tearful confession. She went through all the evidence gathering procedures to file charges of rape. Then there were the phone calls and the anxious waiting and hours away from Ben, who was not only ‘taking care of her’ but going into an important trial.


    He arrived home near midnight, and dismissed the female bodyguard who’d accompanied Carly to the house and was ordered to stay until she was relieved. Ben had been quite specific with his instructions that Carly was not to be left alone.


    “You’re sure you want me to leave? I can stay the night,” Officer Perkins informed him.


    “I’m sure you can, but I don’t think that will be necessary. There is a car staked out on the street, I’m sure the detective will keep a good eye on things while we sleep.”


    The woman smiled and retreated out the door, while the tired Ben turned to see Carly sitting on the stairs, waiting.


    “You look as worn out as I feel,” he observed. “How about a night’s sleep?”


    “You mean, you’re not going to throw me out of the house?” She could barely get the question out.


    Ben chuckled under his breath. “That seems like a foolish thing to do to the woman you’ve been moving heaven and earth to protect, don’t you think?”


    “Heaven and earth? Really?”


    “Oh, just shy of that. Right now, we’re both whipped and we’re both going to bed.” He walked to the stairs and taking her hand, led her up to his room.


    She waited watching him undress, the silence killing her. She wished she could put the events of the last day aside, but that would be impossible. Though the twenty-four hours of trauma had worn her out, so had the hours of waiting for her questions to be answered and she would not let them sit till morning.


    “You know this stoic crap is fine for you,” she finally blurted out as he was about to climb in bed. “But if you think I’m going to sleep after what’s happened today, you’re crazy.”


    He looked at her a moment with the fine Ben McBride scrutiny she was familiar with. “No, you probably won’t rest well, will you?” he sighed wearily and he sat down on the bed. “Let me see. What can I tell you? Byron Haverleigh has been handled. He won’t be a problem for you again. He’ll never bother you, approach you, or be anywhere near you. How is that?”


    “That’s fine, great… fantastic…but…”


    “No, you stop right there.”


    “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell me?”


    “That’s about it.”


    “I want more than that!”


    “The details are not yours to know, so don’t press me on this, Carly. You will never know all that was done today to protect us both. And that’s the way it should be. There’s bliss in ignorance, and you’re free to enjoy that bliss.” He took a breath. “What I think you should know is that Dana Durrant and I had a long conversation while you were recovering at Landstuhl. I already knew about you and Haverleigh.”


    “Fuck! You’ve got to be kidding! About the escort stuff and James…all that?”


    “All of it.”


    No! Good god no! she almost shrieked. Curling up in a ball she turned over with her back to Ben and would have stayed there forever if he hadn’t pulled her back to him and settled her in his arms.


    He stroked her hair and kissed her face and her eyes and her lips, like he was welcoming her home. “None of it mattered. I knew all along, but it was of no importance to me. That should be enough to settle you for now.”


    No, it was not enough! But it was all she’d ask of him that night. She let him kiss her until she knew that his kisses were sincere, until his heart reached out to hers and held it as it often did, until this horrifying day seemed more like a dream than real. Then she was able to sleep. To rest safely in his arms and be at peace. But only then…by dawn her lingering fears would surface once again.


    




  




  

    Epilogue


    
      Although the seasons had changed, the flat rock by the river provided a glorious view for the eyes to rest on and the mind to savor. The chill in the air meant that they were wearing heavy coats, and rather than deli sandwiches they were drinking hot soup from thermos mugs. Carly had made the soup herself.


    “This is good,” Ben said, as he took a sip of the hot broth. “You have been holding out on me about the cooking?”


    “Glad you like it,” she smiled. “I used to watch my mom in the kitchen. I pick up things pretty fast. You’d be surprised what recipes are rattling around my cranium.”


    “Maybe bringing out your domestic side would do you good.”


    “Maybe.” She shrugged. Times like this with Ben she savored as much as she did sitting on that river rock. When he hinted at the future her entire body warmed—and not with erotic feelings, but ones of belonging and home and comfort. Sometimes she still feared that this happiness would be snatched away, and she’d be driven down again.


    But so far, after nearly a year with Benjamin McBride, there had been nothing that had scared the man away. If he hadn’t rejected her after their last ordeal, she was beginning to think that he never would.


    It had been six weeks since Byron Haverleigh had been dealt with. She’d not mentioned him once, nor had Ben. Carly knew he would never bring up the subject of her past; for him it was another case closed. But for the first time since that awful day the questions that had been bothering her were now on the tip of her tongue and she could hold back no longer.


    “Why did you never say a word about… you know, Haverleigh and Dana and all that?”


    He looked surprised to hear that question now. “What, you have some sort of delayed response?”


    “Sometimes. I know we’re not talking about him” referring to Haverleigh, “and all that, but the question has been burning in my brain since that night.”


    “Well, the answer is simple. I wanted you to tell me yourself.”


    “You thought I’d just some day blurt it out?”


    “I hoped you would.”


    “How well do you know me?”


    He laughed. “Better than you think. You finally did confess.”


    “Only because Dana told me that I had to do that to save you.”


    “And if that hadn’t happened, you would have told me anyway.”


    “You really believe that?”


    “I know that eventually it would have eaten away at your insides until you exploded… some impulsive thought would have finally crossed your mind and you would have come to me with your tearful confession.”


    “I never thought I was so predictable.”


    He laughed again. “The goodness in you speaks far more loudly than all your bad behaviors, Carly. I had the good sense to figure that out early on.”


    It took a while to digest that thought, as amazing as it was.


    “So what did you think when Dana told you about me, and my kinky need for sex? Did you think that I might be the perfect submissive girlfriend?”


    His bright eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you want an answer to that question? You were lying in bed, hanging on for your life by a thread and you think I was making plans for our future? That I was thinking about taking you to dungeons and beating your sorry ass?”


    She winced. “I guess not.”


    “Did I once come to you before you opened that door for me?”


    “I’m sorry, that was a stupid question.”


    “Well, you’re forgiven. In my mind our relationship has developed naturally like any other relationship. It’s taken time and patience and a willingness to listen. You’ve given me that and I’ve given you that in return. I probably would have fallen in love with you without the kinky sex.”


    “But it does make sense for us—the kinky sex.”


    “Yes it does, my slavish slut.” For a proper judge she found it amusing that he liked to use such crude words to describe her. “As long as you’re with me, there won’t be a single sin that goes unpunished. How’s that for a promise?”


    “A little scary. In fact, it’s a lot scary.”


    “Good. You need to be scared. I thrive on your fear and so do you, my darling. And if you thought I brought you up here just to sit on a river rock and sip vegetable soup, well, you’ll be in for a surprise.”


    “Now, you have me quaking,” she smiled, and leaned her head against his shoulder.


    “You may be smiling now, but you can consider this moment the beginning of a slow countdown that ends with your crawling at my feet.”


    ***


    “On your knees!” The order ripped the air like a clap of thunder from a summer storm.


    Carly froze on her feet and stared across the room at the man she knew so well. Or did she know him at all? The expression on his face chilled her to the bone. The cold stare with not a bit of kindness, the firm set of his square jaw, the aura of dominance reeking from his virile body. She’d seen it all before, but never with this kind of intensity.


    He waited for her to obey, but he did not wait long enough for her to respond before repeating the starched command. “I said on your knees!”


    She dropped instantly this time.


    He moved her way as she stared up at him in awe.


    “You said to punish your sins. Now’s the time, slut, and this is where it happens.” He threw her an old rag that he’d been holding in his hand. “Around your eyes. Tight. Then take off your clothes.”


    She started to strip off her wool sweater, but Ben stopped her immediately. “I said the blindfold first. You don’t get this right, you’re only going to suffer more. You want to play the slave, the groveling slut, this is your chance. The desire better be burning in your gut or you will not get through this night.”


    Good lord, how did he expect her to respond after that! A long moment followed during which her fixed eyes did not move from the ruthless face and cold-hearted eyes. His callous words still echoed through her brain. The excitement was pouring into her body and had no place to go. She knew that she’d run out of time, but she simply couldn’t make her body move from its paralyzed state.


    When she finally didn’t move, he eyed her critically. “What? You only follow orders when it suits you, slut? When you can have the upper hand? When you can dictate the plot? When you know you’re in control?”


    “No, no, sir!” she finally blurted out and she rushed to pick up the rag.


    “Don’t you dare touch that!” he ripped off the contrary command, leaving her completely confused. “Lace your fingers behind your head, elbows wide. Kneel up straight and look at me.” He rattled off orders so fast, it took a minute for her mind to compute it all. She did her best to assume the pose.


    He strolled her way, fixing his eyes and his grimace in the narrow field of vision before him, reserved solely for her. “Obviously you need a reminder. Why all your sinful behavior needs to be punished,” he snatched a quirt from the table. Earlier that day, he used it to bring her to a playful climax. But this wasn’t playtime now.


    “You tell me about your sins!” He snapped the leather against her shoulder as he circled her petrified body.


    She jerked, smothering her pained cry. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” She turned enough to seek his face; the only way to beg for mercy was with her eyes.


    But no mercy was given. “You’re going backwards, slut. Face forward and do not move.”

 “Yes, sir.” She righted herself.


    “Now back to my question. Tell me your sins. And start with all that unbridled fucking…”


    She gulped back tears as her emotions began to swell. It took some moments for her to decide where to begin, and finally, because she knew he was impatiently waiting for her to speak, she jumped in with, “I’ve been to bed with more men than I can count. I can’t even remember them all.”


    He snapped the quirt against her thigh. Even through her jeans she could feel the burn.


    “I want specifics!” he barked.


    “I…uh… hitch-hiked from Paris to Heidelberg and fucked the driver because it was the only way I could pay him.”


    “What else?”


    “I guess I’ll fuck any man as long as there is something in it for me.”


    “Your behavior certainly suggests that. What else?”


    “I’m weak, sir.”


    “That’s a given. A little more graphic…shall we?”


    “I blew two men in a German bar, with a crowd of men on the sidelines taking bets on who I could get off first.”


    “Ah, sorry I missed that show. What else?”


    “Um…I danced for money in an exotic bar on the Riviera, then went home with the owner and his two friends.”


    “Fucked all three that night?”


    “Yes, sir. All night long.”


    “What else?”


    “I’ve had sex with married men…lots of them?”


    “And?”


    “I tried to break up several marriages.”


    “Did you? And why was that?”


    “Jealousy. I was young then…”


    “But young doesn’t matter, does it?”


    “No, sir. It still hurts me inside.”


    “And it will forever if you don’t let go.”


    “Please, sir,” she tried again for his sympathy.


    His quirt came crashing down across her back and she nearly toppled forward, as the pain rifled through her.


    “What else, slut? C’mon. You want to do this again? You haven’t even gotten to the good stuff. What makes you so crazed, what turns you into an impulsive runaway. You thought this was going to be a fun romp in the woods. This is therapy for both of us. Tell me what really has you rattled? Tell me about Tyler.”


    As soon as the question hit her ears, she felt her threatening tears spill from her eyes. Not only did the dam of tears give way, but so did the force holding back the worst of the repugnant truth.


    “Tell me, Carly.” He was standing right over her, looking down, while she stared straight ahead, right at his knees.


    She bit her lip to feel the pain and put her raw emotions in check. Then she gathered up her courage. “I went straight to Haverleigh when Tyler didn’t call. I didn’t trust him enough to call me. I just figured he was leading me on, like all the other men who’ve used me.” She tried to snuff back her tears but it did little good. “I knew…I knew Tyler was different, I did, but I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust myself. I put his life in jeopardy. Haverleigh blew up the apartment house. It had to have been him. He could have easily traced me there…he had to have known. He’s responsible for Tyler’s death, but as far as I’m concern, I’m the one that killed him…” By then, the tears streaming down her cheeks turned into sobs and she could not go on.


    “And you live with that everyday,” Ben remarked.


    Was it possible that his hard voice had softened, even just a little? That the harsh air about him had briefly eased?


    “Yes, sir,” she could barely say the words between gasping gulps of air.


    “As far as I’m concerned, there’s not a bit of truth in the statements you just made. No one knows who set the bomb in that apartment building, but it certainly was not the woman who gave my son so much love in the final weeks of his life.”


    “I wish I could believe that.”


    “Well, you’d better start. Is there anything else you need to confess? I want it all out now.”


    She shook her head. “No, sir.”


    “Nothing about betraying your husband’s memory by falling in love with his father?”


    “No, sir. I don’t feel that anymore. I swear.”


    He backed up and rested his ass on the back of the old cabin couch. Either his fierce expression had somewhat softened or she was getting used to its uncommon cruelty.


    “All right, now you can remove your clothes.”


    She looked at him confused.


    “Yes, the clothes, leave the rag alone.”


    She began without further prompting: the sweater, the bra, her jeans, her panties and socks until she was naked and shivering in the cabin’s chilled air.


    “Now the blindfold.”


    She reached to her side and grabbed the rag, and after folding it loosely in her hand, she placed it in front of her eyes, grabbed the two ends from behind and pulled the material tight across her face.


    Using the quirt to move her along, Ben drove her outside where the air was cool, as cool as the inside of the cabin, although the sun was warm on her bare skin. She crawled across the yard on hands and knees, feeling the unseen sticks and stones on that bumpy terrain grind into her flesh. At the edge of the woods, he pulled her to her feet and tied her face forward against the scratchy bark of a towering pine. Then he stepped back and began to lace her shoulders, back, ass and upper thighs with cutting strikes from his quirt. When that implement was not enough to suit him, he changed to a braided cat ‘o nine tails that for a long while danced across her flesh, teasingly at first, then gaining in intensity until her voice screamed in anguish as bright bursts of pain tore through her body.


    Then, suddenly, he stopped. In the long interval that followed, Carly listened to the sound of Ben working his way through the woods, through the rough underbrush and the uneven forest floor. For a time there was silence. Not a sound that she could attribute to Ben, only the birds flitting from tree to tree, the rustling leaves and the faint noise of the river beyond.


    She wiggled against the bark, trying to find a position that was more comfortable, but she only scratched her tender skin with the prickly surface.


    Finally, she heard the sound of Ben crashing back to her through the woods, and felt his hand on her ass when he reached her side. She might have been unwise to breathe a sigh of relief on his return, considering what awaited her, but even then, she felt the comfort of his presence, knowing that the kind and gentle dominant, who still loved her very dearly, would see her through the next few minutes, hours…whatever it took. If his therapy could relieve her of the noxious burden that destroyed her peace, that made her flee, that sent her spiraling into miserable depressions, then she’d gladly suffer the ordeal.


    Though the common rewards for her masochistic suffering was a body ready to explode into climax at the least provocation, something about this day and this set of circumstances and Ben’s imperious mood had pushed back those feelings, making them hover on the sidelines until she gotten through the worst of her suffering.


    She needed to suffer, and there was no better person to put her through that agony than Benjamin McBride.


    She faced a new and unknown torment now. At first, the rough sensations were unfamiliar to her and she was confused. She could feel their thunder—long before the first strike—but she could not identify what Ben held against her back and slowly lowered until it reached her ass. When he began to pat her ass with sharp and fast repeating strikes, the facts suddenly jarred her stymied brain cells loose.


    By then, Ben had backed up a suitable distance and had taken aim, laying on the bundle of freshly cut switches so there was no disguising what he used to cause such a rich and vicious sting. She cried from the outset with her voice lifting into the afternoon air and suffered every successive strike, barely able to absorb the pain before the next strike landed with an emphatic thwack.


    The punishment ended without a single spark of pleasure threatening to destroy the grueling pain.


    When at last, Ben untied her from the tree, he pushed her to the earth.


    “You have to piss?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Then do it here.”


    Right there? In the woods? In plain sight of his hovering eyes?


    She had every reason to be embarrassed, but she was too far gone with so much humiliation already heaped on her. Squatting in the unseen shrubs, she let go a stream of urine having no idea where it traveled without her eyes to see by. As she finished and circled back in Ben’s direction, a metal collar was clamped around her throat and a leash was clipped to the dangling ring at its side.


    Blindfolded and naked, she crawled frantically at Ben’s heels to keep up with his brisk pace, and bumped headlong into the cabin’s porch stairs.


    “Ouch!”


    “Don’t be so clumsy,” he snapped.


    Like she could have avoided that! She noticed the sass in her unspoken rejoinder and decided that it was a good thing. Maybe she was working through her troubles. Maybe she’d finally set them aside. Maybe the punishment was finally working out the angst of her last year. Maybe.


    Inside the cabin her whole world changed again. Ben was a different man, though still not the man she cherished. His new incarnation was equally as ruthless as the brute who interrogated her and whipped her against the tree. But now there was a different tone to his domination.


    He immediately put her to work, cleaning the cabin and making sandwiches—with the blindfold still in place.


    “Just watch yourself with the knife. I’ll be damned pissed if you hurt yourself,” he called to her while he strolled aimlessly about the cabin, waiting for his meal.


    Her sense of taste and smell and touch heightened instantly, forced to take a larger role when she could see nothing from behind the gag. Taking Ben’s stern reminder seriously, she worked with great care, finding that she paid close attention to every small act, tasting ingredients to be sure they were what Ben ordered, and being especially vigilant using the knife to cut the tomatoes. Finally when the sandwiches were made, she called to him sweetly in her clear small voice.


    “You really want me to bring them to you?” She was scared to death that he’d make her walk across the floor with the plate in hand.


    “Yes, I want you to bring them to me. But on the floor. Drop to your knees and scoot the plate with your nose.”


    This sounded so much easier, except for one major problem. “But how do I know where you are?”


    “That would be for you to figure out. You can hear my voice, can’t you?”


    “Yes, right, sir.” But how to find a moving target?


    The crawl seemed to take an eternity—demeaning if she thought about it, but her body seemed to react well to the embarrassment of pushing a plate across the floor with her nose. She had just one small misstep when she ran into a table leg. From there, however, she plucked an inner map of the room from memory and worked her way around the table, moving in the general direction of Ben’s voice. Seconds later, the lunch plate hit his shoes.


    “Not bad,” he said. “A little slow. But you’ll get better.”


    The intensity of his ire had dimmed even further. When he offered her bites of his sandwich she could sense the affection in his voice. When he laid his palm against the back of her head, a little warmth and a little mischief played with her sexual body. Her arousal returned and suddenly the thought of serving her master, naked, blindfolded and on hands and knees was more a turn on than something to fear.


    “Sit up, your hands behind you,” Ben suddenly snapped—still not the crackling bravado of earlier in the session, though she immediately snapped into position.


    “Did you peek while you were making lunch?” he asked.


    “No, sir! I did not.”


    “Good. I catch you peeking in a session like this, you will pay and there won’t be a sign of climax in it for you. You don’t believe that, my little cum-slut; just think about the old frat paddle on the wall over the door, the one with the holes. It will be about as brutal as anything I spank you with, much worse than that bundle of switches. And I won’t hesitate to use it.”


    “I got it! Yes. Message received. No peeking,” she came right back.


    She could almost see an amused smile cross his lips. But that was mere speculation on her part, since she could not see at all.


    The line between pain and pleasure is sometimes a very fine line. Ben spent the next several minutes drawing that line across her body with an open pocket knife, its blade pressed into her flesh.


    “This would not be the time to move,” he warned.


    As if she didn’t already sense that.


    There was no way to ignore her physical response to Ben’s erotic foreplay—if she could call it that. The fact that it was foreplay was still in question. The fact that it was erotic, however, was indisputable. All her synapses fired off as the knife blade was drawn slowly across her breasts and down her arm, across her barely parted lips and along the most sensitive skin at her neck. She shuddered deeply though she dared not move. No sudden jerks. No unexpected shifts. Her breath was halting, her attention focused on every move, and her mind aware that her body was long down the road toward what would become an overpowering climax.


    Oh dear god! If I could only hold on! she heard the voice inside her head keep her settled.


    When she felt the knife drawn upward between her inner labia, she did jerk.


    “Don’t you dare move a muscle!” Ben advised.


    He began again in the same place, teasing flesh that was too flushed with sex to be teased any longer. Her heart begged him to stop…at the very least for him to allow her one, just one measly cum to take the pressure off. But he strained her to the very edge of her endurance, until she dared to gasp…


    “Oh, sir, I don’t think I can…”


    “Hush! You can suffer this. Dig down a little deeper, girl. It’s not that tough.”


    That’s easy for you to say, she was tempted to spit back. But of course she wouldn’t have been so bold.


    The minutes of her torment stretched on until she could feel her concentration start to break again. But she swore that Ben would not see her falter now.


    Just before she completely lost it, he abruptly pulled the knife away and laid his hand against her sex. He bent down moments later and put his lips to hers for the most singular kiss of their romance.


    Without prompting or permission or any word from him at all, her body exploded into the waiting orgasm, and writhed freely against her master’s hand until she fell forward in a near faint, overcome by pheromones, emotion and sexual heat.


    How he drew her into his lap, she wasn’t sure. That she suddenly found herself in his reassuring arms was all that mattered.


    At last, he pulled the rag from her eyes so she could see again. Then he kissed her lips with a fervor that sparked another, smaller climax.


    “So, is all that guilt over Tyler finally gone?”


    “I hope so.”


    “That doesn’t sound very convincing.”


    “It might take some time…but I’m sure you’ll keep reminding me.”


    “You can count on that. Now, you think you’ve earned the right to have me now?”


    “I didn’t know that you were something I needed to earn.”


    “You’re right. I’m not. You’ve had me all along. Smitten from the first day. The only difference between you and me is that I don’t let guilt and remorse get inside me. I learned a long time ago that they are a useless waste of precious hours. Maybe someday, Carly, you’ll learn that too.”


    For the first time since early morning, he smiled. He stroked her hair and held her close.


    “I love you, Ben,” she suddenly rushed in with all the energy she’d been holding back pouring out through her eyes, her hands, her heart.


    “And I love you, Carly,” he returned. His eyes were shining bright, his cool and stoic dominance wrapping her in a sweet feeling of bliss.


    She could feel a new flood of tears forming in her eyes, but rather than let loose that flood, she pulled back with a playful grin. “So, do I get to play your sex games all weekend long?”


    He almost had to laugh. “Yes, I think you do. From what I can see so far, it seems to be working out exactly as I’d hoped.”
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