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— PROLOGUE —

MARKUS

“She’s already sleeping,” Grigory says when he returns ten minutes after having carried Clara to bed.

“Well, that was quick. It usually takes her half an hour. At least. Even when she’s exhausted.”

I badly wanted to tuck her in myself, but Clara needed Grigory. She was crying in his arms when we finished talking, and after she’d just gotten him back, it would be cruel to take her away from him. So I let him do it.

Grigory wears a grave expression as he sinks onto the couch. “She must have had many sleepless nights lately.” He sighs as he stares into the distance, then turns his gaze to me. “I’m sorry about that.”

It’s a rare thing to hear Grigory apologize, but he also rarely fucks up the way he’s done this summer. I considered breaking off this threesome dynamic several times, but whenever I confronted him, he came back around, giving me hope that it might work after all. And with the way their bond quickly deepened, I wanted to keep hoping.

“You’d better not back out all of a sudden this time.”

He gives me a sincere expression that conveys his determination. “I won’t.”

There’s a small sliver of uncertainty somewhere in the back of my mind—a worry that this is a bad idea. That he’ll hurt her again. But Grigory is not one to change his mind when he has made a decision. He’s committed to a fault, really. Once he’s in, he doesn’t back down until everything crumbles around him.

In his professional life, things never get to that point. Grigory always knows how to fix things, whether it be a production gone off the tracks or an entire organization falling apart at the seams. He can turn the worst of disasters into a success. But when it comes to his personal life, it’s a different story.

I rub my head at the thought of his last relationship. It was painful to see how he kept trying to repair something that was broken from the start.

I want our threesome to work as much for him as for Clara and me. He deserves the fulfillment of having a sweet little sub at his feet, and I think all three of us would be good together. Clara would thrive with two Doms, and I wouldn’t worry so much about her, knowing she’d be with someone I trust when I can’t be around.

Plus, it’s fun to team up on her.

But right now, we need to talk about details. Since Grigory only made the decision to go home with her a few hours ago, we haven’t had the chance to discuss anything about this arrangement.

I trust that Grigory is capable of handling her, but I still need to tell him about her nightmares, her tendency to skip meals when stressed, and make sure he understands the full emotional consequence these last few weeks have had on her.

With a sigh, I press my hands to my thighs and push up to go to my liquor cabinet. “I think we need a little something to take the edge off.” I take out the scotch and two tumblers. “It’s gonna be a long night.”


— CHAPTER 1 —

CLARA

I feel like a zombie when Markus all but drags me out of bed at four in the morning. I barely remember half the things that happened last night. Only the gist of it: Grigory coming to explain his volatile behavior throughout the summer and asking me if I’d like for him to go home with me today.

It’s too much to cope with for my sleepy head, so I let it hover in the background and focus on gathering the things I didn’t pack last night and getting dressed.

When we’re in the car half an hour later, I’m still barely sentient. I guess that’s what several days of sleep deprivation and weeks of unending emotional turmoil will do.

I pull down the visor and slam it back up. Not only do I feel like a zombie, I look the part too. My eyes are red and puffy, my skin pale, and my ponytail looks like the workings of a five-year-old playing dress-up.

I could really use some makeup and a brush to fix my hair, but it’s all stuffed away in my luggage, and I’m too tired to truly care. So I lean my head back and close my eyes, forgetting about my weary appearance as the hum of the engine lulls me back to sleep.

Once again, Markus rouses me from my much-needed rest too soon as we arrive at the airport and he urges me out of the car.

Tucking me under one arm, he takes my suitcase in the other and leads me through the terminal to check in my luggage, then on to the airport security.

I’m barely cognizant, leaning into Markus and letting him guide me along as I blink my sleepy eyes against my surroundings.

A deep, familiar voice makes my eyes snap up.

“Good morning, devochka,” Grigory says, dark eyes intently fixed on me.

It’s too early for such intensity, and I lean a bit closer to Markus, instinctively seeking his protection. God knows I need it when those eyes watch me like they can see the very depth of my soul.

“Take good care of her,” Markus says, protective as ever. “She’s barely slept, and airports make her edgy.”

I lift my eyes to Markus, only now remembering why we’re here. To say goodbye.

My attention jumps back to Grigory as he reaches for a loose tendril of hair on my cheek and tucks it behind my ear. Vulnerability courses through my veins as I stare into the purposeful depths of his eyes and remember my messy ponytail.

“I will,” Grigory says without releasing me from his gaze.

It’s almost too much, all this intensity—all this power—before the sun has barely risen. He’s dressed to a tee. Starched white shirt, black suit jacket, slacks, and leather shoes so shiny they’d pass as a mirror. His face is clean-shaven, displaying the strong lines of his jaw, contrasting with the thick, bushy brows. Control and danger. Hard, unrelenting will.

The effect of Grigory Volkov remains the same. Even at five in the morning, the force of him doesn’t lessen.

“Has she had anything to eat?” he asks, finally releasing my eyes.

“I could barely get her out of bed.” Markus gives me a protective squeeze. “Food wasn’t really an option.”

“I’ll make sure she gets something.”

The feeling of Grigory’s eyes raking over me prickles like needles. I suddenly don’t feel so sure about the decision I made last night. Two weeks with this man—his constant attention hovering over me, watching my every move, and slithering into my private space—is more than I’m ready for.

I keep my eyes glued to the floor while the two men talk practicalities, only looking up when Markus takes my head between his hands.

He’s about to say something, but the moment our eyes lock, I blurt out the words hovering at the forefront of my mind. “I don’t think I can do this.” Just let me stay another few days or go home alone to think this over.

Markus’s forehead furrows as he glances back and forth between my eyes. “You’re in good hands, sweetie.” He moves his thumb in a reassuring stroke across my cheek. “I trust Grigory. You know that.”

I bite my lips, holding my breath for a moment before I let out the next words. “You’ve said that before, yet…” His words from last night jab through my head. He trusted Grigory not to cross my boundaries but always knew the emotional part of things was more uncertain. He risked me getting hurt to help Grigory rediscover his dominant side. Aren’t these two weeks just another experiment with my heart on the line?

“Sweetie, this is different,” he says, eyes focused and sincere as though he tries to force the truth of his words into me.

“I…” My words falter when a hand—Grigory’s hand—settles on my upper arm. It’s large and warm. Comforting and reassuring. My eyes fall down, my chest expanding as I drag in a long, shuddering breath.

That hand has brought me both pain and pleasure during the summer. But most of all, it has brought me peace. When I feel that hand, the world could crumble into pieces around me and I’d still feel safe. I know how quickly the comfort can vanish, leaving me doubting if it was ever there, but I need to find out if it will stick this time. I need to find out if Markus is right and things truly have changed.

Grigory must sense my building resolve because he takes a step back when I lift my gaze back up to Markus, letting us have this moment.

“Okay,” I say, pressing my hands to Markus’s chest. “I’ll do it.”

His lips tip up in a smile. “I think this will be good, Clara. For all three of us.” His smile morphs into an earnest expression. “It’s not as hard to leave you when I know you won’t be alone.”

I search his eyes for a moment. There’s no jealousy or conflict. Even the worry that usually furrows his brows when we say goodbye is gone. He truly believes this is for the best for all three of us.

“Thank you,” I finally say. Because as much as he’s doing this for Grigory and himself, he’s also doing it for me. I won’t have to be alone after this emotionally exhausting summer, and most of all, I’ll get to keep seeing Grigory.

“You’re welcome, sweetie.” He leans down to press a long kiss to my forehead and whispers against my skin, “I’m going to miss you.”

Three months together. Now they’re over. Knowing I won’t be alone doesn’t change that. My throat constricts as the realization works its way into my hazy brain.

“I’m gonna miss you too,” I croak, suddenly feeling choked up. “So much.”

Markus wraps me up in a tight hug, and I curl up against him, inhaling his scent and memorizing the feeling of his body. I’ve always hated these goodbyes, but this one is harder than most. My breath stutters into his shirt as I push my arms under his jacket to get closer.

“Three weeks will pass in the blink of an eye.” He strokes my hair soothingly and leans his cheek on my head.

Three weeks. I can’t go that long without him. Not after having spent three months together. I know we did this once, being apart more than we were together, but the idea twists me up, making me shudder as tears well in my eyes.

“Grigory will take care of you meanwhile,” Markus reassures, squeezing me closer. “So it’s really only one week.”

Does it work that way? Will it feel shorter because I’m with Grigory for two out of three weeks? My stomach sours at the idea. I can’t replace one man with the other. No matter what I’m doing or who I’m with, it’s still three weeks away from Markus.

And two weeks with Grigory.

My mind flits back to the reality awaiting me. Two weeks with Grigory in my small apartment back in Denmark. Two weeks with this man I barely know, who I haven’t spent a single night with, let alone a whole day. I don’t know how the idea is supposed to help me, yet it does. Even as it ramps up my nerves, it settles something fundamental inside me.

Markus curves his hand around my nape and takes me in a deep kiss. For a moment, the stress and worry filter into the distance as he sweeps me away with passionate swirls of his tongue and mind-boggling possession of his hands.

Breaking off the kiss, he breathes hard against my lips. “I love you, Clara,” he whispers, and then the world hones back in, the airport, the people, the noise. “Be a good girl and do as Grigory says.”

With a nudge on my back, he spurs me into motion. My feet move automatically as I look over my shoulder and mouth the same words. I love you too.

Another hand presses against my back, urging me on toward the roped-in line leading to the security checkpoint. I stare straight ahead. It’s all I can do not to cry.

There’s hardly any waiting time, and before I know it, we’re at the checkpoint. I’m not sure if it’s the lack of sleep or the rush of emotions that makes my hands quiver as I open my shoulder bag and start rummaging for electronics.

A large hand stops me, accompanied by a deep voice. “I’ve got you.”

Lifting my gaze, I look at Grigory for the first time since uncertainty welled up inside me. His eyes are steady and calm, offering the same promise of protection as his words. And I believe them. How can I not?

I slowly draw back my hands and let him lift the shoulder bag over my head and place it on a tray. Without asking, he starts rummaging through it, fishing out my Kindle, power bank, and lip balm. Then he searches my jacket pockets to find my phone and keys.

It’s shockingly personal having him go through my things like this, but I don’t care. I’m just relieved to be rid of the task.

“Anything else?” he asks.

I give a slow shake of my head. I don’t think so.

He proceeds to lay out his own things in trays before guiding me up to the scanner and the uniformed men with hard expressions.

One of them waves for me to go ahead, but it’s Grigory’s hand nudging me forward that sets my legs into motion.

The tall scanner is like a portal to another world as I walk up to it. Halting right before it, I turn my head and search the space beyond the stanchion maze until I find Markus.

He’s watching me, a silent protector in the distance. With a nod, he urges me on, and my heart clenches as I step through the scanner, away from Markus, into an unknown world.

I have to fight the urge to look again. It will only aggravate the tightening sensation in my throat, and this is not the place to break down. So I move on to gather my things, hands quivering with restrained emotion as I reach for my shoulder bag.

Once again, large hands stop me. A breath shudders past my lips as Grigory presses his warm palm to my waist and takes my bag with the other. He’s so close I can feel the heat radiating off his body, surrounding me on all sides and wrapping me in the safety of his steady presence.

The next fifteen minutes pass in a blur as I sink into the lull of Grigory’s guidance. He makes it easy to follow along and let go of my thoughts as he gathers our things and leads me through the terminal with unwavering authority.

It’s only when I’m seated in the café area on the second floor, a tray full of food in front of me and Grigory at my side, that thoughts filter back in.

My eyes roam over the large space below us. The shops, the people, and long rows of plastic seats. The airport is relatively quiet this time of day, but the chaotic atmosphere remains, nonetheless. So I turn my eyes to something steadier. The man beside me.

Grigory is reading a newspaper, a real paper one, the kind you fold out into a large square before you, while sipping a cup of coffee.

God, it’s strange being here with him, just the two of us, in an airport. I’ve been alone with him before—at the piano, at dinner, in Markus’s bed even. But this is entirely different. Markus has always been close, physically or mentally. Now he’s out of reach, and I’m alone with this stern, unreadable man who holds the power to break me in the blink of an eye.

“Eat something, devochka.” Grigory slides his large hand onto my thigh, and I stare down at it. I can’t remember him touching me like this before, so casually without purpose—not to comfort, not to hurt. Just to touch.

I look back up when I feel his gaze on me, and my breath stutters at the sight of grave features framing dark, serious eyes.

Lowering his chin, he imbues his disposition with command. “If you don’t eat, I’ll have to feed you.” He closes his paper as if getting ready to do just that, and I know it’s not a threat. This man has no problem feeding a grown woman in the public space of an airport.

My stomach makes a little jump at the thought, sending warm currents of submissive desire through my body. Would I really like him to feed me?

No. Not here. There are too many spectators, and once he’s started, I don’t think he’d stop if I changed my mind. So I pick up a bread roll and start nibbling on it.

Grigory’s eyes don’t leave me. They keep searing into me with an intensity that makes it impossible to sit up straight. Submission has my head bowing in deference, speeding up my breath. He doesn’t even need to feed me to make me fall at his feet. A single glance and I’m like putty in his hands.

Not until I’ve gnawed my way through the bread does he open his newspaper back up. “Eat a yogurt too,” he says, flipping a page.

I reach for a yogurt despite the turmoil still roiling in my stomach.

“Aren’t you eating?” I ask, glancing down at the still half-full tray.

“I don’t eat breakfast.” He lifts his coffee mug to his lips as if saying coffee is all the sustenance he needs.

“I won’t be able to eat all this.”

“You don’t have to.”

“So why all this food?” There’s still another yogurt, two different types of bread, and fresh fruit.

“I didn’t know what you’d like.”

“Oh.” I glance back and forth between him and the food a few times, realizing this is him already taking care of me.

Gratitude rolls through me in a shuddery wave. As if sensing my reaction, Grigory opens his arm, inviting me closer. I lean into him, soaking up his calm strength that balances the imbalance within me and calms the nervous jitter of emotion.


— CHAPTER 2 —

CLARA

As with all flying, it’s the waiting and getting to and from the airport that takes time.

The flight only takes an hour, yet it’s nine o’clock when we finally arrive at my apartment a little ways outside Aarhus. I feel somewhat rejuvenated after a nap on the plane and another in the cab. But my body is still lethargic after the lack of sleep, and my hand quivers when I try to shove the key in the lock.

I grunt as I miss the lock again, and Grigory takes the key from my hand. Apparently, you only get two attempts when you’re with a growly, dominant conductor.

Click. The door unlocks, the sound audible in this blessedly quiet neighborhood. There’s no traffic din, construction, or crowds of people to pollute the air with noise. Just a yapping dog thinking it’s big enough to defend its small yard, the chirping of birds, and a car starting at the other end of the parking lot in front of the building. There’s not even the confinement of an entrance hall with several flights of stairs. We just walk straight in.

Grigory nudges me inside and follows like he owns the place. This man could walk into a presidential residence and act like he fits in perfectly well. And he surely would. I wouldn’t be surprised if a famous conductor like him has met more than one world leader, maybe even for a private dinner.

God, it’s beyond weird standing here in my small hall with this mountain of importance. There’s not enough room for him here. The air is already draining from the space as his presence fills it out.

All I have is three hundred square feet of a tiny apartment—a long room, a small hall, and a bathroom. That’s it. Every square foot is utilized in the best way possible, every shelf, nook, and corner filled to make up for the lack of space. It’s cozy and I love it, but will Grigory? He’s used to five-star hotels, grand concert halls, and large cities. He’ll feel cooped up within the hour. Even my queen-sized bed must be too small for both of us.

I realize my hands are fidgeting when Grigory shoves them aside and starts unbuttoning my jacket. Nervousness creeps along my skin as I look past him, trying to glance into the main room to see if everything’s in order. For the life of me, I can’t remember how I left it three months ago. The place might be scattered with clothes, lingerie, and sheet music. My dildo might lie on the bedside table next to a stack of kinky books.

Grigory puts both our jackets on the hanger, kicks off his shoes, and saunters into the room. I stare after him, into the space he’s exploring with unrestrained curiosity.

No, there’s no dildo on the bedside table, no lingerie on the bed. My eyes drift to the shelves above, where my teddies are lined up. I rub my forehead. I’m twenty-five and still have my teddies on display. And not just my three favorites from childhood. The collection has been growing steadily since Markus started bringing me them as souvenirs.

The embarrassment continues when Grigory opens my nightstand drawer. Well, now he’s definitely seen my dildo—and the other sex toys I hide in there.

My cheeks heat when he turns and heads back for me, and my eyes fall to the ground as my hands fidget in front of me. For a moment, it’s too much, him being here.

This man takes and takes, bares my soul and works his way into my heart, tearing down every defense as he goes. Now he’s here in my private space too, forcing his way into this part of my life without permission or preparation.

It’s overwhelming, to say the least, and I’m more than a little nervous when he stops in front of me, looming over me with steady confidence.

He lifts a hand to my face, and the heat is almost shocking as he curves his large palm around my cheek. My eyes fall shut, and I get lost in the sensation for a moment.

“You have a very fine place,” he says. “It’s very you. Feminine and calm. Small and safe. Just the way you need it.”

Heat rushes through my body as I look up and fall captive to his deep brown gaze. It’s warm and sincere even as it reflects the larger-than-life authority always looming around him.

During the last few weeks, I’ve been so focused on his absence that I forgot how much he sees me when he’s actually there. We’ve barely known each other for two months, have spent half the time with a gaping hole between us, and barely talked at times. Yet, he knows me.

“It’s not too small?” I glance past him at my rosy bedding with flowers. “Or too girly?”

“The latter is what makes it you. And I happen to like you.” A warm smile curves his lips, and heat seeps into my cheeks. “As for the size, I don’t mind.” He strokes his thumb along my skin, stirring a prickling sensation.

“Aren’t you used to big hotel suites? And grand concert halls. Open spaces. That kind of thing?”

Grigory shrugs. “I own a house in a Russian forest. It’s not too big. Surrounded by trees on all sides.”

Surprise flickers within me. I do remember Markus mentioning said house, but he never gave me much detail, and I never gave it much thought. “Is it like a family house—something you inherited?”

“I bought it five years ago because I wanted a remote place. I might spend most of my time in the city, but I actually prefer something more quiet.”

“Oh.” He might know a lot about me, but I still have a lot to learn about this mystery of a man. I want to ask more questions—pick his brain and see what other quirks I can uncover. But before I get a chance to decide on my next question, Grigory sinks to his haunches in front of me.

I stare in stunned surprise as his big fingers work on the straps of my sandals. The vision isn’t new—he’s done this once before—but it’s still a strange thing to see this famous, powerful man on his knees, helping me with my shoes. The first time he did it, insecurities clouded my mind, but this time, I see it for what it is: An act of inherent protectiveness.

A small smile unfurls on my lips, and I try my best not to let it take over my entire face as Grigory gets up and opens the closet beside us.

“You need to make space for my shirts,” he says, closing the two doors again.

Once more, I’m a bit stunned by the way he inserts himself into my home without invitation. But as unnerving as it is, it’s also strangely calming—knowing I won’t have to go out of my way to make him feel at home. He’ll do that all by himself.

And I must admit I like the idea of his shirts hanging beside my clothes quite a bit. So I reach for one of the closet doors, ready to go to work.

“No, no.” Grigory grabs my arm and steers me toward the main room. “Not now. You need to sleep, little girl.”

I almost forgot about my lack of sleep, but now that he mentions it, the drowsiness becomes blaring. My legs are like heavy weights as he shepherds me into the room, and my bed has never been as inviting as when Grigory pulls off the covers to reveal my fluffy comforter.

Once he’s stripped the bed, he proceeds to strip me—one item of clothing at a time. Slowly, he drags the hem of my blouse up, skimming his large hands over my sides as he goes. It’s so good I find myself moaning when he does the same with my camisole and his warm hands graze my bare skin. Then he removes my pants and lingerie at the same slow tempo.

“Get on the bed,” he says when I’m standing naked in front of him.

I eagerly crawl up, grabbing for the comforter as I’m about to lie down. But sleep apparently isn’t first on his agenda. Before I can collapse on the mattress, Grigory grabs me by the hips, yanking me up on all fours. I yelp from the sudden force, panting as he adjusts me with my ass in the air, pointing toward him.

My heart is suddenly pounding. I did not see this coming, and frankly, I’m not sure I’m in the mood.

“Grigory, I need to sleep.” 

The mattress dips as he climbs up between my legs. “First, you need to take my cock,” he says in a husky tone that offers no compromise.

There’s the scratch of a zipper and the rustling sound of fabric as he opens his pants. Then his cock is at my entrance, dragging through my folds. It’s not hard yet, but it’s quickly getting there. And the sensation prickles my sensitive skin, dragging out moisture, preparing me to take him.

But I’m still not in the mood. It doesn’t matter that my nether region is humming; I just want to sleep. And more so, my mind can’t handle the intensity of Grigory’s carnal possession right now. There are already too many thoughts stirring around in the drowsy fog.

One of them pops to the forefront with urgency as Grigory adjusts the head of his now very hard length against my opening.

“What about protection?” I blurt, trying to pull away.

Grigory simply grabs my hips, holding me in place as he leans over my back to rasp in my ear, “I’m clean, and you’re on the pill.”

“But…” My protest morphs into a whimper as he presses the tip inside. The breach is invasive. My breathing speeds up as I squirm in his grip. But Grigory has decided. With fingers digging into my hips, he slowly pushes in, forcing me to take him.

I pant and shake my head, and when he settles, rooted to the hilt, I deflate. My upper body collapses onto the mattress, and I bury my head in the comforter.

Grigory holds me there for a minute, his thick length lodged inside me, stretching me, owning me in a most primitive way. I realize my hips are wriggling, and my inner walls pulse around him, grabbing onto him, even as I try to expel him.

My unwanted reaction fucks with my brain. His cock is like a violation, uncaring of me and my need to rest. Yet, it pulls at some deep place inside me, slowly dragging forth a submission that wants to override everything.

My whimpers soften into small mewls of need. But it’s not a sexual need for pleasure. It’s a more primal, instinctive need to be possessed. Give up everything and let this man consume me.

The tension in my muscles wanes as the submissive urge grows stronger, overriding the exhaustion. I grapple with the comforter, seeking purchase through the conflicting emotions and the building need—the burning desire to be his.

I no longer care how he marks his ownership—whether I want it or not—I just need to feel it. It’s a dichotomy of major proportions, an inner battle that my tired brain is bound to lose. And it does. As the pulsing heat between my legs heightens, my back slackens, arching in open invitation, and my moans turn into a new sort of desperation.

The invitation doesn’t go unanswered. Grigory pulls back and pushes in with one fluid motion. He repeats a few times, too slow, both for him and me. I think he tries to draw out the pleasure. I feel it in his urgent grip around my hips, the building violence as his fingers dig into my skin.

“You feel so good,” he growls, digging a hand into my hair. Pain flares in my scalp as he pulls my head back, forcing me into an awkward position.

“It hurts,” I gasp, barely able to get the words out through my stretched throat.

“Yeah?” he says, pausing inside me, but it’s more like a delighted well, that’s good to hear than a concerned inquiry.

My hands fumble before me to gain a little support, but they keep slipping on the sheets, and even when I do manage to take some weight off my head, it makes no difference. His grip is too tight, tugging at my roots, sending sharp pain into my scalp.

I’m about to beg him to stop when he starts moving inside me again. His hard length drags against my now very slick walls, sending bolts of pleasure through my body, making me jerk against his grip on my hair, causing more pain. But the pain isn’t truly pain anymore. It’s an overwhelming sensation like a strong electric current about to cause a short circuit.

It keeps building and building, tightening inside me as Grigory drags his length across my inner walls. But it’s too slow to send me over the edge, and my moans become frustrated as the tension keeps whirring in my body without release.

I’m panting and heaving, perspiration slickening my brow, when he stills inside me and growls in my ear. “Come for me.”

Is he mocking me? There’s no way I’ll come like this.

The thought only gets to hover in my mind for a second before he slams into me with a jarring force that sends me straight over the edge. All the coiling tension inside me explodes, shooting through my body, into my limbs, making me buck and jerk as I scream into the air before me.

The sound mixes with a low growl, more animal than human. Grigory’s fingers dig into my hips, breaking my skin as he spills his cum inside me. The sensation is utter bliss. He thrusts hard a few more times before he stills with a few jerky motions.

Our heaving breaths mingle in the silence, only broken by a few whimper-like moans as the last aftershocks of the orgasm roll through me.

“You’re so damn beautiful,” he whispers as he takes me with him to lie down on our sides. “So submissive.” He strokes his knuckles along my cheek as he spoons me against his warm body. “And full of my cum.”

“Hmm,” I manage, already feeling the sticky mess coat my thighs.

“Now sleep,” he says, pressing a tender kiss to the top of my head, and I quickly slip into a deep and calm sleep.

***

I wake up with my head nestled into the crook of a shoulder. A large arm is draped around my back, a hand resting on my waist.

Inhaling deeply, I catch Grigory’s earthy scent combined with a musky hint of something masculine.

Sex.

I flex my hand beneath the comforter and realize his chest is bare. Actually, all of him is bare, I think, from head to toe. A rush of excitement makes my heart skip a beat. I’ve never felt him naked before. The first time he fucked me, he put his pants back on before taking me in his arms, and every other time he’s held me, he’s been fully dressed.

It’s like discovering chocolate for the first time, feeling his skin pressed against mine. His entire body radiates warmth the same way his huge hands do. I could go all winter without turning up the heat and wouldn’t freeze as long as I was curled up against this man.

Keeping my eyes closed, I focus on the sensation as I flatten my palm over his chest and slip it a bit farther up. A slight scratch of hair meets me at his sternum. I smile at the tickling sensation, stroking my hand back and forth a few times before moving farther. His skin becomes soft again above his beating heart. I settle my hand there, relishing the steady rhythm.

I’m not sure if he’s sleeping or just resting, but surely, I’d feel his gaze if he were watching me.

Not wanting to break the peace, I keep my eyes closed for a few more minutes before fluttering my eyelids open and greeting the day. I glance around the familiar surroundings I haven’t seen in months.

For three years, I’ve lived here—since I moved to the city to study—and I’ve loved every minute of it. I’ve fit everything I need into the small space and managed to make it cozy instead of cramped.

On the other side of the flimsy curtains at the end of the bed, is my dining table and a kitchenette that I’ve expanded just enough to have a fully functioning kitchen—though a very small one. On the long wall on the other side, I have my piano, which fits right into the nook behind the door, a glass-door cabinet, a TV, and a brown swivel chair by the window, which usually functions as a laundry basket since I prefer to sit in my bed.

A glass door between the chair and my bed leads to a garden. It’s a small one that I share with my neighbor, but having any garden at all is more than most students can say. Usually, I’d have a few flowers in pots out there, but since I haven’t been home all summer, I haven’t planted anything this year.

I want to go peek behind the curtain to see how it looks after three months without being tended to, but I’m enjoying Grigory’s heat too much to move.

A prickling sensation makes me drift my gaze up to meet a dark set of eyes set below thick brows.

How long has he been watching me? His eyes are focused on me, sharp and awake, like he’s been doing it for a while.

Tentatively, I curl my fingers on top of his chest, suddenly feeling too intimate about pressing my palm to his skin. Moving a hand onto mine, Grigory flattens it again, trapping it between his heart and his palm.

I suck in a loud breath and bite my lower lip.

Grigory holds my eyes for an intense moment, the intimacy swirling potently in the air, drugging my mind and tickling my skin.

“Are you hungry?” he finally asks.

“Uhm, maybe.” I haven’t woken enough to feel the need yet.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He releases my hand to reach for his phone on the nightstand. “Is there any good pizza nearby?”

I glance at the clock on his phone. It’s only ten. “Pizza for breakfast?”

“Technically, it’s only breakfast for me. And as long as I start the day with coffee, I don’t care what comes next.” He taps away on his phone with one hand, holding me close with the other.

So, he’s a coffee fanatic. I was beginning to gather that, but it’s good to have it confirmed. It’s less good that I only have Markus’s instant coffee in the kitchen. I doubt Grigory will like that.

Grigory has already Googled his way to the best pizza place in the area when I break from my coffee musings.

“What kind of pizza do you like?” he asks.

“Hawaiian.”

Cocking a brow, he looks down at me. “Pineapple on pizza?”

I shrug. “It’s always been my favorite.”

“Well, to each their own.” Grigory ruffles my hair and hits up the place to order a Hawaiian and a Capricciosa.

I’m about to get out of bed when he puts his phone away, but he quickly hauls me back under the comforter. “We still have half an hour,” he murmurs against my hair as he nestles me into a little spoon against him.

I can definitely do half an hour more of this, so I sink into him, enjoying his warmth and letting the peaceful quiet envelop us.

***

Sleep drags me under, far away from reality, into murky waters where monsters lurk and chaos reigns.

Sounds coming from the hall pull me back toward the surface, but I remain stuck in the murk, unable to gauge whether it’s a dream or reality.

Somehow, I know I’m back home. It’s not my eyes that let me know where I am, though. They remain glued shut, refusing to open.

Actually, my whole body is sluggish to the point of numbness. My mind is the only thing reaching for the real world, yet it can’t quite get there.

The mattress. That’s what tells me I’m back home. It’s springier than Markus’s. Or maybe it’s the inherent scent of something soft and flowery that I only notice when I’ve been away for days.

The sounds in the hall jump to the forefront of my mind. Voices. Two. Male.

Fear coils in my gut. No one should be here. I’ve left Markus. I can’t remember how or where I went to see him this time, but I feel it in my bones, the remnants of our goodbye.

How did they even get in? I always lock my door.

I try to hone in on the sound, but my senses are dull, refusing to shrug off the veil of sleep.

Maybe it’s just a nightmare?

The door falls shut, and then there are footsteps moving through the apartment, closing in. The sound is vivid—too vivid for a dream. And I feel the approaching presence of a man too clearly.

My heart beats frantically as adrenaline spikes in my blood. Still, my limbs refuse to move. The door to the garden is three feet away. All I have to do is jump out of bed to get away from the intruder.

The urgency to act pounds against the inner walls of my head, but the message is stuck. I’m stuck. Trapped by my unresponsive body.

I can’t do anything but lie here.

Terror claws at my chest, wrapping around my lungs in a fist, squeezing out the air.

The mattress dips, and a hand touches my shoulder. The shock jerks my body awake, and I scramble farther in on the bed, panting and whimpering. But it’s too late. I just know.

Strong hands grab me, and I let out a wail, flailing my hands as I try to focus my blurry eyes.

I’m dragged into a lap, trapped against a wide chest. Trapped, trapped, trapped. First by my body, now by this man. I’m helpless to the bone. It’s become a familiar feeling lately, and God, it hurts.

“Shh, it’s just me,” someone says, but the words won’t penetrate the blinding panic.

I try to break free from the arms banding around me, but they’re impossibly strong. So I start pulling into myself—away from the devastating helplessness. But the loneliness hurts even more.

“Devochka, it’s me. Grigory.” The voice takes on an urgent note that finally pushes through the fog. It stirs something familiar beyond the helplessness, and when it speaks again, recognition finally strikes. “I’ve got you, little girl.”

Grigory? Why is he here?

I blink up and see dark eyes, hard features, and messy brown hair.

It doesn’t matter why. He’s here. Not some stranger. That’s all that counts.

Burying my head in the familiar white shirt, I clutch the fabric, needing to hold on—needing something to steady me.

Suddenly, I’m shaking. And not just a little quivering. My entire body trembles like it’s trying to expel all the emotional turmoil and uncertainty of the summer, all in one go.

“What happened?” Grigory asks, holding me tight, and when I don’t answer, he adds, “Nightmare?”

Unable to get any words out, I give a slow nod. These nightmarish limbos, hovering on the cusp between sleep and consciousness, aren’t new to me. They’re rare, thank God, but they’ll appear from time to time, more terrifying than any normal nightmare. I once had one that lingered for hours, keeping me in a constant state of alarm long after I’d woken up.

“Markus says you have bad dreams when you’re stressed or worried?” Grigory’s words are probing, requiring an explanation, but I can’t come up with one. “Will you tell me what’s going on, devochka?”

“I don’t know,” I manage in a trembling voice.

“I know these past few weeks have been hard on you, and I know I haven’t been there for you. But I’m here now, and I’d like to know what’s going on with you.”

God, I almost can’t believe I’m hearing right. It was only yesterday that I was sure it was over between Grigory and me. Now he’s here, attentive and caring. Part of me wants to protect myself—shut off in case he pulls away again—but the soothing feeling of his arms, the gentle rocking of his chest, is too good to reject.

“I’m not even sure. Everything, I guess.” I take a moment to consider. “Saying goodbye to Markus. You being here. Starting school tomorrow.”

I sigh as I say the latter. I had blissfully forgotten all about school, but now it’s here, right around the corner, and I don’t have the energy.

“What part about me being here makes you uncomfortable?”

I lean back to look at him—his rough features, bushy brows, and the furrow that makes him look perpetually stern. It’s surreal being here with him. Like I still haven’t woken from the dream. “I’m afraid you’ll suddenly disappear.” I roam my eyes over his features, committing them to memory in case it actually happens. “Like you did all summer.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he assures.

I close my eyes at the painful memory of all the times he shut me out when I needed him the most. What if he’ll keep doing that? What if I’ll be stuck in the same back and forth for two weeks? And then he’ll leave and decide he doesn’t want this after all.

“Devochka,” he says in a strict tone that jerks me out of my spiraling fear. I open my eyes and stare straight into his demanding ones. “I’m not going anywhere.”

His words are brief but powerful, and as I keep staring into the willful depths of his eyes, I remember I know this man. I know he can waver and be as tender as he can be cold, but I also know he doesn’t spew false words and empty reassurances.

So I allow myself to find comfort in his words. It doesn’t mean I feel sure on a fundamental level, but right now, he’s here and staying. And that’s more than I’d ever dared to dream of.

His eyes search my features as if making sure the message has sunk in. Then he gives a brief nod as if satisfied that it has and continues on to the next subject. “How is your day tomorrow? Will you miss anything important if you stay home?”

“I can’t stay home. It’s the first day of a new program.”

“And what is going to happen on that first day?”

“Just some introduction stuff.”

“So, nothing crucial?”

I shrug. “I guess not.”

He shifts me onto the bed and gets up. “You’re staying home then.”

“I don’t like skipping classes.” I’ve always felt like this. Guess it’s part of my pleaser instinct, wanting to do things by the rules.

He stops and turns on his way to the kitchen area. “Was that a question?”

I shake my head and watch him disappear behind the curtain that separates the kitchen area from the bed. No matter how much my moral compass tells me not to skip class, Grigory’s word is law. And as he rustles with plates and pizza boxes, I realize how relieved I am to be staying here tomorrow. I wouldn’t have been able to make that decision on my own, but his order has relieved me of the choice and the burden of starting something I’m not ready for.


— CHAPTER 3 —

CLARA

After eating pizza, we spend an hour in bed, closely entwined while both of us read. It’s so peaceful I start drifting off, my hand with my Kindle drooping on Grigory’s chest as I blink my heavy eyes.

“Don’t fall asleep, devochka,” he says. “I don’t want you to lie awake all night because you’ve slept too much.”

Another thing Markus has told him? That I can’t sleep if I nap too much during the day.

“I’m just resting for a minute,” I murmur.

Grigory strokes my hair, and I release a contented sigh, not ever wanting to break this perfect moment. He must feel the peace too because he doesn’t say more for a while. It’s only when my breathing deepens that he breaks the silence. “You need to do something that will wake you up.”

I mutter a small protest and curl my arm around his waist like holding on will help anything.

“Up you go.” Grabbing me under the arms, Grigory all but shoves me out of bed.

I rub my eyes and glance around the room. It’s surreal being here with Grigory. And surprisingly easy—despite him forcing me out of bed. But he’s right. I do need to find something to keep the sleepiness at bay, or I’ll be tossing and turning all night.

“Go take a shower,” he says. “See if that helps.”

A shower proves to be just what I need. The hot water works wonders on my drowsiness, and when I shut it off, I feel somewhat revitalized.

After patting myself dry, I wrap a towel around my body and go to the hall to find something to wear. Grigory might have seen me naked more than once, but his authority is still too unnerving to leave myself in such a vulnerable position.

Glancing into the main room, I catch a glimpse of the mighty man. He’s fully dressed again and has made himself comfortable in the brown swivel chair in front of the window with a tablet in his lap. Not even the tiny space around him will do anything to lessen the constant air of control radiating from him.

It’s a heady sight, and I quickly turn to the closet to find a cute summer dress I think he’ll like and a set of black lingerie. I bring it all back to the bathroom to put it on.

The clothes provide some much-needed confidence when I go back to face Grigory. But when he looks up from his tablet, honing his observant gaze in on me, I might as well be naked. He sees everything. Every little twitch of uncertainty and every nuance of rosiness in my cheeks.

“Did the shower help?” he asks.

I clear my throat and gather my hands in front of me. “It did.”

His eyes rake over my body, and I’m swaying nervously back and forth on the balls of my feet when they come back up.

“Your kitchen needs restocking,” he says when his eyes meet mine again. He sets his tablet aside and approaches me with long strides that carry him across the small room in a matter of seconds. He’s too large for this place. I can already feel the oxygen thinning out as he stops in front of me. “I’m going to do some grocery shopping. You may read or watch TV while I’m gone, but I don’t want you falling asleep.”

“Okay.” I give a nod.

With large hands on my shoulders, Grigory turns me around. His touch raises goose bumps along my arms, sensitizing my skin to the slightest brush of his fingers. Ever so slowly, he slides his arm around my hips, and I draw in a sharp breath as he presses me back against his hard chest.

I still haven’t seen him naked, but I know he’s strong. I’ve felt it in his arms and his hands countless times, and I felt the slight ripple of discreet muscle under the covers this morning. Now I feel it in the wide expanse of his chest and the unbreakable hold around my hips.

Heat spreads into my skin as he splays his other hand on my abdomen and begins to travel up. I silently thank myself for putting on a bra as he reaches my chest. I don’t think I could handle the touch of his enormous hand cupping my small breast without the padded barrier. His mere presence is more than enough to mess with my head.

But like so many other times, my defenses prove useless around Grigory. I don’t resist when he presses his hand flat against my back to tip me forward over the steel band of his arm. I bend just the way he wants me, pliant in body and mind even as vulnerability speeds up my heart.

I hold in my breath as deft fingers move to the clasp of my bra, pinching it through the dress fabric and releasing. The bra pops open, loosening around my breasts.

Heat courses through my body as he easily moves me back up and holds me against his chest. I feel my control slipping, my legs going wobbly and my thoughts muddying as I fall under the trance of his command.

Grigory slips the straps off my shoulders, and I willingly lift my arms, letting him strip me of the protection.

I gasp as he shoves his large hand into my cleavage and yanks out the bra.

“No bras around the house,” he says, discarding it on the floor.

His low rumble sends sparks through my belly, and a moan escapes my lips as he kneads my breasts through the thin barrier.

My brain has shut off for the day. Not a single thought will pass through the thick fog of pleasure, and all my attention is turning toward the slow pounding between my legs. Moisture is already gathering down there, my need growing until my moans become long and plaintive.

Moving his arm to join the other at my waist, Grigory hoists me off the floor and backs up to the bed, where he sinks onto the edge with me on his lap. A thud rings through the air as he slaps his hands onto my thighs, shoving my legs apart, trapping them at the sides of his knees.

“Oh God.” I gasp, straining my thighs against his grip to feel the exquisite strength of his hands holding me in place. It’s almost too much. The pulsing lust speeding through my body, the heady helplessness, and the exposure—which my remaining dress does nothing to alleviate.

“Keep your legs there.” Grigory’s growly command makes it impossible to disobey.

I whimper with intoxicating powerlessness as he releases my legs and locks me in place with an arm around my waist. His other hand travels up under my dress and pushes my panties aside.

Even the slight graze of his fingers sends sparks shooting through my nerves, and I sink back into him as heat spreads through my body, making me feel heavy and lethargic even as lust speeds through my veins.

A large finger pushes between my folds, dragging moisture up over my clit. “Your cunt is all but dripping, devochka.” A dark note of mockery laces his words, and fuck, it drives my need to new heights of insanity.

“Please.” I whimper, bucking against his arm, straining my legs against his knees to feel the sweet resistance. “Please, can I…” I can barely form a thought, let alone a string of words, and I’m not even sure what I want. An orgasm? His cock? For him to keep going? I don’t know. I just need more.

“Tell me what you want,” he says, circling his finger around my clit, down to my wet opening and back.

I shake my head, still unsure and maybe a little too embarrassed to give voice to my raging need. “I don’t—”

My words break off when Grigory shoves two fingers inside me. A long moan fills the space around us, and I arch into his hand, thinking he’s about to release me from my needy craze. But as quickly as the fingers enter, they draw back.

He lifts two glistening digits in front of my mouth, and I stare at them with frightened eyes.

“If you won’t tell me what you need, you’ll have to give me something else,” Grigory rasps.

I shake my head and press it back against his shoulder. I can’t do this. I’ve never tasted myself. It’s too humiliating.

But his fingers just follow as I draw back, hovering right in front of my lips.

I squeeze my eyes shut and force out the words he wants to hear, finally knowing what I want. “Please, make me come.”

A deep chuckle sounds against my ear. “No, no, that’s not how it works. You had your chance. If you want to come, you’ll lick my fingers clean.”

Two wet fingers press against my lips, and I instinctively start pushing at his hand. But Grigory just tugs my arms under his, pinning them to my sides.

“No,” I beg through half-closed lips, already tasting the musk of my own juices.

“Do it!” With a single command, he makes it impossible to disobey.

My lips slip apart, and Grigory pushes into my mouth. Defeat is like a tidal wave, knocking me back. But instead of weighing me down, it knocks me deeper into that fluffy space where Grigory’s command is all that matters.

A moan escapes my lips as I go slack in his grip and accept the humiliating intrusion.

Unrelenting as always, Grigory doesn’t just give me a small taste. No, he rubs the musky juices all over my tongue, twisting and turning his fingers to make sure I get every last drop.

It’s the most humiliating thing anyone has ever done to me. Yet my hips keep bucking, new moisture gathering between my legs and dripping down my folds. I can hardly remember ever being this aroused.

“Do you like the taste of yourself?” he asks in a seductive tone, pulling his fingers from my mouth.

“No,” I say in an almost imperceptible mewl.

Shoving his fingers into my sex, he lowers his tone to a dangerous rumble—almost a sneer. “Do you like the taste of your cunt, devochka?”

God, I can’t admit to this. I writhe in protest, but he simply tightens his arm around me, dragging me deeper into the submissive headspace where my thoughts, my will, and even my desire become slaves to him. I simply can’t refuse him. So I let out a small, “Yes.” And when his wet fingers return to my mouth, I willingly part my lips.

“Clean them,” he orders, spurring me into instant obedience. I swirl my tongue around his fingers, licking and sucking even as I groan at the humiliating taste of myself. I definitely don’t like this, yet some secret part of me craves this wicked brand of dominance—his demand for me to do something I don’t like. My hips keep grinding against the hard length in his pants, and when he releases my arms and pummels two new fingers into me, all thoughts of resistance vanish in a thick surge of need.

“You’re such a horny little girl,” he sneers into my ear, pumping his fingers in and out, rubbing his palm over my sensitive clit. Just when I think I’m about to reach the peak, he pulls out both hands and changes, shoving the fingers from my pussy into my mouth and the others into my sex. “Come for me while you suck up your juices.”

Fuck. I buck against his hand as desire builds at a frightening speed, tightening and twisting within my core. With two hard thrusts of his fingers, Grigory rips the orgasm from me. Pleasure sears through my nerve endings, shuddering through my body in jerky spasms. I suck Grigory’s fingers in my mouth, moaning and gasping around the intrusion, gripping his arm like my life depended on it. And it damn nearly does.

The violent pleasure rips through my system with a force that has me snapping for air. Even as the orgasm dies down, the energy keeps swirling until the tiniest touch is like an explosion of sensation.

“Stop,” I groan around Grigory’s fingers as I struggle to free my clit from his palm.

With an amused chuckle, the sadist pumps his fingers into me a few more times, making me buck wildly and screech. Then, in his own time, he draws out and lifts me up to nestle in his lap.

The spasms become slight bolts of tremors as I come down from the high and collapse against him, a limp heap of limbs, panting and heaving.

“Such a good girl,” he croons. “Have you ever tried that before?”

I shake my head against his chest, whimpering as the aftereffects of the orgasm shudder through my body. “Never.”

“Did you like it?” His large hand settles on the back of my head, tender and comforting. All traces of degrading mockery are gone, replaced by gentle appraisal. It coaxes the truth straight out of me.

“Yes,” I whisper, burrowing closer to him as I let out the embarrassing confession. Part of me definitely didn’t like it, but him forcing me to do such a degrading thing was a rush unlike anything.

“Hmm,” Grigory hums, and when he speaks, there’s a certain kind of reverence to his voice. “You’re a true little masochist, aren’t you? Not only do you like pain but also humiliation.”

I’ve only ever thought of masochism in terms of physical pain; I never thought humiliation could fit under this term. To be quite frank, I never thought much about humiliation at all. But as the idea filters through my mind, it makes sense to call this strange desire to be humiliated masochism.

Am I masochistic like that too? I wouldn’t have expected it, but I never thought pain would turn me on either—not until Grigory introduced me to the delicious combination of pain and pleasure. So maybe this is yet another thing he’ll open my eyes to.

The idea is a little scary. But most of all, the idea of Grigory humiliating me again stirs a gentle pulsing deep within my core—a desire to do it again.

***

Grigory holds me in his arms for a long while before finally leaving for the grocery store like he’d planned.

“No sleeping,” he orders, tucking the comforter around me. “I don’t want you tossing and turning all night.”

With a satisfied moan, I curl up and slip a hand under my pillow as I hear him leave. Still dazed after the staggering orgasm, it takes me a minute to register that the door locks.

A frown knits my brows. I haven’t given him a key yet. Did Markus give him his? Or did he take mine?

Despite the bed being very enticing, I slip out from the comforter and pad to the hall to check my jacket pocket where I keep my keys.

Empty.

He didn’t even ask—just searched my pockets and took them. He really takes this control thing seriously. With Markus, it took some time before he worked his way deep enough into my life to go through my things and cross the normal boundaries of privacy. But Grigory swoops straight in and takes whatever he wants without question or preamble.

I’m a bit stunned, and I can’t decide whether his overbearing demeanor is just what I need or too much too soon after everything I’ve been through with him.

Needing to think about something else, I grab my phone from the other pocket and decide this is a good time to call Markus.

“Hi, sweetie,” he answers. “How are you?”

“Good.” My mouth tips up into a smile at the sound of his voice. “Tired, but good.”

“No wonder. You haven’t slept enough and a lot has happened since last night.”

“Too much,” I agree with a sigh. Way too much.

“I’m sorry you didn’t get more time to process all of this. I tried to urge Grigory to decide sooner, but I wouldn’t push too much. He needed time to be sure he could commit.”

I heave a sigh and close my eyes. “You could at least have let me know there was a chance this could happen.”

Markus’s tone turns grave. “I knew how sad you’d be if he decided not to go with you. I couldn’t bear to see you hurt like that.”

“I was already hurt,” I say, remembering all the hours I spent staring at the ceiling in the music room.

“I know.” The line is quiet for a while, his graveness seeping through the phone. “I’m sorry, Clara,” he finally says. “I really am. But this has been an impossible situation for me to navigate. This is all new to me too. I haven’t shared a sub outside a play scene before—let alone with someone as emotionally cut off as Grigory.”

“I thought the two of you had played together before.”

“That was before Magdalena—his ex. He was a lot different back then.”

I walk through the apartment and plop onto the bed, suddenly feeling heavy from all the emotional talk. “How so?”

“Grigory used to be a great Dom. Attentive, good at reading a sub, giving aftercare. All those things. But I guess his emotions got in the way this time around.”

“Do you think they’ll keep doing so?” I grab the panda teddy off the shelf and flop onto my back, hugging it against my chest. It’s the teddy Markus gave me when he came back from a tour in Asia.

“No,” he says without hesitation. “Of course, I can’t guarantee what kinds of emotions may pop up, but I know they won’t get in the way. Grigory has committed to this, and once he commits to something, he doesn’t back down. That’s how he’s been through all the years I’ve known him. Without fail. Even when his relationship with Magdalena was at its worst, he kept trying to make it work, refusing to give up.”

It adds up with the Grigory I know. Tenacious and unwavering. He takes what he wants, and if it doesn’t come easily, he’ll work hard to get it. But it’s heartbreaking to think about him struggling to make a doomed relationship work and getting such deep scars that it took all this struggle to get him to commit again.

Part of me admires Markus for being equally stubborn in pushing him to get there, but another part of me can’t forget that he put my heart on the line to reach the goal.

“I don’t know how to get past you risking me getting hurt,” I say in a somber voice as I rub one of the panda’s ears. When Markus was in Asia, I didn’t see him for six weeks because it was too far to fly out for a single weekend. It was the hardest time of our fifteen-month-long relationship.

Until Grigory came into the picture.

“I only did it because I saw how much he meant to you. Once I realized what a mess things were becoming, you were already in too deep. You formed a deep attachment to him very quickly, sweetie. You would have gotten hurt even if I’d ended things sooner.”

I clutch the panda against my chest. He’s right. It only took a few lessons for me to be wholly in Grigory’s power. I always thought he was the one to work his way deep into me and demand my submission quickly. But maybe it was as much me who allowed him to do so and formed an attachment—drawn by his all-encompassing authority.

And if Markus hadn’t put my heart on the line, I wouldn’t be here with Grigory now. Being without this is a more unbearable thought than the idea of Markus taking such a risk.

“I get it,” I finally say, “but I might need a while to get over it.”

“That’s okay, sweetie. Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

God, even when I’m mad at Markus, he can still make my heart swell. “I love you,” I say as gratefulness blooms in my chest.

“I love you too,” he replies, and we’re both quiet for a while, letting the words manifest between us. Finally, Markus speaks again. “How is it having Grigory there?”

I smile and stroke the panda’s head. “Good. Overwhelming and a little scary, but also good.”

“I’m glad to hear,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice.

“What’s going to happen now? I mean, after these two weeks are over?”

“We haven’t talked much about the details yet. Everything happened so fast. So for now, the two of you are going to spend some time together, see how it goes, and then we’ll take it from there.” There’s a short breath like he’s stopped himself from saying something. Then he sighs as if deciding to say it anyway. “I don’t want to get your hopes up too soon, but I do hope we can continue this threesome dynamic on a more permanent basis. Grigory is good for you and you are good for him. And I like sharing you with him.”

“Aren’t you jealous?”

Markus chuckles. “Of course I’m a little jealous. He gets to spend two weeks fucking you and I don’t.”

My cheeks grow red. God, it’s strange talking to my boyfriend about fucking another man. But I guess I’ll have to get used to it.

“But seriously, no. To be frank, I was quite relieved to pass you on to him at the airport.” Markus’s voice takes on a somber edge. “The idea of you going home alone after this summer was brutal.”

“Are you really okay with him taking charge of me for two weeks? I mean, it feels strange to take orders from him, not knowing if you’re okay with it.”

“I trust his judgment. This won’t work if I don’t. And of course he’s not going to make any big decisions without consulting me first.”

“He told me to stay home tomorrow,” I blurt.

Markus huffs a laugh. “That’s not a big decision. And I already know.”

“What? How?” I haven’t seen him use his phone since he ordered pizza.

“He texted me an hour ago, saying he’d decided to keep you home tomorrow.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Of course. I think it’s a great decision. You’re not ready to start school after all that’s happened.”

My stomach makes a little flip. Not only do I have one bossy man to tell me what to do, but two dominants who can team up on me. Like with the key, the idea is both a little scary and very thrilling.


— CHAPTER 4 —

CLARA

“Time to get up.”

Blinking my sleepy eyes, I see the powerful man towering beside my bed—in my apartment. My stomach makes a tipsy flip as I remember the last two days. Grigory fucking me, Grigory holding me, Grigory driving me insane with need. Of course I’ve also spent a lot of time at the piano—sometimes with him at my side, wielding his cruel stick—and hours sitting in bed, reading or watching TV with his arm wrapped around me.

Today is Tuesday, I realize to my great dismay. I’m starting a new semester, and our bubble is about to burst.

I rub my eyes. “What time is it?”

“Seven.”

I groan and pull the covers up to my chin. “Can I have thirty more minutes? I don’t have classes until one.” He already knows this since he spent half an hour grilling me about my schedule and plans for the fall yesterday, wanting to know everything from the exact hours I needed to spend at the university to my social calendar. Then he decided it was better that I cut a little back on the reading instead of compromising my piano practice. You’ll keep practicing four hours a day, he concluded.

Grigory takes a sip from the paper cup in his hand and shakes his head. “You’ve slept more than plenty. I don’t want to mess with your routine—especially not when you have early classes tomorrow.”

I hate to say it, but the man has a point. Last night, I fell asleep against him when we sat together in bed, reading. He kept rubbing circles on my bare stomach, and it was so soothing it lulled me straight to sleep even though it was only a little after nine. Which means I’ve slept for ten hours. That’s a rarity.

I push up to sit on the edge of the bed and wrap a blanket around me. “How long have you been up?”

“A couple of hours.”

“How did I not wake?” I mutter, half to myself. I’m usually a light sleeper and will stir at the slightest commotion.

Grigory smiles. “You were deep in sleep when I got up, and I was out the door within fifteen minutes and have only just returned.”

I let my eyes roam over him. He looks wide awake, dressed and ready for a new day at work. Except, I have no idea how he’s going to spend his day since he doesn’t have anywhere to be. That clearly doesn’t keep him from dressing up, though.

“Where have you been?” I ask.

“Out for a morning walk.” He holds up the mug with a logo from the nearest gas station. “And coffee.”

“I’m sorry I don’t have any here,” I say when he takes another sip.

“Don’t worry about it. I like my morning walks.”

“Have you even slept?” Rubbing my eyes, I remember stirring and seeing the clock when he lay down behind me and molded his body close to mine. It was 1:00 a.m.

“Of course. But I don’t need as much sleep as you.”

No shit. He looked equally fresh and vivid when Markus and I met him at the airport two days ago. He must be one of those rare people who can get by on half the amount of sleep as everyone else.

“You know, I usually sleep until seven thirty,” I protest when he holds a hand out, beckoning me to get up. I gingerly place my hand in his huge one, holding on to the blanket with the other as I let him help me up.

Grigory’s lips tip up with amusement. “Markus wasn’t kidding when he said you were difficult to get up in the morning, huh?”

He thinks this is difficult? God, I hope he won’t get too strict when he catches me on one of my bad mornings. I tend to lose my inhibitions and get cranky when I’m tired, and I can’t imagine Grigory showing the same patience as Markus when I’m rolling over and clutching the comforter.

After a shower and a quick breakfast—on Grigory’s order—I take out my laptop to get some reading done. Despite the semester only just having started, I already have an overwhelming list of reading material to get through.

I barely make it through one page before losing my focus. Not only is the writing dull and heavy, but being here with Grigory has my mind running in a hundred different directions.

“Would it be okay if I go to read on campus?” I say, although quite reluctant to do so as I watch Grigory, who’s sitting in my swivel chair in front of the window. I don’t want to leave him, but I know my chances of accomplishing anything here are close to zero.

Grigory stops scribbling on the score in his lap and lifts his gaze. This must be the hidden part of a conductor’s job—studying music and preparing to get in front of the orchestra. I’d expect him to do it by a piano, but the practice must be so ingrained that he can make sense of the many notes stacked together without an instrument.

“Would that help you focus?”

I wonder if he can sense how scatterbrained I am.

Glancing down at my fingers tapping on my laptop, I have my answer. Jesus, it really is obvious. “I think so. I could get a couple hours in at the piano too while I’m there.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Grigory acquiesces, and I think he’s referring to the piano part more than the reading. “Make sure to practice the arpeggios like we talked about. I’ll be checking up on your technique when you get home.”

“I’ll do that.” And I definitely will. There’s no way I’m risking a dissatisfied Grigory.

I get up to apply a little makeup, then pack up my laptop and grab an apple and a bread roll from the kitchen, which also go in my bag. I feel Grigory’s eyes on me the whole time, and I must say, it’s a bit unnerving to be watched so closely.

When I’m in the hall, putting on my shoes and jacket, he comes out and hands me a Danish hundred-krone bill. “For lunch.”

“I’ve already packed lunch,” I say.

“An apple and a piece of bread aren’t enough. Get a real meal, Clara.”

“I usually do this—bring something from home,” I protest, uncomfortable about taking his money.

“It’s not a suggestion.”

I stare at the orange bill between us. “I have enough money to buy a meal myself.” Usually, I’d never get food at the cafeteria since I’d end up spending more money than I have, but I can afford one meal.

“Clara,” Grigory warns, holding the lunch money farther out.

I hesitantly take the bill and put it in my jacket pocket. It was hard learning to accept plane tickets and dinner dates from Markus, but it’s even harder accepting something—even this small thing—from Grigory. Maybe it’s his overbearing manner of forcing his money into my hand like I’m a child needing lunch money, or maybe it’s the fact that he’s loaded. I’m sure this expense compares to me buying a banana, and it makes me feel far out of my league.

I probably should thank him. After all, he just wants to make sure I eat enough, but I’m too frustrated to show any appreciation. So I grab my bag and unlock the door. But before I can open it, Grigory grabs my arm and spins me around. I’m about to protest and say I’m running late, even though I’m not, but when he gently encloses me in a warm embrace, the protest goes swoosh.

“How are you feeling?” he asks.

“Uhm. Overwhelmed,” I confess.

“The lunch money?”

I nod against his chest.

He slides a hand down the back of my head in a soothing gesture. “This is me taking care of you, devochka. Let me do that.”

God, how can I deny him when he says it like that? I sink further into him, soaking up the feeling of his tight embrace. I could easily stay here all day. The tension slowly drains, and when he releases me and I leave the apartment, it’s without the feeling of inadequacy of a minute ago.

***

Shutting myself in with a grand piano when I have to read proves to be a bad idea. I’d thought it would be practical—saving me the time of relocating from the study hall to a practice room. But the moment I see the piano, my fingers itch with the need to touch the keys. I try to force myself to remain by the table and read, but it only takes half an hour with a soul-sucking text before my resolve wavers.

Ten minutes, I tell myself as I sink onto the bench. I just need to sate the worst of this urge, and then I’ll be able to focus.

But ten minutes become twenty; twenty become thirty. I lose track of time, and when I finally glance at the clock again, three hours have passed.

I dart up from the bench and shove my sheet music into my folder. The lecture starts in half an hour, and I don’t dare to disobey Grigory by skipping lunch.

Thirty stressful minutes of rushing to the cafeteria and back morph into three tedious hours of cultural music theory as I enter the lecture hall—or rather, room. It’s more like a regular classroom, only big enough to fit fifty people. The professor’s ramblings are no more engaging than the texts, and it takes all my energy to stay focused.

Despite being annoyed with Grigory’s way of forcing his money upon me, I’m grateful for the lunch he made sure I got. I ate half the food I brought from home while practicing, so I wouldn’t have been able to get through the lecture without the meal I got because of him.

When I get home, Grigory is sitting in the brown chair by the window, working on his tablet. The first thing he says is, “Did you buy lunch?” His brows curl in a serious expression, and I know the wrong answer would incur consequences.

“I did,” I say with a relieved breath, and finally, I manage the words I should have said before. “Thank you.”

Grigory seems pleased with this. He sets his tablet aside and pats his thighs, inviting me to come sit with him.

It takes me two seconds to cross the room and accept the invitation. I snuggle up against his chest, relishing the feeling of him. He’s warm and strong. Safe. Well, as long as I don’t disobey him.

“Making sure you eat is part of my responsibility, devochka,” he says as he strokes my back. “And it won’t be the last time I throw money at a problem, so you’d better get used to it.”

It’s overwhelming to think he might be overbearingly protective all the time, yet my stomach makes this heated little flip at the thought.

We sit in silence for some time before he asks, “How did the piano practice go? Did you practice the arpeggios like I taught you?”

I straighten on his lap and smile. “I played three hours straight—spent half an hour on the arpeggios.”

His eyes fill with warmth. “Very good, devochka. I look forward to seeing them a bit later. What else did you practice?”

I tell him about the pieces I’ve been working on today, how I practiced, what was easy, and what was hard.

Pride swells in me at Grigory’s approving nods. I can tell he’s pleased with my effort, and it makes me want to run straight to the piano and continue practicing.

But my beaming smile fades when he redirects the conversation. “How about reading?” he asks, and judging by the way his expression sobers, he already knows the answer.

“None,” I say, averting my gaze.

When he doesn’t say anything, I look back to find a grave expression etched into his features. But instead of castigating me for not reading, he says, “If you can’t focus on your texts today, I want you to spend at least two more hours at the piano. Are we clear?”

I give a big nod. I’ll take the piano over those texts any day, and I have a hunch that Grigory feels the same.

“How has your day been?” I ask, wanting to drag the subject far away from anything that has to do with those texts.

We fall into easy conversation as Grigory tells me he’s mostly been here, working and practicing on the piano. I’m a bit surprised to find out that he also went swimming, which he tells me he’s done twice a week since he was a kid. Though, on second thought, I probably should have figured he exercises regularly. He might have a naturally strong build, but he wouldn’t get toned muscles from good genes or hours upon hours of conducting.

I run my hand down his arm, wanting to feel the strength there. This new information makes me want to explore his body, and I move my hand to his chest to play with one of the buttons on his white dress shirt.

“Can I open your shirt?”

Grigory’s eyes glimmer with warm amusement as his mouth curves into a smile. “Sure.”

I’m usually not this bold around him, and shyness heats my cheeks as I begin popping the buttons. Since we came here two days ago, it’s been him holding me down or ordering me onto all fours whenever he fucked me. I haven’t had the chance to truly touch him. Even when we’ve cuddled, it’s been him holding me, trapping my arms in his tight embrace. I’ve loved every second of it, but now I have this eager urge to explore his body.

My breath comes in heavy drags through my nose as I push the white fabric to the side and watch his chest. He might be close to fifty, but it’s clear he takes good care of himself. His stomach is flat with a slight ripple of muscle and his chest is wide and strong. I carefully run my fingertips through the smattering of hair on his sternum—the same hair that tickled my back when we lay naked in bed after he fucked me last night.

Casting a tentative glance up, I find his features calm and relaxed as he watches me. It spurs me on, and I slowly open my hand and press my palm to his skin. My heart speeds up as I feel the beating in his sternum. It’s strong and steady. Like him.

Slowly, I run my hand down his stomach until I reach the trail of hair that disappears into his pants. I caress it the same way I did on his chest and run my fingertips along the hem of his pants. I badly want to go further, but I’m not quite ready to ask for this.

I don’t have to, though. Grigory gives me the order. “Open my pants,” he says.

Biting my lip, I eagerly open his belt, followed by the button and his zipper. Then I stare, mesmerized, at the growing bulge beneath his black boxers.

“Take it out,” he instructs.

My chest moves with my rapid breaths as I pull back the elastic band and his hard length springs free. I dart out my tongue to wet my lips, secretly wanting to wet the tip of his cock.

“Can I touch it?” I ask, holding on to his boxers while pressing my other hand to his chest.

“Go ahead.” His deep voice rumbles beneath my hand, his dark accent shooting tingly sensations across my skin.

My entire body hums as I slowly touch a finger to the tip. Precum leaks out, and I carefully smear it around the head before folding my fingers around his length, relishing the wide girth filling out my small grip.

God, I want more. I want to lick and suck, taste the saltiness, and feel his size in my mouth.

Grigory must sense my urge, or maybe he simply shares it. “Get on your knees,” he says in a husky voice that matches the hardness of his cock.

He grabs his erection in his very large hand when I release it. My eyes remain glued to it as he strokes a few times while waiting for me to crawl off his lap and settle between his legs.

For a breathless moment, I wait, hoping he’ll let me taste it, but not bold enough to initiate on my own. His lids are heavy when I glance up, his expression full of desire, but there’s none of the brutal dominance I expected. He doesn’t give me an order this time but silently holds his cock toward me. It’s strangely calm—so different from the usual turbulence of Grigory’s lust.

I gingerly lean in and press my lips to it. Grigory keeps stroking the base at a languid pace, and I stick out my tongue and swirl it around the tip.

When he moves his hand to the back of my head, I expect him to take control and fuck my mouth like Markus does. Instead, he just lets his hand rest there, gently caressing my scalp as he leans back in the chair with a pleased groan.

This brutal and sadistic man, who wants control of everything, likes a slow, gentle blowjob. Who would have thought?

I take my time, licking along his length, swirling my tongue, and gently sucking the tip. When I finally take him into my mouth, he lets out a deep groan that shoots straight to my core. My hips wriggle as I become more eager, sucking and bobbing my head up and down.

I take him all the way into my throat, and Grigory still doesn’t intervene. With Markus, I rarely get to pleasure him for more than two minutes before he takes control, and I’m always a tad disappointed when he grabs my hair and shoves himself into my throat. This is so different, and I relish the freedom Grigory gives me to please him.

Time is suspended as I sit here, feeling and tasting his cock. Once in a while, I glance up, meeting his heavy gaze as he leans back in the chair, looking entirely relaxed.

It’s calm and quiet—intimate in a way I could have never imagined.

It’s the quiet before the storm.

A hard tug on my scalp as he closes his fist around my hair has me glancing up to find his eyes dark and threatening, nostrils flaring.

In a burst of aggression, he darts up from the chair, yanks me off the floor, and throws me onto the bed. I squeal in surprise, my heart beating frantically as I try to process the shift. Before I know what’s going on, my skirt is up, pantyhose down, and I’m on all fours with Grigory’s hard length prodding against my opening.

A need almost as violent as his bursts alive in me, making me arch my back shamelessly and moan out loud. I feel wanton and depraved in a most lustful sense, more connected to my own sexual desires than I’ve ever been before—more free.

“That’s a good, dirty little girl,” Grigory rasps, followed by a grunt. “Show me how much you want it.”

He strokes his length up and down through my lips a couple of times, and it has me wriggling my hips frantically. “Please,” I beg, out of control, consumed by desire. “Please fuck me.”

“What will you do to get my cock?”

I press back, trying to get him inside me, but he just grabs my hip, forcing me into place with one massive hand. Gripping my hair with the other, he yanks my head back and leans in to sneer close to my ear. “Will you suck up your filthy juices to get me inside you?”

“Yes,” I say breathily, barely realizing what he’s saying, just knowing I will do it, whatever it is, if it means he’ll put me out of my horny misery.

Releasing my hair, he shoves my head back down and moves his fingers down between my legs.

“Aaah,” I moan when he thrusts two fingers straight inside me, pumping and turning them a few times before pulling back out and shoving them in front of my face.

“Suck,” he demands.

I stare at the two glistening digits in equal horror and fascination as he again grabs my hair and holds me in place. I don’t manage to process anything before he shoves them into my mouth.

My reaction is purely instinctive. I start sucking, lapping up the musky taste of myself.

“Such a dirty, dirty little girl,” Grigory half taunts, half praises.

There’s a flicker of shame, but most of all, I feel a burning hot desire and the all-consuming need to submit. Submit to his will and my own lust. And I do just that. I keep sucking until every last drop of my juices is gone, and when he repeats, I do it all over again.

Finally, I’m so wrought with pulsing desire that I can’t take it anymore. “Please,” I whimper when he pushes his fingers inside me for the sixth time. “Please fuck me.”

I let out a frustrated cry when he moves his fingers toward my mouth again. But this time, he smears the wetness onto my face. Then both of his hands are on my hips. Without preamble, he rams into me, impossibly hard and thick.

I cry out into the room. Then into the comforter as Grigory shoves my head forward. He holds me there, snuffing out my breath as he slams into me over and over again. I clutch the sheets, squirming and wriggling as the need to breathe ramps up, but he has me locked in place, one hand clamped onto my hip, the other fisted in my hair.

My lungs sting with the need to breathe, even as my nervous system struggles to contain the overload of pain and pleasure being rammed into me with each hard thrust. It gathers and coils deep in my belly, pulsing and twitching as I slip further onto the edge. But I can’t get there—I need to breathe.

I heave against the comforter, dragging the fabric into my mouth, desperation growing as the need for air claws in my lungs.

Suddenly, he yanks my head up, and I suck in an all too large gulp of air. The rush is like an electric shock, shoving me over the edge, making me spasm and jerk as a raw scream bursts through my throat. I heave and scream, claw and writhe, and then he’s coming too.

His fingers dig into my skin, his fist tightening on my hair as he swells inside me. It burns and stings, yet somehow, it prolongs my orgasm. I shudder from the force, my screams blending with his guttural growls.

“You feel so good, devochka,” he rasps, holding me in place as he jerks with the last ripples of his orgasm. “Such a dirty, dirty little girl.” He uncurls his hands, pressing his palms flat on my back and head as I collapse on the mattress. His touch is warm and tender, his voice the same as he repeats the words. “A dirty little girl.”

“Thank you,” I whisper between hard breaths.

I think I’m thanking him for fucking me, but then I realize I’m thanking him for those words. They are wrong and demeaning, but coming from his mouth, they are freeing and intoxicating.

I thought he had already taken all I have to give, but he has opened up this new side of me—this dirty side that wants to lap up my own juices, suck his cock, and be fucked like a wanton slut.

A dirty girl who relishes the depravity of it all.

His dirty girl.


— CHAPTER 5 —

CLARA

During the next few days, I grow increasingly uneasy. Grigory is going back to Berlin on Friday to conduct another Tosca show, and his imminent departure dredges up a whole slew of nervous emotions. I knew this was coming all along—he said he’d have to go back to conduct the last two shows the night he suggested coming home with me. But that doesn’t make it any easier.

I constantly remind myself of Markus’s reassurances about Grigory having committed. It helps for a while, but as Friday closes in, so do the memories of all the times he shut me out during the summer.

How do I know he won’t do the same again?

The days we’ve spent together have been good, yes, but that’s not necessarily any indication. A good scene or a good lesson would easily be followed by a cold distance during the summer. The pulling away part never happened when we were together. We’d part ways on good terms, and the next time I’d see him, there’d be this gaping hole between us—without any indication leading up to.

Who’s to say he won’t come back on Saturday and be cold and distant? Who’s to say he won’t change his mind while we’re apart and not come back at all?

All these worries are spiraling out of control when I go to bed on Thursday night, making sleep impossible. Grigory sits against the headboard, reading, as I try my best not to toss and turn beside him.

“What’s the matter, devochka?” he asks when I don’t succeed.

“Sorry,” I say, “it’s just one of those nights.” A knot forms at the back of my throat. This is not one of those nights where sleep eludes me for no apparent reason. I know why I’m restless tonight, but I can’t tell him.

I can’t tell him that I’m afraid he won’t come back. I can’t tell him that I don’t trust him to keep his promise.

Grigory puts away his book and slips under the comforter behind me. Folding an arm around me, he pulls me into him. “Deep breaths, devochka.”

Aren’t I already breathing calmly?

I inhale and realize the air only reaches the top of my lungs, and suddenly my chest is tight.

“Shh, I’m here,” he soothes, and those words do me in.

He might be here now, but that doesn’t mean he’ll be here Saturday like he’s supposed to.

I break into tears as the powerlessness of the summer washes over me anew.

“I’ll be back Saturday,” he promises, easily deciphering my distress. “You don’t have to worry. I want to be with you, devochka. That won’t change.”

He says the last words with a fervor so sincere it shouldn’t be possible to doubt him. Yet I do. But saying it out loud is too vulnerable. I need to protect myself in case he leaves me again. So I cling to him as I cry, hoping to God this won’t be the last night I sleep in his arms.

***

Grigory leaves before the first light of day peeks through the cracks around my curtains. A heavy weight of dread is lodged in my chest, and when he comes in to say goodbye after his morning shower, I clasp an anxious hand around his arm.

“Are you coming back?” I ask, too tired to hide my fear.

“Of course I am.” He sinks to his haunches and trails his fingers along my hairline. “Tomorrow, at noon, I’ll be back.”

“Are you sure?”

“Devochka.” His gaze fills with sincerity. “I’m in this now. I’m not leaving until either you or Markus tells me to. Okay?”

I watch him for a while, searching for a flicker of uncertainty but never finding it. So I nod. “Okay.”

“Get some sleep.” He presses a tender kiss to my forehead and gets up. Two minutes later, the sound of the front door announces that he’s gone.

I lie there for two hours, trying to fall asleep again without success, and even as I start my day, I can’t seem to find much rest.

I try to play the piano and read the texts for next week, but my focus is scattered. Halfway through the day, I’m so exhausted I have to give up. I’ve only played for forty-five minutes, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to make the four hours Grigory has prescribed.

Hoping Markus can get my mind back on track, I call him.

“How are you holding up, sweetie? Grigory told me you weren’t feeling all that well when he left.”

God, is there anything these two men don’t discuss?

“Erm, I’m okay,” I say, then correct myself. “Well, mostly.”

“You know, Grigory will come back. I know you have a hard time trusting him, but he just needed to figure out whether he wanted this. It was difficult for him to open up to a new sub, but he’s in it now. Remember what I told you. Once Grigory commits to something, he’s not one to step back.”

“Thank you,” I say, feeling slightly better. Markus has said this before, and I know he’s right. When Grigory commits, he commits.

“How are you?” I ask, needing to change the subject.

“I’m busy.” The smile in his voice tells me it’s a good busy—it usually is with Markus. “I have a lot of preparations for the tour and La Traviata in Budapest. It’s gonna be a hectic fall. But right now, I’m looking forward to doing one more Tosca show.”

I breathe a wistful sigh. “I wish I could be there.” Not only would I love to see the show again, but both of my two favorite men are going to be there tonight.

“You know, Grigory talked about bringing you to Berlin on Wednesday. You’d get to see the last show, and we could all have a talk. We won’t get many opportunities to do so once I go on tour in a couple of weeks, and we need to figure out how this is going to work.”

“That would be good. Being here alone with Grigory feels wrong sometimes. It will help to see both of you—just to feel that you’re both okay with this weird arrangement.”

“Makes sense, sweetie. You’re doing great, though. I really thought you would have more reactions to this new dynamic.”

“Doing great?” I huff. “Right now I feel like I’m barely holding it together.”

“You are,” Markus assures. “Frankly, I’d thought you’d need a lot more than one sick day before starting school. But Grigory tells me you’re both reading and playing several hours a day.”

Disappointment drops into my belly at his words. “Is that how you see me? So fragile?”

“You are very sensitive, sweetie. Nothing wrong with that. And this summer has been hard on you. Needing time to recuperate would only be natural.” When I remain silent, he continues. “Why don’t you take the day off? Be good to yourself. Buy some ice cream, watch a movie. I’ll let Grigory know I’ve allowed it.”

“Okay,” I agree, feeling a little better when we say goodbye. But the unease remains. No matter how many reassurances Markus gives me, I don’t think I’ll be able to fully relax before Grigory is back here with me. On top of that, Markus’s words about having expected me to need more sick days linger at the back of my head, and I feel like a fragile mess as I crawl under the comforter and start a movie.

I know he didn’t mean it in a bad way. I know I’m sensitive—always have been. But still, I feel broken. Like I’ll fall apart at the slightest pressure.

An hour later, my phone vibrates with an incoming text. I’m in bed, under the comforter, watching the Minions movie. Reaching for my phone on the nightstand, I expect to find a text from Markus but am surprised to find it’s from Grigory. I hadn’t thought I’d hear from him until he returned—he doesn’t seem like the type to text or call without good cause.

How are you holding up?

I go for a brief reply. I’m okay.

Devochka, be honest with me.

God, he’s bossy even over text. I stare at the words for a minute, considering giving him a simple explanation, just saying I’m tired. Instead, I go for honesty. It’s much easier over text, and I do want to tell him how I feel.

I hate that you and Markus see me as fragile and weak.

My fingers tremble slightly as I wait for his reply. I feel like I’m putting too much of myself out there. It only takes a minute, and my breath barely works as I read.

You’re not weak. You’re submissive to the bone. And unlucky to fall into the claws of a Dom who wasn’t ready to take responsibility for such beautiful submission.

I stare flabbergasted at the screen, struck silent by his honest words. Instead of agreeing that I have this weak spot—being sensitive like Markus called it—he turns it around to something beautiful. Something worth cherishing. I have no idea how to reply, and before I can type out anything, another message pops up.

Have you heard of Darwin’s theory? Survival of the fittest.

I frown a little, wondering what he’s getting at as I type out a yes and hit send.

It’s the fittest. Not the strongest. Life is not about being strong, but rather about finding the place you fit in. And you have done so. You’ve strayed from the regular path to embrace your submission and to be with two Doms. Doing so takes tremendous courage.

My heart speeds up as I read. I don’t feel courageous at all, yet what he says makes sense. I’ve always gone my own way instead of trying to fit into the regular mold. I’ve pursued my love for music, taken the less popular road to play classical piano, and stayed home to practice every Friday when my peers went out to party and get drunk. And now I’ve not only embraced my submission but also thrown myself into this strange dynamic of being with two men.

I type out a brief but sincere reply.

Thank you. That helped.

And it truly did. The uncertainty may still hover around the edges of my mind, but I don’t feel broken anymore, and when I receive Grigory’s next message, I’m a little more confident that he means the words.

You’re welcome, devochka. See you tomorrow at noon.


— CHAPTER 6 —

CLARA

I stir from sleep when gentle fingers touch my face. They trace my hairline, caress my cheeks, and graze my neck. I almost don’t want to wake up. It would be so easy to stay shrouded under the cloak of sleep. But I need to know I’m not just dreaming.

Slowly, I blink my eyes open and let them adjust to the light. Calm eyes beneath a thick set of brows are watching me, and I fall captive as I stare into them.

“You’re back,” I say, voice thick with emotion.

“Of course,” Grigory says, keeping up the featherlight strokes. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, fully dressed. “I told you I’d be here at noon.”

He did. But even after the reassuring texts, I couldn’t fully trust his promise. It didn’t matter that both Grigory and Markus kept reassuring me that Grigory is committed. I had to see for myself, I realize. And seeing him here now, having returned and being as caring as when he left, makes me finally believe that he’s truly in this.

Grigory’s lips turn up in a humorous smile as he changes the subject. “Did Markus tell you about my weakness?”

“Your weakness?” I repeat, not following.

Grigory points to the table at the end of the bed. “Chocolate cake.”

A tint of red creeps into my cheeks. I woke up at six this morning, restless and unable to fall back asleep. Needing to do something to make me feel close to Grigory, I baked a dark, sumptuous chocolate cake for him before I went back to bed.

“I remembered from the French restaurant,” I say shyly. He’d devoured his own portion as well as mine with surprising enthusiasm, so I hoped this would be the right cake.

His features grow somber, and his eyes fill with some kind of strange emotion as he watches me.

Can he sense that this is much more than a cake—that I’ve poured my submissive heart into it? Anyone else would see this as a simple, nice gesture. But to me, it was a way of saying all those things I’m not ready to say. A way of showing him how badly I want to please him. I thought it would be discreet, but right now it seems the intention is blaring between us.

Suddenly feeling uncertain, I push up on my elbows. “I’m sorry,” I say, starting to sit up to break away from this intimate position.

Grigory stops me with a hand around my chin. “Devochka,” he says with startling urgency. “Don’t ever apologize for your submission. It’s the most beautiful gift a man could receive.”

Now it’s my turn to feel a startling rush of emotion. God, I want nothing more than to give Grigory my submission, and hearing those words—knowing he wants to have it—is the best thing he could ever give me.

“Thank you,” I whisper as he forces me to keep staring into his deep, powerful eyes.

“You’re welcome,” he says with grave sincerity, knowing exactly what I’m thanking him for. “You may demonstrate your submission in whatever way you see fit.” He considers for a moment, then furrows his brow. “But no matter how much I appreciate a warm cake, I’m not happy about you compromising your sleep to serve me.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” I say.

Grigory releases my chin, letting me lie back on the pillow. “Is it because you were worried I wouldn’t return?”

I avert my gaze as vulnerability washes over me. A slight nod is my only answer, and I’m a bit surprised when Grigory gets up without prodding further. I hope he isn’t annoyed about my lack of explanation.

To my relief, Grigory just strips out of his clothes and folds them neatly before climbing into bed with me. The moment he pulls me into him, a weight lifts from my shoulders. I didn’t even realize it was there. It’s only now, feeling his strong body enveloping mine, that the worry lifts and I truly trust that he’ll stay.

“Let’s take a nap together,” he says, pressing a soft kiss to my temple.

I sink into him, relishing the warmth of his skin and the feeling of being small in his arms. Within minutes, I drift off.

***

Grigory eats at least two more pieces of chocolate cake—after already having eaten some when he came—while I prepare a late breakfast. He apparently hasn’t had anything but coffee and my chocolate cake today, and when I ask him about it, he tells me that he usually doesn’t eat before noon.

“You don’t eat and you don’t sleep. How do you get by?” I ask, turning to him with a spatula in hand.

“Coffee, music, and the occasional chocolate cake.” He grins as he cuts off another bite of cake and pops it into his mouth. “This really is delicious.” He licks his fingers, and his eyes shimmer with the same enthusiasm I remember from the French restaurant.

I smile widely as I turn back to the stove. With the cake being quite dark, I don’t care much for it, but seeing Grigory enjoy it is as good as having a huge piece of my favorite apple pie.

Looking over my shoulder at him, I say, “Maybe I should give it a try—this whole not sleeping not eating thing. It would be great to have more waking hours. Plus, I’d save money on breakfast.”

“Oh no.” Grigory comes up behind me and gathers my hair behind my neck. “That won’t work for you.” He leans down to press his lips to my shoulder, and I shudder as goose bumps erupt down my arm.

“How do you know before I try it?” I already know he’s right, of course, but I enjoy this banter.

“Don’t try what the grown-ups do, devochka.” He snakes a hand around my waist, under my blouse, and my breathing becomes a little louder as he presses his warm palm against my stomach. “You need your eight hours and a good meal to start the day.”

“I’m a grown-up too.” I roll my eyes even as I smile. “And either way, most grown-ups couldn’t do what you do.”

I feel him shrug against my back. “Probably not. I’m not like most people.”

He most certainly isn’t. If not just for his sleep and eating habits—and extreme work mentality—then because of his dominant authority and his uncanny ability to spark the need to obey within me.

We continue the easy conversation as we eat. Afterward, Grigory takes me back to bed, where we sit against the headboard, reading.

Somehow, I feel more comfortable around him today than I have before. I’m not sure if it’s the light banter or if it’s knowing he came back. The latter seems to have relieved me of a burden I barely realized weighed me down until it was gone. I’m still not entirely confident that he won’t suddenly back out, but I’m as sure as I think is possible at this point.

He seems more comfortable and approachable too, and it gives me the confidence to do something I’ve wanted to do for a while—something that is crucial if I want to feel fully secure in this new dynamic.

Burrowing my head against his chest, I steel myself for the topic I’m about to launch into. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.” He gently strokes my hair, and it gives me the needed boost of courage to dive into the difficult topic.

“How long were you with your ex?” It’s not a very personal question as such, but simply touching upon the subject seems risky. So I ease my way in.

Grigory’s arm tenses around me, and I get the feeling that his “of course” was more polite than genuine. I wait a minute, and I’m starting to think he won’t answer when he breathes a resigned sigh and says, “Two years. The only two years of my life I regret.”

I’m a bit taken aback. His short answer holds more honesty than I expected. I take it as an opening.

“What happened between the two of you?”

Again, a long pause before he speaks. “Magdalena was a very volatile woman.” He wraps his other arm around me too, holding me tight as if needing the closeness to steady himself. “One moment, she’d be sweetly submissive. The next, she’d act out like a lunatic. It was emotionally exhausting to be around her—like walking in a minefield. Everything would be great for days, then suddenly, out of the blue, it was all falling apart.”

“Was she bipolar or something?”

“Most likely. But I never knew for sure. She’d act like I’d slapped her whenever I suggested she’d get help. Once, she even threatened to show people the bruises on her neck if I brought it up again.” He adds in a somber tone, “She loved getting those bruises.”

I realize I’m fisting his shirt when he nudges his fingers into mine. The idea of someone making such a threat, no matter how empty, is horrifying. It’s easy to think the sub is the only vulnerable one in a D/s dynamic, but a Dom puts himself in a vulnerable position too when he takes control.

“I’d never do something like that,” I say, leaning up on my elbow to let him see the sincerity in my eyes. “Never.”

“I know, devochka. I know.” He pulls me back down and presses a long kiss to the top of my head, and I shudder as the horrible threat lingers in my mind.

“Why did you stay with her so long?” I ask to break my mind free.

“Bipolar people can go long stretches of time without showing any signs of illness. I guess Magdalena was in such a phase when I met her. It took months before I saw the other side of her. By then, I was in too deep to call it quits.”

I remember Markus telling me how Grigory has always been tenacious, never giving up on his relationship with Magdalena, not even when it was at its worst. It makes sense. Reaching a status like Grigory’s takes tremendous effort. Grigory knows what he wants and goes after it, so if he wanted this Magdalena, I’m not surprised he’d suffer through the volatility in the hopes he could make it work.

A heavy feeling washes over me. He never tried to keep me. On the contrary, he seemed adamant to gain distance. “Is that why... you know... you didn’t want me.” God, it hurts to say it, and I start pulling away from him.

Grigory tips my chin up, locking our eyes together. “Clara, I was convinced I was never going to have a sub again. It simply hurt too much. Then you came along and thoroughly messed with that notion. It took me some time to accept I might not be able to shut off my feelings for you. But now I have, and I’m not going anywhere.”

My breath halts as I stare at him. Grigory has feelings for me?

Of course, I knew there was attraction, chemistry, and sexual lust. But feelings? That’s an entirely different level. My heart beats away as it tries to grasp this new information.

God, I have so many feelings for this man too that I can’t even name half of them.

Grigory rolls me onto my back and leans in over me. With his elbow propped on the mattress, he skims a finger across my hairline as he studies my face. His expression is impassive, yet somehow, his stern features seem to say much more than they ever have before.

He leans closer, just a little, so his lips hover dangerously close to mine. Is he going to kiss me? I hope so. I’ve never given much thought to how it would feel to have his lips pressed against mine. It somehow seemed too intimate for the nature of our relationship—even more so than sex. Sex with Grigory isn’t about profound feelings or intimacy; sex with Grigory is raw, primal possession. Would a kiss be like that too? Or would it be as gentle as his touch when he comforts me?

Suddenly, I’m obsessed with the idea of kissing him, and when his eyes drop to my lips, I’m breathing hard. This is it, I think. Any moment now.

But then everything shifts. In the blink of an eye, Grigory has me on my stomach, pinned beneath his weight as he attacks my neck with bites and nibbles. Disappointment shoots through me. But it doesn’t last long. The storm of Grigory’s desire washes everything away and kindles a furious need deep in my belly.

I arch beneath him and angle my neck to allow him better access, and when he shoves my panties aside and thrusts his hard length inside me, I forget about the near kiss. Every thought I’ve ever had dissolves, leaving me blissfully empty for Grigory to fill me with whatever he wants.


— CHAPTER 7 —

CLARA

Grigory wakes me at six in the morning on Wednesday—6:00 a.m., for God’s sake.

Outrage courses through my veins as I blink my sleepy eyes against the clock on my bedside table. “I don’t need to get up for another half hour. At least.” My classes start at eight today, so I do need to get up early, but not this early.

“Get up,” he says.

With a grunt, I tug the covers up to my chin. “Just leave me alone.”

“Now, Clara.” The threat in his voice does nothing to deter my sleep-blurred mind. All I see at this time in the morning is the need to stay in bed, all self-preservation and submission drowning in the haze.

“I told you. A quarter to seven is plenty of time,” I croak. Well, maybe not plenty, but enough to rush through my morning routine and catch the bus.

Grigory yanks the comforter off, but even as cold air creeps along my naked skin, I stay in place, curling up on myself to alleviate the chill.

A hard smack on my butt makes me yelp, one more has me squirming farther in on the bed, and a third has me pushing up to sit, glaring at the sadistic man while blinking rapidly.

The blurry veil slowly dissipates, leaving me a clear view of Grigory. White shirt, black slacks, clean-shaven jaw, and coffee mug in hand. This is the vision I’ve awoken to every morning for the past ten days. It has become no less astonishing over time, seeing this powerful man towering in my tiny apartment—today with a stern scowl edged into the space between his brows.

“If I have to say it a third time, I’ll drag you under the cold shower.”

Grigory’s growly threat does nothing to lessen the simmering heat suddenly stirring in my belly. On the contrary. The idea of his large hand wrapping around my arm as he drags me out of bed has my nerves sparking alive, but the prospect of the icy water makes me scramble over the mattress to the edge of the bed.

I’m rewarded with the same hand I just fantasized about. Though the grip on my arm is meant to steady rather than punish as he helps me get up and find my footing. “Get ready to leave,” he says.

I lick my lips as I stare up into his dark eyes. “Good morning,” I manage in a husky voice, having already forgotten about the pleasant sleep he took me from.

“Good morning,” he says, lips tipping up in a warm smile. “Sleepy little girl.” He brushes my messy hair from my cheek and behind my ear, fingertips tickling my skin along the way. “Or should I say, belligerent little girl?”

My cheeks heat even as a smile tugs at the corners of my lips. “Sorry about that.”

He strokes his knuckles along the side of my face. “You’re rather cute when you’re grumpy. Like a kitten.”

“I love kittens,” I say, my smile blossoming, wide and bright.

“I’m sure you do.” He leans in close, his breath fanning the sensitive skin on my ear. “Do you know what I like?”

I suck in a loud breath, a shudder rolling through my body at the sound of his rumbling tone. “What?” I whisper.

“An obedient submissive.” He smacks my ass and straightens to give me an intrusive look. Humor glimmers in his eyes, though concealed behind stern features.

I spring into action with a giddy feeling dancing in my belly as I scurry to the bathroom.

To make up for the sadistic man temporarily residing in my apartment hauling me out of bed, I allow myself to take my time getting ready. But I end up rushing anyway when I suddenly realize I’ve taken too much time.

I hurry through the apartment, gathering my things—including lunch money, which has become obligatory—finding clothes to wear, and finally putting on my jacket and shoes in the hall.

“Have you eaten breakfast?”

I spin around at the sound of Grigory’s rumbling voice and meet a stern gaze beneath low brows.

“No.” I shove an arm through a jacket sleeve. “I don’t have time these mornings.”

Grigory’s jaw hardens. He doesn’t say anything but grabs his jacket and pushes his feet into his shoes, then takes me by the arm and herds me out of the apartment. He locks the door with the key I’ve given him and steers me toward the parking lot—the opposite direction of the bus.

“I need to go now or I’ll miss the bus,” I say, pointing away from the parking lot.

“You need to eat,” is all he says as he leads me to the gray BMW he’s leased.

“I’m serious, Grigory. I don’t want to be late,” I say as he shoves me into the passenger seat. I’m going to miss the last hour of the lecture, as is, because we’re leaving for Berlin today. Grigory and Markus are doing the final Tosca show, and we’re all three supposed to have a talk about this new dynamic.

Grigory leans in and snaps my seat belt in place before leveling me with a serious expression. “You won’t be. I’m taking you.”

A mix of excitement and nervousness rumbles in my stomach as Grigory slams the door shut and rounds the car.

I’ve only driven with him twice before, to go to the woods outside town and when he took me out to eat a couple of nights ago. The former was a secluded place, and the latter was too fancy to risk running into people I know. But now he’s taking me straight to the place where we’re most likely to be seen. People there know I’m with Markus, and many probably even know who Grigory is.

Suddenly, I’m tense with anxiety as I consider all the questions I’ll get, which I neither can nor want to answer.

Grigory is not one to exhibit discretion. He’ll surely help me out of the car with a firm hand around my arm like he’s done the other times—grab my chin when he tells me to get lunch, and pull me in for a warm hug to settle my nerves. Except, he won’t be settling my nerves by hugging me on campus. He’ll have them shooting through the roof. I’ll get self-conscious and hyper-aware of my surroundings, thinking people are watching and judging.

Grigory places a hand on my thigh as he speeds down the road. “What’s the matter, Clara? I told you that you won’t be late.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I steel myself with a deep breath. “Will you please drop me off at the road across from campus, so people won’t see?” I say, then hurry to add, “They know I’m with Markus, and I haven’t told anyone about you. It’s too soon.”

I glance tentatively at Grigory and see him nod. He’s impossible to read as always, features set in a grave expression that might as well be his relaxed face as a sign of irritation. It’s hard to tell the difference, especially when his eyes are on the road.

I’m fraught with nerves for the next five minutes before Grigory again squeezes my thigh. “Relax, devochka. It’s okay.”

Turning his face to me, he gives me a nod to emphasize his words. It’s not the reassuring smile I was hoping for, but it’s enough to take the brunt of my nerves.

“Thank you,” I say sincerely and push out a heavy puff of air.

Grigory stops at a bakery and orders me to wait in the car while he goes in to buy me breakfast. Neither of us says anything as I eat and he drives, but the reassuring squeezes on my thigh and the food level me enough to feel somewhat at ease when Grigory pulls in at the side of the road across from campus.

“I’ll pick you up here at ten. Don’t be late. Our flight takes off at one.” He lifts his chin, his features hardening in an expression that demands my obedience with uncompromising authority.

I nod in his grip, my blood whooshing as I accept his control. “I’ll be here.”

I’m about to reach for the door, but Grigory stops me by taking my other hand in his.

“Are you ready for tonight?” he asks.

Settling back in my seat, I consider for a moment. Tonight will be the first time I see both men since the strange night when Grigory told me why he’d been hot and cold all summer and Markus told me he’d been considering sharing me with Grigory for a while.

I must say I’m quite nervous. It’s only been ten days, yet so much has happened. Grigory and I have found each other in a whole new way and grown much closer than I thought possible in such a short while. But then again, I experienced the same depth of intimacy with Markus after no time, so maybe it’s this Dom/sub dynamic that tends to speed things up.

“I think so,” I finally say.

“What are you nervous about?” Grigory asks, reading my state of mind on my fumbling fingers.

“Being with both of you again.”

“Are you still afraid that you’re doing something wrong by being with me?”

I don’t think I ever told Grigory about this, but Markus must have mentioned it. Or maybe it’s as obvious as my jittery nerves. “Also that,” I say a bit tentatively. Because even though I do worry about this, it’s not all. Markus and I have been talking a lot on the phone while Grigory’s been here, and it’s taken the brunt of those worries.

“What else?” he asks.

“It’s nothing.” I glance out the side window, wanting to evade this subject. “I should probably go now so I won’t be late.”

“Devochka.” He grabs my chin and turns my head back to face him. His low brows lend him a demanding expression that’s impossible to refuse as he says, “Tell me what it is.”

“Uhm.” I swallow and bite my lips as vulnerability courses through me, knowing what I have to admit to. “Markus said we’d talk about continuing this on a long-term basis…”

“And…” Grigory prods as I trail off, tightening his grip on my jaw, demanding my full attention.

Blinking my eyes hard, I gather my courage. This really is too soon to say, but I don’t have much choice, it seems, so I open my eyes again. Here goes. “I’m worried you’re not into this sharing thing and will want to find someone of your own.”

Grigory’s nostrils flare, and his eyes become impossibly dark. For a moment, I think it was too soon indeed. We barely know what this is, and I’m already thinking too far ahead, hoping for a steady relationship and a type of commitment he’s probably nowhere near ready for.

But then he leans in, dangerously close, and says with grave sincerity, “As long as Markus wants to share you, I’m not letting you go for a single moment.”

My breath catches in my throat as his powerful words descend upon me, and a heady thought stirs in my mind.

Could it be that he feels this instinctive pull between us as deeply as I do?


— CHAPTER 8 —

MARKUS

I’ve just put my jacket in the closet in my dressing room when there’s a brief rap on the door. The door opens, and a smile spreads across my face when Grigory and Clara step inside.

I can immediately tell she’s nervous—like I expected—but I can’t help myself, poking her a little. I like her shy nervousness. “Have you been a good girl?”

A rosy hue spreads over her cheeks. It’s so damn cute that I want to grab her straight into my arms and steal her breath with a deep kiss. But I’ll give her a moment to adjust to this new situation—or rather, context. We’ve been together, all three, before. Nothing new about that. But for the first time, Clara arrives with Grigory instead of me, having spent ten days with him.

“Exemplary,” Grigory answers for her, stroking her back and pulling her closer. He’s clearly spotted her unease too and tries to alleviate it.

She leans into him like it’s second nature, breathing a deep sigh that has her shoulders loosening.

A twinge of jealousy stirs in me. But it’s only that. A twinge. I like seeing her with Grigory. There’s something reassuring about it, knowing she’s safe and cared for with the man I trust the most when I can’t be with her myself.

She’s always easily accepted his dominance, but there’s a certain calmness in the way she does it this time. Before, she’d always need an unequivocal invitation to lean into him, but now it seems unconscious as she presses her hand against his chest and fiddles with a button on his shirt.

But it’s not just Clara who has become more comfortable. Grigory has too. His countenance softens as he wraps an arm around her and leans down to press a kiss against her head. There’s no conflict in his eyes or tension in his jaw like I often saw during the summer.

I can’t help smiling. Despite being eager to have Clara in my own arms, I enjoy watching them. And as I do, I realize just how relieved I am. I’ve been reassuring Clara that Grigory was fully committed, yet I’ve had this dot of doubt nagging at the back of my head, worrying that Grigory would do a one-eighty again.

“What?” Grigory says in his usual terse tone as he looks up and sees my smile.

I gesture my hand up and down toward them, and Grigory huffs and shakes his head even as humor lights up his eyes.

Clara lifts her head from his chest and glances at me, then up at Grigory. “Can I go give Markus a hug?” she asks, submissive as always, tuned in on the man in charge of her.

“Of course.” With a nudge on her back, he sends her my way.

Her first few steps are eager, but then she halts, a furrow knitting her brows as she stops three feet away from me.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t ask permission to hug you.”

I don’t have to study her long before I know what she’s thinking. She’s conflicted about obeying Grigory when I’m her primary Dom and boyfriend.

“It’s okay, sweetie.” Leaning forward, I grab her arm and haul her into me, flush against my chest.

Closing my arms tightly around her, I breathe a contented sigh as her body molds into mine, small and fragile, submissive and pliant. Mine to protect. I cup her head between my hands and lean down to press a long kiss to her lips, then level her with a sincere gaze. “We haven’t set up any boundaries like that yet. You’re free to submit to both of us however comes naturally.”

“I’ll leave you two to catch up,” Grigory says, already grabbing the handle on the door, and when I look up, I see that the softness from before has faded into an impassive expression. “I have an orchestra to check on. I’ll be back to get Clara before the show starts.”

I know as well as Grigory that he doesn’t need to check on the orchestra. A lot of things might be amiss within this organization, but the orchestra is not one of them. And his leadership isn’t either. He could get in front of any orchestra any day, without introduction or establishment of power, and they would follow him right from his first cue. Just like Clara did. That’s the kind of power he has.

But I can’t blame him. Just like I can’t blame Clara for leaning out from me and casting him a longing look as he walks out and shuts the door. They both seem to have formed some kind of attachment that makes it difficult to let go. Which is no small wonder. They have just spent ten days together. Ten days of intimate connection as they’ve delved deeper into the Dom/sub dynamic that was already strong between them before.

But no matter how much I understand, I do want Clara’s undivided attention for myself for a little while.

Grabbing her by the shoulders, I turn her around and steer her backward until her knees hit the recliner and she plops down on it. Then I grab the tall chair in front of the mirrors, place it right before her, and take a seat.

She sinks back in the recliner, already feeling the weight of my dominance as I tower over her, spearing her in place with my gaze alone.

I smile inwardly but keep my face stoic as her fingers fumble with the hem of her shirt and her eyes flicker into the room and back to me. Just the reaction I was looking for.

“Everything good between the two of you?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. But I want to hear it from her.

“Yeah.” She nods eagerly, her eyes lighting up. “Better than I’d dared to hope.”

“The sex too?” I say, deliberately provoking her cute reaction.

Her face turns beet red, and I let my smile unfold across my face. “That good, huh?”

Her lips twitch as she struggles not to let her own smile free, but she can’t control it. Within seconds, she’s beaming widely, nodding as she lowers her eyes, trying to hide.

But I won’t let her. I want to see every little nuance of her sweet embarrassment. So I press a finger under her chin and tip her head up, forcing her eyes back on me.

“If you’re a good girl, you might get two cocks tonight.”

Her tongue darts out to lick her lips, and when her eyes flicker down and she says the next words, it takes everything I have not to flip her over the armrest and fuck her right here and now.

“I’d like that.”


— CHAPTER 9 —

CLARA

Grigory returns fifteen minutes before the show starts. It’s been good to have some time with Markus, but I also realize I’ve missed Grigory when he steps into the dressing room and I meet his strict gaze.

He crooks a finger at me, making me dart up from the chair and scurry to him. When Markus intercepts me with an arm around my waist, I’m stunned to find I almost forgot to say goodbye to him.

“Not so fast,” he says. “I want a kiss for good luck.”

I eagerly lean into him and join him in a deep kiss. “Good luck,” I whisper before he releases me.

When I turn back to Grigory, his expression seems harder, and his eyes capture mine with an intensity that has me slowing my steps as I go to him. With a hand around my arm, he steers me out of the room and down the hall. His grip is harder than usual. More possessive.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

Grigory gives me a sideways glance, and I don’t miss how his eyes linger on my lips. “I’m good.”

He doesn’t say another word as he guides me through the long halls and down to the staff entrance leading to the lobby. It’s like déjà vu, walking here with him again. It reminds me of all the times he came to get me before a piano lesson. And those times before the premiere when he dragged me along with the same hard grip. He’d barely answer when I tried to strike up a conversation, and in the rehearsal room, he’d take out his frustrations on me without giving me aftercare.

I keep glancing up at him, trying to gauge if he’s turned cold and distant again.

But when we stop at the staff entrance leading to the lobby, he turns me to face him, watching me with a look that seems to say a whole lot of things I can’t decipher. He’s not distant, but not quite in balance either.

“I should take you to the orchestra pit and chain you to my podium,” he says, mouth twitching with something almost feral.

My heart starts pounding, heat swirling within my core. I know that expression. It’s the one that tells me he’s in sadist mode—or wants to fuck me hard and mercilessly. His hands tighten around my arms, and I melt in the almost painful grip. I’d do just about anything to make him take me back into the depths of the enormous building and find a secluded place where he could have his way with me, and I think he feels the same.

He makes a disgruntled sound as he releases me and opens the door. He clearly doesn’t want to let me go.

A woman in a black suit uniform steps out from the wall, where she must have been waiting.

“Escort Clara to her seat,” Grigory instructs. “Row one, seat eight. Once the show is over, bring her back here immediately.”

With a final squeeze on my arm, he leaves, and I watch his powerful gait as he walks down the hall.

“This way,” the woman says, pulling me out of the trance.

As she leads the way through the lobby, I notice how several people cast long glances my way, some a bit envious. I wonder if they’ve just seen me with Grigory. The thought excites me a little even as it makes me uncomfortable.

The woman leads me to the front row in the stalls and gestures to the only empty seat—right in front of the orchestra pit. I wonder how Grigory got a seat here on a few days’ notice. These seats are usually the first to go, and the auditorium is packed. It’s probably one of the perks of being the chief conductor.

I’ve never sat down here before. Markus usually gets me seats on the first balcony where you get a good view of everything. Here, I might not get the same overview, but I can see straight into the orchestra pit—make out the strings on the cellos and even see what shoes the musicians in the back are wearing.

It’s thrilling, being so close to the action. But what has my heart speeding the most is the sight of the podium. In a few minutes, Grigory will be standing there, swinging his arms wildly as he leads the orchestra, a few feet away from me. If I were a few seats closer to the middle, I’d almost be able to touch him.

The lights in the auditorium dim, and a buzzing sensation stirs in my body as the orchestra stops fiddling with their instruments and the din of talking dies down.

I crane my neck toward the far end of the orchestra pit when people start clapping. And there he is. Powerful and mighty as he walks through the orchestra. My heart gallops as he steps onto the podium and gives a couple of bows toward the audience, and my breath stutters to a halt when his eyes land on me. The contact is brief but potent just the same.

He spears his gaze into me with an intensity that has me clutching the armrest. It’s like a dark promise to keep me under his control even as he conducts. To keep me for as long as he possibly can—an extension of the promise he made this morning. An almost feral need to control me.

Is that why he placed me here? Not to offer me the best possible seat but so he could keep an eye on me?

The idea sends my blood whooshing through my veins, clouding my brain in a submissive fog.

Every time he takes or leaves the podium during the show, he solidifies the idea as he glances in my direction with the same intense expression.

When the show ends, I’m high on the power exchange—high on his control. All I can think about is returning to him and feeling the steely grip of his hand banding around my arm.

***

Grigory meets me at the staff entrance where he left me. Like the last time he met me after a Tosca performance, his eyes are wild and hungry. And just like then, he grabs my hand without a word and drags me down the halls, through a staircase, down to a secluded area in the basement.

Unlike last time, though, I have a good sense of what is coming.

My heart makes a double thud when Grigory shoves me into a room and I see Markus leaning against a table, arms crossed over his chest and eyes dark with dominant intent.

I halt in my tracks, almost forgetting the other predator. And when Grigory grabs my arms, yanking me back into him, I let out a startled scream.

“No one can hear you down here,” he snarls in my ear.

A bolt of fear has me pulling away, but he simply wraps his arms around me, rendering me immobile as he traps my arms at my sides.

Markus pushes off the table and stalks toward me, one measured step at a time. Usually, I’m not scared of him when he goes into full-on dominant mode. But the dim light, the secluded room, and the brutality radiating off Grigory bathes the whole situation in ominous colors. And as he approaches, I start sinking back into Grigory instead of pulling away.

Fear and desire swirl in my mind, blotting out every rational thought as they both try to win the upper hand.

Markus stops right in front of me, and I pant hard as I crane my neck to watch him wearily, expecting him to strike at any moment.

His lips tip up in one of his bright smiles, but the easygoing charm takes on a foreboding hue as he lifts his hand to my cheek and says, “You think you can get away, huh?”

“You’re scaring me,” I manage through bated breaths.

Markus tilts his head to the side as he studies me, stroking his knuckles up and down my cheek. “Grigory is right. You are cute when you’re scared.” Lifting his eyes above my shoulder, he says, “Do you think she can handle a little more fear?”

“Oh yes,” Grigory says, tightening his arms around me like I’m not already completely helpless.

My eyes widen when Markus drags a blindfold from his pocket. The black piece of fabric looks innocent enough, but the idea of losing my sight around these volatile predators is terrifying.

Tiny mewls escape me as Markus wraps the fabric around my head, soaking my world in darkness.

Grigory releases me and pushes me forward. Into the warm embrace of Markus’s arms.

Suddenly, it’s like all the primal hunger has faded. Markus holds me tenderly as he presses tiny kisses to my head, and I sink into him, inhaling his familiar scent.

Grigory is as gentle when he gathers my arms behind my back and starts twining rope around my wrists. It’s a strange sensation, standing here between the two men, feeling utterly safe even as fear flickers in my mind.

Markus caresses my back, soothing me with slow strokes, and as I sink into the trance of their control, I realize the blindfold is a relief. It keeps me safe in the darkness—away from the barren atmosphere of the room and their hungry eyes.

But when both men suddenly step back, all sense of safety vanishes into thin air.

My world is thrust into wavering uncertainty, darkness, and loss of control.

Standing completely still, I listen for them, but I can’t hear anything but my own breaths and the pounding of my heart. So I turn around, take one step forward, then two backward. With a few more uncertain movements, I lose all sense of direction.

“Where are you?” I say, my words coming out in a thin voice.

No answer.

I tug at my arms, needing to remove the blindfold—to see where I am, to see where they are. But the ropes hold them firmly in place, and as I stagger back and forth with small steps, I grow more and more disoriented—scared of bumping into something or stumbling and crashing to the floor.

Finally, I do bump into something. A hard chest.

The relief barely registers before I’m shoved backward. I cry out as I lose my footing, stumbling blindly as I prepare for the crash with the floor. But I never hit the ground. Someone catches me, hauling me into a warm body.

“I’ve got you, sweetie,” a warm voice whispers. Markus.

Heat rushes through my system, cleansing the shock from my tense muscles. I melt back into him with a moan.

“Good girl,” he says, planting a kiss on top of my head.

And then I fly forward, into a new set of arms.

A rumbling sound of appreciation vibrates in Grigory’s chest as he holds me close, allowing me a moment’s reprieve before shoving me back to Markus.

They keep going like this, passing me between each other, and soon I lose all sense of who is who. I moan, yelp, pant, and squeal. Adrenaline spikes in my blood each time one sends me flying. Then I’m heaving a sigh of relief as I snuggle into whoever catches me. A moment later, a new wave of shock tears through me as I stumble across the floor.

But no matter how much my feet shuffle, I never fall. They always catch me, and at some point, the fear fades. Submission takes its place—trust. I give in, slackening my muscles as I let them send me flying through the air.

“Is she wet?” someone asks, but I can’t gauge if it’s the man holding me or the other one—can’t figure out if it’s Grigory or Markus.

A hand slides into my pants, and I let out a startled moan when fingers touch my mound. My skin is hypersensitive. The mere graze of fingers has me shuddering, and I buck from the intense burst of sensation as a finger slides over my clit.

There’s a satisfied hum, or maybe a mocking huff, as the finger dips between my folds.

My dripping wet folds.

I gasp. I didn’t realize I was wet. Barely realized I was turned on. But suddenly, I notice how my entire body pulses with desire, my inner walls clenching like they could draw the finger deeper.

“You like being helpless, huh?”

I don’t get to answer before I crash through the air again and into another chest.

A strong hand clamps around my waist as fingers slide into my pants, straight down to my opening to shove a finger in.

I let out a startled moan. I’m panting hard, grinding to gain a little more friction. But the hand draws back.

“Too many clothes,” the owner of said hand growls and releases me.

I waver in the air as I try to keep upright, but when someone yanks my pants down, I lose my footing. And fall straight into the man before me.

He chuckles as he catches me. “Can’t keep your balance, sweetie?”

I hang in his arms as my feet are ripped away from under me and my pants come off. Before I can plant my feet back on the ground, two fingers shove inside me.

I cry out and flex my hands on my back, needing to grab onto something, but I can’t do anything but accept the total loss of control and let the arms hold me up.

The fingers start pumping. Hard and mercilessly. It hurts. I keep whimpering, my feet sliding on the floor as I search for purchase. Whenever I’m about to find my footing, someone knocks my feet out again, and I keep hanging in the arms holding me.

My brain reels from the chaos. It doesn’t matter that I’m safe anymore. It’s too much. Too much confusion, too much sensation.

“Stop,” I whimper. “Stop. It hurts.”

Nothing stops. But the man pounding into me presses a finger against my clit, and sensation explodes in my nerves. I cry out and thrash—not from fear, but from the overwhelming, mind-numbing need to come.

The arms around me lift me higher, and someone whispers against my ear, “Come for us. Give us an orgasm.”

I couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to. The orgasm rips through me with a force that knocks the wind out of me. I open my mouth, but the scream sticks in my throat as I spasm through the convulsing riptide of lust. For a moment, it’s only the slick sound of fingers pumping in and out of me that fills the space. And then comes the scream. It tears through my throat and echoes off the walls, half pleasure, half pain.

Then I collapse. I sag against someone—Markus, I think—as the fingers make me shudder with a few more pumps before pulling out.

“Good girl,” Markus whispers, lifting me into his arms. He carries me through the room, places me on the couch, unties my wrists, and removes the blindfold. I’m prepared to curl up and snuggle, but large hands wrap around my hips and hoist me onto all fours.

“Not yet, sweetie.” Fingers tangle in my hair, lifting my head. There’s a scratch of a zipper somewhere. Behind me? In front of me? Maybe both? I’m still too disoriented to tell, and my eyes refuse to focus on my surroundings. I gasp when two cocks prod at me at the same time—one at my mouth and one at my slick opening.

I automatically open up, parting my lips and arching my back. Both shafts press in at the same time, and whatever little brain activity I had left goes swoosh.

They start rocking in and out of me at the same languid tempo, stretching my inner walls and throat. They have me completely and utterly trapped between them. I can’t control anything. Not even my breathing. All I can do is drag in air whenever Markus pulls back to allow enough room for the oxygen to pass through my throat.

Soon, they pick up the tempo, and the sensation almost becomes too much to bear. Their rhythm is perfectly synchronized. Both cocks pull back at the same time and shove in simultaneously, spearing me from both ends, filling me to the brim. I jerk between them from the force, reaching up to claw my hands against Markus’s thighs, seeking some kind of purchase.

Not even this do I get. Grigory grabs my wrists, dragging my arms behind me and using them as handles as he fucks me. I’m all but suspended in the air between them, hanging by the hand in my hair and the grip on my arms, my legs wobbling beneath me as they try to lend a little support.

There’s nothing I can do. So I release my weight, accepting the total loss of control. Giving it up to them.

Grigory growls at my reaction, and Markus’s fist tightens in my hair. And God, my core starts pulsing again as I feel how much my submission turns them on.

“Give us one more,” Markus orders between labored breaths. “One more orgasm.”

Grigory gathers both of my arms on my back and hits his fist into the right side of my ass. I almost choke on Markus’s cock as the force reverberates through me. The act seems excessively violent. I’ve never been hit with a fist before. But the effect is nothing like the vicious pain I’d expect. Rather, it’s a throbbing sensation deep in my muscles that sets fire to my pulsing desire.

Grigory repeats with a feral grunt, sending his fist into my ass with a jarring thud that sends me teetering on the ledge.

Both men pick up speed as I suddenly convulse between them, bucking and curling my toes as the pain crashes against the pulsing heat, exploding in a fierce orgasm.

I try to withdraw my head, needing to breathe. But Markus only draws out for a second before shoving back in, pounding into me with a force that scratches along the walls of my throat. My lungs contract at a hazardous rhythm as panic builds inside me.

Markus’s cock swells in my throat with the telltale warning of his orgasm. But I don’t know if I can wait that long. I need air. I start shoving at his legs frantically, moaning my desperation around his cock.

Grigory tightens a hand around my hips as he stills inside me and shoves the other hand beneath me, pressing it against my clit. I spasm as a new onslaught of sensation tears through my overstimulated nerves.

My body goes into overdrive along with my mind, red flashes of panic blaring loudly as I jerk and shove, trying to get away. But I’m stuck. Stuck in the painful pleasure Grigory forces upon me and stuck without air.

Markus groans as he shoots his cum down my throat. I struggle to subdue my gag reflex and swallow, but when Markus pulls out, I can’t control anything. The air swooshes into my lungs like a strike of lightning bolting my body awake. Grigory thrusts into me with a tearing force at the same moment, igniting a new orgasm that rips through my body as he spurts his cum into me with a feral growl.

It’s dirty and ugly, painful and excruciating. Cum drips out of my mouth and water leaks from my eyes as I cough and gasp for air between uncontrolled moans and screams. My muscles spasm jerkily, and my entire body feels like it’s about to combust from the onslaught of sensation.

Yet it might very well be the best thing I’ve ever experienced.

When Markus finally releases my hair and Grigory pulls out, I collapse on the couch like I’ve been hit with a tranquilizer gun. My limbs are dull and heavy, my mind blissfully numb. I can’t even move a finger.

As Markus leaves my side to get some paper towels from his jacket, Grigory leans in over me, grabbing my jaw between his fingers. His eyes fall to the trail of cum dripping down my chin.

He tuts and shakes his head. “You dirty, dirty girl. Now you have two men’s cum dripping out of you.”

His words are degrading and vile, yet he exudes a magnetic power that wants to drag me deeper under his control, and I blink rapidly as I hover on a ledge between fuzzy submission and cold humiliation. It feels entirely wrong to stare into Grigory’s eyes like this when I have Markus’s cum dripping down my chin.

But when Grigory swipes his thumb along my skin to scoop it up, his eyes flaring alight with dominance, any insecurity or feeling of wrongness dissipate as I sink into deep submission.

“Lick it up.” He shoves his thumb into my mouth, and I eagerly suck up Markus’s cum from Grigory’s finger.

“Do you need some paper?” Markus asks, holding out a tissue as he returns to stand beside the couch.

“No need,” Grigory says, not releasing my gaze for a single moment. He drags his thumb along my chin to scoop up more of Markus’s cum and shoves it inside my mouth. “She’ll lick up every last drop herself.”

I don’t notice Markus’s reaction. Because as I stare into Grigory’s willful gaze, licking his finger clean anew, the world around me blurs. Subspace claims me into a dark, floaty space.


— CHAPTER 10 —

CLARA

I wake up from someone kissing my shoulder, a hand sliding across my stomach, gently caressing.

Moaning, I crane my neck and lean into the touch.

“Good morning, sweetie,” Markus says in a husky voice, revealing that he’s just woken too. “It’s good to have you back in my bed.”

“Hmm.” I slip my hand onto his chest, feeling the familiar contours and soaking up his warmth. “It’s good to be back.”

“Have you slept well?” He slides his fingers across my cheek and into my hair as he watches me.

“Like a baby.”

A smile spreads across his face as he cocks his head. “Two cocks at the same time… better than any sleeping pill, huh?”

Heat seeps into my cheeks as I press my lips together and nod. “Much better.”

I swirl my fingers in the smattering of hair below his navel, and heat rushes through me when I accidentally grace his cock. His very hard, erect cock.

“A little lower, sweetie,” Markus urges.

My breathing quickens as I follow the trail farther down, staring up at him with parted lips as I go. When I reach the base of his cock, I take my time slipping my fingers around it and moving them up the length with featherlight strokes.

His eyes fall shut as he groans. He likes a little teasing. But when I slide a finger around the slick head and his groans turn to growls, I know it’s over.

Toying with his cock is like provoking a hungry tiger. When he opens his eyes again, they’re dark with dominant intent. “Scoot down,” he demands.

I shimmy down the mattress as he positions himself above me, hands on each side of my head and hips lifted.

“Take me in your mouth,” he orders as I lie below his long length.

I slide my fingertips over his length and smile as he jerks from the sensation.

“No teasing,” he reprimands in a growly tone, and I quickly take his length inside. I don’t get to do much before he’s pushing on himself, forcing his way into my throat. With my gag reflex being harder to control in the mornings, it takes him a couple of tries before I manage to relax my throat enough to let him in.

“Good girl,” he says once he’s all the way in, blocking my airflow and filling me in a most intrusive way that stirs all my submissive instincts. I lie completely still, water seeping from my eyes as I struggle to keep my throat relaxed. I manage until he pulls out and gives me a short reprieve before he starts moving. In and out in slow motions. But as he gets closer to his release, he picks up speed, and it becomes impossible to control the reflex.

Gagging and sputtering around his cock, I shove at his hips. Markus gives me a short break, keeping the tip just inside my mouth as I swallow the excessive spit and regain control. But the moment I recover, he shoves back down, and I’m helpless to control anything as he fucks my throat in earnest.

My grabbling hands and gagging do nothing to deter him. He gets off on it—the power of making me helpless. It only takes a few moments before he comes with a deep growl, spurting his cum into my throat.

I manage to swallow it all when Markus pulls out and sits beside me.

Remembering what Grigory did last night, part of me almost wishes I’d lose control so his cum would drip down my chin. But I don’t think Markus would scoop it back in like Grigory did. He’d go get some paper and dry it off gently. I don’t think he’s into that kind of humiliation.

“Now, that was a good way to start the morning,” he says with a big smile.

I return the smile, but it must look a bit askew since I’m still reeling from the assault, swallowing repeatedly and drying water from my eyes.

“I think you should go ask Grigory if he wants the same treatment.”

I push up to sit, feeling a bit disoriented. My brain had barely woken up when Markus started fucking my throat, and last night is a bit of a blur. I remember sitting against Grigory in the back of the black Mercedes while Markus took his own car home, but I was half asleep when Grigory carried me up to the apartment. I can’t remember whether he stayed or went to a hotel.

“Where is he?” I ask, suddenly eager to see him.

“He slept on the couch, but he might have gotten up. It’s well past nine.”

An excited feeling stirs in my stomach. Grigory is here.

Both men are here.

Markus yanks off the covers, causing a gust of chilly air to billow across my skin. “Off you go.”

I scoot off the bed, grab Markus’s shirt, and wrap it around my body as I scurry to the living room, hoping Grigory is still on the couch. I’d love to cuddle with him. But of course, he isn’t. It’s way too late for him to be snoozing.

I find him by the dining table in the kitchen. A coffee cup in one hand and his tablet before him. A bit uncertain how to proceed, I stop in the doorway.

Taking a sip of his coffee, Grigory looks at me over the rim and crooks a finger.

As I quickly pad across the floor, Grigory moves his mug and tablet to the side and pushes out from the table. Then he grabs me by the waist and hoists me up to sit on the surface, my feet dangling on either side of his legs.

Rubbing his very warm hands over my thighs, he asks, “How have you slept?”

“Good,” I say with a smile. “You?”

He reaches a hand up to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “I missed having your body next to me.”

Heat spreads through my body, warming my cheeks and making me blink up and down as I bite my lip. I’d love to have slept beside him too.

But I also loved sleeping with Markus.

I frown a little at the perplexing thought. This really is confusing, being with two men at the same time.

But also kind of wonderful.

Leaning forward, I rest my head on Grigory’s shoulder and slide my hands around his waist to hug him. He bands both arms around me, openly accepting me, kissing my head tenderly.

When did I get this comfortable around Grigory?

Ten days ago, I couldn’t have imagined instigating any kind of intimacy with him; now I’m openly leaning into him, seeking his touch without invitation.

“Did you ask Grigory if he wants to fuck your throat too?”

Mortification flushes my cheeks at the sound of Markus’s blunt words, and I push out of Grigory’s arms. God, he can make me all flustered by talking like this when we’re alone, but when Grigory is here too… I jump off the table, feeling strange about Markus walking in on the display of intimacy.

“Did she?” Markus directs the question at Grigory, who shakes his head.

My hand darts up to my forehead as I stare at the ground.

“Well, go ahead then,” Markus orders.

I swallow and wet my lips, then open my mouth, “Do you—”

Markus cuts me off. “You know better, Clara. Look at him while you speak.”

I heave a deep breath and lower my hand. The embarrassment doesn’t get any better when I see Grigory watching me with an amused smile. God, both men are really enjoying this.

“Would you like me to”—my eyes fall to the ground as I add the next words—“suck you off?”

Grigory moves out to sit on the edge of the chair as he leans up to grab my chin in his massive hand. “One more time,” he says with lifted brows, demanding my attention on him.

I steel myself again and let out the words, this time in an unbroken sentence. “Would you like me to suck you off?”

“No, thank you,” he says, swiping his thumb across my cheek. “But I appreciate the offer.” He lets me go, and Markus steps to my side, chuckling as he pulls me into his arms.

“You’re not very nice,” I murmur against his chest.

He leans back to pinch my cheeks. “Sorry, sweetie, but you’re just too cute when you blush.” Lifting his gaze to Grigory, he says, “Isn’t she?”

Grigory answers with a firm, “Indeed,” and I press myself back into Markus as a smile unfurls over my features. Damned dominants…

Markus moves me around the table and pulls out a chair for me. “Let’s get some breakfast.”

***

Markus orders me to remain in place while he sets the table. All three of us fall into a conversation about the show last night as we eat, and it’s surprisingly easy being together like this. When Markus walked in on me hugging Grigory, I got uncomfortable. But the whole display of making me ask Grigory if he wanted a blowjob somehow loosened me up—well, after the embarrassment waned. Acknowledging the sexual nature of our relationship openly took away any feeling of doing something wrong that was about to pop up.

Once we’re all done eating, Markus leans back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest. “So, how is everything going?” He looks from me to Grigory with a serious expression. Fun times are over, clearly, and now we’re descending into the potentially heavy stuff.

I sink into my chair and am relieved that Grigory answers the question.

“Since I came back from Berlin last week, Clara has been more at ease. It seems she needed to see for herself that I’m in this to believe it.”

Heat breaks out over my skin, and I stare down at my empty plate, my fingers flipping the fork around. Could he say it any more bluntly? Clearly, private emotions are an alien concept in this dynamic. They just put it all out there, scarily good at reading me.

Turning to me, Markus slips his fingers through my hair, tucking it behind my ear. “Are you finally starting to trust that Grigory is not going anywhere?”

I nod and gather my hands in my lap. The room grows eerily silent without the clanking of my fork as the two men give me a moment to find my words.

With a few deep breaths, I gather my nerve to dive into the conversation. I look up and glance between them. “I’m much better.”

Both of their expressions remain tight as they study me, gauging whether I’m trying to hide something. It’s like being in front of a jury.

Straightening my spine, I shake off the submissive shyness and say, “God, could you two be any more serious? Are you trying to give me a nervous breakdown with all this dominant energy or what?”

Markus’s lips tip up in a smile as he chuckles, and Grigory’s expression softens too.

“Sorry, sweetie.” Markus rubs my thigh. “We’re both just worried about you.”

“I’m good. It’s been good spending some time with Grigory.” Slipping my hand into Markus’s, I look at him. “It’s been strange being with him without having you there, but all our talks on the phone have helped. It’s still hard to wrap my head around you being okay with this, but I believe you.”

Turning to Grigory, Markus says with a warm expression as he squeezes my hand, “I think it’s safe to continue this dynamic. What do you say?”

Brusque as ever, Grigory gives a single nod.

“The two of us have been talking,” Markus says, nodding between Grigory and himself. “We want to keep sharing you. See how it goes—whether it’s something we want to pursue long-term.”

My heart skips a beat, heat coursing through my system. I want to sink straight back into the fluffy submissive space just thinking about how both of these dominant men will have control over me.

“We’ll have to set up some ground rules—see how things develop,” Markus continues. “But something permanent is what we’re hoping for.” He gives me a moment to process before continuing. “We probably won’t have much time together, all three of us—at least not during the next half year—but we’ll both come out to see you whenever we can. Hopefully, you’ll see one of us each week.”

“Really?” I can hardly believe it. Before the summer, I would often go weeks without seeing Markus, and now I’m going to see one of them each week? I glance at Grigory. He hasn’t said much yet, but he confirms with a nod that does strange things to me. The idea of having this man in my life is more than a little scary, but also everything I’ve dreamed about since... Well, since I met him.

He holds my eyes for a moment. His expression is impassive as ever, the furrow between his brows making him seem way more serious than the situation calls for. But behind the stern façade, deep in his eyes, I find a simmering desire. As I keep watching, it takes me back to the moment before the show last night, when he’d seen me kiss Markus and had this intense possessiveness about him. It has me wondering whether he can actually do this—share a sub. Grigory doesn’t strike me as the sharing type. Yet, here he is, agreeing to share me.

Markus pulls me back to the matter at hand. “Since we’ll have to take turns being with you for a while, we have to be careful about not getting you caught between us. So we’ve agreed that whomever you’re with is the one in charge. When you’re with Grigory, you’ll go to him if you need permission for something. If it’s anything important, he’ll make sure to bring it up with me before giving you an answer. And when we’re together, things will be like usual.”

“And when you’re not with either of us, you’ll obey Markus,” Grigory adds, like it’s an important point. I get the feeling that it is to him—that he wants to make sure not to get between Markus and me.

“Except anything that concerns the piano,” Markus says. “Grigory will be in charge of your practice routine at all times.”

I look back at Grigory again, and I almost want to crumble under his direct stare. It’s full of promise—dark and dominant. I want to go to him and sink into the dust at his feet, promising to do whatever he commands.

But once again, Markus drags me back to the conversation. “Does this seem like something you can handle?”

My eyes flicker back to Grigory, and my answer is more than a little absent as I get lost in his commanding presence. “Sure.”

Markus huffs a laugh beside me. “It seems we won’t get much more talking done right now.” Rising to his feet, he says, “I’ll go take a shower.” He points between Grigory and me. “Give the two of you a moment to recover from this power play.”

The moment Markus is gone, I notice how Grigory’s shoulders relax. Suddenly, his authority isn’t as latent anymore. “Come here.” His voice seems to resonate a little more than usual as he points at the floor beside him. It’s almost like he’s been waiting for us to be alone and he can finally take charge of me.

I scurry around the table, realizing how relieved I am too, to get this moment alone. A small worry gnaws at the back of my head, but I shove it down. Markus doesn’t mind. He seemed fully okay with us having this connection of our own.

The moment I sink to my knees at Grigory’s side, the whole world falls into place.

Grigory turns in the chair and drapes a hand over my neck, pulling my head into his lap.

“Tonight,” he says with a dark promise, “I’ll have full control over you.” He leans down over me, wrapping his powerful presence around me as he lowers his voice to a raspy growl. “You’ll do whatever I say, submit to anything I want. And if I want you to hurt, you’ll thank me for the pain I give you. Won’t you?”

I nod eagerly against his leg as a feeling of purpose washes over me. “Anything,” I say in a breathy voice. My whole body is humming with the need to submit to him as fully as he promises to let me. I want to give everything up—get lost in the power of his command.

But right now is not the time, and we both know it.

Grigory sits up straight and lifts my head to face him. Our eyes lock in a heated moment.

“I really am lucky Markus wants to share you.” Grigory swipes his thumb across my cheek in a quick, tender gesture. “I’m not sure I’d want any other sub after you.”

Before the moment gets fraught with sentimentality, Grigory gets up and offers me his hand. “Let’s go sit on the couch.”

But his words keep lingering in my mind, filling me with the enormity of his confession, and I’m quiet for a long time after Markus returns and the two men strike up a conversation. Both of them seem to sense that I’m processing, and they let me join the conversation in my own time.

“I think you should go sit with Markus before we leave,” Grigory says as if sensing the exact moment the effect of his words has worn off enough for me to leave his side.

I nod and crawl over the long couch to sink into Markus’s open arms.

“Any plans for the next few days?” Markus asks as he tugs me close and settles in the new position with me at his side.

“Grigory has promised to show me how he reads a score when preparing for rehearsals.”

“She’s quite the curious little one,” Grigory says. “Very eager to learn.”

“I’ve always loved that about her.” Markus gives me a tender squeeze. “Any particular piece you’re going to look at?”

We chat like this for an hour before Grigory and I have to get ready to leave. Grigory moves closer at one point to wrap a hand around my feet as I stretch my legs over the couch. It’s surprisingly easy, sitting here between them, being intimate with them both as we simply talk. It gives me hope that this threesome can actually work.


— CHAPTER 11 —

CLARA

On our way to my place from the airport, Grigory is quiet and commanding, the very air around him buzzing with latent power. He doesn’t say much but keeps giving me these intrusive looks like something is about to happen.

His promise from this morning hovers in my mind, making my blood swoosh and my entire system hum.

When we get out of the cab and he steers me toward my apartment, I’m like putty in his firm grip around my arm—pliable and ready to succumb to whatever he has in store for me.

Only two minutes in the hall pass before I get my first order.

“Take off your clothes and go stand in the middle of the room. Arms behind your back, facing the windows.”

“Yes, Grigory,” I say, eager to obey. It only takes me a minute to get into position, and my entire body prickles as chilly air fans my skin, anticipation running hot in my veins.

When Grigory takes a seat in the brown swivel chair, watching me with an inscrutable expression, I start fidgeting. My eyes dart to the ground, and I keep them glued to the floor for several minutes, not daring to face him.

It’s not until he rises from the chair that I finally let my gaze drift up to meet his. The air lodges in my throat when I see his expression. It’s no longer just stern. It’s hungry. Honing in on his meal.

“Are you afraid, Clara?” he asks.

“Why... Wha—” I stammer. “Should I be?”

He doesn’t say a word more but starts closing in, one dangerous step at a time.

Fear spikes in my veins, and my reaction is automatic as I take a step back. And one more. I keep going, stepping over the threshold, into the hall, keeping my gaze on the mighty predator.

My heart is pounding between the narrow walls of my chest like I’m facing an intruder, my entire body preparing for fight or flight. There’s no rationalizing or telling myself I trust this man. My body has disconnected from my brain, and his ominous gaze has sowed doubt in my mind. It doesn’t matter what I know, just what I see.

Pure, unadulterated danger.

I consider flight as I pass the bathroom. The door is half ajar. If I dart forward now, I can make it—lock myself in.

But then my back hits the front door, and Grigory is already by the bathroom. There’s nothing I can do. I squeeze myself into the door like it could somehow swallow me up and keep me safe.

Grigory’s nose twitches with something feral. He knows, as well as I do, that he has me cornered.

I stare up at him as he stops right in front of me, his heat radiating through the inch of space between us, skittering across my naked skin.

With a burst of movement, he slams his hands onto the door on each side of my head, caging me in. I jolt from the force and slink down, becoming even smaller.

Seconds stretch into unbearable long moments as I watch his nostrils flare and his jaw tic. He relishes his power, soaking up my helplessness.

Keeping his eyes fixed on me, he moves one hand down, slowly and purposefully. Something is about to happen. I feel it in my bones. My eyes flit to the hand like it’s a snake that will bite the moment I look away.

His hand disappears into his pocket, and my eyes widen as I wait for it to reappear.

First, I see his knuckles, the large width of the back of his hand, then his strong pianist fingers, and finally something black. Leather. A thin strap. With a buckle.

I gulp, not daring to guess what it is.

When the red rubber ball appears, I let out a whimper. My eyes dart back to his as he slowly lifts the thing. I beg him with abrupt shakes of my head and tiny mewls.

But there’s no reprieve to be found in the depth of Grigory’s stare. There’s only power. All-encompassing, ruthless power.

“Open your mouth,” he says, his pupils widening with sadistic anticipation.

“Please,” I beg, trying not to look at the red ball hovering in my peripheral vision. But my plea comes out as a weak sound that holds no ground in the face of his mighty presence.

“Open your mouth,” he repeats, enunciating each word slowly. He holds the gag in front of me, forcing me to face the dreaded humiliation. The red ball dangles in the air between us, begging to be noticed, taunting me with its bright color.

I screw my eyes shut, trying to dispel the mental image of that thing in my mouth. I start shaking my head from side to side. I’ve always detested the idea of gags. They’re ugly and lewd. There’s nothing sexy about them. It’s pure humiliation.

I just can’t do it.

“Clara.” The low rumble of that single word snakes its way into me, overriding the building panic pulsing in bursts of adrenaline and frantic beats of my heart. My eyes fly open, staring straight up into deep, dark pits of will.

With a warning lift of his brows, he snuffs out my ability to have an opinion of my own, rendering his word the very foundation of my existence.

He doesn’t have to repeat the command. It lingers loud and vivid in my mind.

So I let my lips slip apart.

“More.”

I obey. Just a little. Enough to allow the air to crash past my lips with a rhythm matching the frantic beating in my chest.

With a lift of his chin, he urges me on. I comply again, unable to do anything else. He’s shoved me into violent waters, and his command is my only lifeline—the only thing that makes sense. So I keep parting my lips as he sears his demand into me with the sheer force of his gaze. Finally, my mouth is so wide ajar that my jaw strains, but Grigory refuses to put me out of my defeated misery.

Triumph glimmers in his eyes as he watches me, committing every tiny detail of my degradation to memory.

I slump against the door, giving up that final sliver of resistance, tossing myself helplessly at his feet. He may do whatever he wants. I no longer care.

I’m his to use and abuse.

He sees the moment I let go. His eyes widen like he’s high on power—high on my helplessness.

Finally, he shoves the red ball into my mouth. I mewl in defeat as I slacken my jaw around it, accepting the degrading intrusion.

Grigory slides a hand to the back of my head and pulls my forehead into his chest. I can spit out the ball, but he knows I won’t. He knows I truly can’t. So he takes his time caressing my head, letting me feel the enormity of his control.

Shame pounds through my system. But there’s also another pulsing. Something hot and urgent, steering for a place deep within my core, gathering and smoldering, lighting fire to my submissive desires.

I hate this, yet I want every devastating moment of it—to feel the magnitude of his power. Feel the rush as I let everything go and his will becomes my own.

My breathing becomes deeper, longer. Calm.

“Good girl,” he says, finally picking up the straps and buckling them behind my head. The leather digs into the sides of my mouth, forcing the ball in place. I press my tongue against the rubber, but it barely moves. It’s stuck—forcing my mouth wide open. Ugly.

When Grigory folds his hands around my face and guides my eyes to his, there’s no mockery or sadistic triumph. His eyes are warm and tender as he brushes his thumbs along my cheeks. Like I’m beautiful.

It doesn’t add up. Yet he keeps watching me this way. It’s too much for my mind to cope with, so it shuts down. I just stare up at him, lost in the spell, lost in his power. He could tell me to walk into fire and I’d obey in an instant.

Gently, he turns me around, and I willingly sink into him as he folds an arm around my shoulders. He runs his free hand over my body, touching me like I’m something precious to be cherished and protected.

And I do feel cherished.

And vulnerable.

He’s still fully clothed, and it’s a stark contrast to my nakedness. Everything about him is a stark contrast to my defenseless state. The strength in his broad chest, the firmness in his arms, the unwavering power hovering in the very air around him. It all wraps around me like a fluffy blanket, protecting me from the world.

It’s safe.

Yet nothing is safe with this man.

He moves his arm down to hold me by the waist, and a slight tic in his muscles is my only warning. Suddenly, everything shifts. He shoots the other hand up and clamps it onto my breast with crushing force. Pain bursts into my tissues, and I scream through the gag.

Spit slips out with the sound, smearing humiliation onto my chin. I buck forward, trying to process the shift with another scream that sends more spit dripping.

I can’t take it. Not the pain, not the shame. My mind is about to explode from overload. I thrash against his arms, trying to wrestle free from the cruel grip on my breast—wrest free from the insanity flooding my mind.

“What does a little sub say when she gets to submit?” Grigory’s voice is firm and deep, swooshing straight into my brain and settling at the very stem.

My mind is too hazy to figure out what he wants me to say.

“What does she say?” he repeats with warning.

My thoughts flit back to this morning—what he said when we were alone in the kitchen. The promise of pain. The expectation of me thanking him.

“Aaank you,” I garble through the gag. The moment the words fall off my lips, the pain changes. It’s not that Grigory eases his grip. No, his hand still has my breast in a vise. It’s the way I perceive the pain that changes. It’s no longer a cruel torment. It’s a symbol of his dominance—my submission. And that makes it easier to bear.

My breast is still aching like a hundred knives are jabbing into it, but the chaos in my mind dwindles to a blur, and I feel like I can breathe again.

“Good girl.” Grigory presses a gentle kiss to my temple. “My sweet little masochist.”

I moan at his appraisal, and the stabbing pain mixes with a heated sensation that courses through my body and gathers low in my belly.

“What happens if I dip my fingers into your cunt?” he asks, knowing exactly how the mix of pain and humiliation affects me.

I groan. I know it too, but I’m shocked, nonetheless, to find just how wet I am as he slips a finger between my folds.

He scoffs. “You dirty, dirty little girl. You’re almost dripping on the floor.”

He releases my breast, but I don’t even get a moment to recover before he grabs my nape and shoves me forward, through the room. My feet stagger, but just like last night, Grigory never lets me fall. He throws me onto the bed and arranges me on my back in one quick motion.

“Don’t move,” he says with a dangerous warning and leaves my side.

I’m not sure I would even if he hadn’t delivered the order. Too many endorphins are swirling through my system, and I’m still reeling from the suddenness of it all—the relief of him releasing my breast and the force of being shoved onto the bed.

My head is still muddled and disoriented when he returns, and I lie completely still, my limbs heavy and pliant, as he starts tying my arms and legs to the corners of the bed. My breathing deepens as he goes, heat swirling in my belly, gathering low in a pulsing rhythm. Slowly, life returns to my body as desire rises to the surface, and I start tugging at my limbs once they’re secured. The ropes don’t give. I can only move my arms a few inches, and my pussy remains on full display no matter how much I twist and turn.

Slow moans seep from my mouth as the feeling of being trapped goes to my head, sending a new rush of heat through my system.

Grigory gets up on the bed between my open legs and slides his thumb through my folds, dragging moisture upward to circle my clit a few times.

I moan around the gag, feeling like I could come any second.

I let out a dissatisfied groan when he removes his finger.

A moment later, something smooth and wide presses against my opening. Too wide, I realize as Grigory tries to force it inside me.

I lift my head, the motion causing a surge of dizziness to blur my vision before I can focus on the huge dildo Grigory is pressing against my opening.

Garbled sounds slip from my mouth as panic courses through my veins like a shot of adrenaline. It’s way too big. Unnaturally so. There’s no chance in hell it will fit. I tug on the restraints and yank when they don’t budge. My heart starts pounding, and I force all the urgency I can muster into my whimpers. It’s too big.

“Shh,” Grigory soothes. “You can take it—because I want you to.”

My submissive being wants to lap up his words, but incredulity clashes with the need to submit as he starts pushing. It’s too wide. My inner walls stretch painfully, and I kick my legs however much I can in the restraints.

I press my head into the mattress and stare at the ceiling, trying to shut out the feeling and forget how helpless I am. If I want to stop this, I have to use my safeword, and I can’t do that. There’s just no way.

A pained whimper escapes me as he pushes farther, making me feel like he’s tearing me apart. “Kleeease,” I beg around the rubber ball, even knowing he won’t yield.

“Devochka, look at me.” His voice is calm and level, but the uncompromising note makes it impossible not to heed his words.

My eyes flicker to his, watching as he drags in a demonstrative breath, his lifted brows urging me to imitate.

My response is instinctive. I inhale deeply and blow the air back out on his cue.

He pushes the dildo a bit farther, and panic flutters at the edges of my mind, blurring my vision, but Grigory shoves the terror back with another demand for me to breathe. He keeps going like this, forcing the toy into me while guiding my breathing.

Tears trickle down my temples when he finally shoves it in place, and my body shudders with each staggered breath.

Grigory releases my gaze as he grabs something long beside him. A magic wand, I realize when it starts buzzing—a very insisting buzz that will surely overstimulate my overly sensitive clit. He shuts it off, thank God, before pressing it to my clit. But I know it’s only a matter of moments before he’ll turn it on.

I shake my head, but it’s a feeble motion. Because I know it won’t change a thing. So I do the one thing I can to balance in the brutality of his dominance.

I reach out to him.

His name is a bunch of nonsensical syllables as I try to speak around the gag, but he understands anyway.

His eyes meet mine, calm and soothing. “I’ve got you, devochka,” he promises, and it’s all I need to hear.

I nod my silent acceptance and push out a long, shuddery breath.

And then the vibrations start.

Bolts of sensation shoot through my body, violent and urgent.

“Aaah.” My eyes roll back in my head as I buck beneath the onslaught of sensations.

The vibrations roll through my core, into my filled pussy, shooting into my nerves like an electric circuit about to give out from overload. I writhe against the restraints, trying to get away. But neither the ropes nor Grigory gives in.

His eyes darken as he presses the wand harder against my sensitive nub, and then he drags the dildo out and shoves it back in.

It’s too much, the pleasure, the pain, his intrusive gaze.

I squeeze my eyes shut, needing to protect myself from the man who rips my defenses to shreds and reaches straight into the very depth of my soul where I can barely see myself.

Sobs rise in my throat as my body shudders with the need to explode and lose myself in the pleasure threatening to rip me apart. But I can’t let myself go there. I just can’t.

“Look at me.” This time, it’s a demand.

My eyes fly open, and I stare straight into dark eyes that demand everything I have to give. I can’t refuse. I can’t hold back when caught in those dark pits. So I give in.

I scream as my body convulses with the most violent orgasm of my life. It’s torturous and freeing at the same time, consuming my entire being and sending everything I have into the open. It keeps going and going, seizing my body in shuddery spasms and tearing out screams, moans, and raw, primal sounds unlike anything I’ve heard come out of me before.

When the sensations finally die down, it’s like a flick of a switch. My eyes fall shut, and I sink into floaty darkness where there’s no sound or movement. Only peaceful calm.


— CHAPTER 12 —

CLARA

The next few days go by too quickly. Suddenly, it’s Sunday. The last day of our two weeks together.

I cook us a late breakfast, which we eat in silence. During our time together here, our meals have become comfortable and conversational. Grigory is not the talkative type, but we usually carry some kind of conversation for at least part of the meal. I enjoy the quiet parts too, but today the silence is strained.

After eating, Grigory brings me back to bed, where he strips us both and gathers me to him under the comforter. The silence remains, but his touch says it all. He holds me so tight my lungs struggle to breathe, his hand gripping my arm so hard my muscles throb.

It reminds me of the night in his car when he drove me back to Markus after we’d been to dinner. The night when he pushed me away even though he clearly wanted to hold on. I still remember his words like it was yesterday. You and me, Clara. I don’t think I can do it.

I have to keep reminding myself that we’re not in the same place. Grigory wants to be with me.

I try to expel the words with new hopeful ones. As long as Markus wants to share me with you, I’m not letting you go for a single moment. But even as I repeat the words he told me a few days ago over and over in my head, the old ones linger, spreading fear into the far corners of my mind. It only gets worse when Grigory gets up and starts packing, removing every trace that he was ever here—every hopeful sign that he’ll return.

He takes everything except for the sheet music on the piano. Chopin’s Ballade No. 4. It’s been there for two weeks, but I’ve never heard him play it. He must have been practicing it when I’ve been away.

“You’ve forgotten your sheet music,” I say when the scratchy sound of his suitcase zipper fills the air with a sense of finality.

He doesn’t answer but grabs my sheepskin and places it before the piano. “Come.”

I slip out of bed and pad through the room, rubbing my arms as cold air hits my naked skin. I’m only wearing panties and a camisole, whereas he’s fully dressed—white dress shirt, black slacks, and the suit jacket he only wears when going out. Yet another sign that I’m staying and he’s leaving. Yet another thing that leaves me horribly vulnerable as I stop in front of him, swiping the back of my hand under my moist eyes.

His large hand burns my arm as he guides me to sit on the skin beside the piano stool, and shivers skitter down my skin the moment he releases me.

“Are you cold?” he asks, sinking onto the bench. At my nod, he takes off his suit jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. His scent envelops me, evoking feelings of safety, and my breathing flows a little freer.

Grigory turns to the piano and opens the sheet music in front of him. He takes a silent moment, eyes focused on the keys, hands flat on his thighs, and I wait breathlessly, feeling something important coming.

With a deep inhale, he lifts his hands to the keys and eases into a tender melody. The music is crisp and clear with a tinge of melancholy. It only flows for half a minute, like a brief moment of peaceful beauty too sweet to last.

A long pause follows.

Grigory’s sharp inhale punctuates the silence before a lonely note breaks it. He plays the note like it’s the most important one of his life. It hovers, then slips into two more notes that set off a hauntingly beautiful melody, full of hesitant longing and gentle affection.

The music spellbinds me—drags me into another world, linking me to Grigory with a strength unlike any I’ve ever felt between us. His emotions are raw and honest as he plays, like he’s telling me everything he can’t say in words.

I merge with the music—merge with him—feeling every breath and every note like they were my own.

When the music intensifies toward a climax, emotions build almost painfully inside me. I can barely breathe as the notes work up and up, Grigory’s motions on the bench becoming more agitated.

But before it can explode, the calm returns, dragging me into a gentle lull.

I sink down to lie on the skin, curling up by Grigory’s feet. Without thought, I reach out to touch his leg. It’s only when my hand is curved around his calf that I realize what I’m doing. Touching him has become second nature during these two weeks, and I revel in the feeling as the music moves on, continuing up and down—shifting between gentle melodies and sudden bursts of power.

The piece is almost like a reflection of Grigory himself. Gentle moments of affection interspersed with stormy bursts of brutality. It drags up all the emotions I’ve felt with him. Devastating sadness, unbearable longing, and an all-consuming sense of belonging.

When Grigory slams the final chords into the piano, ending the biggest storm of them all, I’m sitting up again, shuddering from the stark intensity.

I haven’t played a note, haven’t said a word, yet I feel utterly exposed, all my emotions bared on the outside.

I stare wide-eyed up at Grigory. He’s breathing hard, eyes fixed on the last page of sheet music. I want to reach up and touch him, but everything has stopped around us, and Grigory is as motionless as me.

When he finally gets up, I expect him to sink to his haunches and bring me into his arms—a final hug before he goes. God knows I badly need it. These ten minutes of music have rattled me as much as a severe punishment.

But Grigory doesn’t come down to me. He doesn’t even touch me.

He leaves the room without as much as a glance in my direction. Two minutes later, the sound of the door announces his departure.

The silence is unbearable. I want to break it somehow, but I remain frozen in place.

How could he leave like that? After everything that’s happened between us? Is this him pulling away again or simply being his usual brusque self?

I remain here for a long time, clutching Grigory’s jacket and staring into thin air. When I finally get up, I feel empty. I’m neither sad nor hurt. Just empty.

I go about my day and try to get through a few of the dull academic texts. I do succeed, reading most, skimming the rest, but when I shut the lid on my laptop, I don’t remember a word. I feel as lackluster as the texts, and for a while, I just stare into the room.

Hoping the piano will settle me, I sit down to play. But suddenly, I find myself sniffling as a wealth of latent feelings blubber to the surface.

Despite everything that has happened between us during the last two weeks, it’s not enough to erase all the hurt of the summer. I remember his cold distance all too clearly and I’m terribly afraid he’s now pulling away again.

I try to rationalize it away, remembering all the little signs that he wants me—all the reassurances both men have given me. But the fear won’t listen to logic. It keeps gnawing at me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop the tears that are suddenly trickling down my cheeks.

I collapse on the bed, and the tears run faster when I wrap his jacket tighter around me and inhale his scent. God, I miss him. So much. He’s only been gone a few hours, but not knowing when I’ll see him again has my heart aching for him.

Markus said I might see one of them each week, but we’ve made no plans—at least none I know of—and just two weeks seem like an eternity with the gaping hole he left me with.

When my phone vibrates on the nightstand, part of me wants to reach out and check in case it’s Grigory. But I don’t think it is. He’s relinquished control over me. Markus is the one in charge now. It’s probably him texting to check in with me—let me feel that he has me now. But I’m not ready to talk to him when the memory of the goodbye is still raw. So I leave the phone be and let sleep drag me under.

When I wake again, it’s from the continuous buzzing of my phone. An incoming call.

The room is now murky, and my limbs are slow and sluggish when I reach for it. As expected, it’s Markus. Even after a long nap, I don’t feel quite ready to talk to him, but I answer anyway.

“Hi,” I say, my voice hoarse and flat.

“Is everything okay?” Markus asks, noticing my strained tone.

“I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your text,” I say, avoiding his question.

“What text?”

“Didn’t you text me an hour ago or so?”

“No, I’ve been so busy that I’ve barely had the chance to check my phone. Sorry, sweetie.”

Frowning, I take my phone from my ear and put it on speaker.

“Has Grigory left?” Markus is probably only asking to get me talking—he surely already knows the answer since the two men seem to be talking about everything concerning me.

“Yeah.” I open the messaging app, and my breath catches when I see the name in bold at the top.

Grigory.

My heart becomes loud thumps in my ears as I click the message, hope and fear warring inside me.

“Clara, are you still there?” Markus asks.

“I’m here...” I trail off as Grigory’s text appears on the screen.

Sweet devochka, I’m sorry I left like that. It was hard to say goodbye.

Time stops. The world around me becomes a blur as my attention gathers on those two short sentences.

The air drags in and out of my lungs at a speedy tempo as my heart thumps with relief. It’s like I can breathe again for the first time since I heard the harrowing sound of the front door. He hasn’t pulled away again.

“Clara,” Markus urges. “Clara, are you there? What’s going on?”

“I-I’m here,” I say, blinking rapidly as I let the world and the man on the other end of the line seep back into my consciousness. “Sorry. I’ve been dozing for a while, and you caught me before I got a chance to regain my senses.” The text message catches my attention again, and a wide, radiant smile spreads across my face. “Everything’s okay.”

Markus must hear the smile in my voice since he chuckles. “You do tend to take your time waking up.”

“I do?”

“Oh yeah. Was it hard saying goodbye?”

“Uhm, yeah. But I’m okay now.” And I really am. That small text means everything. It’s proof that things have changed. Not just for a while, but in the long haul. So I bring the phone back to my ear and spend the next twenty minutes talking to Markus before he has to go again.

Then I open my text app back up and start typing out a response.

I already miss you, I write but send back the cursor to eat the words.

It’s too soon—too vulnerable—for those words. Instead, I go for a simple thank you and hit send.

And I mean it. So far, Markus has been the one to patch things up every time Grigory has withdrawn, but finally, Grigory comes back on his own, admitting his mistake.


— CHAPTER 13 —

CLARA

Markus calls me a few days after Grigory has left. He’s been hard to get a hold of beyond short texts lately, so I’m beaming when I put the phone to my ear.

“I can’t wait to see you,” I say, counting the days in my head. Today is Wednesday; he’s coming Saturday. Only three days.

A long pause makes worry rise in my chest, and disappointment hits when his sigh sounds through the phone. I already know what he’s going to say.

“Clara, I’m so sorry, but I won’t be able to make it this weekend. I’ve had to reschedule a lot more things than I’d thought. I’m swamped for another week.”

It’s my turn to stay silent as the effect of his words tumbles through me. After spending three months together, three weeks without seeing each other—except for that one day in Berlin—feels like forever. The idea of going even longer without him is like a slam to the gut.

“I’m really sorry. I’ll be there next weekend. Only for a night, unfortunately, but I’ll come as early as I can.”

Is he for real? “So, barely a day?” My voice strains as I try to contain the frustration and disappointment. “We were supposed to have four days together.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie, it’s the best I can do. I considered flying you out, but we’d only have a little time in the evenings, and I’m so tired when I get back to the hotel that I fall straight asleep.”

Part of me wants to tell him that I’ll take it anyway—do anything to see him. But he’s right. Spending the better part of two days in transit is not worth a few hours. So I remain silent for a while before expelling a loud sigh and rolling down to lie on my side. “I hate this.”

We both knew this autumn would be hard—with or without Grigory in the picture—but knowing beforehand doesn’t make it any easier.

“Me too.” The line is quiet for a minute, and I can almost feel his regret seeping through the phone. “I’ve talked to Grigory. He can come see you on Sunday and stay a couple of nights.”

I badly want to see Grigory, but I also badly want to see Markus, and for a moment, I’m torn between the win and the loss of this situation. It doesn’t seem right that I have to lose one man to gain the other.

“I’d love to see Grigory,” I say honestly. “But he’s not you.”

“I know, but at least you won’t be alone for long. I think having him there will help.”

I close my eyes and consider. Having Grigory close always helps, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m not going to see Markus.

“I’ll be with you next week, sweetie,” Markus says when I don’t respond.

For one day, I want to say but keep the words to myself and settle for, “I really miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

“Do you?” I say and quickly expand when I realize how it sounds. “I mean, I know you miss me and all, but you get so immersed in your job that it seems you barely have the time to miss me.”

“Of course I do. I miss having your warm little body curled up next to mine at night and waking up to your pretty smile. But you’re right. It’s not as acute as the way you feel it. I’m so focused on my work during the day that I can barely think about anything else, but that doesn’t mean it’s not hard for me to be apart too. I worry a lot about you, sweetie. But I must say having Grigory around, knowing he’ll be with you, takes a huge load off my shoulders.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. Again, I feel like I’m a burden—a fragile thing he has to take care of so I won’t break. I’m considering how to phrase the feeling the best way when he changes the subject to something that’s not much better.

“How are your studies coming along?”

“Erm…” I hesitate. With only nine hours of scheduled lessons a week and a few assignments here and there, I’m supposed to spend most of my time reading the texts on my syllabus, and I absolutely hate it. Despite feeling somewhat back to normal, it’s not easier to get into this routine. I practice piano several hours a day, but I can barely concentrate on the academic sentences for half an hour.

“Are you still having a hard time focusing?”

“Yeah.”

“Playing the piano instead?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Markus sighs. “I’d hoped you just needed some time to get back into your studies after all that’s been going on. But it’s been almost three weeks. We need to find a way for you to keep up with, at least, some of the reading.”

It’s my turn to sigh. “I know. I really want to. It’s just…” I stop myself. I barely know what it is. The motivation just isn’t there, and both the lectures and texts are deadly boring. The subject matter is music, yes, but the approach is so theoretical that it sucks the soul straight out of something that’s supposed to be a beautiful, living thing.

“Have you tried reading at the library?”

“No,” I say somewhat skeptically. The libraries on campus have plenty of areas dedicated to reading, but being around a lot of people doesn’t exactly do my focus any good. “I don’t—”

Markus cuts me off. “I want you to give it a try. Tomorrow and each day for the rest of the week—except Sunday, when Grigory comes. Four hours a day.”

I protest, wanting to take Saturday off like I usually do, but Markus won’t relent. So this is how it will be for the rest of the week.

***

I spend the next few days trying to get into the routine Markus mandated. Being at the library helps me focus a little, and I do get through more material than usual. But it’s still far from enough. What’s more, is that I’m already exhausted when I leave the library in the early afternoons.

At least, I don’t have any lectures afterward since Markus made this decree Wednesday night and I get all nine hours of classes over with at the beginning of the week. So after a lunch break, I head straight for the rehearsal rooms, hoping the piano will help me recharge. But it’s a lost cause. One hour is all I manage before packing up my things and heading home. And it’s a struggle to manage the three final hours later in the day.

On the second night of this routine, I’m lying in bed, fighting the tempting pull of sleep after a quick but unappealing dinner of frozen pizza. The piano keeps mocking me in my peripheral vision, urging me back to finish the last of the four hours of practice. I try to turn my back to the instrument, but then my mind keeps nagging me with the knowledge that I haven’t met Grigory’s daily requirement.

So I finally pull myself together and move my ass to the piano, but my playing is sloppy and uninspired.

I pick up my phone and press Grigory’s name in the messaging app. For several minutes, I stare back and forth between the empty text box and the piano keys, contemplating whether I should ask permission to play an hour less today.

No, I can do this, I finally decide, putting the phone away to touch the keys. I love playing.

But no, I really can’t. Even a simple scale takes tremendous concentration.

With frustration swirling in my body, I grab the phone with a grunt and write out the words.

Can I skip the last hour of piano today?

Five minutes later, the phone vibrates with an incoming call, and Grigory’s name flashes on the screen.

“Hi,” I say tentatively as I put the phone to my ear. It’s the first time we have talked on the phone, so I’m a little jittery.

“Why do you need to skip the last hour?” he says in a serious voice, and I immediately regret having asked.

“I’m sorry,” I say, swallowing a lump in my throat. I hate disappointing him. “I’ll manage. It’s just one hour. Sorry I bothered you. I’ll go now.”

“Devochka.” Grigory’s sharp tone makes me freeze as I was just about to hang up. A quiet moment passes, and then his voice softens. “Talk to me. Why do you need a reprieve?”

I sigh. “Markus has me doing this new reading routine…”

“I know. He’s told me. How is it going?”

“Not good.” I press my lips together, feeling like a failure. I can’t even manage four hours of studying a day when I’m supposed to do even more.

Grigory’s tone is grave when he says, “I don’t like this reading routine—nor this master’s program. It’s not the right thing for you.”

I remember him saying the exact same thing when I told him about the master’s program back in the summer. I was so angry, thinking he tried to shove his arrogant opinion upon me, not caring about what I wanted. But really, it was the exact opposite. He saw who I was already back then and knew I wouldn’t thrive with the purely academic approach.

But I can’t bring myself to admit I chose wrong. I’m in this now and have to finish.

“I’ll talk to Markus,” he continues. “See what we can figure out. But until I do, you need to follow this routine he’s laid out. Play as much as you can. If you don’t make it four hours, it’s okay, but I want an update every night before you go to sleep. Are we clear?”

“I’ll text you,” I agree, more than relieved about this temporary reprieve. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he says. “Now, go to bed and get some sleep.”

***

Despite Grigory having lowered his demands, I aim for four hours anyway, badly wanting to please him—badly wanting to touch the keys. But I only manage two hours the next day, and when he comes Sunday afternoon, I’ve only spent one hour at the piano.

“I’m sorry,” I say when I meet him in the hall.

He must know what I’m apologizing for because he wraps me up in a warm hug and says, “Don’t worry about it, devochka. We’ll figure something out.”

His one hand moves in soothing circles on my back while he holds me tight with the other.

I sag against him. God, it feels good to be in his arms again. It’s only been a week, but even a day away from this man seems too long.

“How much have you played today?” he asks, gently cupping the back of my head.

“Only one hour,” I say, pressing myself closer. This man radiates heat like sun-kissed granite, and I want to stay here all day, basking in his warmth and soaking up the gentle touch of his hand.

“I hope you have enough energy left for some more. I’ve brought a new piece.”

“Definitely,” I agree. I love playing with Grigory at my side, guiding me with his steady command and sometimes his baton. But I’m not ready to lose this intimacy, so I curl my hands around the shirt under his suit jacket.

I’m still tired after the arduous days of following Markus’s schedule. Three days of reading like any normal student shouldn’t drain me. I wonder if some of the emotional exhaustion of the summer still lingers. Or maybe it’s that I’m just not cut out for this master’s degree.

Only two years left. I let out a defeated sigh. There’s nothing only about two years of this.

“Are you sure?” Grigory asks. “Maybe you should take a nap first? I’ll sit with you in bed.”

It sounds tempting, but so does a new piano piece. “That’s not it.”

“What is it then?” Grigory leans back and curls his large hand around my jaw as he studies me.

“It’s just…” I try to look away, but with my chin trapped in his hand, there’s not much else to look at, and my eyes end up back on his. “I think you’re right. This master’s degree is not the right thing for me,” I confess.

It seems wrong to have this conversation with Grigory before I’ve told Markus how I feel. But somehow, it’s easier. Markus and I spent so much time talking it over in the spring, and telling him I want to back out after all the deliberation and finally the determination would be a major defeat.

Grigory’s hand moves up to curve around my cheek. “We’ll figure this out,” he promises as his thumb moves in slow strokes across my skin, soothing me into the lull of his control, making me believe everything will work out—because how can it not when those assertive eyes promise it will.

My head falls back a little as I stare into the mesmerizing depths of his brown eyes. The ground could quake beneath me, the wind could blow with horrific speed, and I wouldn’t bat an eye as long as I was safe under Grigory’s watchful gaze.

He leans in a smidgen, locking me to him in a charged moment of pounding hearts and sizzling emotion. His eyes fall to my lips, and I think he’s going to kiss me. For a long moment, they linger there, and my breath speeds in and out through my mouth, nervous yet eager.

This is it. This time he’ll do it. I’m sure of it. He just needed time to get there.

But the building anticipation drops like a rock when he leans down and presses his lips to my forehead instead.

I stand dumbfounded in the middle of the hall as he brings his suitcase into the main room behind me, the scratch of a long zipper filling the space.

“Come,” he says, and I snap out of the disappointment and go to him.

He just needs more time.

Grigory holds out one of those tall blue books of sheet music for me. J.S. Bach, it says.

I frown at the book as I take it. “Bach? You know I hate Bach.”

Grigory arches an amused brow. “We need to work on your repertoire.”

“Why? I’m fine sticking to the romantics. And Debussy.”

“And you sure do it well.” His warm smile makes my stomach flutter. I love when he compliments my playing. “But if you’re serious about the piano, you need to broaden your horizons.”

I shrug. “I am serious, but it’s not like I’m going to be a concert pianist or go to the conservatory or anything, so I don’t see the point.”

Grigory doesn’t reply. He just brings a chair to the piano and sits like when he’s teaching me, then sets the sheet music on the stand and crosses his arms, waiting.

This man... He doesn’t even say where he wants me, just expects me to figure it out. And well, it isn’t hard, and despite the lack of verbal command, the order hangs potently in the air, impossible to refuse.

So I go to sit on the bench beside him, and for the next few hours, Grigory leads me into the world of Bach in his usual patient yet demanding manner. I get a short break halfway through, but when he finally lets me go for the day, I’m depleted. But also happy. The piece is difficult but beautiful. It speaks to me much more than any other Bach piece ever has, and I wonder if Grigory knew that this very piece would spark my interest.

Grigory gets up behind me and places his hands on my shoulders. “You may not like Bach, but you sure have no problem playing him.” He leans down and presses his lips to the top of my head, and there’s that pang again.

I want a real kiss.


— CHAPTER 14 —

MARKUS

Clara meets me at the airport on Saturday afternoon. I almost told her she should save the long bus ride, but I sensed she really wanted this extra time with me. And when I see her waiting at the terminal, I’m more than glad she did.

My heart swells at the sight of her. She hasn’t noticed me yet, and I stop to take her in. She’s femininely dressed in a lively skirt and a cute blouse—like she knows I like—and her hair is loose, except for the small braid at the side. She’s a breathtaking vision. Innocent on the outside, yet everything but on the inside. My cock swells just at the idea of what I plan to do to her tonight, and it grows even more when I think about how much she’ll like it.

Her eyes trail over the terminal and light up the moment she spots me, glittering with happiness and brimming with tears. She starts running and I set off at a brisk pace, badly needing to feel her in my arms.

She crashes into me, making me stagger a step back from the force. Good thing she’s such a small woman. I wrap her in a tight hug and have to blink back a few tears myself as I pepper tiny kisses over her soft hair. “God, it’s good to see you.”

She’s right about me getting so caught up in work that I barely have the time to miss her. But the moment I leave the bubble, my heart aches for her, and I feel like an idiot for not seeing her sooner. I always do. Balancing my career and her—my lifelong dream and the woman I love—is a struggle I might never win.

She sniffles a little, pressing herself tighter against me. “It feels like it’s been forever.”

“I know.” After spending the whole summer together, we both got used to having each other around. For once, I actually think the transition when we parted was harder on me. She was with Grigory, but I was alone in my apartment for two weeks before leaving town for work, and the silence was blaring. No piano playing drifting from the music room, no bubbly laughter when she tousled my hair, or babbling chatter about whatever composer she was obsessed with. I even found myself missing her crying—just holding her and being there for her when she needed it.

But now I have her. And I hate that I have to leave again tomorrow. I wish I could take her with me, but she needs to focus on her studies and get back into a routine. It would be selfish to drag her away to another country when she’s just started to find her footing again.

I inhale a deep drag of her flowery scent before leaning back and taking her face between my hands. Mascara is smudged under her eyes, but she only looks more beautiful because of it. Vulnerable. A proof of the deep emotions she holds for me.

I lean down and press a long kiss against her lips. As her tongue darts out to intertwine with mine, I can’t help myself. Fisting her hair, I deepen the kiss, invading her mouth with a force that renders any movement on her part all but impossible. I love taking her like this. I love the feeling of her surrender even more.

She melts against me, pliant in every bone and muscle as she opens up for my dominance—welcoming it. Submissive to the bone, my lovely Clara.

When the first moan leaves her mouth, I break the kiss. Otherwise, she’ll be moaning loudly in a few seconds. Sometimes, she doesn’t even realize it until the kiss ends and she looks around and sees someone staring. That’s how much control I have over her. And despite loving her blushing, this is not the right time with her being emotional from our reunion.

I wipe the mascara from her cheeks—for her sake—and take her hand. “Let’s go.”

She beams up at me as we start walking, her lips deep red from the force of our kiss, her eyes slightly glazed from the submission I’ve roused in her.

“Was it a good trip?” she asks.

I steer her out through the revolving doors to the front where the buses stop, and we both set into a run when we see that our bus is about to leave.

We make it just in time, and when we sit next to each other on the moving bus, both panting, I pull her close and kiss the top of her head. “Now it is.”

***

Clara has prepared a hearty beef stew—one of my favorite dishes—before I came, and she starts heating it on the stove and setting the table once we get to her place.

I take my time getting settled, unpacking a few things and getting comfortable after not having been here for almost five months.

I’m lying on the bed, resting my eyes for a minute, when she suddenly asks, “Have you ever played with gags?”

I chuckle at her abrupt question. “Nah, I find them crude.”

“Oh, okay,” she mutters, sounding unsure.

Her reaction makes me realize my mistake. Clara only blurts things out of the blue when she’s nervous. This was not just a curious question. My little sub wants to try being gagged. I get out of bed and walk up behind her, slipping my hands around her waist as I softly say, “Was it something that you wanted to try?”

“No,” she says too quickly, revealing her true answer. “I was just curious.”

“You know, Grigory loves gags. I think you should talk to him about it.”

“Maybe.” Her shoulders stiffen and a slight blush creeps over her chest.

Aah, he’s already done it.

I’m tempted to call her out on it, but I’m not sure she’s quite ready—especially not with the way I just reacted. So I’ll let her keep it to herself. For now. After all, Grigory and I have agreed that we don’t need to share everything sexual we do with her.

Tugging her blouse out of her skirt, I slip my hand onto her stomach and lean down to whisper in her ear, “But I do have something else I want to try with you.”

A small mewl escapes her as she leans into me, craning her neck to welcome my lips as I start kissing and licking the sensitive spot under her ear.

“What is it?” she asks, shuddering as goose bumps erupt down her right arm—which has stopped stirring.

I smile against her skin, loving how she reacts to me. “You’ll see.” I give her neck a gentle nibble before straightening and stepping away to take a seat at the table, so she won’t burn the food.

Clara knows not to press about my plans during dinner. Though, I can tell from her unruly way of shifting in the chair that she’s more than a little eager to find out what it is. I smile at her but keep the conversation casual. It’s a bit of a power rush holding information from her like this and seeing her squirm.

Once I’ve eaten my fill of the delicious stew and she’s clearing the table, I go to retrieve the ropes I keep in her closet and the small surprise I’ve brought for her. I put the former on the piano and the latter in my pocket.

She’s doing the dishes when I return, and I stand in the middle of the room, arms crossed, watching her intently.

She doesn’t turn her head, but I can tell she feels the change in the air. Her chest moves with heavy breaths and her chin lowers in ready submission.

Once she’s finished the dishes, she keeps her eyes down as she turns to me, gathering her hands in front of her. Pride swells in my chest at the sight. I haven’t had to teach many positions. It all came naturally to her when I opened up this world to her.

“Look at me, sweetie,” I urge, stroking her cheek as she lifts her head. “We’re going to watch a movie now. What do you say about Shrek the Third?”

Her brow furrows, making me smile. A movie clearly wasn’t what she expected. But being the sweet submissive she is, she doesn’t protest. “Okay,” she agrees, although somewhat hesitantly.

“Take off your clothes first.” I take a step back to enjoy the vision as she slowly unveils her slender curves and perky little breasts.

Once she’s naked, I reach for the ropes on the piano.

Her tongue darts out to run over her lips when her eyes see the course jute. I love how her breasts pop out as the disappointment lifts from her shoulders, making her straighten.

“Hold out your hands,” I say, adding extra resonance to my voice to drive the order home. The effect is instant. Her chest rises and falls as her breathing quickens, her entire stance teeming with anticipation, and there’s a slight eagerness to her hips as she holds out her hands, palms facing each other but not touching. This position is one of the few I’ve taught her.

I circle the rope around her wrists a couple of times before bringing it between her hands and around itself and finishing with a knot. Then I wriggle her wrists against the material to check the tightness. All good. Then I proceed to tie the rest of the rope around her waist, making sure her hands can’t reach below her navel.

A smug smile settles over my face as I take a step back and study the result. She’s going to be tugging hard at the ropes and writhing in horny frustration before we’re halfway through the movie.

“Spread your legs,” I order, and her feet immediately shuffle over the floor to comply. Then I step back to her, noticing how she bites her lip nervously as I dwarf her with my tall size.

The cutest little moan escapes her as I slip a finger through her folds, finding them moist and swollen. I coax out more slickness by circling her clit, holding her steady with the other hand as she starts twitching. Once she’s panting with need and her folds are coated with her lust, I remove the small pink vibrator bullet from my pocket and pop it inside her.

I let out a warm chuckle as confusion flashes over her face. And I get it. The vibrator is not much thicker than a big tampon. She can probably barely feel it.

“Let’s go watch that movie,” I say, not bothering to explain. She’ll figure it all out soon enough.

She willingly complies, lying down in front of me and letting me spoon her under the covers as we start watching Shrek. But I can tell the disappointment has returned. She can’t quite lie still, restlessness and latent desire making her squirm.

When her hips start wiggling against my hardening cock, I give her a stern, “Uh-uh,” although my cock only hardens even more at the tiny whimper that escapes her as she goes still.

I might not be a sadist like Grigory, but I do love teasing and wielding my power over her. But enough is enough. Her rigid shoulders reveal that the confusion is getting to her head. If I keep this going much longer, I’ll have to spend the night comforting her instead of driving her insane with lust.

So I dig a hand into my pocket and press the button on the small remote.

Clara jolts against me. Probably from surprise since I only set the vibrations on low.

“Did you think I was gonna simply tie you up and let you lie here?” I whisper into her ear, stroking my hand down her side to feel her feminine curves.

She arches into me, opening up to my touch. “I don’t know,” she says in a breathy voice.

I turn up the vibrations, and her hips start moving in circles, tiny moans slipping from her lips.

“I love watching you squirm with need,” I say, pressing a featherlight kiss behind her ear, making a shudder roll through her body. “So I think I’ll do just that. You’re welcome to watch the movie in the meantime.”

I press the button that turns the vibrations back down and relish the soft mewl she lets out.

I prop my head on my elbow to get a better view of her face. Her eyes are glazed with need, but after a while, she seems to accept the gentle vibrations, and her focus gathers on the screen.

So I press the remote again. Three times on the plus button. I don’t say a word. I simply watch her as she tries to fight the sensation, clearly knowing she won’t get to come. But I make sure she can’t ignore them. With another push on the button, I make her wriggle against me, her eyes closing hard and her tongue darting out to dance over her lips repeatedly.

I want to lean down and claim her mouth in a deep kiss, but I know if I do, I won’t be able to hold back, and I want her desperate and begging when I take her.

So I turn the vibrations back down and keep going like this, turning up the intensity whenever she finds a little rest and turning it back down when she becomes too eager. With each time I lower the vibrations, she becomes more frustrated. She tries to hide it, being the good little sub she is, but finally, she can’t anymore.

“Please touch me,” she begs halfway through the movie, her words laced with breathy need.

“I am touching you.” I gently trail my fingers over her hips, knowing how the light touch will send her desire spiraling even quicker.

“Markus, I can’t take it anymore.”

She jerks to turn around and face me, but I stop her with a firm grip on her hip and a reproachful tone. “Watch the movie.”

She whimpers her displeasure but obeys anyway.

“You’re welcome to touch yourself,” I say without humor.

She immediately starts tugging at the ropes as she tries to reach between her legs. I push the covers off her to enjoy the show and see how she writhes as she tries to buck her hips to angle her pussy up toward her hands. But no matter how much she strains and pulls, she can’t reach.

She’s panting hard when she finally gives up, her cheeks flushed with heat. I turn the vibrations on full high for the first time, and the desperate squeal that escapes her is music to my ears. I let her roll to her back, my eyes raking over her little body as she writhes and squirms.

“Please, Markus. Just… please.” Tears start leaking down her cheeks as she implores me with wide eyes.

And those eyes are my undoing. Primal desire rises in me. I push up on my knees and shove down my pants, keeping my gaze trained on her all the time. Her desperate movements still somewhat as she stares up at me. My dominance settles her. And seeing what it does to her makes my cock painfully hard.

I yank the bullet out. It keeps buzzing as I throw it aside, but I don’t care. All I see are those wide eyes, staring up at me like I’m the master she bows to. I adjust my hard length against her opening and push. Her slick walls welcome me right in, making it so easy to shove straight in to the hilt.

Her loud moan fills the space around us, and I dip my head down to swallow the sound. I plunge my tongue inside her mouth, claiming her in a carnal kiss as I dig my hands into her hair and lift her up.

She keeps moaning, the sounds vibrating in my mouth as I start moving inside her. It doesn’t take long before I feel the telltale contractions of her pussy, and it sends me straight onto the edge with her.

“Come for me,” I demand into her mouth, tightening my grip on her hair as pressure builds in my cock.

My order sends her over, dragging me with her as she squeezes my cock, grabbing onto it with her inner walls like she never wants to let go. I press her tightly to me as the pressure releases and I spill my cum inside her, claiming her in the most carnal way.

“Thank you,” she pants against my mouth as she spasms through the receding orgasm, and I can’t help smiling against her lips.

I’ve never asked her to thank me after an orgasm or a spanking like some Doms do, but I immediately know who she’s gotten it from. And I find that I like it surprisingly much.

“Say that again.” I pull her head back to see the vulnerability in her eyes as she repeats the sweet words.

“Thank you.” Her eyes are unfocused from pleasure and submission.

“Good girl. From now on, I want to hear those words every single time I make you come.”


— CHAPTER 15 —

CLARA

My sex life seems to be brimming with new and exciting experiences. First the scene at the opera where both men took my sight and shoved me back and forth between them before fucking me at the same time. Then the gag. And the bullet vibrator. It makes me dizzy just thinking about it all—and terribly horny. During the three days I’m alone after Markus has left, I masturbate at least three times a day.

I feel like a horny teenager, but I don’t mind. All this lust fills me with a new burst of life and exuberant anticipation of what’s to come.

One thing does make me feel unsure, though.

Markus’s reaction when I asked about gags was not what I’d hoped for. I don’t like the idea of doing something he doesn’t care for, even if it’s with Grigory. What he said about them being crude has sprouted uncertainty within me. I used to think gags were crude before Grigory forced one into my mouth, but with the way he watched me like I was beautiful, any and all self-consciousness vanished.

Until I talked to Markus.

It makes me wonder about the scene at the opera, when Grigory scooped Markus’s cum into my mouth. Did he find that crude too? This whole humiliation thing is entirely new to me. I have never discussed it with Markus, but his reaction to the gag makes me think he’s not into any of it.

When Grigory comes on Wednesday, I know I have to talk to him about this whole gag and humiliation thing, so he can put my mind at ease—which I know he will.

I’m really nervous about it, and my head is swirling with ways to broach the subject when Grigory arrives in the evening. But I forget all about it when he drags me straight to bed, yanks me onto all fours, and fucks me like an animal. He shoves his fingers past my lips, forcing my mouth wide open while he thrusts into me. It’s ugly and humiliating—exhilarating and terribly arousing.

My head is in a hazy fog of desire and submission for the rest of the evening, and I forget all about the talk until the next day. Then I spend the whole day continuing to try to work up the nerve to ask about this new, very thrilling part of my sex life. At dinner, I still haven’t found the right moment to bring it up. Time is running out since Grigory is leaving in the morning, so I end up blurting a blunt question in the middle of the meal.

“Don’t you find gags crude?”

Grigory’s lips tip up in a smirk as his eyes come alive with amusement. “Where did that come from?”

God, I think I’ll die from embarrassment. My cheeks are so hot I’d burn my fingers if I touched them. “Well…” I rub my temple as I search for the words. Once again, I end up saying it straight out. “Markus finds them crude.”

Grigory gives a hearty laugh, shaking his head. “I’m sure he does. He can be a bit of a prude sometimes.”

I smile at that. Hearing Grigory call someone a prude; that’s a first, and I like it.

Grigory continues. “Well, I love gags. A pretty little sub with a red ball in her mouth, unable to speak and at my mercy”—he inclines his head and lifts his brows—“now, that’s a sight to behold.”

“You really think so?”

“Of course.” Grigory gathers his utensils on his empty plate and leans back in his chair. “Now finish eating. We have important matters to see to.”

“What kind of matters?” I ask, shoving a healthy forkful of food into my mouth.

“What do you think?” His countenance darkens as his gaze flickers suggestively down to my mouth.

“Nooo?” My eyes go wide with disbelief.

Grigory huffs. “You can’t bring up gags and expect me not to stuff your mouth.”

With that, he rises from his chair to bring his plate to the sink. And for the next ten minutes, while Grigory cleans the kitchen and I finish eating, I flutter back and forth between smile-inducing excitement and jittery nerves.

“Get up,” Grigory says once I’ve emptied my plate. “Stand in the middle of the room and face the window.”

My knees quiver as I take the position and hear him rummaging in his suitcase in the hall. With slow, deliberate steps, he comes up behind me and runs his knuckles up the bare skin on my arm, awakening prickling sensations that ripple all the way down my stomach and legs.

He leans in, his mouth hovering at the crook of my shoulder, his breath hot against my skin. “Does it matter what Markus thinks about gags when I’m here?”

I let out a breathy “No,” my skin flushing.

“Does it matter what you think about gags?” He presses a featherlight kiss to my neck.

I tilt my head to the side, giving him better access. “Not really.”

“That’s right. And when I ask you to open your mouth in a moment, what do you do?” He moves his left hand around to rest on my stomach, and I gasp at the sight of the red ball gag dangling from his fingers.

“I open my mouth,” I whisper.

“Good girl.” Grigory lifts the hand with the gag and runs his thumb down the corner of my mouth, awakening tickling sensations in my skin. “Now, open your mouth.”

Heat spreads through my body, manifesting my humiliation in my cheeks and stirring arousal between my legs. I want to clamp my teeth together and refuse, but when Grigory coaxes with a gentle thumb against my bottom lip, my jaw slackens. He keeps coaxing me on with his thumb until my mouth is wide agape.

“Such a dirty, dirty girl,” he taunts. “Begging me to stuff your mouth, huh?”

“Uh-uh,” I protest, unable to admit openly that I want this humiliation. I’m about to clamp my mouth shut, but Grigory shoves the ball between my teeth. I try to push it back out, but his hand is clasped over my mouth, forcing it in place.

He makes quick work of securing the strap at the back of my head, and I moan in defeat as he yanks at the leather to close the buckle. I press my tongue against the ball when he removes his hand, but the thing is lodged in place, forcing my mouth wide open.

The sensation goes to my brain, swamping me with humiliation and helplessness—a tipsy sensation that blurs my thoughts.

“Thank me for fulfilling your dirty desires, devochka.”

I groan around the ball. I can’t speak with this thing in my mouth.

Grigory slides an arm around my waist and yanks me into his strong chest. “Go on.”

I sag against him, my legs unable to hold me up as his power wraps around me, snuffing out my will as he becomes the very axis around which my world spins. My brain turns to mush, unable to find any words but the ones Grigory wants to hear.

So I garble around the ball, like I did the last time. “Aank you.”

“Good girl,” he croons, touching his cheek to mine in a gentle gesture. “Unfortunately, I can’t have my way with you like I did last time since I’m leaving tomorrow. We wouldn’t want a sweet little sub like you to combust into subdrop when she’s alone, now would we?”

I shake my head even as I want to say fuck it and beg him to have his filthy way with me.

“But that doesn’t mean I can’t have some fun.” Grigory slides a hand into my pants, and I’m not sure what’s more humiliating—the spittle running from my mouth at my garbled moan or the dripping wetness Grigory finds between my legs. It doesn’t matter. Grigory doesn’t let either opportunity to humiliate slip. “You’re dripping from both ends, aren’t you?”

I protest with a mewl, but when Grigory shoves two fingers inside me, my moan reveals how I really feel.

“You have two minutes to come or I won’t let you have an orgasm tonight,” Grigory rasps into my ear with a scarily deep tone.

Dropping my head back on his shoulder, I let out a plaintive moan that sends a new trickle of spit running down my cheek. I can’t. Only when I touch myself can I reach the peak that fast. But I have no say in this. Grigory has effectively made sure I can’t voice my opinion, so there’s nothing I can do but try.

I shut my eyes and focus on Grigory’s thick fingers moving inside me, his palm grinding against my clit. It feels terribly good, but I’m not even close to an orgasm despite the pulsing heat, and my moans turn into whimpers as I realize I won’t get to come tonight.

“One minute left,” Grigory says, showing no signs of leniency. “Do you want some help?”

I nod eagerly even though I have no idea how he’s going to help me. Maybe by shoving his cock inside me? I can feel his thick length straining in his pants against my back, but he surely knows not even that will get me there in a minute.

Slowly, Grigory drags his arm from my waist and lifts his hand to my face, still pumping his fingers inside me. His palm covers my mouth, large enough to block my airflow despite the gag.

I heave through my nostrils but only manage a shallow breath before Grigory pinches my nose between his thumb and index finger. My chest stutters to drag in air, but nothing happens. I writhe against him to gain just a tiny opening—a tiny breath of air. But there’s nothing. He’s sealed off every source of oxygen with frightening ease.

The need to breathe grows urgent, and panic flickers around the edges of my brain as black spots dance in my vision. I put more effort into my struggling, but it’s no use.

“Ten seconds left, devochka,” he growls.

I barely register his words. I don’t care about the orgasm anymore; I just need air.

With a sudden jerk, he removes his hand. Spittle drenches my chin as I open my mouth wide and gasp, heaving in air around the ball. Too much air. It surges to my brain and into my veins, speeding up my blood and sending my entire system into overdrive. Suddenly, I’m coming apart, moaning around the ball, convulsing against Grigory as the orgasm explodes in my core.

I shudder and spasm as Grigory growls his satisfaction against my ear. “That’s a good little dirty girl.” He drags his fingers from my pants and smears the wetness across my face before shoving me forward. “Now get on the bed so I can fuck you.”


— CHAPTER 16 —

CLARA

My phone lights up with an incoming call in the middle of the lecture on Monday. I get a little worried when I see Grigory’s name on the screen. It’s only been a few days since he left, and he never calls me when we’re apart—except for that one time when I asked permission to cut back on the piano practice.

I consider leaving the room to take the call, but we’re supposed to have a break in fifteen minutes, and I figure he’ll call again if it’s something urgent. So when my phone stops vibrating and remains still, I shove the worries away. But my curiosity refuses to let me focus on the lecture.

Of course, the professor drags out his rant about music and intermediality, and my fingers are tapping on the table when he finally releases us for a break.

Before I’ve even left the room, I have the phone to my ear.

Grigory picks up on the second ring. “I’m coming to see you tonight,” he says. No hi or how are you. Straight to the chase.

I exit the building and retreat into the courtyard to get some privacy from the smokers.

“Tonight?” I say, a bit perplexed. He was supposed to come in a week. No one has said anything about tonight.

“I have something important I need to talk to you about.”

Unease speeds up my words. “Is everything okay? Is Markus okay?”

“Of course. Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then what is it?”

Grigory doesn’t grant me an answer. “Clara, I gotta go. My meeting starts in two minutes. I’ll be at your place around eight. I’m bringing dinner.” With that, he hangs up, and I stare at the screen, baffled.

Then I tap Markus’s name in my call log, hoping he’ll give me some kind of explanation. Five rings, and his voice tells me to leave a message. I try again with the same result, then settle for a text.

Why is Grigory coming tonight?

Two agonizing hours pass before I get a response as frustrating as Grigory’s.

He has some news he wants to tell you in person.

Another hour passes before I learn that Markus won’t divulge more. All he tells me is that Grigory is staying two nights.

And thus, I’m left to spend the rest of the day in restless wonder.

***

I must say, I’m quite frustrated when Grigory finally arrives at half past eight in the evening. And hungry, which tends to get me cranky.

“What’s going on?” I say, forgoing any form of greeting like he did earlier today. “You can’t just say you have something important to tell me, then hang up.” I think I’m actually glaring at him, my arms crossed in a not-so-welcoming stance.

Grigory keeps up the infuriating silence, watching me with a bemused smile as he kicks off his shoes and removes his jacket.

I start shrinking when he crosses the small hall. God, it’s difficult to remain defiant under the gaze of this powerful man. When he places a hand on my shoulder and leans in, it’s like his resolve radiates straight through his touch, weakening my own.

“Is this one of your feeling hungry tantrums Markus warned me about?” he whispers against my ear and presses a soft kiss to my cheek.

The deep rumble of his voice has me melting inside, and my crossed arms lose their firmness.

Grigory takes a white plastic bag that he left on the floor and disappears into the kitchen area, leaving me to wobble on my jelly-like legs.

How can one minute in his presence mess with my equilibrium so thoroughly?

I join him in the main room, and suddenly, I’m overcome by the need to feel him as I watch him move about the tiny kitchen, so very close yet too far away.

“Can I have a hug?” I say tentatively. I’m not used to asking him for things.

Grigory stops unpacking the food and turns. His eyes soften when they find me. With two long steps, he closes the distance and pulls me into a warm hug, offering me the stability I can’t find on my own.

God, it’s good to be back in his arms. I inhale his earthy scent as I burrow my nose into his chest. Another inhale brings me a whiff of warm spices. Cinnamon and cloves? Maybe cumin?

Leaning my head back, I gaze up at him. “Is it Indian food?”

Grigory’s natural frown deepens. “Don’t you like Indian?”

“I love Indian,” I say with more emotion than the small matter should call for. Indian is my favorite cuisine, but I rarely get it since Markus doesn’t care for it. I cooked all my favorite Indian dishes for him during the summer, but even though he tried to hide it, I could always tell he didn’t care much for it.

Pulling out a chair for me at the table, Grigory says, “Then let’s get some food in you.”

I take the offered seat and let my eyes roam over the feast on the table.

Grigory hasn’t just brought Indian; he’s brought enough to feed four grown men—three different sauces, naan, rice, and samosas. Even mango lassi.

“How many men did you say would join us for dinner?” I say, gawking at the spread in front of me.

He huffs. “No men. I wanted to make sure there’s something you like.”

“You sure hit the jackpot, then.” My mouth waters as my eyes jump back and forth between the dishes.

“Go ahead. Dig in.”

Wasting no time, I do just that, and as I swamp my senses with the spicy food, I forget all about the mysterious news.

I’m still eating when Grigory sets his empty plate in the sink and disappears into the hall. He returns a minute later with a stack of books and brochures that he sets down beside my plate.

“What’s all this?” I scoop a forkful of chicken masala into my mouth and pick up the top brochure. Hochschule für Musik, it says.

I frown. Isn’t that the Conservatory in Berlin?

My suspicion is confirmed when I see the folded papers beneath it. It’s a list of the requirements for the piano audition.

I realize I’ve stopped chewing as I turn my head to Grigory. He’s watching me with something akin to curiosity. I quickly swallow and implore, “Please say something.”

“You’re applying to the conservatory in Berlin. The auditions are at the end of January, so you have almost four months to prepare.”

It’s a good thing I didn’t scoop another forkful into my mouth because my jaw drops. Shaking my head, I stare at him like an idiot. Is he for real?

When he doesn’t offer further explanation, I say, “I can’t. I have my studies here…” My tongue struggles to find more words, and I end up blurting, “I don’t have what it takes.”

Grigory moves to stand behind me, resting his heavy hands on my shoulders. “Clara, you’re too good to waste your talent. I want you to aim for the grand concert stage.”

I can’t believe what he’s saying—not the part about wanting me to apply to the conservatory, let alone the part about the concert stage.

“We have to work intensively on your technique,” he continues. “But you’ve already come a long way since I started teaching you, and I’m confident you’ll get to the required level on time.”

A slow panic creeps under my skin. “Four months is nothing. I can barely learn a new piece in that time. It’s too soon. I can’t do it.”

Grigory sinks to his haunches at my side. “Devochka, look at me.”

I meet his eyes. They’re calm like a lake on a warm summer day—so unlike the stormy waves of chaos he has stirred within me.

“I’ve seen what you can accomplish,” he says. “When you learned that Rachmaninoff prelude a couple months ago...” He takes a deep breath, looking astounded for a moment as he studies me. “Clara, it takes tremendous skill to play that piece with such fury, and you did it all without my help.”

I stare at him with blank eyes. The prelude had been a small protest. An outlet for my anger. I had worked hard on it and was so proud when I managed to play it for him after only a week’s practice. It was like a slam to the gut when he didn’t react.

Grigory slants his chin down and shakes his head before returning his eyes to me. “I knew the fury was directed at me, and I was so mad—at myself for giving you cause to play like that, and at you for impressing me when I didn’t want to be impressed.”

His honesty robs me of my breath. I knew he was impressed—he’d said it indirectly later on—but to hear him say it like this… My lips part to form a response, but I can’t find the words.

“If you impress the censors like you did me, you stand a very good chance of getting in.”

It takes me a minute to get back on track and remember all the complications. “But what about my studies here? I don’t have the time to practice that much.”

“You’re going to put them on hold until the audition. I’d say you quit them altogether, but Markus insists we see how this goes before we make any rash decisions.”

My brows lift in disbelief. “This is a rash decision. I can’t just quit my studies for an entire semester.”

“You’re smart enough to catch up on your own. You can do the exams in the summer if you end up continuing your studies here.”

Here. The word spirals me into a new line of questioning. “Why not apply to the conservatory here? It’s a twenty-minute bus ride away.”

“Markus lives in Berlin and I’ve just bought an apartment there, so it’ll be easier for all of us. You can get your own place or live with Markus—that’s up to the two of you to decide.”

Markus and I haven’t even talked about moving in together. And this thing with Grigory is still so new that it seems a bit too much to think that far ahead.

My head reels. In a matter of minutes, Grigory has thrust my life onto a completely different track. It’s not just a change of direction in terms of goals and studies. If all goes according to his plan, my entire life will upend.

I turn back to the stack of books, needing a reprieve from Grigory’s intent gaze. Upon further inspection, I find that there are a couple of German novels and a paperback with Mozart Sonatas.

“You need to pass a German language test,” Grigory explains. “And we need to add some Mozart to your repertoire.”

I snap my head back to him as realization strikes. “Is this why you forced Bach upon me a couple of weeks ago?”

Grigory looks annoyingly self-satisfied when he confirms with a nod.

“Why didn’t you say something”—I lift the brochure and drop it back onto the table—“about this?”

“Markus wanted to give this new”—Grigory waves a hand in front of him—“reading routine a chance before we decided. But I knew it wouldn’t work.”

I don’t know whether to be flattered or offended—agitated or happy. The conservatory is my dream, and I can hardly believe Grigory—Grigory fucking Volkov—thinks I have a shot. But I’m also really goddamn annoyed about the way he springs it on me like it’s already decided. Well, apparently it is, since the two men clearly have discussed it. But what about my opinion?

I turn back to him. “Seriously, I don’t think I’m up for this. Maybe in a year or two, but not in four months. It’s too much work and risk for something I probably won’t even succeed at.”

“Clara”—Grigory’s features harden—“you’re doing this. It is not some impulsive decision. I’ve been considering it since you played that Rachmaninoff prelude for me. I’ve been going over it with the headmaster at the conservatory—he’s a good friend of mine—and he agrees you have a good shot. Like I’ve told you before, they’re not just about technique in Berlin.”

I let out a frustrated breath and avert my eyes when I find no sign of compromise in his features. Picking up my phone, I see it’s only half past nine, yet I’m already exhausted.

“Can we discuss this tomorrow?” I say.

“There’s nothing to discuss. But I will answer whatever questions you have and try to ease your concerns. Since you’re not attending the lecture tomorrow, we’ll have plenty of time.”

I grind my teeth and stare at the tabletop. Now he has the gall to forbid me from attending the lecture tomorrow. He could at least have given me some time to adjust before setting this new plan into motion. But oh no, he just throws me straight in without warning.

Grigory rises to his feet and takes my hand to help me up, but I tug myself free, feeling recklessly defiant. He doesn’t reprimand me but doesn’t let me stew either. With a resolute motion, he leans down and scoops me into his arms, carrying me to bed.

When he dumps me on the mattress, I try to roll away, but he just grabs me and pulls me back. My struggles prove useless as he starts undressing me. His hands are strong and sure, effortlessly moving me however needed to get my clothes off. It’s both maddening and so damn arousing. There’s no telling whether my moans are protests or lust—probably both.

I’m not sure his intentions were to fuck me when he started out, but my struggling seems to turn him on. Feral growls escape his throat, and when he forces me up to sit against him and rips off my T-shirt, his cock is hard against my back.

“Little subs don’t get to decide for themselves,” he says in a dangerously low tone, then shoves me forward and smacks my ass. “Get on all fours.”

“Grigory, I’m not in the mood,” I say, rolling onto my side and grabbing for the comforter.

With a rough motion, he shoves the comforter aside and grabs me. His fingers dig into my hips as he hauls me onto all fours and climbs up behind me.

I keep struggling, begging him to stop, but when he shoves his cock against my opening, I’m so slick he slides right in.

“You may protest all you want,” he growls as he pounds into me. “But at the end of the day, it doesn’t change a thing. You’re a submissive, and you will obey.”

I want to protest, but as his words make their way through my brain, I feel the truth of them—the deep, fundamental truth that resonates at my very core. I go slack in his grip, giving in to his violent possession. He fills me to the brim, mentally and physically, as he keeps fucking me with punishing force. Each thrust reverberates painfully through my abdomen, yet somehow, it drives my need higher.

My moans come long and loud as the simmering heat within my core coils tighter and tighter.

“Such a horny little girl,” he taunts, grabbing my hair and yanking my head back, sending sharp needles of pain into my scalp. “Show me what an obedient sub you are and come for me.”

I have no idea whether it’s his words or the pain that sends me over. It doesn’t matter. I come apart, shuddering and convulsing as the orgasm rips through me, taking away everything except his control. My orgasm spurs on his release, and I wail and moan as he drags on my pleasure.

When he finally pulls out of me, I’m spent. Exhausted, yet entirely at peace, and when he pulls me down and curls me up against him, I feel a sense of belonging deeper than anything I’ve ever felt.


— CHAPTER 17 —

CLARA

Come morning, I’m torn between the deep submission Grigory stirred in me last night and the oppressive feeling of having a pivotal life decision forced upon me.

I need some space to think and time alone to call Markus and hear what the hell is going on—find out if he’s truly in on this.

“Can I go to the university and practice?” I ask once I’ve showered and dressed. Grigory is already leaving tomorrow morning, so I should spend whatever time I can with him, but I can’t be with him until I process all of this and talk to Markus.

Grigory consents to my request, and as soon as I have eaten breakfast—on his order—I leave.

I’m restless and jittery once I shut the double doors to the rehearsal room. And angry, to be quite frank. The two men went entirely behind my back with this decision—this major decision that will change everything. They didn’t even ask what I wanted.

Instead of going straight for the piano like I usually do, I take out my phone to call Markus. I’m too worked up to sit still and immerse myself in music.

I’m pacing the small room, biting the back of my finger when he finally picks up.

“Hi, sweetie,” he says. “Perfect timing. Our conductor just called a break.”

I must have learned a thing or two from Grigory because I dive straight into the frustrating matter, skipping all pleasantries. “Are you really okay with this plan about me quitting my studies and applying for the conservatory?”

“Yes.”

“But I can’t just quit my studies here. This plan is so far-fetched—”

“You’re not going to quit them,” he cuts in, voice taking on a stern edge to counter my frustration. “You’ll put them on pause. There’s a big difference.”

“What happens when I don’t get into the conservatory and I’ve missed a whole semester’s worth of classes? And three exams. How am I supposed to catch up on that?”

“You’ll take the exams in the summer. We both know you don’t need the classes to pass. You’ve aced exams for classes you’ve barely read a single text for all semester.”

I breathe a heavy sigh. He’s right. When I put in the effort, I have no problem doing the academic work. At least in the small amounts required to do an exam. But it doesn’t change the recklessness of this plan. I can’t just put my studies on hold for a wild dream.

“I haven’t even given this reading routine of yours a chance,” I say.

“Sweetie, you were exhausted after three days. And to be frank, I should have seen this coming. You’ve always struggled with the academic texts. I should never have agreed to this master’s program in the first place, but you were so eager to get back to music that it seemed the best plan at the time.”

“If you think I have an actual shot at the conservatory, why didn’t you suggest it back then? Or is this all Grigory’s doing?”

Markus’s tone becomes razor-sharp. “I’d never let Grigory sway me on a matter like this.”

“I’m sorry,” I quickly say.

“I never mentioned the conservatory before because you weren’t ready. But now you are. You’ve made tremendous progress after Grigory started teaching you. So when he suggested the conservatory, I was on board from the moment he said you had a shot at getting in.”

I feel terrible for even suggesting he’d let Grigory sway him. But it doesn’t change that I’m goddamn mad about them making this decision behind my back.

“I just hate that you didn’t even ask me,” I say, plopping onto a chair in defeat.

“Sweetie, there’s no doubt that this is the right thing for you. I didn’t need to ask. And there was no time. Grigory came to me with this idea two days ago, and we had to make a quick decision since you need all the time you can get to prepare.”

“Still, you could have called me. Given me a heads-up.” I breathe a heavy sigh. “I don’t think I’m up for this.” Four months just isn’t enough. And the change is too sudden. “Can’t I just try next year? I’m already well into the semester, and like you said, I don’t have to read all the texts to pass the exams. I’ll make it work.”

Markus’s tone tightens again. “Clara, this is decided. You’re putting your studies on hold. No more classes, no more academic texts until the audition is over.”

With frustration boiling within me, I badly want to argue. But the finality of his words has effectively shut down my ability to protest.

When I don’t respond, Markus continues in a softer tone. “Clara, I gotta go now. I want you to talk to Grigory about this. You might not like it right now, but he’ll answer any questions you have and put your mind at ease. This is not some rash decision. He’s taken his time to consider and research, and I trust his judgment on this.”

Just like you trusted him not to hurt me, I want to say, but keep the snide comment in. Because I know this is a world apart from what happened this summer. And I do trust Grigory’s judgment when it comes to anything that has to do with music.

But despite everything he said, the whole decision still feels like a major transgression, and I’m still mad at both men.

I plop onto the piano bench and try to play, but touching the keys reminds me too much of this new change the two men have forced upon me, so I end up pacing the room after only an hour. Glancing up at the clock, I remember I was supposed to be in class in forty minutes. A class I’m no longer supposed to attend—from one day to the next.

The need to take back a sliver of control burns hot inside me, so I make a quick decision. If they can be rash, so can I.

I pack up my bag to go get something to eat with the lunch money from Grigory, then I return to the music building and take a seat in the classroom where the lecture starts in ten minutes.

This will be my own furtive protest. Neither of the men has to know, and I’ll regain some much-needed sense of control.

***

The lecture is tedious as ever. It’s a waste of time, really. I don’t absorb any of the things the professor says. But it’s worth every minute of secret defiance.

When I leave the university three hours later, I walk with a straight spine and a small smile playing on my lips. It feels good to take back some control, however little it may be. I’m so frustrated with Markus and Grigory that I barely feel bad for this infraction. Besides, it’s only a small one, and they won’t know.

When I come home, Grigory sits in my armchair by the window, as he often does, and I’m relieved to find that the small rebellion did in fact help. I no longer feel as torn as I did this morning. I’m genuinely happy to see him.

I’m about to smile as I walk into the main room, but I barely meet his eyes before he says, “Did you attend class?”

I stop dead in my tracks. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The secret protest is one thing, but lying to him is on a whole different level that I’m not about to go to. The silence hangs heavy in the air as I work up the nerve to give a tentative, “Yes.”

Grigory’s features become impossibly hard. The weight of his reproachful stare is too much to take, and my eyes dart to the ground. He doesn’t say more for a while, and I just stand there, feeling god-awful small under his scrutinizing gaze.

“Come here,” he finally says, his voice low and deep.

I don’t want to. I really don’t. Yet, my feet start moving—stupid feet, always obeying his command.

My heart is pounding against my ribcage as I stop in front of him, looking down at the charcoal fabric of his expensive suit pants.

I expect some kind of verbal castigation or a hard grip around my jaw and a stern glare. What I don’t expect is for him to grab me by the waist and haul me down in one swift move.

I yelp as I crash stomach-down over his lap.

“I’m sorry.” I gasp, trying to lift my head, but he just shoves it back down and traps my legs between his thighs. Desperate to escape the coming punishment, I try to wriggle free, but it’s no use.

The first smack lands with a harrowing strength that has my face contorting as I cry out. “Nooo, stop.”

I barely get the words out before the next blow follows, ripping into my flesh with equal force—dredging up all the anger I’d just managed to dispel. Pain bursts through my already reeling system, and I buck over his lap, reaching back to stop him.

But my struggles are no match for Grigory’s strength. He simply grabs my flailing arms and gathers them in one hand on my back and fires off a long succession of blows.

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

The oppressive sound keeps going, merging with my cries as I struggle against his grip. It’s one hand against two arms. I should stand a fighting chance. But no, his hand is enormous, my arms petite. He effortlessly holds me immobile as he keeps up the steady rain of blows.

“Stop it,” I yell, furious that he would do this after forcing such a big decision upon me. But my words fall on deaf ears. He doesn’t even acknowledge them, and my anger keeps growing. “You can’t do this,” I cry out. “You can’t make this decision without asking me.”

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

There’s no reprieve. The pain keeps crashing into my system, building and building. I thrust myself into another hopeless fit of struggles, but my limbs remain trapped, my ass forced to take the blows.

At some point, I’m panting so hard from the effort that I give up the struggle, going slack in the vise of his grip.

“Have you learned your lesson?” Grigory asks. There’s no leniency or compassion in his voice; it’s pure stern efficiency. And it infuriates me.

“I haven’t done anything wrong. You can’t just force—”

Smack! Smack! Smack!

My words die as a scream breaks from my lungs.

“I told you no more classes,” Grigory castigates. “Markus even told you today. Yet, you went ahead and did it anyway.” He fires off four more blows that make me strain against his hold. “You deliberately disobeyed a direct order.”

He delivers another stream of blows, but it’s not the burning lick of pain that ultimately breaks me. It’s his words. I was so absorbed by my indignation that I barely realized what I was doing. I disobeyed Grigory. The man I crave to please with my entire soul.

The enormity of my actions slams into me. Suddenly, the pain isn’t what burns the most.

It’s the guilt.

I purposefully disobeyed Grigory. It doesn’t matter that I was furious and had every right to be. It doesn’t matter that he went behind my back and made a major life decision for me. Right or wrong, I need to obey him. I’m under his control, and that’s exactly where I want to be—with all the good and bad that come with it.

Suddenly, I’m crying and apologizing profusely. It all seems so stupid now—wasting my time in the lecture, disobeying both him and Markus, and protesting about this plan in the first place. The conservatory has always been my dream. Grigory wants me to pursue it—he believes I can do it. I should be ecstatic.

“I’m sorry,” I say between sniffles and staggered breaths. “I’m so sorry.” I want to say I didn’t mean to, but it would be a lie. I did mean to, and I feel so, so stupid for it now.

Five more fiery strikes and Grigory stops.

I’m not sure if the punishment is over, and I’m not sure it matters. I brought this upon myself, and part of me is grateful for him making me see it.

Grigory lifts me into his lap, and his energy shifts from punishing to protective in a matter of seconds. I curl up against him, crying without restraint. The spanking has obliterated everything—my righteous anger, my need for defiance, and my inhibitions. It’s like rain on a hot summer day, clearing the air and making me see things for what they really are.

I’m not my own. I belong to Markus—and Grigory, I guess. At least in the sense that Markus allows him to hold this power over me. If they say I don’t get to make decisions on my own, I don’t get to, no matter how much I protest.

I need this kind of unwavering dominance in my life. I need it to keep me steady. Grigory’s discipline may be hard and painful, but it’s a reminder of where I belong—a reminder of the steadfast authority that I can’t even shake with my angry huffs and puffs.

“Thank you,” I murmur into his shoulder—for not letting me get away with my disobedience.

“You’re welcome.” He runs his hand over the back of my head and down my spine, soothing away the hurt with the same hand that caused it.

“Not for stopping,” I blurt. For some reason, it’s important that he knows exactly why I’m thanking him.

“I know,” he croons in that deep, accented rumble of his. He takes my chin and holds me out so he can study me. “You’re submissive to the bone, devochka. But even the best subs can’t carry their submission on their own. You need a firm hand to show you where you belong once in a while.”

I blink my wet eyes back and forth between his very dark ones.

“It’s okay to be angry. I don’t want you to bottle up your emotions.” He swipes the pad of his thumb across my tearstained cheek. “I’ll be happy to put you back in place whenever needed.”

His eyes glow with a potent mix of sadistic lust and caring protectiveness. He might be the storm, but he’s also the calm that will carry me through.

“Do you really think I have a shot at getting into the conservatory?” I ask.

“Of course.” His lips form a warm smile. “And if you don’t succeed this time, we’ll try again next year.”

We’ll try. The idea of Grigory still being in my life a year from now does strange things to me—strange, wonderful things.


— CHAPTER 18 —

CLARA

The next two months go by in a blur of black and white keys, Bach, Mozart, and German books. I’m so preoccupied with audition preparations that I barely have time for anything else—not friends, family, or even TV.

My world has honed into this small focused bubble of piano, Grigory, and Markus—well, occasionally Markus. He becomes so swamped with touring and preparing for new roles that he doesn’t have time for anything else. Some days, it’s hard to even get ten minutes on the phone with him. It’s like he’s loosening the reins, letting Grigory be in control even when I’m alone and Markus was supposed to take charge.

Grigory, on the other hand, often comes to see me every week, flying out whenever he can. So Markus was right about seeing one of them every week; just in a very different way than I’d expected.

I love spending so much time with Grigory. I thrive with his overbearing brand of dominance. In the beginning, I feared it would be too much, but these days, I find I can’t get enough of it. He grounds me through the stress that grows with each passing day that brings me closer to the audition, and it gives me a certain kind of calmness. When he’s here, it seems that everything will work out, but when he’s gone, I’m floundering, unable to find the balance between the two men.

When I tell Markus I miss his control, he tells me he’ll ask Grigory to take over a little more when I’m alone.

It hurts that he doesn’t try to put in the effort himself. He makes it sound like dominating me is a chore—something he doesn’t have the time for himself, so he gets someone else to do it. I remember all too well how he said that I’m sensitive, and once again, I feel fragile for being who I am.

But even though I hate that Markus hands a large chunk of control over, I’m more than relieved by the frequent texts I start getting from Grigory throughout the day, asking how much I eat, how much I play, telling me to get out of the apartment, and even ordering me to go visit my family when I haven’t seen another person for several days.

On one hand, this new arrangement levels me, but it also has the opposite effect. The two men were supposed to share me, and it doesn’t sit well with me that Grigory has more control over me than Markus, when Markus is the one I belong to.

***

At the end of November, Markus is finally back from tour, and I get to spend a week with him in Berlin before he leaves for his next project. I haven’t seen him for three weeks, and the reunion isn’t exactly easy. I find myself constantly missing Grigory and his steady control, and the guilt is terrible when I try to submit to Markus and find myself thinking about Grigory.

It takes me a couple of days to find my way back to Markus and settle in our dynamic. And when I do, Markus quickly hurls me back out of it.

“Lucia has asked me to go on tour with her in January,” he says when we’re watching TV together on the third day. “I’ve said yes. It’s a great opportunity to get some exposure. We’ll be singing at some very prestigious venues.”

My brow furrows as I lean back to look at him. “But that’s when I have my audition. Will you be away by then?” My stomach sinks. He’d said he’d be in Berlin at the time of my audition—at the time I most need him.

“I will. But Grigory will be here. I’ve talk—”

“You can’t just use him as a replacement,” I cut in as his words stir a latent frustration within me.

Markus frowns. “I don’t use him as a replacement.”

“Yes, you do. When you had to cancel our weekend in September, you sent Grigory instead. And when you don’t have the time to be my dominant, you make him do it.” I get up from the couch. “It’s like I’ve become this burden to you. Like I’m a responsibility you don’t want anymore.”

“That’s not how it is at all.” Markus gets up too, and when he tries to put a reassuring hand on my arm, I step back, needing distance.

Markus’s expression tightens as I continue in an accusatory tone. “You treat me like I’m made out of glass, but I’m not. I know I’m fragile and this summer has taken its toll on me and all that, but I’m not just going to break from being alone for a few weeks. I did that countless times before Grigory came into the picture and that worked just fine.”

“Fine?” Markus shoots me an incredulous look. “Do you even remember all those times you cried over the phone after we’d said goodbye? You were gutted, Clara.”

“Of course I was. You kept dragging me deeper into this dynamic, making me dependent on you—making me crave your goddamn dominance.” I’m not sure I’ve realized this before, but suddenly it all seems very clear. I am sensitive, yes, but opening up my submissive side has made me even more so. Through my submission, I become vulnerable, and baring that side of myself to a Dom means I need him to be there to accept my submission and balance the imbalance he’s opened up in me.

“So you can’t just insinuate that I’m weak,” I continue. “I become more vulnerable because you need the control.”

“Clara, I’ve never said that you’re weak. I’ve said that you’re sensitive. I like that about you. But it makes me want to protect you even more. This is my role in the dynamic. To take care of you. And that’s really hard to do when I’m away from you.”

“Yet you seem perfectly fine whenever we’re apart.”

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to let you go every time we part?” Markus retorts. “Just because it’s easier for me to be apart doesn’t mean it’s not hard on me too. I constantly worry about you because that’s who I am. That’s how I am as a Dom. I need to protect you. And that’s damn hard to do when we’re apart.”

“Then why do you keep staying away?”

It’s like I’ve slapped him across the face. He just stares at me for a moment. Then he stares into the distance as he drags a hand through his hair. When he finally speaks again, his tone is laced with defeat. “I don’t want to be away from you, but I don’t want to compromise my career either. It’s impossible to balance the two.”

“I’m not asking you to compromise your career. But it would be nice if you’d say no to a concert every now and then. You do it for other jobs, so why not for me?”

Markus doesn’t answer. I don’t think he knows how. And if I say anything more, the argument will get even more heated. So I decide to end it here. At least for now.

“I need to be alone,” I say and leave to shut myself in with the piano in the music room. It hurts a little that he doesn’t try to stop me, but I think we both need some time apart to process. We’ve never argued like this before.


— CHAPTER 19 —

CLARA

Tension lingers between Markus and me the next day as we each go about our own business, avoiding interaction.

Grigory is supposed to come for dinner in the evening, and I’m both ecstatic and unnerved by the prospect. This will be the first time in three months I see both men simultaneously. So much has happened since the three of us talked here in Markus’s apartment, and I’m not sure how I’m supposed to go about the three of us being together. Markus is my boyfriend, but these days, I feel closer to Grigory. And with the rift lingering from yesterday, I don’t think I can put on a smile and act like everything’s okay.

Markus comes into the kitchen while I’m preparing dinner. Standing behind me, he sets his palms on the counter on each side of me and leans down to press his lips to my hair. “I’m sorry you feel like I’m using Grigory as a replacement.”

I stop peeling potatoes and let my hands fall to the counter surface.

“I’ve been going over my schedule,” he continues. “If I move a couple of appointments, I’ll have an entire month here in Berlin after New Year’s, so you can come stay with me. I’ve told Lucia I’m not joining her on tour.”

Turning around between Markus’s arms, I gaze up at him with hopeful eyes. “So you’ll be here for my audition?”

“I will.”

A weight lifts from my chest, allowing me to draw a deep breath. Usually, I’d hate him passing up job opportunities for me. Touring with a renowned singer like Lucia would be great for his career, but I need this badly. So I smile and nod eagerly. “I’d like that.”

“There’s that pretty smile.” His lips tip up in a smile of his own, his eyes lighting up as he watches me.

“I love you,” I say.

“I love you too, sweetie.” He dips his head to press his lips to mine in a tender kiss that melts away the lingering tension between us.

***

Half an hour later, the doorbell rings. 6:00 p.m. on the dot. I’m busy making sauce by the stove, so Markus goes to open the door. He’s been sitting by the kitchen island, chatting and snatching bits of food since our talk, and the atmosphere is bright.

My skin buzzes with excitement as if I haven’t seen Grigory in weeks even though it’s barely been two. The feeling intensifies, a shivery sensation running down my neck, when I hear him approach. His steps are unmistakable—firm and sure.

Suddenly too nervous to do anything, I freeze, unable to turn and face him.

Large, warm hands curve around my hips, and my pulse speeds up at the tickle of a hot breath on my neck. “It’s good to see you, devochka,” he murmurs in a husky voice, only for my ears.

A soft hum is all I can muster as I release the whisk.

Grigory reaches in front of me to shut off the stove. I watch as the same hand pushes the pan away from the hot surface. Long, strong fingers and distinct veins remind me of hours at the piano, gentle touches, and hard spankings.

The hand returns to splay over my hip, and I let out a soft moan at the delicious feeling.

Charged intimacy crackles in the air around us, and I’m glad Markus didn’t follow Grigory in here. It would feel wrong for him to see this. I can’t help arching my back, my entire body humming with awareness of the powerful man behind me—opening up for his touch and craving his dominance.

Ever so slowly, Grigory leans in to press his lips to my neck. My sensitive skin blazes beneath the brush of his lips, goose bumps erupting down my arm.

I lean back into him, needing to feel more than his hands—to be engulfed by strong arms and fierce power.

Grigory picks up on my urge and wraps me in a firm grip, clasping my arms as if to restrain me. But his embrace does the job more than sufficiently. No, what his hands reflect is the same urgent need to be close as the one thrumming in my veins.

We stand there, locked together, for several minutes until a set of steps enters the kitchen.

I’m the one to burst the bubble as I straighten, and Grigory lets me, though one of his hands remains on my hip—discreetly possessive.

“Would you like a glass of scotch while Clara finishes dinner?” Markus asks, entirely unaffected by the display of intimacy he walked in on. Since he’s my boyfriend, this threesome dynamic should probably affect him the most, but he seems to be the least concerned of us.

Grigory’s hold tightens on my hip. I think he’s reluctant to leave, but he follows Markus to the living room for a glass of his most beloved drink.

I smile at the thought of the expensive bottle of scotch that now has a permanent place in my cabinet. Grigory offered me a sip one night, saying it was a very fine scotch. My contorted grimace made him erupt into a delicious rumbling laughter. I’d take a sip of the revolting liquor any day if it meant I’d get to hear that laugh.

The deep timbre of Grigory’s voice rolls in from the living room, and I breathe a steadying sigh. Everything is calmer when he’s nearby.

I finish the sauce and bring the food to the table. Steak, Béarnaise sauce, mashed potatoes, and green beans. It’s not my favorite meal, but I know the two men will love it.

Then I go to the living room, and my breath stutters when I see both men sitting on the couch. Markus reclines on the chaise—his favorite spot—one arm draped over the back, feet up, swirling amber liquid in a tumbler. Grigory has made himself comfortable at the other end, an arm relaxed on the armrest, his favorite drink in his massive hand.

Their authority hangs thick in the air, and when both of their gazes turn to me, it becomes hard to breathe. I stop in my tracks, forgetting the words I was about to say.

Gosh, I don’t know what to do. I’d forgotten how it felt being in the presence of two virile men, both of their hungry gazes trained on me.

I do the only thing that makes sense and sink to my knees.

Nerve-racking silence stretches for a minute as I stare at the floor before me. At least down here, I don’t feel as exposed.

“Did you want to say something?” Markus’s voice is a bit deeper than usual.

I clear my throat. “Dinner is ready.”

My eyes remain downcast as I hear both men get up. Markus stops beside me, holding out his hand for me. “Let’s go eat, sweetie.”

***

In many ways, our dinner reminds me of the first meal the three of us had together at the French restaurant five months ago. I was quiet that night too, overwhelmed by the effect of two dominant men. The only difference—and a very significant one—is that I’m not uncomfortable this time.

Today, there’s no worrying about Grigory’s narrow-eyed stares and him seeing me as an immature woman. Today, I’m fully aware of why he keeps casting stern looks my way.

He’ll hone his eyes in on me with startling directness, holding mine longer than normal propriety allows. I try to flicker my eyes away, but Grigory won’t allow it. He lowers his chin in a stern warning every time I’m about to break the connection of my own accord.

It sucks me deep into a submissive place where I can’t think or speak.

At one point, Markus wraps a possessive hand around my nape while Grigory silently demands I keep my eyes on his. Everything becomes a blur—their commanding power the only thing holding me up.

When they finally do release me, I have to take several minutes to regain focus in order to keep eating.

It takes a long time for me to get through my portion. When I finally gather my utensils at the side of my plate, the two men have been done for a while and are in the middle of a conversation about the new state of affairs in the Vienna opera.

As the conversation comes to a natural pause, Markus turns to watch me for a moment as if gauging me. There’s something purposeful in his eyes that has me shrinking in the chair, heat rushing through my veins and gathering between my legs. It only gets worse when I feel Grigory’s eyes on me too.

Markus pats my hip, signaling for me to get up. “Go ask Grigory to check how wet you are.”

My heartbeat becomes a loud drum in my chest as I step around the table to stand beside Grigory, gaze lowered and hands folded behind my back. I swallow hard, and my eyes flicker up to see him lean back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, watching me. Waiting.

God, I want to combust under the sheer force of his gaze.

“Will you please—” I start, barely above a whisper.

“What’s that?” Grigory cuts me off. “Look at me. And speak up so I can hear you.” His stern voice sends shivers cascading down my neck, my entire body gravitating toward his command.

I clear my throat and lift my eyes. “Will you please check how wet I am?”

“Much better. Now step closer.” Grigory pulls out from the table, angling his chair toward me.

My knees are like jelly, the single step forward enough to threaten their stability. It doesn’t help that I feel Markus’s eyes on me, watching my every move, seeing how I’m about to collapse under Grigory’s dominance.

Grigory leans forward in his chair, his large hands riding up my thighs under my skirt to find the hem of my pantyhose. With one hard yank, he rips them down, making me jump from the sudden force. He grabs my hips to steady me, looking up at me with a hard gaze that has the effect of quaking tectonic plates beneath my feet.

Keeping me steady with one hand, he slips the other back up my skirt and into my panties. “What will I find when I dip my finger in?” he asks, stroking the back of his finger along my mound.

I bite my lips together, hoping the question is rhetorical. But of course it isn’t. Grigory remains patient as ever, stroking my mound as he waits. That little touch alone is enough to awaken every single nerve in the area, making my sex pulse with the need for more.

“That I’m wet,” I finally say on an exhale.

His nose twitches with feral danger as he nudges my panties to the side and slips a finger between my folds, ever so slowly. I can feel the slickness at the first small touch, and I squeeze my eyes shut, moaning with embarrassment and lust. His slow touch is maddening, and I can’t help arching my hips forward, just a little.

At the sound of Grigory’s deep rumble, I open my eyes to find him watching me with a satisfied expression, eyes glittering with the hint of a smirk. His finger keeps going, down to my opening and inside me. Increment by slow increment. I’m hot and panting when his finger is all the way inside me. Who knew a single digit could cause such arousal? I feel like I could come at the tiniest flicker on my clit.

“Is she wet?” Markus asks.

“Oh, yes,” Grigory says, swirling his finger around, eliciting a long moan from me. “Dripping.”

He withdraws his finger and holds it up between us, and my cheeks go dark red at the sight of the glistening moisture coating it. Grigory’s eyes flicker between the wetness and my mouth a few times, a slow smile spreading over his lips.

Frantic fear seizes me, and my eyes widen as I force my words back. Please, not in front of Markus. Please don’t.

My feet shuffle to take a step back, but Grigory’s grip on my hip keeps me in place, and suddenly my whole system is pounding with onsetting panic.

Grigory’s eyes soften like he sees the war playing out in my head. He takes the napkin and drags his finger through it, giving me a small nod as if saying, don’t worry.

The small interaction happens so fast I don’t think Markus notices. He’s begun clearing the table and pulling chairs out. I stare at his back with relief heavy in my breaths, feeling like I’ve just averted a disaster. I can’t bear the idea of Markus seeing Grigory humiliate me like that.

Grigory breaks my tense relief by pulling me onto his lap, his hands gentle on my stomach as he caresses me. “Shh, I’ve got you, devochka.”

It’s easy to accept his comfort, and I sink into him, forgetting what just transpired.

“Let’s put her on the table,” Markus says, maintaining his dominant mood, whereas Grigory has gone into protector mode.

“Just a second,” Grigory says, tightening his arm around me.

Markus watches me, a bit taken aback. “Did something happen?”

“She’s just a little overwhelmed,” Grigory says, lifting his hand to tuck my hair behind my ear, his fingers skimming over my temple.

I sink further into him, relieved that he doesn’t tell Markus what really happened.

“Okay,” Markus says with a hint of hesitation. He comes to sit on the edge of the table beside us, lifting his hand to stroke my cheek. “Are you okay, sweetie?”

I nod and force a small smile. I’m not sure why, but I suddenly feel distant from Markus, wanting to turn away and bury my head into Grigory’s shoulder. It scares me. I’ve never felt such an urge to pull away from him.

But when Grigory slips a finger between my thighs, carefully stroking the edges of my folds, the lust from minutes ago surges back, and the tension fades.

“That’s it,” Grigory croons, his breath tickling the shell of my ear. His fingers slip between my folds to the edge of my opening, hovering there with infuriatingly slow circles. “Are you ready to take Markus inside your pussy? I think he’ll really enjoy it.”

I nod eagerly. How can I not want it when he says it like that?

Grigory removes his hand, eliciting a plaintive moan from me. In one quick move, he flips up my skirt and slaps both hands onto my thighs, spreading my legs wide apart. Markus sinks to his haunches, watching me with a mischievous grin before turning his attention to the slickness between my thighs.

Without preamble, he shoves two fingers inside. I buck up from Grigory with a long moan. 

“Please,” I say, not sure what I’m begging for. More? Less? Something to relieve this maddening lust building inside me.

It doesn’t help when Grigory slams me back down with an arm around my waist. His hard erection digs into my ass cheeks, and I can’t help pushing into it.

Markus starts pumping his fingers in and out while circling his thumb over my clit. The sensations explode in my nerve endings, making me writhe and moan from the maddening overstimulation. And when Grigory wraps a large hand around my neck, pressing me into him, I explode. The orgasm trembles through my body, curling my toes and tensing my legs as I claw at Grigory’s thighs.

It keeps rippling, and I jerk in Grigory’s arms as Markus strokes my clit, dragging his fingers in and out. My eyes find his, and the fiery will I find there holds me captive as the orgasm fades, leaving me a panting, sweaty mess.

With a purposeful motion, Markus gets up and starts unbuckling his pants. “Get her on the table,” he says to Grigory, still holding my gaze.

His words barely register before Grigory flips me onto my stomach on the table, pinning my hands above my head.

My legs barely fall toward the floor before Markus catches my thighs, holding them up as he steps between them. He prods his hard length at my opening, and I’m so slick he glides straight in—one slow deliberate motion that sends jolts of lightning through my already sensitive nerves. His pleasured groan sparks a new need inside me that keeps building as he drags his cock along my inner walls in maddeningly slow motions.

“Please, more,” I beg, trying to move my hands back to urge him on. Or maybe to hold on to something. I don’t know. And it doesn’t matter. They’re trapped. In one big hand.

“Are you already about to come again?” Grigory rumbles against my ear, his voice full of that delicious mix of taunt and dominance.

I shake my head, not wanting to admit it.

“Oh, but I think you are.” He hooks a finger into my mouth, pulling at my cheek. It’s ugly and humiliating. And it sends new sparks of desire dancing along my spine, making me lift my hips in urgent need for more.

There’s a nagging voice somewhere inside my head telling me that Markus shouldn’t see this. He’s not into humiliation. He’ll find my pulled-out cheek ugly.

I try to shrug my head free, but Grigory only hooks his finger tighter around my cheek, and when Markus picks up speed, the nagging voice drowns in the flaring need lighting up my brain.

“You’re such a little whore, already begging for the next orgasm,” Grigory all but sneers into my ear, his tone as dirty as his words.

I moan in response, tension building in my abdomen, pleasure rising with an explosive force.

Markus slows down, hands flexing against my thighs with hesitance. Suddenly, I realize what just happened. He heard Grigory calling me a whore, and he hates it.

The flaring desire dies in an instant.

My chest tightens, my brain kicking into overdrive. Humiliation twists my stomach—and not in a good way. This is raw and real humiliation that makes me feel ugly and wrong.

Markus is driving into me again, his reaction already fading. But it’s stuck in my memory. I can still feel how he stilled at the sound of Grigory’s words, the hesitant grip around my thighs.

I try to jerk my head free from Grigory’s finger, but he won’t let me. Alarm flares in my mind as the image of Grigory’s finger distending my cheek becomes all I see. The word whore hovers above me. It’s ugly and dirty. Wrong. All on display for Markus to see.

I strain my hands against Grigory’s grip, kicking my legs behind me as panic builds with deadly speed.

I open my mouth to say the only word that will stop this. But my voice is weak and small, just like I am. “Shrek,” I whimper, too low for anyone to hear.

But they do.

Everything stills. Markus stops pounding. Grigory’s finger disappears. And the grip on my wrists loosens.

Regret squeezes my chest the moment Grigory releases me. I just safeworded—told him I didn’t want his control. And that’s not what I meant at all. I want him to grab my wrists again, pin me in place, and exert his power over me. It’s the only thing that will stabilize me in this confusing mess.

But then I’m in Markus’s arms, being carried into the living room where he sinks onto the couch and curls me up in his lap.

“Don’t worry, sweetie,” he murmurs, peppering tiny kisses over my hair. “It’s over now. No more.” Steps sound, and Markus lifts his head and says in a firm voice, “I think you need to leave.”

Looking up from Markus’s chest, I find Grigory standing at the other end of the room, concern marring his features as he watches us.

I beg him to stay with my eyes. But his expression is full of hurt, and it’s like a knife to the chest when he looks away and says, “I think you’re right.”

Is he mad at me? For safewording—for making him stop?

It feels wrong to take that kind of control. The mere thought has bile rising in my throat. I want to run to him and kneel at his feet. Tell him that he did nothing wrong. That I want his dominance with all it entails. I just want to belong to him.

Markus tightens his arms around me, reminding me he’s the one I belong to.

That’s when my tears start falling.

This is such a mess.

Grigory’s steps fade, and the sound of the front door announces his departure.

My tears fall quicker, and tiny sobs rise in my throat.

“I’m so sorry. He shouldn’t have said that,” Markus says softly, still misinterpreting my reaction.

He doesn’t know I’m crying because he sent Grigory away—because I crave Grigory’s sadistic brand of humiliation and can’t bring myself to admit it. He doesn’t know it’s because I don’t want to be here in his arms where I should belong.


— CHAPTER 20 —

CLARA

“Grigory has asked to see you,” Markus says after lunch the next day. “Would that be okay with you?”

I cringe at his wording. I hate that Grigory has to ask for anything. He should be able to see me without going through Markus. They might call this arrangement sharing, but really, it’s still Grigory lending me from Markus.

“Of course,” I say.

“Are you sure? You were quite distraught yesterday. It’s okay if you need to take some time. No one would blame you.”

Markus still thinks it was Grigory calling me a whore that prompted me to safeword, and I think he’s actually angry with Grigory for it. Markus is always the one to say how important aftercare is to both the Dom and the sub, and now he’s trying to deny Grigory the aftercare he didn’t get—that I didn’t get.

It pisses me off.

“You can’t just deny Grigory aftercare like that,” I say, not doing a very good job of hiding my frustration.

Markus must be on edge today because it usually takes a lot more than an irritable tone to exhaust his patience. He gets up from his chair and plants both hands on the back, giving me a hard glare. “I sure can. If that’s what’s best for you.”

I stare off to the side and fold my arms over my chest, contemplating how to proceed. Most of all, I’m inclined to throw back some snarky comment, but I know it would do no good. So instead, I call it like I see it. Markus can read me, but I can also read him.

“This is not like you,” I say, turning my eyes back to him and dropping my hands into my lap. I really don’t want to fight with him. The distance lingering from yesterday is bad enough. “Is it because he called me a whore?”

Markus’s flinch says everything. He detests it, and it hurts. It makes me feel wrong for liking it.

“He shouldn’t have done that.” He snatches our plates from the table and stalks toward the dishwasher, clearly not in the mood to talk about it. But we have to.

“Why not?”

Markus turns, plates in hands, and gives me an are you kidding me look. “You safeworded, Clara. You haven’t done that once in the time we’ve been together. Now he made you do it. So yeah, I’m pissed.”

I get up and go to him, then place a hand on his arm, needing to be close to him when I say the next thing. I know Markus would never push me away, but some part of me dreads it anyway. “It wasn’t what he said that made me safeword,” I say, tightening my grip on his arm as trepidation wreaks havoc on my nerves.

Markus sets the plates on the counter and grabs my arms gently. “Sweetie, look at me.”

I lift my gaze to meet his now concerned eyes.

“What was it that made you safeword?”

I look away again, unable to face him when I say it, knowing it will hurt him. “Your reaction,” I mutter, feeling like a shitty sub. First, I took control by using my safeword even though I didn’t truly want Grigory to stop, and now I’m hurting my Dom.

Markus is quiet for a moment. “What—How did I react?”

“Like you’re doing right now. With shock. Like it was wrong. That made it humiliating. For real.”

“Sweetie,”—he nudges at my chin to bring my eyes back to his—“did you like what Grigory said?”

I nod, hugging myself, for the first time hating my kinky sexuality.

“I had no idea.” His eyes flicker back and forth between mine as if he doesn’t know how to proceed. Finally, he finds the words. “I’m sorry.”

I close my eyes and breathe a steadying sigh. I’m sorry is not what I need. But I know Markus won’t be able to give me what I need. He can’t say that he liked seeing Grigory humiliate me—he can’t say that it didn’t bother him.

He pulls me into him and strokes my hair. “It’s okay that you liked it. I don’t mind that you and Grigory play with such things. But I’d rather not be part of it.” His hand stills on my hair like he’s uncertain how to proceed. “I’ll talk to him,” he finally says with a resigned sigh. “Or maybe all three of us should have a talk.” Grabbing my shoulders, he leans back to study me with a question hovering in the air.

I shake my head. “No, you do it.” I don’t want to see the tightness on Markus’s face when he tries to hide his reaction to the things Grigory does to me, and I don’t want him to see the blush on my cheeks when the memories of Grigory’s special brand of sadism flicker through my mind.

He studies me a moment longer, then nods. “Okay. It might be better like this, anyway.” He pushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear and offers me a careful smile. “Little subs shouldn’t be involved in such plans, anyway, right?”

I nod, and my lips tip up in a small smile that has Markus’s eyes lighting up in return.

“I really love you, Clara.” He draws me back into him, conveying the profoundness of his words in a tight grip. “And I’m glad that you can have those needs fulfilled with Grigory.”

“Thank you,” I say, pressing myself close to him as I suck up the intimacy. But it’s not without a residual feeling of unease.

***

The black Mercedes is already waiting at the curb when I come down to the street in the evening. The chauffeur rounds the car and opens the back door for me.

“Fräulein.” He greets me with the German Miss and a tip of his hat.

A light tremble has taken residence in my hands, and my heartbeat speeds up when I feel Grigory’s eyes on me. It’s always like this when I see him, but the nervousness isn’t as fluttery as usual. It’s more tense—full of dread, really.

I slip onto the smooth leather and stare into the back of the passenger’s seat, my hands fidgeting in my lap.

“Give us a few minutes,” Grigory says to the chauffeur. His dark accent wraps around me in this strange mix of danger and comfort that makes my pulse beat a little faster even as my body calms.

The door shuts, and we’re alone, the air thick with tension. I expect him to pull me across the seat and into his arms, breaking this gnawing uncertainty, so when he lets me stay on my half, my anxiety ramps up.

A long moment passes before I can finally choke out the words I want to say. “I’m sorry.”

Another minute of silence drags on before it’s Grigory’s turn to speak. “What are you sorry for?” There’s a strange quality to his voice, so unlike him. Uncertainty.

“For safewording,” I mutter, my shoulders bunching up at the memory.

In one sudden swoop, Grigory has me sliding across the seat. Relief knocks the tension straight out of me, making me collapse forward into his lap with an intense need to bow to him in a display of submission.

Grigory rakes his hand into my hair, his fingers flexing against my scalp with some hidden emotion I can’t decode.

“Are you mad?” I ask, my throat tightening with emotion.

“God, no, Clara.” His fingers keep flexing against my scalp, his other hand curling around my arm in that firm grip that usually says he’s got me, but right now I’m not sure what it means. “Don’t ever apologize for using your safeword.” His hand clenches around my bicep. “Do you hear me?”

I nod in his lap.

“I’m sorry, Clara. I shouldn’t have called you a whore. That was taking it too far.” His hand leaves my hair, and I think it’s to rake it through his own. “You make it so damn hard to keep control. It just slipped out.”

“I liked it,” I mutter into his thigh, feeling very self-conscious at the admission.

“You did?” Grigory sounds confused, and when he lifts me by the shoulders, I see the confusion edged into his features. “Why did you safeword then?”

My chest lifts with a sharp inhale as I stare down and say, “I can’t stand Markus seeing me like that... Humiliated. Ugly.”

“You’re not ugly, devochka.” Grigory cups the back of my head gently, urging my attention back to him. “You’re so damn beautiful when you submit.”

I blink my eyes up and down between his suit jacket and his face. “You really think so?”

“Of course. Seeing you bend to my will is…” He shakes his head like he can’t find the words. “It’s the best damn thing I’ve ever seen.”

He closes his fist around my hair, and suddenly the energy shifts. Fire burns in his eyes, dangerous and wild. I struggle to breathe as the air thins, and that feral twitch of his nose is the last thing I see before he shoves me back into his lap.

I stare into the seat in front of me, eyes wide, pulse racing, heat pooling between my legs as my world becomes his—his dominance becoming my world.

He hooks his finger into the side of my mouth like he did yesterday, and I pant loudly, feeling utterly helpless. But I don’t feel ugly this time. I don’t feel anything but his power.

Leaning down, he sneers against my ear. “You’re such a dirty little whore, loving when I humiliate you.”

“Yes,” I whimper, my thighs clenching as my entire body hums.

“You like it when I gag you, force my fingers inside your pretty, little mouth, and make you lose control over your own spit?” He yanks at my mouth, making me feel the stark humiliation of his grip.

I squeeze my eyes shut as submission becomes a dizzying veil around my brain, making the car spin around me.

God, yes. It’s the best thing in the world.

I’m too lost in his power to form any words, so I settle for a, “Mh hmm.”

Grigory lets out a deep rumble as his other hand slides over my hips, and I realize I’m wiggling them furiously. He pops the button on the side of my pants and slides the zipper down. Shudders and sizzles erupt down my spine as he pushes his huge hand into my pants.

“Aaah,” I moan at the slick feeling of his finger slipping into my panties and through my wetness.

“Shame it’s such a hassle to fuck in a car. You’re like a cat in heat.”

I try to protest, but all I get out are more moans, and my hips keep wriggling, clearly not on my side anymore.

Grigory presses two thick digits inside me. Then he’s fingerfucking me, slow, deep thrusts that draw long groans from my throat and make me buck on the car seat. My toes curl in my shoes as a pulsing sensation tightens at my core, strumming through my body.

“Come like the good little whore you are,” he commands.

His words are like a bolt of electricity, firing through nerve endings and sending my body into spasms of pure bliss.

The car fills with moans and soft screams as I combust around Grigory’s fingers. He keeps pumping until I’m jerking from overstimulation, desperate for him to stop.

“Pleeease stop,” I whimper around his finger.

Grigory thrusts one final time before slowly dragging his fingers out, eliciting a few final shudders as he moves across my sensitive folds. Still hooking the side of my mouth, he shoves two wet fingers past my lips. “Clean them,” he orders, and I lap up the musky taste of my own juices while whimpering with dismay—and secretly loving it.

“Good girl.” He releases my mouth and hoists me up to sit against him. “Let’s go get something to eat.” Sliding a protective arm around my waist, he tugs me to him and pushes the button to make the window go down. “We’re ready,” he tells his driver.

Heat surges to my already warm cheeks when the driver gets into the car, which surely reeks of sex and depravity. The man doesn’t bat an eye. He just settles in his seat, sets the car into drive, and steers off the curb. As he weaves into the bustling traffic, I quickly forget about him again and settle in Grigory’s arms, happy and sated. Right where I belong.


— CHAPTER 21 —

CLARA

Things change between Grigory and me after the episode with my safeword in Berlin. It’s not a grand, earth-rattling change that turns my world upside down. It’s the subtle kind that slowly creeps in, almost unnoticeable yet very potent.

I keep up the ardent practice routine, and Grigory comes to see me whenever he can in the weeks leading up to Christmas. Nothing new in that. No, it’s his demeanor—the things he says—that change.

His mood becomes broodier, his manner more brusque, and his expression closed-off. When I try to engage him in a casual conversation, I often get clipped answers, and at the piano, he becomes more severe with his evil little stick.

The last time he used our time at the piano as an outlet for his frustrations was in the week leading up to the Tosca premiere. He was stressed and conflicted about his emotions for me, and he kept pulling away even though he badly wanted me. This time, though, there’s no pulling away. On the contrary. He seems even more adamant about keeping me close, holding me every chance he gets and tightening his arms around me with an urgent need to feel me.

I do think he’s conflicted, though. But I have no idea why, and when I ask him if he’s okay, he writes me off with a clipped comment.

It’s not until he picks me up at the university one day that I start to get a sense of what’s bothering him.

As usual, he meets me on the road across from campus to avoid people seeing us together. When I asked him to do so this morning, he was unusually brusque. At the time, I figured it might have something to do with Christmas coming around and his schedule becoming extra busy. But when I open the passenger door in the afternoon, I get a feeling that it has something to do with me.

The car is teeming with his ill temper—like someone has taken a piss on his grand piano—and I hesitate at the curb, not particularly stoked about the idea of climbing into the lion’s den.

“Get in, Clara,” he orders, not even trying to hide his irritation.

Gingerly, I hop in and shut the door. “Is everything okay?”

He reaches over me to yank my seat belt across my chest and snap it into place.

He doesn’t say a thing as he sets the car into reverse with a bit too much force and lifts his angry scowl to the rearview mirror.

“Will you please talk to me? You’ve been like this for days, and it’s starting to get to me.” I’ve been on edge myself while he’s been here for the last couple of days. Not just because of his bad mood, but also knowing tomorrow will be our last day together before Christmas and we won’t see each other for three weeks. Maybe it’s the same thing that bothers him. Maybe he didn’t want me to go practice at the university at all because he wanted me close.

But then why didn’t he say so?

“Is it because I wanted to practice at the university today?” I press on, feeling a bit reckless as I keep poking the bear.

His mouth twists in a grim expression, and he clutches the stick so hard his knuckles turn white. With his eyes still trained on the mirror, he says in a low, rumbling tone, “If you were mine, I wouldn’t allow this.”

I stare at him as he backs the car into the street. “What wouldn’t you allow?” I ask, slightly flustered.

“This sneaking around.” He sets off down the quiet street with too much speed, then slams the brakes and leans over the console, grabbing my chin and boring his furious eyes into me. “If you were mine, Clara…” His mouth twists with feral anger, and I wait breathlessly for more words. But they never come. The unfinished threat hovers in the air between us with dangerous and unfulfilled potency.

He releases my chin with an abrupt motion and returns his attention to the road as he starts driving again.

His words swirl in my mind, blotting out everything else.

If I were his.

What does that even mean? If I were his and his alone—is that it? Would he be more strict and overbearing? Is that even possible? Would he keep me on an even shorter leash, demand that I let him pick me up in the courtyard and kiss me where everyone can see?

The thought both thrills and scares me.

I discreetly watch the mighty man beside me, and as I study his proud posture and the brutal energy rolling off him, I get the feeling that I’ve barely felt half the potential of his dominant nature.

It’s hazardous and reckless, but I can’t help it: I want to feel the full force of his dominance with everything it entails—the good and the bad; the violence and the care. Because I know that if I were truly his, he would use that same fierce strength to protect me.

The thought keeps flickering in my mind, stirring up new and old worries, deep-seated longing, and floods of questions.

But one thing remains at the forefront.

The pining for a kiss.

I need to know why he won’t kiss me—if I’ll ever get to feel his possessive lust through his lips, or if we’ll forever remain stuck in this limbo, being together but not quite being together.

I dread his response, so I carefully ease my way into the subject when we’re sitting in bed, reading, in the evening.

“Have you ever shared a sub before?” I ask. “I mean, like you and Markus are doing now?”

Grigory lowers his Kindle to his lap and looks at me. “Not on a permanent basis, no. But before Magdalena, I had a play-partner I’d occasionally share with other men. When one of my good friends started seeing her, we sometimes dominated her together.”

“Did you kiss her?” I bury my head into his chest as I blurt out the question. I’d planned on dragging it out for a while, gain some more information about his past relationships before diving into these dangerous waters, but I can’t wait anymore.

“Clara, that’s different.” He slides a hand onto the back of my head, but the tender gesture does nothing to soothe me.

“How?”

Grigory releases me and gets up with his back to me, taking a few restless steps through the room as he rakes a hand through his hair.

“How, Grigory?” I say. “How is it different?”

Suddenly, he turns around, his eyes alight with a fierce intensity that makes me scoot back. “I never wanted to own her.” He leans down, wrapping his hand around my neck and pressing me into the headboard.

I don’t have to pry. The explanation is written all over his face as he pierces me with stormy eyes.

He wants to own me.

I don’t know what to say. And it doesn’t matter. Because I can’t say anything. His grip around my throat doesn’t allow more than a whimper as I disappear into the dangerous storm of his control. Yet again, I find myself helpless to balance in this dynamic. I can’t stand the idea of remaining in this limbo, nor ending it either. All I can do is stare at the man who holds the strings to my most primal, instinctive submissive desires and hope he won’t break me.

***

Grigory’s words from the day he picked me up at the university and his reaction when I asked about kissing keep swirling in my mind over Christmas. I can’t stop wondering what it would be like to belong to him—what it would entail.

Even when I fly to Berlin to stay with Markus a few days after Christmas, I can’t let the thought go. Rather, it keeps expanding and expanding, taking up all the space in my head until it’s all I can think about.

“What’s the matter, sweetie?” Markus asks. “You seem distant.”

“I don’t know.” I stare into the distance with a frown edged between my brows.

“Has something happened between Grigory and you?”

I repeat my answer. “I don’t know.” Because I truly don’t. On some level, it seems that everything has happened. Yet nothing in particular has happened.

We’re still stuck in the same stagnant place where we’re deeply intimate, connected on this instinctive level that makes me feel like I need him more than the air I breathe. Yet there’s this distance between us, like we’re standing on opposite sides of a cleft we won’t ever be able to cross.

We’re both ready to take the next step, but we can’t. Because I’m not his. I belong to Markus, and as long as I do, I don’t think Grigory will ever be able to fully take possession of me like he needs—like I need.

I realize I must have been staring off into the distance for several minutes when Markus takes my hand. “Sweetie, talk to me.”

I focus my eyes on him. The man I love and the man who opened up this wonderful world of dominance and submission to me. The first man I could connect with through music.

But despite how much he means to me, everything seems to reach a little deeper with Grigory.

I can’t bring myself to tell him how I truly feel. It would hurt too much to let the words out into the open. So I make myself deny them—both to him and myself—and force a smile. “I’m just stressed. With the audition coming up and all.”

It’s not a lie, but it’s far from the whole truth, and I feel like shit for hiding my feelings from Markus. But I simply can’t face the truth myself. So I shut the thoughts down and forget about Grigory’s words throughout the next few days. It’s not an easy task, but with Markus’s help and New Year’s Eve preparations to distract me, I somehow succeed.


— CHAPTER 22 —

CLARA

“When will people start arriving?” I ask Markus as I tether the Happy New Year banner to the curtain rod and jump down from the sofa.

“At eight,” he says, taking in his redecorated living room. “I must say you’ve gone all in.”

I join him in the middle of the room to peruse the glittery silver and sparkling black that have taken over the space. Balloons, banners, and garlands. You name it. I’ve gotten it all.

“You like it?” I ask, beaming up at him.

“Yeah,” his hand travels down my waist, over the glittery silver dress that hugs my curves tightly. “But I must say I like this even more.”

Slipping an arm around his neck, I coax him down for a kiss, and his hand travels lower to squeeze my ass.

With my mouth spread in a huge grin, I say against his lips, “You need to keep it in your pants, or the roast will burn.”

Markus drags a hand through his hair. “God, woman. You’re playing with fire, you know?”

I saunter off, throwing him a playful smile over my shoulder. “I know.” Plus, I also know he wouldn’t let me burn the roast, so my ass is safe for now.

I’ve been cooking all day to prepare a fancy three-course meal, which we eat in the also festively decorated kitchen. Markus fawns over the food and eats two portions of dessert with the excuse that he needs to prepare for a long night of drinking.

Huffing a laugh, I start loading the dishwasher. “I’m afraid it’s too late to start working on your alcohol tolerance. You’ll be rattling around on the floor before the clock strikes twelve. Two portions won’t save you.”

Markus comes up behind me and shoves a hand under my dress, kneading my butt so hard I yelp. “Keep talking like that and you won’t be able to sit on your sweet ass when the clock strikes twelve.”

He rears his hand back and slams it onto my ass, and just as I prepare for the next blow, the doorbell chimes.

“Saved by the bell,” I say under my breath, my arching hips revealing that I’m really mostly disappointed.

“The bell won’t save you when everyone’s too drunk to notice that I haul you away.” His husky promise makes heat pool between my legs, and I groan with dissatisfaction as he gives my ass a final smack and leaves.

***

A few hours later, the apartment is teeming with half-drunk people. I’ve met many of them at one or another opera house when joining Markus before or after a show; the rest, I’ve never seen. Markus seems to know everyone, though. I guess you get a lot of acquaintances with a job like his.

I wonder if Grigory is surrounded by a crowd too.

A twinge of jealousy pricks in my nerves, and I quickly shove the thought away, not wanting to confront the irrational reaction.

“You need another drink,” Lucia says, taking my cocktail glass from my hand to pour me another of her special cocktails. I have no idea what’s in the thick pink concoction. It tastes like those round chewing gums you pull from a machine and nothing like alcohol—just my kind of drink.

Markus plops onto the couch beside me and leans in to take a sip of the drink Lucia hands me.

“Girls only,” Lucia admonishes, swatting his hand, and I give him a too-bad smile as I take a sip of my own. “Now, where was I?” She flips her long, wavy hair behind her shoulder, flashing her manicured red nails in the process.

“Othello and your breasts,” I say, holding my glass out for Markus to take a quick sip as Lucia swats away a bold man who dares touch the ladle in the pink bubble gum drink.

“Oh yes, Othello really loved those.” Her suggestive wink nearly gets pink drink on Markus’s sofa as I sputter a laugh.

“That’s not how I heard the story,” Markus chimes in, slipping a hand onto my thigh.

Lucia shoots him her best diva glare before returning to her story about how her breasts were about to pop from her dress when she lay over a bed, playing dead at a performance.

“So, I lay there with my head hanging over the edge and could feel how my breasts were slowly sliding free of the damn corset. I tried making these discreet hints to Antonio—whispers and hisses that I knew the audience couldn’t hear—but he was totally caught up in himself, the self-absorbed bastard. It was only when the curtain closed that he turned to me and deadpanned, ‘I can see half your breast.’”

Fumes are almost rising from Lucia’s head, and both Markus and I burst out laughing. It only takes a second before she joins in herself.

“Damn Italian men,” Lucia adds, drying her eyes. “If it had been Markus up there, I tell you he’d have noticed and thrown something over my breasts,” she says. “He’d even have made it look like it was part of the show.”

“You are aware that you are both Italian and self-absorbed yourself, right?” Markus says, and I lean into him as I shake with a new burst of laughter.

“Be careful, Markus”—Lucia points an admonishing finger at him—“or I’ll tell Clara about your little mishap in La Traviata.” She gets up and straightens her black dress. “All this laughter presses on my bladder.” It’s my turn to get the finger. “Guard our drinks while I’m gone.”

As soon as Lucia is gone, Markus grabs my hand holding the cocktail and empties the glass with a wink.

“God, you’re trouble tonig—”

He cuts me off with a crushing kiss. The force nearly knocks me into the person beside me, but Markus intercepts with an arm on the back of the couch. Even half-drunk, he has plenty of control.

Lust swamps my already inebriated senses, and I push up my hips, moaning into his mouth as he forces his tongue deeper. I grab onto his shoulders for purchase, our breaths heaving with the intensity of the kiss. Markus digs the hard length of his erection into my pelvis, and the fabric between us is all that prevents him from thrusting into me.

“I see someone got excited from all the talk about my breasts.”

My woozy mind snaps back to the room at the sound of Lucia’s voice, and I suddenly remember we’re in a room full of people. My eyes fly open, my hands shoving at Markus’s chest to break the ravenous kiss, but he keeps going.

“You just let me know if you need saving from the beast, Clara,” Lucia says with a laugh.

“Help,” I squeal when Markus finally leans back and watches me with mischief dancing in his eyes.

Taking my glass and handing it to Lucia, he says, “Get her something more to drink. She’s too self-conscious.” He pushes up from the couch and gives me a cocky smile. “I want you hot and bothered, squirming with need when I get back.”

My cheeks turn crimson, and I stare after him with my mouth agape as he walks through the crowded living room. Lucia shoves a drink into my hand, and I automatically close my fingers around the glass, my eyes still glued to the shameless man who has my sex throbbing.

“Is he good in bed?”

“What?” Snapping out of the trance, I flicker my eyes to Lucia, who’s watching me with a playful glimmer in her eyes.

“Your man?” She nods to Markus, who is chatting with a guy at the booze table while pouring wine. “Is he good in bed?”

“I heard you the first time.” I straighten and take a sip of the pink concoction. “God, has everyone lost their inhibitions tonight?”

“C’mon, between us girls. No one else is listening.”

I glance around. And she’s right. Everyone is preoccupied with their own thing. The guy next to me is busy flirting with a cute woman, and the room is too loud for anyone farther away to hear. So why not. I’ve barely had any girl talk for months and could use some.

“Yeah,” I say, my lips curling up in a broad smile. “He really is.”

“I thought so,” she says with a self-satisfied nod. “He’s got this confidence about him that only a few men can pull off. And those who do”—she pulls air in through rounded lips—“they tend to deliver between the sheets.”

“Is that your type too? Confident men?”

“Well, sometimes. It depends on my mood. I have been through quite a few conductors. They all have the same authority that tends to attract me. Great sex. But once you leave the bed, things get messy. They need control everywhere they turn.” She sips her drink and adds, “Damn control freaks, the whole lot of them.”

A nagging thought shoots into my head. Has she been with Grigory?

It shouldn’t matter. I know he’s not seeing anyone else, and Lucia is too loud for him. Yet, I remember Markus telling me Grigory stopped going after submissives for a while after his ex, so maybe…

I can’t stop the words from blurting out. “Grigory too?”

“God, no. That man takes arrogance to new heights. I don’t think he could ease up for even a second. Besides, he’s impossible to get into bed. I know several women who have tried. It doesn’t matter how big their breasts or how pretty their eyes are. That man is cold as ice.”

“He can’t be that bad.” I get where she has the idea from. I often found him cold and distant in the beginning. But when it comes down to it, I don’t know anyone more caring than Grigory. Just thinking about those strong arms wrapping around me after he’s broken me apart… there’s no safer place to be, and I find myself staring into space, wishing he were here.

Lucia breaks me from my daydream. “Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.” She leans in and whispers behind her hand. “I know his ex.”

My insides curl. I’ve never met the woman, but I already hate her. She was clearly crazy, and anything Lucia has heard is probably turned askew and colored in manipulative lies.

My blood surges hot and livid through my veins, and I bite down on my molars to contain the sudden burst of anger.

Markus plonks down beside me with a glass of wine in hand. “What are you two gals whispering about?” He drags a hand up my thigh. A minute ago, my skin would have heated under his touch, but now I only register it with my eyes.

“Girl talk,” Lucia announces, and the two launch into friendly banter while I sit silently on the side, considering what Lucia said about Grigory’s ex. Normally, Markus would notice the agitation simmering within me, but he must have had too much to drink since I get no narrowing eyes or reassuring squeezes.

I try to fall back into the conversation and lean into Markus, but everything is half-hearted. I can’t get my mind to return to the room. It’s stuck on Grigory, his ex, and everything that’s happened over the past six months.

As midnight closes in, the air fills with excitement and popping sounds as people open champagne bottles. Markus gets a bottle too, which he pops and pours into champagne flutes.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six,” everyone counts. I join in while looking at Markus, finally forgetting about Grigory as I stare into the blue depths of his eyes, full of warmth and love. “Five, four, three, two, one. Happy New Year!”

Markus clanks our glasses and drags me in for a deep kiss before I get a chance to take a sip.

The room becomes a raucous din of party horns, excited hollering, and clinking glasses. For a moment, it all disappears—even my nagging thoughts—as Markus deepens the kiss, demanding my complete attention.

“To one more year with the sweetest submissive a man could get.” Markus holds up his flute and clinks it with mine, and I watch him with shy admiration as I take a sip.

“One more year together,” I say. Markus really is the best. I would be the luckiest girl in the world to have another year with him. So why don’t I feel lucky? Why do I keep pining for another man? I feel so ungrateful and undeserving.

“Are you already tired, sweetie?” Markus strokes my cheek, and I realize I must have zoned out as I refocus my eyes on him. “Or are you about to pass out from all those pink drinks?”

“Both,” I say, forcing a smile. “I think I need to go pee.” Bracing a hand on his shoulder, I push up to stand on wobbly legs.

He gets up with me and holds my elbow. “I’ll take you.”

“No, it’s okay. Stay here and enjoy the party.” I gulp past a knot suddenly growing in my throat. I do need to pee, but most of all, I need a minute away from all of this—including Marcus.

I stagger to the bedroom, leaning on walls and door frames as I go. Now that I’m on my feet, I feel the full effect of the alcohol, and I must say I’m drunker than I thought.

Luckily, no one has discovered the en suite bathroom in the bedroom or the king-sized bed, so when I shut the door, I’m alone. I breathe a sigh of relief and look at the large bed. If it wasn’t for my full bladder, I’d be tempted to drop onto the mattress and stay there.

I grab my phone on the dresser and go to the bathroom. The party becomes an almost imperceptible din as I shut the door. Closing my eyes to take in the blissful silence, I plop onto the toilet and release my bladder. The room is spinning around me, and there’s a slow roll of nausea in my belly that reminds me why I never drink. It’s nothing like the pleasant haze Grigory brings me into.

After washing my hands, I fall onto the closed toilet seat with my phone in hand to reply to some happy New Year greetings. I already have eleven unread messages.

I open the first, from a friend I never see anymore.

Happy New Year! I hope to see more of you in the next one.

“Sure, you don’t mean that,” I mutter and go back to read two equally impersonal ones before I get to the one from my mother. It’s the complete opposite: Long, personal, and affectionate. She’s always been good at these kinds of texts and birthday cards, and I usually love them, but right now I can’t cope with all the sentiment. The same goes when I read an almost equally sweet text from one of my close friends.

I’m just about to shut off the phone when I scroll down and see the last message—or the first one. My heart skips a beat. It’s from Grigory. Sent at exactly 00:00.

I hurriedly click on it and groan when I hit the wrong message. Tapping eagerly, I go back and open the only message I want to read.

Happy New Year, devochka.

Short and precise, just like the Grigory I know. It’s shorter than any of the other messages I’ve received, yet it means so much more than all of them put together. I keep rereading the four words, over and over, to make sure my alcohol-swamped mind isn’t playing a trick on me.

I miss him terribly.

I slip my pinkie between my teeth as I write out a reply.

Happy New Year to you too.

Reading the words, I grunt, shooting back the cursor that swallows the empty words. I give it one more go.

Thanks. I hope you have a great night. The party is still going here.

Once more, the cursor gets to eat the words, like Pac-Man snapping up cheeses.

I make a couple more attempts, but nothing is good enough. Everything is trite and empty, unable to convey how I actually feel, and I can’t make myself send any of it.

Before I know what I’m doing, I have the phone to my ear, the first beep telling me there’s a connection.

I hold my breath as another beep sounds. Grigory is probably busy talking to a shitload of interesting people. He’s been playing a New Year’s concert today, and they probably have a huge after-party going. God, I hate the thought.

“Hello.” The deep rumble sends a surge of heat through me, and I sit completely still, my teeth around my finger the only thing moving.

“Are you okay, devochka?” Grigory’s voice takes on a hint of concern, and I hurry to say something—the first thing that comes to mind.

“I miss you.” So goddamn much.

Now it’s his turn to be quiet.

I realize this was probably a bad idea. We rarely speak on the phone unless it’s something practical that needs to be solved quickly. This was a stupid drunken impulse.

“I’m sorry… I’d better go…” I’m about to say goodbye when Grigory stops me.

“No. Stay here.” The line is quiet for another minute, Grigory’s calm breaths the only sound until his voice finally breaks the tension. “Is it a good party?”

“There are a lot of people… and noise… but it’s fun.” Well, at least it was for a while.

“Good to hear.”

“How is your evening?” There’s no background noise to indicate a party, but he might just have gone outside to take my call. I really hate the idea of him at a party. He’s told me he’s not been with other women since he started teaching me, but that doesn’t mean he won’t want to at some point. After all, he doesn’t have that kind of obligation to me since we’re not a couple. Plus, I’m with another man, so why wouldn’t he see other women?

“I played a New Year’s concert with the Vienna Philharmonics. Grand and festive as always. Now I’m back at my hotel, reading.”

My first response is to release the breath I was holding. But then I realize what he’s saying and feel bad. I don’t want him to not have fun—I just don’t want him to do it with other women.

“Are you just sitting there all by yourself? Didn’t you celebrate when the clock struck twelve?”

“No.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

There’s a deep chuckle on the other end of the line. “Don’t be sad on my behalf, devochka. I’ve been celebrating New Year’s like this for fifteen years. It’s how I prefer it. A good concert followed by a glass of champagne with the orchestra. Then I meet up with a couple other conductors for a good meal and end the evening in peace and quiet with a glass of scotch and a book.” I hear him take a sip of something that must be said liquor—Grigory really does love his scotch.

At first, it sounds a bit sad. But it’s only because I’m used to New Year’s being wild and raucous with loads of people and partying. I’m not even sure that’s how I prefer it, and knowing Grigory, I know he doesn’t. The mellow evening sounds much more like him. I know he enjoys being alone, having peace and quiet. He recently told me about the house he owns in a Russian forest, where he spends most of his time off—well, until I came into the picture. He wouldn’t buy an isolated place like that unless he liked the solitude.

Realizing he might want to be alone, I say, “I hope I’m not bothering you.”

“Not at all. I enjoy talking to you.” He sounds genuine, and I don’t want this to end yet, so I ask another question.

“What did you play tonight?”

“Various Waltzes, Polkas, and Marches—especially by members of the Strauss family. It’s not the kind of music I usually prefer, but it fits the occasion.”

Pulling my legs up under me, I make myself comfortable. “What would you have played if you could choose yourself?”

“For a New Year’s concert or any given occasion?”

“Both,” I say, bouncing my knees with eager curiosity.

“Well, the program is half my doing, half tradition. Though, I don’t think I’d change much even if I weren’t bound by tradition. Not for this occasion. But if I were to choose a piece solely for my own enjoyment, I’d go with Scheherazade. Rimsky-Korsakov is a master at orchestration, and it’s always a joy to conduct all the nuances and different colors in his music.”

“That’s a great piece,” I chime in. It was the first piece I saw Grigory conduct live, and the memory still impresses me—both the music and the man. “I love how he sets delicate beauty up against bombastic brutality.”

Grigory gives a warm laugh. “Of course you do.”

Blood flows to my cheeks as I realize the implication. I might as well be describing him and me.

Grigory’s voice takes on a husky quality. “You were incredibly shy when you came backstage to meet me.”

My cheeks redden as I remember how Markus introduced me to Grigory after the show. I had prepared what to say, but once I felt his penetrating gaze on me, it all went swoosh, and I could barely get a word out.

“Your eyes kept flickering back and forth, unable to rest anywhere for more than a second. If I stood in front of you right now, they’d do the same. Am I not right?”

“Yes,” I whisper, feeling as small as I would if he were here, towering above me.

“Where are you?” His accent thickens like when he lords his authority over me or wants to use me.

“In the bathroom—the one in the bedroom,” I say, unconsciously rubbing my heel against my sex.

“Is the door locked?”

I grab the handle to double-check. “Yes.”

“Then lie down on the bath mat and put the phone on speaker.”

I scoot onto the floor in a few clumsy movements. Good thing he can’t see me. “I’m here now,” I say.

“What are you wearing?”

“A silvery glitter dress.” I pull the dress up over my thighs to see my panties. “And a black lace thong. Earrings and red lipstick.”

“Sounds beautiful. I’ll have to see that sometime. But right now, I want you to take off those panties and slip two fingers inside yourself.”

I press my lips together and remove the lace with quivering fingers. Slipping two fingers between my folds, I wiggle my hips. I’m already wet, and I can easily push both fingers in.

“That’s it,” he says as my moan reveals that I’m obeying. “Now drag those fingers in and out a few times and tell me how wet you are for me.”

“Wet,” I say, blushing at the slick sound of my fingers moving in and out even though he can’t hear it.

“Hold the phone down to your pussy so I can hear.”

Is he a frigging mind reader now? I squeeze my eyes shut in embarrassment as I hold the phone down to my pussy.

“Mhh.” His satisfied response is a deep rumble through the phone, shooting more liquid heat to my core. “That’s what I thought. Can you be a good dirty little girl for me and put those fingers into your mouth and suck them clean?”

“Noo,” I say with a long, plaintive moan. “Not that.”

“Oh yes. That. Or I won’t let you come.”

I’m about to tell him he can’t stop me from coming, but then I remember he can. A stern command from Grigory is as effective as iron shackles.

I hold my fingers still inside me, unable to go through with the humiliating order.

But Grigory simply lowers his voice to an impossibly deep rumble. “Do it.”

Slowly, I pull out my fingers and bite my lips at the sight of the glistening moisture coating them. With a long whimper, I open my mouth and take them inside, tasting myself on my tongue.

“Good girl,” he praises, reading my obedience in my moans. “Now, swirl your tongue around your fingers and lap up all your juices. I don’t want a single drop left when you’re done. Are we clear?”

“Mh-hmm.” I keep sucking and licking. It’s utterly depraved lying here on my own, licking my juices off my fingers. But Grigory’s praising words wash away the shame and spurs on my eagerness to please him.

“If they are clean now, you may put them back in your pussy.”

“Thank you,” I say quite automatically as I take out my fingers and slide them between my folds, over my clit, and into myself. The delicious sensation has me bucking, and my breathing becomes heavier, my moans longer.

“That’s it,” Grigory croons. “Now pump them in and out. Hard like I would do it.”

It doesn’t matter if he’s at my side or on the phone; he reads me with ease, knowing exactly what I’m doing and where I’m at just from the sounds of my ragged breaths and lust-filled moans. And his command is as effective as ever four hundred miles away.

Tension gathers low in my belly as I pump my fingers in and out, building and building until it threatens to explode. “Please,” I beg, trying to keep down my needy sounds as I buck against my fingers. “Please, Grigory.”

“Please what?”

“Please, can I come?”

Silence stretches for several painful seconds as I force back the orgasm. Then he says, “Come for me, devochka,” and I crash over the edge.

“Fuuck.” I gasp with a long moan. Then I’m biting my lips to hold back the scream that wants to break free as pleasure keeps rippling through my body, straining my legs and arching my back.

“Good girl,” Grigory praises. “Now that was a good way to start the year.” The small slurp tells me he’s taking another sip of his scotch, and I can clearly imagine him leaning back in a recliner with a tumbler in his hand, approval and authority mingling in his dark eyes.

The last stutters of my orgasm fade, and I roll onto my side, panting beside the phone. I’m not sure what happens to me, if it’s the alcohol or the orgasm, but suddenly, I feel overwhelmed and sad—wistful. “I really miss you.”

This time, there’s no silence. Grigory’s voice is firm and sure. “I miss you too, devochka.” Emotion hangs heavy on the line for a full minute before Grigory speaks again. “But in two days, I’ll be there, holding you again.”

“Two days is a long time.”

“Nonsense. They’ll pass in the blink of an eye. Take the time off and do something you like, and we’ll look at your pieces together when I get there.”

I nod, forgetting that he can’t see me.

“Now go back to the party and enjoy yourself.”

Exhaustion hits me over the head at the thought of the party. Or maybe it’s the thought of losing Grigory’s voice. “I just want to sleep.”

“Can you sleep with the apartment full of people?”

“I don’t know,” I drawl. “I’ll just sleep here.”

“Do you have earplugs?”

“Think so.” My voice is getting slurred as I’m slowly drifting off.

“Good. Use them. Brush your teeth when we hang up, then go drink a glass of water, and say good night to Markus.”

Markus. His name sobers me somewhat, and I push up to sit. I was supposed to be with him tonight. But now I’m here, having phone sex with Grigory and letting him take charge. “We shouldn’t have done this,” I murmur, the alcohol having messed with my filter.

There’s a tense pause. Grigory knows what I mean, and he knows it’s wrong too. But instead of feeding my guilt, he gives me the stability I need more than anything. “Do as you’re told, Clara. Teeth, water, bed. I’ll see you in a few days.”

We say good night and hang up, then I brush my teeth, stagger to the kitchen to get a glass of water, then back to the living room to say good night to Markus.

“Can you sleep in all this noise?” he asks, as considerate as Grigory. “I can send people home.”

“Earplugs,” I explain, pointing to my ears.

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” I say. And it actually works. The moment I hit the mattress, I start drifting off with the gentle lull of Grigory’s voice lingering in my ear.


— CHAPTER 23 —

CLARA

My head is pounding, my stomach roiling, when I wake up in the morning. The blinds shut out all light, blocking all sense of time. I reach for my phone, and a sharp pain bursts through my head at the movement, nausea building at the back of my throat. I have to lie completely still for a moment before I can lift the phone without risking my stomach expelling its contents.

Eleven fifteen the clock says.

Carefully turning around, I find the bed empty beside me.

Memories of last night pass through my mind like a flickering movie. The girly chatter with Lucia; Markus’s ravenous kiss in the crowded room; clinking glasses and the promise to spend another year together. And finally, my little trip to the bathroom.

Flutters erupt in my belly at the memory of Grigory’s deep voice. He seemed happy I called and even said he missed me. And that orgasm… God, it was dirty, the way he made me lick my fingers clean and then gave me the first orgasm of the year.

The thought makes me heave a regretful sigh. The first orgasm of the year belonged to Markus. If not because we’d been building toward it all night, then because it’s his by right. He’s the one I belong to, the one I should have spent the night with. Instead, I walked out on him and gave what was his to someone else.

Guilt churns in my unsettled stomach. I sprint to the bathroom, slam up the toilet seat, and retch into the bowl. But it’s just coughing and dry heaving, over and over. Nothing will come out—not the alcohol, not the butterflies, not the guilt. It’s all stuck down there, twisting together, tying my stomach into a tangled-up heap of knots.

Ten minutes pass before I give up and crumble on the bath mat—the same mat I lay on when I came for Grigory last night. He’s given me plenty of orgasms over the last months, so why does this one feel wrong? Does it really matter who gave me the first orgasm? Markus got the first kiss, after all, and Grigory didn’t even touch me. It was just phone sex, so does it even count?

I groan through another roll of nausea. It doesn’t matter which way I look at it. What we did last night was wrong. I knew it; Grigory knew it. It’s not as much about the orgasm itself as what it meant.

Everything.

If I were yours; if you were mine. The words start pounding in my mind with a vengeance after having been quiet for days, and I clutch my throbbing head.

In an effort to expel the words, I push up from the mat and sit on the toilet to empty my bladder. At least that part of me cooperates. Then I brush my teeth and make my way to the kitchen.

“You went out like a light last night.” Markus lifts his gaze from his computer and takes a swig of coffee. He shows surprisingly few signs of having partied all night. His hair is a bit disheveled, his jaw covered in stubble. That’s about it. “I came in to say good night five minutes after you’d gone to bed, and you were already fast asleep.”

“Wow, that was fast.”

“Yeah, maybe I should ask Lucia how she made those pink cocktails. Then I could make them as a little nightcap for you.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever touch those again,” I say, gulping to repress the nausea rising at the thought.

“That bad, huh?”

“That bad,” I confirm.

I throw a couple pieces of bread in the toaster and pad to the fridge to retrieve a cola and butter. Once the bread pops up, I grab it all and plonk down on a chair beside Markus. “When did you go to bed?”

“Most people wanted to go out, so I shut down the party at two and joined you under the covers.” He pulls me to his side and kisses my head, and I snuggle up against him, ignoring the guilt roiling in my stomach. It really does feel good to be close to him.

***

As the headache and nausea fade during the day, the guilt grows, like it’s just been waiting for room to expand.

It’s not just guilt from the orgasm—it’s everything that’s happened in the last month. Markus has been putting more effort into our relationship, calling more often, and even declined Lucia’s offer to join her on tour, whereas I’ve been withdrawn, thinking about another man, wondering what it would feel like to be his.

The orgasm is really just the tip of the iceberg.

When Markus wants to have sex later in the day, I’m distant and tense. I was so hot for him last night, but now I can’t get into it.

My body responds like it always does, welcoming him in after a few strokes of his cock between my folds. But my mind is everywhere else. Or not everywhere. On one single person.

I keep imagining it’s Grigory pushing inside me, demanding my full attention on him, making it impossible to think a single thought that’s not concerned with the immense power he holds over me.

I imagine he says the words I’ve become obsessed with—the words I crave with a fury that eradicates everything else.

You’re mine.

But when I open my eyes again, it’s Markus on top of me, moving inside me, seeking the pleasure I denied him last night.

Suddenly, everything crashes, tears spilling from my eyes.

“Please stop.” My voice is barely above a whisper, and Markus doesn’t notice my distress as he presses his thumb to my clit, seeking to coax out my pleasure. But I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve him. Ever since the first moment I met Grigory, I’ve been gravitating toward him and away from Markus.

It’s wrong. I hate myself for it.

“STOP!” I yell and pull away with a suddenness that makes him fall out of me.

Markus jerks upright, staring at me with shock painted across his features. All I can think is that I did this. And if he knew the deepest desires constantly swirling in my mind, the shock would edge even deeper.

It takes him a moment to recover. He leans in to swipe a hand across my wet cheek, asking in an urgent voice, “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

I shake my head as a sob breaks from my throat.

“Oh, sweetie.” He quickly moves up against the headboard and gathers me against his chest. “What’s going on?”

I know I should tell him about the orgasm and my burning desire to belong to Grigory; just get it all out and let him in. But I can’t bring myself to do that. It would only hurt him.

And it wouldn’t change a thing, anyway.

So I don’t answer. I’m not even sure I could with the despair wrenching from my body in heaving sobs and uncontrollable whimpers. So I just cry, clinging to him with all my might.

“Did something happen?” Markus asks, and when I still don’t answer, he adds, “Or is it just the alcohol? You did drink a lot. More than I’ve seen before.”

Why can’t I just shut my brain off and appreciate this wonderful man? I love him with all my heart, yet somehow, it’s not enough. My submissive heart craves the constant, all-encompassing authority Grigory easily provides—a power so total that it seeps into my mind and eradicates my thoughts and everything I am beyond him. I want to feel the full force of it, breathe it with every drag of air.

But I can never get that. Because I’m not his.

I press myself harder into Markus at the thought. Part of me badly wants to give up everything to belong to Grigory. But not Markus. Not the man who means everything to me.


— CHAPTER 24 —

CLARA

Grigory comes for lunch a few days after New Year’s. I haven’t seen him for three weeks, and now he’s suddenly here, amidst the thick tension that has permeated the place for two days.

I still haven’t talked to Markus. I just don’t know how.

He quickly caught on that it wasn’t just the alcohol or the stress of the upcoming audition that weighed me down, and he’s persistently tried to get me talking. But instead of succumbing to his will, like I usually would, I’ve been irritable and snappy, and seeing his face taut with shock has become a daily occurrence.

I’m a bit surprised he hasn’t hauled me over his knee or forced me into compliance with a stern tone, but he seems deep in thought himself, unsure how to handle this new situation. It seems that he figures it’s best to give me some space.

When Grigory comes into the kitchen and wraps his arms around me, kissing me on the head, I badly want to sink into his arms and stay there. But Markus is here too, and I quickly pull away, saying I need to get back to the food.

Guilt racks my stomach. I shouldn’t pull away from him. I shouldn’t pull away from Markus. It seems I’ve become stuck in this downward spiral, drawing in on myself, refusing any and all comfort even though I badly need it.

I’m quiet and tense while the two men eat and I try to do the same, but I can barely get anything down. As usual, I’m sitting beside Markus, and I accept his small squeezes and strokes even as I ache to touch someone else. But when Grigory gets up and rounds the table to place a reassuring hand on my shoulder, a slow panic filters into my blood. This is wrong, is all I can think.

“What’s wrong, devochka?” he asks quietly.

Clutching the utensils, I shut my eyes, trying to keep my pulse from spiking. But it doesn’t work. Suddenly, my whole body is pounding with confusion, guilt, and longing.

I can’t take it. I dart up from the chair, away from the table, away from both men.

“Can I just go”—my voice is flat and dejected as I point toward the music room—“play the piano?”

“Sweetie, you’ve barely touched your food.” Markus nods at my almost full plate, and I want to crumble at the feeling of both men’s concerned stares.

Clasping my hands in front of me, I part my lips to say something, but only labored breaths slip in and out, so I dart out of the kitchen, through the apartment, and into the music room.

I slam the door behind me and rush to the piano. I need the stroke of keys to take my mind off the turbulent whirlwind in my head.

Unable to focus on much, I start playing scales, going through all of them systematically. C major, C minor, C harmonic, C melodic. Then I do the same with D flat, D, E flat, E, and so on. My fingers run up and down the piano on autopilot. I see them moving, but I don’t feel them. I don’t feel anything. Mission accomplished.

I’ve reached G minor when the door opens and Grigory’s presence seeps into the air, calling upon my attention with magnetic power. But I don’t look up. I keep going, all the way up and down to recommence the journey in a G harmonic scale.

“Stop playing,” a deep voice says beside me. But I don’t. My fingers only run faster, and I continue straight into the next scale.

Large hands curve around my biceps, blocking my arms and killing the sound. Silence becomes a heavy burden as my hands fall into my lap.

Suddenly, I’m shaking. The hands grip me tighter, encompassing my arms with intense warmth. It should be comforting, and it is, but it spurs my tears. It’s too comforting, awakening the dormant emotions I’ve tried to deny.

A sob bursts from my lips, unwelcome and uncontrollable. One more wants out, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I shoot my hands up to muffle the sound, and then I’m crying into a familiar shoulder as strong arms hoist me up. Grigory’s scent wafts into my nose with each staggered breath, and it’s both comforting and unraveling.

Cradling me against his chest, he kicks the bench out from the piano and settles on it with me in his lap.

He doesn’t say a word—doesn’t ask what’s wrong—and I’m utterly grateful for it. He just lets me get it all out while rocking me in the safe enclosure of his arms.

“I’ve got you,” he assures, pressing me closer to underline his promise. “I’ve got you, devochka.”

The creak of the door and approaching footsteps interrupt his soothing words.

I tense up, forcing the ugly sobs down as I feel Markus hovering beside us. It’s a difficult task. My chest shakes with heaving breaths as it tries to contain all the hurt and brokenness that want out. I’m not even sure why I feel so broken—the straw that broke the camel’s back, stress piling up for months? I don’t think I realized the full extent of the strain of this back-and-forth thing we have going before this culmination. I didn’t realize how hard it was to crave more from Grigory when I felt like I was slipping away from Markus—how hard it was to balance between love and need while preparing for an arduous audition. Because that’s what this is.

Markus is love; Grigory is need. A need that runs so deep I can’t breathe without it.

It’s been there all along, ever since Grigory started sneaking his way under my skin in the first few piano lessons. But it hasn’t felt so violent during the fall because he was there all the time. It was only when Christmas brought a long separation that I truly started to feel the strain again.

Markus touches my shoulder. “What’s going on, sweetie?” His voice is full of so much concern and care, yet all I see is the implicit threat.

“Please don’t take me,” I beg, clinging to Grigory with fierce might. And thus, the sobbing recommences. Ugly, heartbroken sounds rack my body, so hard it hurts—my heart, my bones, my muscles. “Please don’t,” I whimper.

Markus steps back. I don’t see it; my head is buried in Grigory’s shoulder. But I feel the uncertainty, the tension as his feet move away. He hovers for another moment before he retreats. Then the door clicks shut, leaving me alone with Grigory.

It takes a while before I can focus on anything but the desperate urge to clutch Grigory’s shirt. When I finally do notice something else, I realize that Grigory is holding me with the same almost desperate need to keep me close.

Leaning back, I stare at him with surprise and question written in my tear-stained eyes.

His mouth twists in an expression I can’t read. His entire countenance has hardened, but it’s not in the usual stern, controlled way. No, some kind of emotion flickers restlessly in his eyes, his jaw ticking like he’s struggling to rein it in.

Seeing him like this knocks me out of my despair. “Are you okay?” I murmur, still staring at him.

His chest rises as he breathes a deep, not-so-even sigh. Then he seems to regain control as his face sobers into its usual hardness, but his gravelly voice is thick with emotion. “I’ve missed you.”

He leans down and presses a long kiss to the top of my head. Time stops in a breathless moment of bittersweet intimacy before Grigory murmurs against my hair, “Sharing you might well be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

My heart breaks at that moment. For him, for us, for Markus. No matter how things turn out, someone will end up hurt. I just know it.


— CHAPTER 25 —

MARKUS

I’ve known for a long while but kept denying.

Now, here the truth is, blaring into my face, mocking me for not having accepted it before.

Clara belongs with Grigory. I’m not sure she realizes it herself. I’m not sure he does. Like me, they’ve been trying to deny it. But it’s there nonetheless—a deep, instinctive pull between them that reaches far beyond any feelings of love and affection.

It’s almost painful to watch them both trying to go against their instincts. I’ve seen the way he looks at her lips but refrains from kissing her, and the way she gravitates toward him but keeps her distance when I’m around.

But now, at her most desperate, she couldn’t hide it. She needs him more than she’s ever needed me. Her deep-seated urge to submit fits Grigory’s all-consuming demand for power like his baton fits in his hand.

Sure, I can evoke her submission too, but not in the same pivotal way Grigory can—making breathing seem inconsequential in comparison. To Grigory, she fills the same role. An addiction. Obsession. Vital sustenance. It doesn’t matter what I call it; separating the two could cause irreparable damage.

No matter how much I want Clara, I can’t risk that. They’re the two most important people in my life, and I can’t bear hurting either of them. But someone will end up hurt. The only question is, how much.

Needing a distraction from the dismal realization, I take out my phone and see that I have three missed calls from my agent and a text.

With a frown, I click on the text, and my heart starts thumping as I read the words.

The Met needs a new Rodolfo in the spring, and they want you.

I read several times, unable to believe the words.

I know about the production of La Bohème that the Metropolitan Opera is doing in the spring. It’s a revival of the same production I watched with my father all those years ago when I became enraptured with opera. I’ve been following the revival closely and planning on taking Clara with me to see it.

Just the idea of seeing the production live is a dream for me. And now they want me on the stage. Singing the lead role.

The Met. La Bohème. The same production that ignited the dream.

It’s everything I’ve ever wanted.

Until I met Clara.

My heart clenches. How the hell am I supposed to take this job and keep our relationship from crumbling? It’s already hanging by a thread.

I need to find out if this is actually what my agent means before I start trying to solve problems prematurely.

So I call him, and when he doesn’t pick up, I go to the Met’s website. And true enough, Luciano DeMarco, who was supposed to sing Rodolfo, has fallen ill and needs to be replaced. My entire body buzzes as I watch the early pictures of the production and imagine myself in those costumes amongst that scenery.

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I immediately swipe the green icon when I see my agent’s name.

“Markus, the Met needs a new Rodolfo, and they need an answer by tomorrow. You’ll have to can—”

“I’ll take it,” I cut in before he can tell me about all the concerts I’ll need to cancel. This is my lifelong dream. There’s nothing to consider.

Half an hour and four phone calls later, it’s settled. I’m playing Rodolfo at the Met in the spring.

The moment I hang up with the conductor, I want to go tell Clara. I’m in the hall, reaching for the door to the music room, when I remember the scene I walked in on earlier.

How could I forget that?

Clara is right. My career does come before her. No matter how much I love her, it always has, and I don’t see how I can change it—not at this point in my life.

I lean my forehead against the wall and listen to the beautiful notes from the piano seeping through the door. Sometimes, I’ll linger out here just to listen to her play. Her music comes straight from the soul. It always has. But when she started taking piano lessons with Grigory, it got even more deep-felt. It’s truly breathtaking. She belongs at the conservatory like Grigory said from the start.

And she belongs with him.

The realization settles deep within me like a fundamental truth. A truth that aches at the bottom of my soul. A tight knot forms in my chest and I have to leave because her music hits straight into that painful place.

I need to think.

This threesome dynamic is already on the brink of collapsing, and me taking this job will only exacerbate the situation. I’ll be gone for months. I’ll be even more swamped with work than I’ve been this fall. Clara will be devastated when I tell her the news. She’ll try to put on a happy face, knowing it’s my dream, but deep down, she’ll hurt.

Maybe it’s time we finally accept how things are supposed to be.

She belongs with Grigory, and she can’t be his as long as she’s mine.

It simply can’t happen.

Grigory doesn’t do second—never has. And as long as I’m in this dynamic, he’ll be second. No matter how much I try to convince him that I want to share her on equal terms, he’ll always see me as her primary Dom, and he might never be able to claim her fully like they both need.

To be frank, I never thought he’d agree to try this sharing thing. Hell, I was surprised already when he agreed to escalate things during the summer. Grigory is not the sharing type. Never has been.

Sure, we’ve played with the same women at clubs more than once, and he enjoys that kind of dynamic. But sharing a sub on a permanent basis is on a whole different level.

For a while, I thought it could work. I truly thought his ability to commit would override his need to possess. But not with Clara. His urge to claim her is too primitive. It would be like overriding the need to breathe when coming out of the water after nearly drowning.

Maybe over time, he could get there. But by then, it would be too late.

I only see one possible outcome.

But I need time to think everything over before I make any rash decisions—to be sure.

So I decide on something else.

I’ll go on tour with Lucia—she told me, just two days ago, that the offer still stands. It will give me time and space to think, and it will give Clara some much-needed space to focus on her audition. God knows she doesn’t need the emotional turmoil of having both Grigory and me around.

Then I’ll be back a few days after the auditions are over, and all three of us will have a talk. It’s not ideal pushing it two weeks, but I see no other way.

I break open a bottle of wine and settle at the dining table with a glass, needing something to subdue the turmoil of conflicting emotions and uncertainty inside me.

I’m on my second glass when Grigory comes in. Tension tightens his shoulders, and when he speaks, there’s a sort of distance that has never existed between us before. I think he’s affected by what transpired in the music room—Clara’s sudden breakdown and the way she rejected me. He surely feels bad about it, and I can tell he’s about to say something. Maybe even apologize.

But I don’t let him. Right now, I can’t ease whatever feeling of getting between Clara and me that he has. I can’t even reassure him that he’s not. Because he is. And I’m not sure he’s ready to hear it—not until I’ve made a decision.

“I’m going on tour with Lucia,” I say before he can express his regret. I need to get this out before I change my mind. “I’m leaving in two days, and I need you to take care of Clara. You’re in Berlin for the next couple of weeks, right?”

Grigory looks taken aback—a rare reaction for him. He watches me for a tense moment before taking the chair across from me. “I thought you’d decided not to go.”

I rake my hand through my hair and sigh. “I did. But I need some time to think—about all of this.” I gesture between him and me and the music room, where Clara is still playing. “I’ve just gotten some news that might change everything, and I need to figure out how to handle it.”

“What news?”

I disregard the question, needing to know whether he’ll be here for her. The news about the Met can wait. “Will you take care of her? You can take her to your place. I think it will be good for both of you.”

His jaw tightens at my suggestion. I’ve told him that he should invite her to stay with him in Berlin countless times since he moved in a couple of months ago. But it’s always the same answer. I’m not ready. He’s holding back, still afraid to give everything when he doesn’t have full control—afraid she’ll back out or I’ll take her away from him.

“I’m not rea—”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re not ready,” I cut him off with a shake of my head. “You know, she’s come a helluva long way, learning to trust you after what you did last summer. Maybe you should try to do the same. Trust her. And me.”

“It’s not that simple,” he says, and I know what he’s thinking when his eyes darken the way they do whenever we talk about Magdalena.

The harm she caused simply reaches too deep for him to expel it. It might take years for him to feel secure in any relationship—especially one like this, where he’s not a hundred percent in control. Usually, I get it, but right now, it pisses me off. I want to tell him that he wouldn’t be able to control whether Clara stayed with him even if I wasn’t in the picture. But I don’t want to start an argument. There are more important issues at hand.

“It doesn’t matter right now,” I say. “I just need to know if you’ll take care of her or not. She needs you more than she needs me. You can stay here if you want, or just drop by every day. Take her to dinner. Or to work. Whatever you want. Just make sure she’s okay. Is that too much to ask?”

Grigory gives me a hard glare like he’s offended. “I’ll take care of her.” He stares into the distance for a while, and his expression softens when he says, “You know I will.”

“Thank you.” I breathe a relieved sigh and take a sip of wine. I hold the bottle up to Grigory. “Do you want a glass? You look like you could use some. Or maybe a scotch?”

He shakes his head and gets up. “I need to go.” He starts walking out of the kitchen but stops in his tracks. When he looks back at me, his face is full of a wealth of conflicting emotions. He looks like he’s about to say something deep-felt, but then his expression hardens into unreadable impassiveness. “I’ll make sure she’s okay,” he promises, and then he’s gone.

His reaction only drives me closer to a decision.

This can’t go on.


— CHAPTER 26 —

CLARA

Markus is deep in thought when I find him in the kitchen. I’ve been staying in the music room, practicing, for an hour after Grigory left, unable to face Markus after all but rejecting him like the plague.

“I’m sorry,” I say, stopping in the doorway, not knowing what else to do. I want to explain it all away. Tell him I was just sad, stressed, didn’t know what I was saying. But it would all be a lie. And we both know it.

Markus stares at the tabletop for a minute before lifting his gaze and saying bluntly, “I’m going on tour with Lucia. I’m leaving in two days.”

I open my mouth to say something but close it again. “Is this because of what happened”—I finally manage, pointing to the music room—“in there?” Another thought strikes, slamming into my heart like the shock of a defibrillator. “Or is it because he told you… about New Year’s Eve?”

Markus frowns. “What happened on New Year’s Eve?”

I bury my face in my hands as I shake my head. “I wanted to tell you, but…” I expel a shuddery breath against my palms. “I’m so sorry.”

Markus’s chair scrapes against the floor as he gets up, and his steps echo ominously through the silence as he walks to me. Tears are pebbling down my cheeks as he takes my hands and gently draws them away from my face. Bending his knees, he seeks my eye contact. “What happened, sweetie?”

“Please don’t hate me.”

“I could never,” he says, eyes full of deep sincerity as he looks at me.

“Grigory…” I look away, staring into the distance as I say the next words. “He made me come. In the bathroom. When I went to use the toilet.”

“And…” Markus prods when I don’t say more.

My gaze flickers back to him, and my expression must mirror the confusion on his face. “And what?”

“Is that it? He made you come? Phone sex or what?”

I nod, swallowing hard against the growing lump in my throat. “That was your orgasm. You were supposed to be the first one to make me come this year.”

Markus’s serious expression morphs into a warm smile as he gives a hearty laugh and pulls me into him. “Goddammit, Clara. You’re so loyal. So incredibly submissive.”

“It’s not funny,” I say, pushing out from his chest to look up at him. “I feel really bad about it.”

He lifts a hand to stroke my cheek. “Sweetie, it’s just an orgasm. He’s given you plenty of those. I don’t care about the first orgasm of the year.” His expression sobers as he studies my teary face. “But I know you do. And I love that about you. But I hate how you’ve become caught between us. I’ve seen how you try to restrain yourself when we’re both around. I don’t want you to do that.”

I blink up at him. I don’t want that either, but I don’t know how not to. I feel so damn guilty about the way I keep gravitating toward Grigory—away from Markus. I should want them both equally. In the same way. But I don’t think I do.

“We need to figure this out. Well, I do. We can’t go on like this.”

“I know,” I say, wiping the moisture from my cheeks. “But it’s not on you to figure it out. It’s on all three of us. Unless…” Dread spears through my chest as I realize he might want me to stop seeing Grigory. My eyes go wide as I continue in a hoarse voice, “You want to pull the plug on this?”

Markus takes my hands—my now shaking hands. “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna end things between you and Grigory. I could never do that to either of you.”

My shoulders slump with a relieved breath. I fall into him, overcome with all the emotional strain of the day. But clearly, it’s not over.

He pulls me into him and strokes his hands up and down my back. “I’m going on this tour to get some time and space to think everything over. I want to be here for you more than anything, but it’s not doing either one of us any good. It’s too hard for you to be around both of us right now, and it’s getting to all of us. And you need Grigory more.”

“I don’t,” I quickly deny.

Markus pulls back, his forehead marred with grave lines as he takes my head between his hands. “Yes, you do.”

I just stare at him. I badly want to keep telling him it’s not true, but we both know it would be a lie.


— CHAPTER 27 —

CLARA

When Markus leaves two days later, it’s incredibly hard to let him go.

I’ve been clinging to him throughout the day as if trying to compensate for the distance I’ve created between us lately. When we say goodbye in the hall in the afternoon, I grab his jacket so hard he has to pry my fingers free.

“You need to let me go now, sweetie, or I’ll miss my plane,” he says, squeezing my hands in a reassuring grip.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, clutching his hands like I can convey the full meaning of the words through my grip. I feel like I’m driving him away, and even though he has continuously reassured me that I’m not, I can’t shake the feeling.

“Grigory will come by every day, and I’ll be back in two weeks.”

“I don’t want Grigory. I want you.” I want to fix things between us so badly, but I don’t want to be the reason he misses his plane, so I reluctantly loosen my grip on his hands.

His eyes flicker between mine with a rare sort of perplexity. Then he breathes a determined sigh and focuses on me. “I love you. No matter what happens, I’ll always love you. You know that, right?”

Dread fills my stomach like water in a bucket, rising up into my chest and making it hard to breathe. The way he says it sounds like something bad is coming. My words are choked when I say, “I know. And I love you too.”

He pulls me in for a deep kiss, tightening his arms around me with the same strength I held on to him a moment ago. Then he turns and walks out without another word, and I’m left alone with a terrible feeling that heartache is lurking just around the corner.

I’m slipping away from Markus, and I can’t tell if he’s the one loosening his grip on me or if it’s me pulling away. Maybe both. Nonetheless, something drastic needs to happen very soon or our relationship won’t recover.

I’ve been thinking we just need to get past the audition. Once things settle down, we’ll find our way back to each other. But I’m not so sure anymore. The problem runs deeper than mere stress or a storm passing through. This is fundamental. The distance has been building since the moment Markus dropped me off at the airport and left me with Grigory back in early September.

My head spins as I try to come up with possible solutions, but I always end up in the same dreadful place, knowing there’s only one way to fix things. Markus may have promised it won’t happen, but I think it was just a way to reassure me—and maybe himself because he doesn’t want to make that decision. But no matter how little I believe he won’t end things between Grigory and me, I cling to his promise. Because the alternative simply hurts too much. So I shut out the fear that things are about to end, but the result is growing anxiety that keeps gnawing at the back of my mind.

When Grigory comes the next morning, I’m so wracked with guilt I can’t be around him. So I shut him out too, sending myself into a downward spiral of loneliness and fear.

“I’m sorry,” I say as I step back when he tries to hug me. “I need some space.”

He studies me with a grave expression, then nods and lets me be alone in the music room for the next few hours, accepting my rejection every time he tries to approach me. He seems to be conflicted too, and I think it’s the only reason he lets me pull away.

But come lunchtime, I’ve apparently reached the limit.

I’m preparing a quick lunch in the kitchen when he comes in and puts a comforting hand on my back. But I can’t accept his comfort. It’s become harder with each time I’ve rejected him. So I pull away and keep my eyes firmly trained on the knife in my hand, slicing through vegetables.

“Clara,” he says with a stern warning.

I flinch and halt the motions of the knife.

“Look at me,” he demands.

I shake my head, staring into the red tomatoes on the cutting board. I can’t bear to face him. Not when he’s the reason I’ve shut Markus out—not when he’s the real reason Markus left.

Seeking comfort with Grigory is betraying Markus.

A large hand closes around my wrist. “Let go,” he says.

My muscles constrict, and I tighten my grip on the knife. But Grigory just squeezes my wrist until the strength drains from my hand and he can pry it from my fingers.

Not bothering to find out if I’ll disobey another order, he grabs my arm and steers me into the living room.

My head starts spinning, emotions surfacing like a shark bursting from the deep as I try to figure out what to do. Should I tell him to leave? Fight him? Use my safeword?

I’m nowhere near a decision when Grigory sinks onto the couch and drags me over his lap in one swift motion. Too tense to move, I just lie there, torso flat over the couch and legs hanging toward the floor.

Even knowing what’s coming, I can’t get a protest out. I’m frozen, unable to do anything but try to shut myself off. So I do just that. I draw in on myself, ignoring the submissive urge tugging at me and the gnawing guilt.

Deft hands shove my skirt up, gliding over my hips with a too intimate touch before they drag my pantyhose down to expose my butt.

Usually, even when punishing me, Grigory starts out relatively mild, working his way up to the punishing pain. But there’s no build-up today. His enormous hand crashes down on my ass in a harrowing rain of painful strikes.

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

The sound keeps going, ringing out into the room in rapid succession. My butt is on fire, and it keeps burning and burning without end.

I try to shut myself off from the pain, remain stiff and numb, but each blow tears through my rigid walls, and soon I’m scratching at the sofa and kicking my legs behind me. But Grigory just pins my legs with his free arm, and I’m too numb to move my upper body.

So I turn to screaming instead. Shrill wails mix with the sharp sounds of flesh hitting flesh. The noise drives me to madness, finally shoving me out of the anxious paralysis.

“Stop,” I yelp. “I don’t want this.” I repeat the words over and over as I flail my legs and start writhing. I end up putting in all my strength, but it’s still no match for Grigory. He simply presses a hand to my back while the other keeps raining cruel smacks over my butt.

My words morph into angry sputtering. “I hate you. You fucking bastard. You have no right to do this.”

“Damned right I do,” Grigory growls, slamming his hand onto my ass with even more force. “You’re my responsibility now, and if you won’t let me take care of you, I’ll damn well make you.”

Something starts building inside me. Something heavy and oppressive that I’ve forced down for long. I try to keep it in and hold onto my hatred, but as the assault keeps going, pain bursting through my system in blinding flashes, it gets harder to hold onto anything.

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

The sound has no end; the pain has no end.

Suddenly, I can’t bear it. Hopelessness shudders through my body and breaks me into tears and sobs. I’m no longer scratching or kicking, but holding on, clutching the cushion in my hands and wanting nothing but to stay here with Grigory, no matter what he does to me.

“That’s it,” he says, his voice now full of appraisal. “Good girl. Let it all out.”

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

He keeps raining down his heavy hand, sending deep bolts of pain into my flesh and muscle, spurring on my tears until I’m weeping from the bottom of my heart.

When he finally lifts me up to sit in his lap and gathers me close, I feel hollow and broken. But the suffocating weight in my chest is gone, the aching tension the same.

I keep crying for a long while, clinging to Grigory like my life depended on it. “Please don’t leave me,” I whimper as a surge of the uncertainty I felt last summer suddenly rises.

“Never, devochka, never,” he promises with fierce resolution, tightening his arms around me to make me feel his promise deep in my bones.

The ominous feeling lingers, but I believe Grigory with all my heart. I believe he won’t ever leave me again, and I believe he’ll keep me close as long as he can. But I’m not sure that something else won’t take him away from me.

So I cling to him for the rest of the day, needing to feel that he’s still here. As with Markus yesterday, I go from one extreme to the other in the blink of an eye. Whenever Grigory tries to release me to go get coffee or use the bathroom, he has to pry my hands off and spend several minutes reassuring me that he’ll be back.

He doesn’t ask me to play more piano for the rest of the day but lets me sit at his feet and press myself up against his leg as he plays beautiful pieces of romantic music for me.

I’m not sure what’s happening to me, and I don’t waste energy trying to figure it out. As long as Grigory is here, keeping me afloat, nothing else matters.


— CHAPTER 28 —

CLARA

I wake from a warm hand touching my shoulder and a familiar voice telling me it’s time to get up.

Blinking my heavy eyes, I find Grigory standing above me in Markus’s bedroom.

I barely remember how I got here. I don’t even remember Grigory leaving. The last thing I recall is sitting on the couch, tightly enclosed in his embrace, blinking my sleepy eyes at the TV.

“Have you slept here?” I ask.

“No, I left after tucking you in.”

I briefly wonder if he has a problem staying here because it’s Markus’s place—maybe he’s afraid to overstep a line. But my brain is too riddled with sleep to linger on it.

Lifting my phone on the nightstand, I see that it’s after nine. Grigory could easily have had several cups of coffee, read the paper, and gone for a morning walk before coming here.

“Have you just come?”

“I came several hours ago,” he says, surprising me. “But I didn’t want to wake you. You looked so peaceful.” He brushes his knuckles over my cheek, watching me with startling concern.

Struck by a wave of vulnerability, I flicker my eyes between him and the deep blue sheets that make me think of Markus. I can’t handle the reminder, nor the depth of compassion in Grigory’s expression, so I shut my eyes with an urge to forget everything.

Grigory’s hand lingers on my cheek for a moment before reaching for the comforter and flipping it aside, making a gush of chilly wind skate across my skin. “Let’s get you some breakfast,” he says. “I’ve brought fresh croissants—though they might not be warm anymore.”

He offers me a small smile when I open my eyes again. I try to reciprocate, but I’m too dazed and out of sorts, and it takes all my focus just to stand on my own two legs when he helps me out of bed.

After a quick trip to the bathroom, I join Grigory in the kitchen, where he has set out breakfast for me at the kitchen island. I manage to eat most of a croissant and some fruit, which is more than I would have managed if I were alone.

I’m not even sure I’d have gotten out of bed if it wasn’t for him.

“I can work from here most of the day, but I have a show tonight,” he says. “Can you take care of yourself for a few hours?”

Any other day, I’d find such a question offensive. And even if the phrasing didn’t bother me, I’d say yes, not wanting to be a nuisance. But today, there’s no room for propriety or offense. So I shake my head.

Pressing his large hands to the counter surface, he hones his focus on me as if gauging me. Then he gives a determined nod. “You’ll come with me then.”

“Okay,” I say, feeling a twinge of embarrassment at being so fragile I can’t be on my own. The predominant feeling, though, is relief for not having to be alone in Markus’s apartment tonight.

***

We arrive at the opera a little before six—an hour before the show starts. People are already arriving, creating a bustling life at the main entrance, so we use one of the staff entrances at the side of the building.

Then we go up to the third floor, where Grigory leads me down a wide carpeted hall, which he tells me is the administrative wing. The place is quiet to the point of eerie. During the day, there must be a lot of activity here, but right now, all life is centered around the concert hall and the corridors with changing rooms.

“This is my office,” he says, unlocking a door with a bronze sign that says Generalmusikdirektor—the German word for chief music director. In a prestigious opera house like this, it’s as good as having a sign marked CEO in a billion-dollar company.

I can’t help gaping when he opens the door and gestures for me to enter. It’s so unlike the small changing rooms I’m used to when accompanying Markus backstage.

The room is large and spacious with a tall ceiling with moldings and large windows that offer a view over the green square and old buildings outside.

Antique furniture, wooden panels, and paintings lend the space a fancy yet cozy atmosphere, while the heavy mahogany desk exudes prestige and power. I can easily imagine Grigory in the tall leather executive chair like a king on a throne.

I’m definitely not going to sit in that chair, but the two recliners in front of the desk look very inviting. Really, the whole room does with its carpeted floor and warm colors. Although a bit intimidating too.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Grigory says.

“Do you ever get a chance to use this place?” I ask as my eyes roam over the tall bookshelves and the long couch at the side. If not for the desk, this might as well be a living room meant for long hours of reading and relaxing.

“Several hours a day. Well, that’s when I’m not in Denmark.” Grigory smiles as he places a brown paper bag on the desk, releasing the scent of oriental spices into the room as he opens it. He insisted on getting Indian food for me on the way since I barely ate before we left. And I must say my appetite is slowly starting to return as I inhale the warm scent and imagine myself spending a few hours in here.

“I thought you spent most of your time in rehearsals and preparing for them.”

“Rehearsals are only half of it. A lot of administrative responsibilities come with the job.” He picks up a stack of papers and releases it back onto the surface. “Like budgets.” He shakes his head and pulls his mouth out in a wry expression as he starts unpacking the food. “This organization is a mess, so I spend more time administrating than conducting these days.”

“I thought you liked it here?”

Grigory rounds the desk to lean back against it, waving his large fingers in an approach gesture.

I step closer and sink into him as he opens his arms for me.

“I do,” he says, cupping the back of my head in his warm hand. “A good challenge keeps me on my toes. And challenges aren’t easy to come by with my age and experience. So this is the perfect place for me, really.” He tips my chin up, his eyes shimmering with something warm as he looks down at me. “And now, you’re here too.”

A smile tugs at my lips for the first time today as I gaze up at him, and the jittery unease fades a little more.

“Will you be okay here for a few hours?” He brushes the back of his fingers over my cheek as concern knits his thick brows together.

“Yeah,” I say, and I do think I will despite my frazzled state. Being here in his office makes me feel close to him and it’s much easier to cope with the idea of him leaving.

“Good.” With a kiss to my head, he pushes off the desk and walks past me. Thinking he’s about to leave, I turn as my stomach twists.

So much for feeling better…

But I’m relieved to find that he has only gone to hang his coat in the closet, and I quickly forget about it when I see the instrument against the wall. It’s an upright piano—a shiny, black one of the expensive-looking kind.

“You even have a piano here?”

“Of course.” Grigory dumps something on the couch. “You’re welcome to play. It’s a great instrument.”

My fingers jitter with the urge to try it out, but my attention has caught on the items on the couch. A pillow and a blanket.

“Do you sleep in here too?”

“Sometimes,” he replies without batting an eye.

“Oh.” I do remember him once telling me he’d slept a few hours in his office after a performance so he could catch an early plane back to me. But seeing the evidence takes me aback like everything else here does. I’m not sure why I’m surprised by the fancy, well-equipped office. Maybe it’s that I’ve never seen anything of Grigory’s before—besides whatever items he packs in his suitcase. I haven’t even seen his place even though he lives a short car ride from here.

“Get something to eat and take a nap if you need it. I’ll try to make it back during intermission, but I can’t promise anything.”

“Thank you,” I say, glancing around at everything with wide eyes. The Indian food on his desk, the couch ready to be slept on, and this comfy space that has Grigory written all over it. But most of all, him. This gruff yet gentle man who goes out of his way to make me comfortable even when it seems an all but impossible task.

Grigory fixes me with an intent stare as he closes the distance and places his hands on my arms. “You’re very important to me, devochka.”

I can’t find the words. I can’t find anything but overwhelming gratitude and the burning desire to belong to this man, body and soul.

***

After Grigory has left, I take a seat in one of the recliners in front of the desk and gobble up a healthy portion of chicken tikka masala. It’s the first time in days I manage to get a whole meal down. It just hasn’t been possible at Markus’s place, where the echo of our crumbling relationship hangs thick in the air.

Once I’m full, I retreat to the couch with my Kindle. My fingers still jitter with the urge to try the piano, but I’m so calm I could sleep, so I’d rather lie down with a book. Besides, I still have at least three more hours left here—plenty to do both.

So I crawl under the blanket, place my head on the pillow, and turn on my Kindle. Before long, I’m blinking to focus on the words, and soon my hand holding the Kindle droops as I slip into a comfortable sleep.

When I wake again, my Kindle is safely placed on a side table, and the green desk lamp has replaced the ceiling light, which casts a gentle glow over the center of the room.

I’m a bit disappointed I didn’t wake when Grigory came up here, but it’s probably a good thing. I actually feel well-rested now even though I’ve only had a short nap.

I crane my head to see the clock above the door. Nine forty. Well, more like a very long nap. Grigory just might have been up here twice if he made it in both intermissions. By now, the opera must be nearing its end. Then, of course, there’s all the clapping, so it might be a while yet before he’s back.

Closing my eyes and snuggling up under the blanket, I spend another twenty minutes dozing before I wake from Grigory bustling about, clearing away the food and getting ready to leave.

He’s in his finest suit with a tailcoat and white butterfly. His hair is an unruly mess, damp at the edges from the exertion of conducting a three-hour-long opera.

I spend a few minutes taking in the delicious vision before he notices I’m awake.

“Good morning,” he says with amusement dancing in his eyes, swiping his hair back from his forehead.

“Good morning.” I flicker my eyes up and down, feeling shy as ever under his powerful gaze.

“Ready to go home?” he asks as he puts my Kindle in my shoulder bag and closes the zipper.

“Not really.” I tug the blanket up under my chin.

“You’ve really gotten comfortable here, huh?” He gives me a lopsided smile before shoving his sheet music into his brown leather briefcase. “But I think you’d sleep better in a real bed.”

With a disgruntled moan, I push up to sit and rub my eyes. “Thank you for letting me stay here. I hope it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience.”

Grigory takes my jacket from where I left it on the chair and walks across the room to crouch in front of me. “Devochka,” he says with startling sincerity, “I enjoy having you here.” He glides his fingertips up across my cheek, into my hair, and curves his large hand around the side of my face.

I lean into his touch as I stare into the mesmerizing depth of his gaze. “You do?”

I don’t know why it’s hard to believe; I know Grigory cares about me. But something’s missing. Something essential. Like when he leans close to my face and glances down at my lips like he does now.

“I do,” he confirms. “Very much.”

My tongue darts out to lick my lips, and I don’t miss the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he follows the motion. He wants to kiss me. Badly.

But like every other time, he breaks away. “Put on your jacket.” He tosses it on the couch and turns his back to me as he goes to retrieve his own.

I feel torn again when we leave his office. Torn between the man I love and the man I need but can’t have. The tension is back, this time between Grigory and me as he steers me through the building with a hand pressed to the small of my back.

Then he has his driver drop us off at Markus’s place, where he tucks me into his best friend’s bed and leaves to go home and sleep in his own bed. Without me.


— CHAPTER 29 —

CLARA

I jerk awake in the middle of the night and stare into pitch-black darkness. My heart is pounding in my chest, my breathing working at a frantic rhythm, filling the silence with my own terror.

Flickering my eyes back and forth, I search the darkness for something. Anything to reassure me, or maybe a reassurance that there isn’t anything here.

But everything is black. Barely the faint stripes of light around the curtains will break through the void.

Loneliness squeezes my heart, and the darkness is like a living force, closing in on me, slithering across my skin, and squeezing the air from my lungs.

I fling my hand to the side and fumble for the night light until a yellow glow breaks the black canvas.

But it’s not enough. The light is too weak. Feeble. Like the darkness could sneak up and snuff it out at any moment.

I scramble out of bed and rush across the room to turn on the ceiling light.

There are no monsters or creeping darkness. But there’s nothing else either.

I’m alone.

I wrap a long cardigan around myself and pad into the living room. Only darkness greets me here too, and panic creeps back with frightening speed until I slap my hand onto the light switch.

With my pulse pounding in my neck, I dart to the next lamp and turn it on. Then I’m rushing around the apartment, flicking every single switch I can find until the lights are blinding.

With anxiety still pounding in my system, I make another round, checking all crooks and corners, closets and hidden spaces with the same result as before. There’s nothing here. Only me and my paranoia.

It’s been years since I was this scared of being alone at night. Sometimes, I’ll get nervous when turning off the light at night, but I always feel in control, able to shut the anxiety down before it can eat me up.

But not tonight.

Tonight it gets to swallow me whole. There’s nothing I can do about it as I walk around the place on shaky legs, flitting my eyes back and forth at the tiniest sound.

Markus’s apartment used to mean safety and comfort, but suddenly it’s too big and cold—a reminder of the gaping hole existing between us.

I feel utterly alone. It doesn’t matter that I have two men in my life who care about me. Neither of them is here now when I need them the most. Markus is slipping away from me and Grigory is stuck at a distance, unable to move closer. So I remain here in this limbo, hoping for something that may never come.

The large, empty apartment is a constant confrontation with my loneliness. I can’t stand it. I need to shut myself into a smaller space, close myself off to the blaring emptiness. So I retreat to the music room like I’ve done so many other times, closing the door and finding comfort in black and white keys.

I take out my sheet music and find a piece I’ve wanted to play for a long time. Debussy’s “La Cathédrale Engloutie.”

It’s perfect with its open, suspended harmonies, blending into the night with a gloomy, dreamlike atmosphere. A hole in time.

The music pulls me into a meditative state, shutting out the world and letting me hover in its void. I lose all sense of time and have no idea how long I’ve been going at it when I finally lift my eyes from the notes.

I stare at the clock for a full minute before the time registers in my muddled brain. Four fifty.

Maybe I should go back to bed?

It’s not a very appealing idea, but my eyelids are like heavy weights when I try to refocus on the sheet music. So I push off the bench and stagger through the apartment, leaving all the lights on, and collapse on the bed.

I can still feel the blaring lights as I close my eyes, and they keep the crawling anxiety at bay, allowing me to drift off.

***

All too soon, consciousness tugs at me again. I try to fight it, but it’s no use. Someone is shaking me—a deep voice urging me to wake up.

I feel cold and weak even though I’m lying perfectly still under a warm comforter. As I drift closer to consciousness, the feeling intensifies until my entire system trembles, and I curse the person beside me inwardly.

“Wake up,” the voice repeats as the hand shakes me again, and I finally register that Grigory is the cursed person trying to force me awake too soon.

I grunt and roll onto my side, away from him. My eyelids are too heavy to open, my body too dull to even sit up, much less leave the bed.

“Devochka,” he says, shaking me harder.

“Leave me alone,” I groan.

“Why are all the lights on?” he asks, concern tightening his voice.

I drag the comforter farther up over my head. “I don’t know.”

The mattress dips behind me, and then I feel the intense heat of his hand as he nudges the comforter back down. “Talk to me, devochka,” he says, caressing my cheek. “Why are all the lights on?”

Angling my head slightly, I instinctively seek the warm hand. It soothes my frazzled nerves and coaxes out my words. “I was scared.”

“Of what?”

I shrug beneath the comforter as I search my muddy mind for an answer. “Everything. Being alone. I don’t know.”

Silence stretches on for a while, and I’m about to drift away again.

“What happens if I leave you here until early afternoon?” he finally asks, dragging me back from the brink of sleep. “Will you get up on your own and make sure to eat?”

Probably not. I just want to lie here and disappear into a heavy sleep. “Please just let me sleep.”

“This won’t work.” The hand disappears and Grigory gets up. “You’ll come with me to the opera, where I can take care of you.”

When my only response is a groan, the comforter flies off, accompanied by a not-so-patient, “Get up.”

“Just let me sleep,” I repeat.

“You can sleep in my office.” Grabbing my arm, he drags me up, and my entire body reels as my feet hit the floor. It’s like a cold bucket of water, yet my limbs refuse to wake. I blink my eyes rapidly, trying to force them open, but everything remains a blur, and I cling to Grigory as he wraps an arm around me and leads me to the bathroom.

He doesn’t release me until I’m safely seated on the open toilet, and I’m too far gone to care when he remains beside me as the trickle of pee sounds in the room.

My legs are only a bit steadier when he helps me back up—just enough for me to stand on my own as I wash my hands. I watch Grigory through the mirror as he opens the shower stall and turns on the water.

“Undress,” he says, coming up behind me.

I obey without thought, losing my camisole, shorts, and panties while Grigory keeps me steady with a hand around my arm.

Then he checks the water temperature and guides me into the glass stall. The hot spray feels heavenly on my nervous skin, and I close my eyes as I breathe a deep sigh.

When I open them back up, I find Grigory standing outside the stall, watching me with concern etched into his forehead.

“I can handle taking a shower,” I say.

“Are you sure?” He studies me like I can’t be trusted, and I probably can’t, because I’m not sure about anything right now.

“Yes,” I say anyway, and Grigory peruses me for a moment before conceding with a brusque nod and leaving the room.

After a long shower and brushing my teeth, I wrap a towel around my shoulders and return to the bedroom. A pair of fresh jeans and my warm, rosy sweater are laid out on the bed along with a T-shirt, panties, and socks.

A slight flicker of surprise flashes through my mind, but I’m too tired to linger on it.

I mindlessly put on the clothes before staggering through the apartment in a daze, finding Grigory reading the paper in the kitchen.

“Let’s go.” Folding his paper, he gets up and shoves an apple into my hand before steering me toward the hall.

Half an hour later, we’re in his office, and I’m barely more sentient than when I left the bed.

“Eat, then sleep,” Grigory says as he starts unpacking the food he got me on the way.

I plop into one of the recliners in front of his desk and watch with tired eyes as he sets out a plethora of breakfast foods before me. It’s way too much, but I know him well enough by now to know that this is his way of making sure I eat—his way of taking care of me.

“I have orchestra rehearsals for a few hours.” He goes to retrieve the blanket and pillow in the closet. “If you need anything, text me.” With that, he leaves, seemingly in a hurry.

It takes me five minutes of staring at the food before I finally dig in. The shivers in my body have ceased, but I still feel like resting my head on the desk is all it would take for me to fall asleep.

Not even eating a yogurt and half a bread roll restores my strength. So when I lie down on the couch under the blanket Grigory laid out for me, I fall asleep immediately and don’t wake until he returns three hours later.

***

Grigory shuts the lid on his laptop, and I lift my eyes to find him leaning back in his chair behind his huge desk, watching me with the same concerned frown he’s been giving me all day.

For the last half hour, I’ve been lying on the couch, the same place he found me, reading on my Kindle, while Grigory has been answering emails.

“What do you need today?” he asks.

I push up to sit, too unnerved by his hyper-focused gaze to stay in the vulnerable position.

“I don’t know.” I stare into the distance as I consider his question. I have my answer when I remember the disquieting night in the empty apartment. “To not go back to Markus’s place.” A secret part of me hopes Grigory will take me back to his own place, but I don’t say it.

I feel his eyes boring into me, reading every shuddery twitch of my shoulders, every nervous tap of my fingers. Silence prevails for a few minutes. When I look up, I find his face hard as ever, but there seems to be something purposeful in his eyes this time.

“Go lock the door and come here,” he says, pushing out from the desk in his large leather chair.

I obey without question or much thought. When I turn back, my feet shuffle in surprise as I see him having freed his cock, stroking it casually.

My tongue darts out to wet my lips, anticipation growing even as uncertainty has me glued to the spot.

His brow is still furrowed with concern, his eyes honing in on me. But there’s no flicker of darkness to hint at his brutal sadism, which I’m not sure I’d be able to handle.

I make my way across the room with tentative steps, stopping three feet in front of him, my eyes flickering between him and his half erect cock.

“I’m not going to go all primal on you, devochka. I know you can’t take that right now. You’re just going to suck me off for a while. I think it will do us both good.”

I take in the vision of this mighty man on his throne. He exudes power and control as always, but something’s off, I realize as my eyes roam over him, truly seeing him for the first time in days.

Beneath the mighty surface, there’s a lingering tension. His shoulders are taut, his jaw slightly clenched, and the crease between his brows is exceptionally severe. I let out a shuddery breath as I realize I’m the one who did this. I’ve driven the two men I care about the most in the world to the brink—worn them out and worried them.

“I’m sorry,” I say, casting my eyes down.

“Shh, just come here.” Grigory holds out his free hand and leans back in his chair, closing his eyes.

I’m not sure if this will help me, but I’ll do anything to alleviate his stress. So I sink to my knees between his legs and give in to his control as he cradles the back of my head and guides me to his cock.

Opening my mouth, I prepare to take it inside, but Grigory stops me.

“Start by kissing it. Slowly.”

I cast a glance up at him. He’s still leaning back with his eyes closed. No pressure or hard commands. Nothing primal, like he promised.

Slowly, I lean forward and press my lips to the tip, and a soft rumble escapes him, spurring me to do it again.

“That’s it,” he praises, stroking the back of my head. “Now, lick the tip.”

I stick out my tongue and gently run it along the slit. Then I swirl it all the way around the ridge, relishing in the soft feeling of smooth skin, the taste of him.

Another slow growl spurs me on, and Grigory’s hand becomes a resting weight on the back of my head as I start kissing and licking up and down the full length. He makes no sign of taking over. He lets me have this, and I sink into a peaceful quiet as I become bolder. I take the head in my mouth, sucking gently, then run my tongue along the hardening length, all the while knowing I’m still nestled deep in the safety of his control even though he isn’t exerting it explicitly. He doesn’t have to. I feel it hovering in the air around us—the dynamic. I’m only doing this because he allows it.

“Hmm, good girl,” he hums, and gratitude swells inside me, tugging me deeper into the floaty space as the world around us draws back. “You’re doing so well, devochka. Just like that.”

I grow more eager, reaching up to take the now hard length from him, needing to feel it for myself.

Carefully, I wrap my hand around it, a soft moan escaping me at the feeling. It sparks something primal in me. But it’s not a hungry urge for sex. It’s something calm and instinctive. An almost meditative need to please.

Almost as if reading my mind, Grigory says, “Do you want it in your mouth?”

“Yes, please.” I press a fervent kiss to the tip as my hips wiggle.

“You may take it in.” He slides his fingers into my hair, massaging my scalp.

“Thank you,” I whisper, imbuing the words with sincere gratitude. Reverently, I bring the head into my mouth and close my eyes as a feeling of purpose descends upon me, heavy and warm like a thick blanket.

I start sucking. Slowly. Then sink deeper, taking it all the way to the back of my throat.

“Hmm.” Grigory’s raspy groan and the twitch in his thighs tell me I’ve hit the right spot. So I push up on my toes, leaning down to take him into my throat. Just the tip, or I’ll activate my gag reflex.

Another rumbling groan escapes him, and his hand flexes in my hair. But his fingers never grab tight or shove my head farther down. They just go back to the gentle massaging, allowing me to enjoy this small treat of pleasing him.

Repeating a few times, I gradually work his full length into my throat and hold it there for a long moment.

Grigory’s groans deepen, his fingers grabbing onto my hair. But they still show no sign of taking over. They’re just holding on as pleasure twitches in his muscles, hardening his cock within my throat.

When I lift my head, he lets me, moving his hand along, but still not letting go.

I start a new rhythm, beginning at the root and licking all the way up to bring his cock into my mouth and down my throat. Then I pull back and start over.

His soft groans turn into labored breaths and rumbling aahs as his hips strain beneath me, moving reflexively as pleasure builds within him.

His hand flexes on my hair, his grip becoming stronger each time until my scalp smarts. The pain only drives my need to please. My hips start a constant wiggling as desire builds within me. But it’s not a desire for my own pleasure. No, I need to feel his pleasure—need the taste of salty sperm as he shoots his load into my mouth. To feel the pain as he loses control and hardens his grip on my hair.

I need to feel the deep-seated pleasure of pleasing him.

“Please…” I breathe hard as I pull back, staring up at him with his cock at my lips. “Can I make you come?”

He lets out a deep laugh. Warm amusement dances in his eyes as he lifts his heavy lids to watch me. His free hand comes up to my cheek, rewarding me with a soft stroke.

“You’re so goddamn beautiful in your submission, devochka.” He shakes his head like he almost can’t believe it. “So beautiful.” His features somber as his eyes fill with Dominant intent. “Yes,” he says, granting me my wish, “you may make me come.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, a wave of gratitude swelling inside me, so big I almost can’t contain it.

With a sense of purpose, I open my mouth again and take in his cock. This time, I pump the base as I suck on the head and lick around the ridge. Pleasure and gratitude mix and mingle inside me, spurring me on as Grigory’s breaths become quicker, his growls deeper.

Then I feel it, the most delicious twitch of his cock as he swells. I shove my head down, relaxing my throat as I take in his girth, and then I draw back, just in time to have his salty sperm fill my mouth, coating my tongue and swamping my senses.

“Be a good girl and swallow it all,” Grigory says in a breathy voice, leaning his head back as he breathes heavily.

I swallow every single drop as I rest my head on his lap, enjoying the quiet moment as he comes down from his orgasm.

“Did you like that?” he asks after a minute of silence, still not opening his eyes.

“I did.” I gaze up at him, relishing the knowledge that I made him relax like this.

His eyes open like he feels me watching, and a drowsy smile warms his expression.

“Such a good girl.” Swiping his thumb over the corner of my mouth, he catches a drop of cum. Then he presses his finger to my lips, and I eagerly open up and lick the drop off his thumb. “You’re so wonderfully submissive.”

I smile up at him, and it feels like the first time I’ve smiled in days.

Grigory leans forward, resting his elbows on his thighs as he caresses my cheek, something bright, almost playful dancing in his eyes. “I have an idea.”

“Yeah?”

“Something that will cheer you up.” He rises to his feet and gives me a hand.

“What is it?” I ask, letting him pull me up.

“You’ll see.” He presses a quick kiss to my forehead, and then he’s gathering his things and telling me to do the same, and I feel all bubbly at the sudden excitement buzzing in the air.


— CHAPTER 30 —

CLARA

Grigory’s driver takes us in the opposite direction of Markus’s apartment, down the long verdant road through Tiergarten. I wonder if that’s where we’re going, to the large park for a stroll.

I wouldn’t mind. It’s a beautiful place. But I don’t think the park is our destination. The amusement dancing in Grigory’s eyes hints at something more surprising.

“Do you have gloves?” He takes one of my chilly hands and rubs it between his big palms.

“Sorry, I didn’t think to bring them.” Actually, I didn’t think at all when we left this morning.

“We’ll have to get you some, then.”

“So, we’re going to be outside?” I guess out loud, glancing out the window at the sheen of snow covering the branches.

“Oh, yes. But it will be worth it,” he says with a big smile, clearly excited about this idea he’s had. I hope I can muster an equally happy response despite the heavy feelings weighing me down. I don’t want to disappoint him.

The car pulls up to a tall gate. A green and red pagoda roof with golden ornaments gives off Asian vibes, and so do the two smaller buildings on each side. My first thought is that it’s a restaurant, but the buildings are too small, the gate too big and leading into the open.

Then my focus falls on the two large elephant statues supporting the gate, and realization strikes.

“The zoo?” I squeal as I throw my hand up to my mouth, my wide eyes darting back and forth between Grigory and the gate.

Grigory lifts his bushy brows in eager expectation, and my smile grows even wider. If he’d told me he’d make me smile like this an hour ago, I’d have said it was impossible. But here I am, beaming like a ray of sunshine as I take his hand and step out in front of the gate. Not even the prospect of walking around in the chilly January air can kill my joy.

He steers me straight for the shop in one of the small buildings to get me a pair of gloves and a pink hat with a pom-pom. It doesn’t match my burgundy wool coat at all, but I don’t care. I’m going to the zoo with Grigory Volkov.

What an odd combination. The zoo and a world-renowned conductor twice as old as me. But strange as it may be, it’s probably the best thing that’s happened in weeks.

I can’t contain my giddy energy when we walk out of the shop and I see antelopes with long, spiraled horns. I haven’t been to the zoo in years even though I’ve always loved animals. I guess I figured I was too old, but that was clearly rubbish. There’s no such thing as too old for the zoo, I realize as we move on to the crazy monkeys and the lazy sloth.

The fact clearly pertains to Grigory too because his smile remains plastered to his face as we walk through the park hand in hand. Though, I think it’s more because of me and my gushing about the animals than the park itself.

I’m surprised to find how easy it is to be here with him. There’s no worrying about what other people might think when he tugs me in for a long hug or when someone takes an extra look at our connected hands. It’s just him and me, talking and laughing like a real couple.

“Did you see that?” I ask, pointing to the moon bear as it rises on its hind legs, making a wave-like gesture with its paw.

“What?”

I look up to find him watching me with this warm glimmer in his eyes that makes a myriad of butterflies flap in my belly.

“The bear.” I lower my head shyly as a rush of heat warms my cheeks.

“It’s a very cute bear,” he says without turning his head. “But you’re cuter.” He tugs the pom-pom on my hat, and I shake my head as a wide smile spreads across my face.

“The bear was waving.” I glance back in its direction and see it rise on its hind legs again. “Look, look, it’s doing it again!”

Grigory turns and lets out a laugh. “Crazy bear.”

“Do you think I can take it home?” I ask when we move on.

“It might not be such a bad idea.” Grigory makes an amused huff. “It just might relieve that dreary mood of yours.”

“I’m sorry,” I say as I remember how worried Grigory looked earlier today because of me.

“Shh. It’s okay.” Grigory pulls me to his side, squeezing my arm. “You’re under a lot of pressure. But I can take it.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, looking up at him tentatively.

Grigory stops and levels me with a serious gaze. “Clara, I’ve been working in high-pressure environments all my life.”

“That’s different.”

His eyes scan over my face before he concedes, “Yes, this is different. It’s hard seeing you sad. I wish I knew how to make it better.”

And there’s the heavy worry again, etched deep between his brows.

“You already are.” I throw my arm around him and burrow my head against his chest. “You make everything better, just by being here.”

Grigory tips my chin up, the leather of his glove smooth against my skin. “But I’m also doing the opposite.”

I shake my head, refusing to acknowledge that he’s part of the reason for the conflicted turmoil constantly nagging at me.

His chest lifts with a heavy sigh. “Maybe I should sleep at Markus’s place from now on. I don’t want to repeat last night.”

He doesn’t seem stoked at the idea, but I don’t think it has anything to do with me. I have a feeling it’s more about the whole strangeness of the situation—Markus being gone and Grigory sort of taking his place. I hate that too, feeling like Grigory is a replacement. But I’d much rather he stays over than sleeping alone in that empty apartment one more night.

So I nod. “I’d like that.”

His mouth curves in a hint of a smile before he squeezes my hand. “Come. Let’s go see if the penguins can cheer us up.”

It takes a little while, but as we watch the penguins’ awkward shuffle and playful antics, we both loosen up, and when one of them starts sliding around on its belly, I’m laughing again.

***

We pick up pizza from my favorite pizza place on our way back to Markus’s place and eat it on the couch while watching TV. Then I spend a couple of hours at the piano, preparing for the big audition, which is in only two days.

“Do you feel ready?” Grigory asks when he comes to stand behind me, rubbing my arms.

“Not really.” I lean back into him, suddenly feeling bone-tired.

“You play beautifully, devochka. I’ve barely gotten anything done in the last half hour because I couldn’t stop listening.”

He’s been sitting on the couch at the other end of the room with his tablet, but apparently, he wasn’t working like I thought.

“But I was only practicing.” Self-consciousness has me fidgeting. I’ve been repeating the same bars over and over, playing slowly and with alternate rhythms. It’s how you get good, but it’s not really something worth listening to.

“It doesn’t matter. The feelings are there all along.”

Turning on the bench, I stare up at him with wide, vulnerable eyes, astounded by his compliment.

“Rarely do I hear music that speaks so much to me.” He strokes my cheek as he holds my gaze, honesty shining brightly in the dark depths.

I can hardly believe it.

“But as much as I’d love to keep enjoying your music, you need to get to bed.” His expression becomes soft with a hint of worry. “You look exhausted.”

“I am.” I sigh and press my head into him.

He lets me stay there for a while before tapping my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

I make quick work of getting ready for bed—well, as much as I can with the sluggish feeling permeating both my body and mind.

When I come out from the bathroom, ready to slip under the covers, I’m disappointed to find that Grigory has prepared the couch for sleeping.

I want to ask why, but I know it’s because he doesn’t want to sleep in Markus’s bed, and I’m not sure I’d want him to. Him being here instead of Markus, taking care of me, already feels like a transgression. Sleeping together in Markus’s bed would only make it worse.

So I accept the arrangement, grateful that he’s here at all. And it does help. Just knowing he’s in the next room and will be there come morning is enough for me to relax and drift off within ten minutes.

But it’s a restless sleep. Once again, I wake to a pitch-black room with an uneasy feeling twisting in my stomach, making it hard to breathe.

My phone tells me it’s barely twelve, so I traipse through the room and carefully open the door.

The living room is dark too, and for a moment, my chest constricts with the fear that Grigory might have gone home after all. It’s not like him to go to bed this early.

But then I make out the form lying on the couch and release a loud breath.

“Come here,” he says, startling me.

I only need a second to recover before I scurry across the floor and crawl under the blanket he holds up in invitation. There’s only just enough room for us, but I don’t care. When Grigory wraps his arms around me, everything inside me settles, and I quickly fall asleep again—this time, a calm, deep sleep.


— CHAPTER 31 —

CLARA

I stir awake from steps thudding against the living room floor.

“You need to get up,” Grigory says.

I rub my eyes and look up to find him watching me from across the room. His hair is wet, jaw clean-shaven, and his fingers are working on the sleeve buttons on his white shirt.

I frown a little. Judging from the light drifting through the curtains, he should have already been out for his morning walk and coffee. But it seems my unsettled state has bent Grigory’s routine. He’s not entirely superhuman, after all.

“What time is it?”

“Almost eight. We’re leaving in half an hour. You don’t need to worry about breakfast, but you do need to get up now.”

“Where are we going?” I say with a sleepy grunt.

“I have a meeting at nine, then rehearsals. In the meantime, you’ll practice piano in my office, so remember your sheet music.”

“Can’t I just practice here?” I did like coming with him yesterday, but the idea of getting up right now is less than attractive, and I think he could do with a break from me and my gloom.

“No,” he simply says.

Still, I try to talk him out of it. “I’m good to stay here today. Yesterday was just a bad day. I hadn’t slept. I’m better now, so you don’t need to worry.” I force a smile in an attempt to drive my point home, but I don’t think it’s very convincing, and it probably wouldn’t make a difference anyway.

“Out of the question,” he says with a sudden bite. “You’re coming with me. End of discussion.” With that, he leaves the room, and I’m left staring after him, stunned by his sudden change of mood.

***

Once I’m in his office and he’s left for his meeting, I’m more than happy he shut down my protests and brought me here. I might feel better today, but that doesn’t mean I feel good. Far from it.

My body isn’t shivery like yesterday, but my very foundation feels shaky, and anxiety started creeping in on me the moment Grigory left. It scares me. I’m so frail I can’t handle being alone, and I think the only thing holding me together is being here in Grigory’s office, feeling close to him.

I have a hunch that’s why he ordered me to come with him this morning—he knew being here would stabilize me.

But when he returns from his rehearsal, I start to think there might be more to it.

The first thing he does when he enters the room is come straight for me. I’m a bit surprised when he lifts me from the piano bench with a grave expression and carries me through the room. Settling on the couch, he curls me up in his lap and envelops me in his arms. But it’s not a normal embrace, hands gently caressing and muscles relaxing. No, Grigory actively holds on to me, like he’s afraid I’ll slip out of his hands if he relaxes for just a second. It’s almost like he needs me close as much as I need to be close to him.

We sit like this without saying a word, him clasping me and me clinging to him. The only sound is our hard breaths and the faint hum of traffic from the street below. It’s sort of peaceful, yet achingly emotional. I don’t ever want it to end, and Grigory doesn’t seem to want it to either.

With a reluctant sigh, he finally eases his grip on me. “I need to work. But I can get the rest of it done from here. I’ll have my secretary order us some lunch. You can play the piano or read if you’d like. You’re welcome to scour my shelves for sheet music if you need something new.”

I nod eagerly. “I’d like that.” I’ve been eyeing those shelves the last few times I’ve been here, wanting to inspect them further. Plus, I could really do with some new music after barely having played anything but my four audition pieces for half a year.

I end up picking a Debussy piece I’ve wanted to play for a long while. It’s his Prelude from “Suite Bergamasque.” I probably should continue with the piece I started the other night when I couldn’t sleep, but it reminds me too much of the hollow emptiness I felt that night, so I start from scratch with this piece instead.

We spend several hours in his office. A middle-aged woman with a kind smile brings us lunch early in the afternoon, and we both eat at his desk, him typing away on his laptop while I read. Then I start working on the Debussy piece at the piano.

Grigory clearly can’t help himself, shooting comments my way as I go. I think I become quite the little distraction for him. He ends up joining me at the piano, teaching me the techniques I should use and helping me find the right fingering.

“Shouldn’t you work?” I ask after half an hour.

“You’re trying to get rid of me, huh?” he says with a glimmer in his eye.

A shy smile spreads across my lips. “Not really. I like having you here.” This small reprieve at the piano, working on something unrelated to the audition, seems to do us both good.

“Maybe I should have brought my baton,” he suggests, his eyes darkening with latent sadism.

My cheeks heat as I look into the keys. “Maybe you should.”

Grigory retrieves his baton from his bag, and half an hour later, red welts decorate my right arm.

***

When we finally leave the opera house in the late afternoon, Grigory asks his driver to take us to his place.

A fluttery sort of excitement takes residence in my stomach as we drive through Tiergarten, toward the fancy neighborhood, Charlottenburg, where Grigory lives. I’ve been wanting to see his place for quite a while, wondering why he never brings me there. It seems strange to spend our days at Markus’s place, sleeping together on the couch, when Grigory lives just on the other side of the city.

But disappointment slams into me when we drive down a side street to Kufürstendamm—one of Berlin’s most famous and upscale streets—and stop in front of a well-kept, white, old building with six stories and beautiful ornamentation.

“Wait here,” Grigory says, opening the car door. “I just need to grab some fresh clothes.”

I stare wistfully after him as he disappears into the building. Then I lean closer to the window and let my gaze roam up, up, up to the balcony with wrought iron rail on the top floor. That’s probably Grigory’s apartment up there, high above the street, towering above the common people.

A heavy feeling weighs down on my heart. I want to be up there with him. I want to mean enough for him to want me there.

But I don’t. For some reason, I get to wait down here in the street like I mean nothing to him.

It doesn’t make sense. He keeps acting like he wants me, telling me he likes having me in his office, and almost kissing me. Holding me close like he can’t bear to be without me.

So why won’t he ever complete the kiss? Why won’t he bring me up there with him?

I need to know. So when he returns to the car, I blurt the words, “Why don’t we ever stay at your place?”

He halts as he’s about to pull me into him, grabbing my shoulders to look directly at me instead.

“Clara, I’m not ready.”

Stricken by his honesty, I stare at him, wanting, but not daring, to ask the paramount question. Will you ever be?


— CHAPTER 32 —

CLARA

On the day of the audition, I’m a nervous wreck. Since I don’t need to be at the conservatory until early afternoon, I have several hours to kill.

Grigory has made his conductor’s assistant handle today’s rehearsal so he can be here with me. I told him it wasn’t necessary, of course, but I think it actually is. It seems he’s the only reason I don’t crumble under the pressure and back out.

I’m pacing the apartment, unable to concentrate on anything but the trepidation rattling in my body. I badly want to go sit at the piano and let the music pull me in, but Grigory has told me not to play today, saying it tends to do more harm than good to practice before a big performance.

He’s probably right. Because as much as I want to play, the thought of touching the keys has my nerves ramping up to the point where I’m shuddering.

“Come here,” Grigory says, placing a hand on my waist, urging me into his arms.

I sink into him, soaking up his warmth and letting his strength dull the nervous jitter pulsing in my body. But the relief is brief. Within minutes, the restlessness creeps back in, making me draw back to recommence the pacing.

As the minutes tick by and the audition closes in, the unease builds to a stormy sea of crashing waves in my stomach. At one point, it gets so bad I have to rush to the bathroom and hunch over the toilet.

Quick steps follow close behind, and then warm fingers brush my skin as they gather my hair behind my head.

I heave shuddery breaths over the bowl, gagging and whimpering as water streams from my eyes, but nothing comes out. So I sink into Grigory, shuddering against his chest and clinging to his shirt as he holds me.

“We need to get your nerves under control before you leave,” he says when I’ve calmed down somewhat. He helps me back up on my feet and steers me to the music room with a steadying grip on my arm.

Thinking he’ll tell me to play, I clutch my stomach as a new wave of nausea rises in my throat. I almost dart back to the toilet, but then he places a blanket beside the piano bench, and my shoulders drop with relief. I’m not the one playing.

“Come lie down,” he says, taking a seat on the bench.

I’m quick to obey, badly needing to lie down to relieve the nauseating roll in my stomach.

Grigory starts playing. Calm, gentle music. It’s nothing spectacular, but still, he imbues the music with such emotion that I find myself enraptured, forgetting about the audition and the strain of the last few weeks.

At first, the music is unfamiliar, but when he moves into the second piece, I recognize it. It’s Liszt’s Consolations. I’ve listened to the second and third pieces a lot, and the familiar, peaceful notes seep into my frazzled system, dulling the turbulence and soothing my jittery nerves.

He plays all six Consolations, and I find that the rest of the pieces are just as mesmerizing as the ones I already knew. Sweet and beautiful. I slip far into the gentle world, forgetting everything around us. Everything except Grigory and the breathtaking music seeping from his fingers—straight from his soul.

Somehow, I feel closer to him in moments like these than I ever have to anyone else. Like our souls connect in the vibrant depths of the music, speaking to each other on a level that transcends spoken words.

My breathing syncs with Grigory’s, deepening at the intense moments and flowing freer at the calm passages. It’s like a gentle breeze, washing through my system and clearing away the tightness and the worry to leave me peaceful and calm.

When the final note rings out, I’m curled up on the blanket with my eyes closed, for the first time today feeling at ease.

“Will you play again?” I ask when he leans down to stroke my hair.

“You need to start getting ready to leave.”

With a groan, I push up to sit, staring drowsily into the distance. It’s like coming out of subspace—senses slowly awakening and adjusting to the world around me.

“Do you want me to come with you?” he asks, brushing a stray strand of hair from my face. “I’d be happy to.”

I take a moment to consider as my brain resumes activity. There’s nothing I’d like more than his support, but he’s given me so much of it during the last half year. So much that it feels like he’s the one who’s gotten me ready for the audition and not myself.

So I shake my head. “I need to do this on my own.” Otherwise, it won’t feel like my accomplishment if I actually succeed.

Grigory gives me an acquiescent nod. “My driver will take you.”

This I won’t decline, though. So I get up and start getting ready, trying to focus on the relief of avoiding the crowded subway instead of thinking about where I’m going.

Half an hour later, I’m dressed and ready, standing in the hall with my flowery folder clutched in my clammy hands, ready to leave.

Grigory takes my head between his hands and aims his stern sincerity at me with an intense gaze. “You’ll do great, devochka. Play like you play for me and they’ll see how brilliant you are.”

I flicker my gaze back and forth between his eyes, hardly able to believe what I’m hearing. Grigory Volkov telling me I’m brilliant. “Do you really mean that?”

“Of course I do.” He strokes his thumbs over my cheeks. “The emotion you bring to your music, Clara…” He shakes his head like he can’t find the words. “It’s breathtaking.”

I blink rapidly as moisture gathers in my eyes. If I succumb to tears now, there’ll be no stopping them. So I shrug free of his hold and sink into him to escape the stark honesty in his eyes.

“Thank you,” I whisper against his chest, hoping he’ll understand just how much those two words mean. “For everything.”

Suddenly, a fretful feeling grips me—a feeling of finality. Like I’m walking toward an inevitable end. So much has happened since I met Grigory half a year ago, and it seems too good to last—or maybe too uncertain. Too complicated.

I don’t see how it can work long term, and it feels like the audition marks the end—the goal for all our time spent together.

But it’s not the goal, I try to convince myself as I sit in the back of the black Mercedes on my way to the conservatory. There’ll be more on the other side. Grigory’s been talking in terms of after the audition like he’ll still be in my life by then.

He’s not going anywhere.

I keep telling myself this, but the feeling lingers.

When I’m finally seated at the grand Steinway at the conservatory in front of the four panel members, my hands are shaky and damp. I recognize one of them as a famous pianist I’ve watched on YouTube, and I remember the name of another from a concert poster I saw somewhere.

It reminds me of the first time I played for Grigory. Grigory Volkov. One of my biggest idols. I can’t believe I actually did that and have been doing so continuously since that first nerve-racking lesson. If I can do that, I can play for these four people. None of them hold a candle to the man who has become the center of my world and the very reason I play.

So I close my eyes and imagine the deep timbre of his voice, the dark intensity of his gaze. And then I play. For him.

I imbue the music with all the emotions I want to show him but can’t bring myself to convey through words—the uncertainty, the fear, the longing, the aching desire. I play from the bottom of my heart, laying it all out there for everyone to see, baring myself in a way I’ve never done before. Not even with Grigory.

I disappear wholly into the music and my emotions, and when I finally lift my eyes, I’m startled to find four strangers watching me.

Too overwhelmed by the depth of emotion I’ve just exposed, I don’t even try to gauge their reactions. I just nod and thank them when they tell me I’ll get further notice in a few days. All I can think about is getting out of here, away from the intrusive eyes that have just witnessed… well, everything.

Exhaustion slams into me when I dump onto one of the leather seats in the back of the black Mercedes. I’m depleted. Drained to the bone. Numb, really. Barely able to think, I just stare into the busy streets of Berlin as the driver takes me back to Markus’s place.

I think I have managed to get a somewhat firm grip on myself when I step into the hall, but the moment Grigory appears, I break down.

A hollow sob racks my body with a suddenness that has me collapsing. Grigory is quick, rushing to me and catching me in his arms, then lowers us both to the floor. Gathering me close, he leans back against the door, rocking me like a child as I weep into his shoulder.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers, kissing me on the head. “Just let it all out.”

He keeps whispering reassuring words, rocking me with gentle movements of his chest as I keep crying, trying to find release for all the pent-up emotions festering inside me. But there are too many to let them all out in one go. The catharsis is minimal. When I finally stop crying, it’s because I’m simply too drained to let any more grief tear at my body.

Grigory breaks the silence, dispelling the echo of my sobs. “I know you might not want to talk about it, but I need to know. Did the audition go bad or are you just overwhelmed?”

“Overwhelmed,” I murmur into his shoulder.

Wrapping a large hand around my jaw, he brings my head up to study me. “That probably means you gave it all you have.”

I nod in his hand and gulp to keep back another flood of tears threatening to burst free.

He releases my jaw and tugs me back into him, cupping the back of my head as he whispers, “I’m proud of you, devochka. So very proud.”

Neither of us says a word for a long time. We just sit there until my shudders finally wane and I can breathe calmly. Then he carries me to the living room, where he tucks me in under a blanket before he goes to fix me something to eat in the kitchen.

As I lie there, I somehow manage to gather some much-needed self-control. The audition has cracked the door open to all the things I’ve been ignoring for too long—the hurt, the hopelessness, the heartbreaking direction this is all headed in. I know I have to face it all soon, but it might well crush me if I let the door slide open too fast. I can’t afford that. Not if there’s even the slightest chance that I’ll get called back for the second round of auditions.

So I force it all down. It’s a well-practiced routine by now. Not a very healthy one, but a necessary one.

Grigory spends the rest of the day trying to distract me. He takes me to the music room, lets me lie by his feet as he plays, then takes me in his lap on the couch with an opera score in front of us as if reading me a story, showing me how to study the many layers of music.

It reminds me of our time together in Aarhus, and I miss the uncomplicated months when it was mostly just him, me, and the music.

But the memory isn’t as bright and unflappable as it may seem. The distance between Markus and me was already growing back then, lurking in the shadows where I couldn’t see.

In the evening, we lie together on the couch, watching a movie. I can barely keep my eyes open, and I alternate between watching the movie and drifting off for a few minutes at a time. Grigory lies behind me, one arm banded around my chest, the other drawing circles on my stomach. It’s so calm that all thoughts drift away, and left is only a burning desire to belong to him.

It swells inside me, deepening my breaths even as it presses against my chest. If I were his, everything would be right. I ache to tell him how I feel, but I can’t make myself do it. Because wishing I belonged to Grigory is the equivalent of wishing I didn’t belong to Markus, and I hate myself for even thinking that. So the words shall remain locked inside my head.

But they’re too big to contain. They keep swirling in my mind, around and around, until they spill over.

I wish I were yours. I wish I were yours. “I wish I were yours.”

My breath stutters when I realize they just slipped from my mouth. I close my eyes and hope Grigory didn’t hear. But he did. I feel it in the way he tightens his arms with fervent strength and presses an achingly tender kiss to my temple.

He doesn’t say anything. But no words are needed as we meld together, becoming one as our breaths synchronize and our limbs intertwine.

Maybe—just maybe—he secretly hopes for the same thing. Or maybe it’s just a reaction to the strain of this whole situation. Either way, I know I’ll never be his. I’ll never get to say the words “I am yours,” and the knowledge burns a hole so deep inside me that it almost breaks me.


— CHAPTER 33 —

CLARA

Three days after the first audition, I’m called in for the second round.

Grigory takes my head in his hands, his eyes shimmering with pride. “I knew you could do it, devochka.” Something in his eyes changes as he keeps watching me, and when he inclines his head forward, I almost think he’s going to kiss me. But then impassiveness tightens his features, and he turns on his heel, headed for the kitchen where the coffee machine has just beeped.

It’s becoming more and more clear that things can’t go on like this. My feelings for Grigory are reaching dangerous heights and getting between Markus and me. Even though Markus isn’t here, I sense the gaping distance, and responding to his texts is more like an obligation than something I do out of joy these days. Grigory simply takes up so much space in my mind that there’s no room left for Markus, and I hate myself for it.

It feels like Grigory and I are sneaking around, spending all our time together, sleeping in each other’s arms on Markus’s couch, and having secret phone sex.

And this kissing thing… It hurts. I don’t care what strange notion he holds about not kissing me as long as I’m not his. He gladly uses my body in every other way he can think of, so it doesn’t make sense that he can’t kiss me. It makes me feel cheap—not good enough.

We’re stuck in this limbo, being a couple yet not quite being a couple, and I know, deep down, that we won’t be able to move forward as long as I’m with Markus, and Markus will keep slipping away from me as long as I’m with Grigory. Something big has to change. But I don’t see how, and I fear I’ll end up losing both men. Because if Markus and I end things, there’s no way I can stay with Grigory. I just can’t do that to Markus.

These are the worries that keep gnawing at me when I go to the second audition. It takes everything I have to shut them down and plaster on a smile.

This time, the audition is a talk about me, my passion for music, and what I want to do with it. The first five minutes are the hardest, but as I dive into the conversation about my love for music, I slowly forget about the emotional mess that’s about to swallow me whole. I feel lighter than I have in weeks as I open up about my dreams and let my passion drive me.

But as soon as I leave the room, it all comes crashing back—even harder than before. With the burden of the auditions now gone, I can’t hold back the flood of frustration and fear I’ve been keeping locked up behind a heavy metal door, refusing to face.

Now the metal crumbles like it was always just a thin barrier, and I’m forced to face the mess my life and these two parallel relationships have become.

Once I’m home, Grigory brings me to the living room, seeing how depleted I am, and brings me lunch and turns on the TV. Neither of us says anything while I eat and stare at the movie on the screen. But I know I have to say something or I’ll explode. So I finally do.

“Are you ever going to kiss me?” I ask out of the blue.

The hand that was caressing my waist stills, and the air thickens with tension. The silence seems to stretch on for minutes, though it’s probably just a moment before he says, “I don’t know.”

“Why not?”

He expels a heavy breath. “You’re not mine.”

A heavy rock falls into the pit of my stomach. I’m not his. Yet every fiber of my being, every instinct, seems to think otherwise. But it’s not true. My body has led me to deception. I don’t know who’s to blame, myself or Grigory—maybe even Markus—and I’m not sure it matters.

I pull free from Grigory’s arm, needing space to think.

“I thought you guys were gonna share me,” I say, my voice thick with emotion.

“It’s not that simple.” He tries to pull me back to him. “Let’s not talk about it right now. It’s been a long day.”

I get up, too worked up to sit still. “We need to have this talk.”

Grigory’s tone tightens. “Sit down, Clara. We do need to talk, but not without Markus. He’ll be back in a few days and until then, you need to rest. We both do.”

What he says makes sense. Markus is part of this too, yet I can’t help feeling that part of it is an intimate matter between Grigory and me. Dragging Markus into the conversation would be like an infringement.

“I need to talk to you, Grigory,” I say with a quivering voice, tears already starting to well in my eyes. “You.”

His eyes grow full of empathy as he holds a hand out to me. “Come, Clara. Sit with me.”

I badly want to take the offer and sink onto his lap—nestle against his warm chest. But I know we won’t talk if I do. So I remain standing, shaking my head. “Please, just talk to me.”

“What do you want me to say? Talking isn’t gonna make you mine.” His tone is suddenly dead serious.

Hugging myself, I turn my head, trying to hide both the shaking in my shoulders and the tears spilling from my eyes. “Aren’t I already yours? At least in some sense. Can’t I belong to both of you?” I badly want to, but I already know the answer. With Markus in the picture, I’ll never truly be Grigory’s.

Grigory leans his elbows on his knees, staring down at his folded hands, and it reminds me so much of that night half a year ago when he came here and everything came together. Only now, everything seems to be falling apart.

“I can’t share you, Clara,” he says solemnly without looking at me.

“What are you saying?” My voice has become hoarse and strained, my breathing dragging in and out through my nose as panic builds in my chest. “Are you backing out?”

He shakes his head, finally looking up at me, but there’s uncertainty in his eyes. “All I’m saying is that you can’t be mine. You’ll always belong to Markus, and I’m more than grateful that he shares you with me, but you can’t be mine. Not like that.”

There’s pain in his eyes, and I think this distance that will always exist between us hurts him as much as it does me. But what’s worse is that it’s also starting to come between Markus and me, and if we keep going like this, it’ll destroy everything.

The realization settles in my mind after having hovered on the fringes for so long, and the effect is like sand piling up around me, constricting my breathing with terrifying speed.

“Clara, come here. You need to rest. We’ll work everything out when Markus comes back.”

I shake my head, unable to see how any of this will work out. It hurts so fucking much. Yet I badly want to suck up the pain and stay in this teetering situation until it all crumbles around me. But I can’t risk losing both men. I just can’t. And I know I will if we continue down this road.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I say, taking a step back.

Grigory gets up, his gaze suddenly blazing with a strange combination of anger and hurt.

“I can’t.” Shaking my head, I retreat another step, away from the man I yearn for with my entire being.

Something shifts in him. Darkness descends over his features, and his gaze becomes deadly. “Clara, sit down. Now!”

I jump, cowering at the sound of his booming voice. For the first time, I’m truly scared of him.

Suddenly, I can’t recognize the man before me. I can’t recognize anything. I have no idea what I’m doing here, with two men, with my life. Everything has spun out of control—out of my hands.

Grigory takes a step closer, his eyes burning with dangerous warning.

Thinking he’s going to grab me, I spin on my heel and bolt toward the bedroom. It’s not a conscious decision. Nothing is. Not even when I pull out my suitcase and throw in the most immediate of my things.

My heart is pounding as I expect Grigory to charge after me and force me into compliance. I imagine his hand curling around my neck as he presses me onto the bed and yanks my pants down to spank every last ounce of resistance out of me like he did the day after Markus left. It would make everything so much easier, being forced into submission, having his control wipe my thoughts away. Letting it all out through tears, safe under his command.

Steps approach, but it’s not the furious ones I expected. Looking up, I find Grigory standing in the doorway, watching me with an almost horrified gaze that has me halting in my motions.

“What are you doing?” His words hold a startling vulnerability, and his hand flexes on the doorframe like he doesn’t know how to proceed.

It cuts deep into me, seeing this powerful man like this, knowing I caused it. But I can’t let myself sway. I can’t stay. I need to take care of myself or I’ll get crushed under the weight when everything falls.

So I force my eyes away, drag the long zipper closed, and lift the suitcase off the bed. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry,” I say, my voice hoarse from unshed tears.

With trembling legs and downcast eyes, I walk toward the door, praying he won’t stop me—or maybe that he will.

Just as I’m about to pass him, he grabs my arm. The familiar size of his hand and the warmth against my skin almost breaks me. Please make me stay, I beg inwardly. But when I tug at my arm, his grip loosens easily, fingers dragging across my skin in one final touch that nearly makes me double over.

But I continue on to the hall, where I quickly slip on my shoes, grab my jacket and shoulder bag, and open the door. I hesitate a final time, still expecting him to come charging after me.

But he doesn’t.

I step out of the apartment, shut the door, and press the button for the elevator. The frantic beating of my heart is like a war drum in the harrowing silence. I listen for the door being ripped open, almost able to feel the strength of Grigory’s hard grip around my arm as he hauls me back inside.

But he never comes, and I leave the building with a gaping hole in the middle of my chest.


— CHAPTER 34 —

MARKUS

“Are you joining us for a glass of wine tonight?” Lucia asks as we leave the stage for the last time. The din of clapping is finally dying down after three rounds of applause. Usually, I get high on the audience calling us back to the stage repeatedly, but tonight, I just want it to end.

“Not tonight, I’m afraid.”

I usually have a lot of energy coursing through me after a performance and need some kind of outlet. If Clara is with me, a good fuck will do; if not, some time spent with my fellow musicians, drinking a beer, takes the brunt of it.

But tonight, I’m simply too exhausted. I have been for several nights.

“Are you okay?” Lucia asks when we stop in the hallway, about to enter our respective dressing rooms.

“I’m not sure,” I say honestly. I’ve known Lucia for several years, and even though I don’t want to give her the disheartening details of my problems, it feels good to admit this to her.

She releases the door handle and comes to lean against the wall beside me, saying discreetly, “If you want to talk, just say the word. I’ll just tell the guys I can’t come anyway.”

“Thanks,” I say, genuinely grateful. “But I need to be alone tonight. Maybe another night, though?”

“Of course. Just say the word.” She gives me a friendly pat on the arm and a half smile before she retreats to her dressing room.

The first thing I do after closing the door behind me is grab my phone from my jacket pocket. I’m anxious to see if there are any updates from Grigory on Clara. He usually texts in the evenings to let me know how the day has been.

Clara is hanging on by a thread, and I keep worrying that me leaving was a stupid decision that will break the camel’s back. But so far, it seems to be the right thing to do.

She’s not doing better—she probably won’t until we get to talk—but it’s not going downhill either. She’s been focused on the audition, which went so well that she got called back in. And today, there should be an update about how the second round went.

I was incredibly proud when Grigory texted me the news. I wanted to call her and congratulate her, or even better, go home and say how proud I was while I held her in my arms. I wanted to tell her how close we both are to achieving our dreams. But that notion only brought me to think of the sacrifice I have to make to achieve that dream—the hurt I’m about to cause her. And myself.

It didn’t take me many days away from her and Grigory to realize there’s only one right thing to do. It took me a little longer to accept it, but I’m finally getting there. I’m finally ready to tell them both, which is a good thing since we’re having a much-needed talk when I get back in a few days.

Hopefulness jitters inside me as I turn on the screen and tap the text from Grigory. But the words on the screen are nothing like what I expected.

She left.

I stare, baffled, at the words. What the hell does he mean? Anger surges through me as I tap his name and call him. Alarm builds in my system with each unanswered ring, and along with it, frustration.

Something has clearly happened, and in typical brusque Grigory fashion, he simply leaves a vague text. No explanation. No confronting the hard emotions.

The moment he picks up, I demand, “What the hell do you mean she left?”

“She packed her bag and went home.”

I shake my head and start pacing, not wanting to believe what I think he’s saying. “Were you at your place, anyway? Is she in my apartment now?”

“She went home. To Denmark.”

“You were supposed to take care of her,” I accuse, not thinking straight. “How the hell did this happen?”

“She up and left in the middle of an argument. I tried to stop her, but there was nothing I could do.”

I scoff. “Hell there was. You could have held her down or tied her up. Spanked some sense into her.” I know he’s not beyond that, and frankly, I’m not either. She’s so confused these days that she needs a firm hand to put her in place when all the emotions get too much. Grigory told me how he’d hauled her over his knee when she refused to talk to him after I’d left. It had helped. So why didn’t he do it this time?

I’m about to ask when Grigory says, “I can’t do this again.” And with that, he hangs up.

What the hell is that supposed to mean? It’s not like Clara has up and left before.

My brain finally kicks in.

But someone else has. Countless times.

I drag my hand through my hair. Goddammit, Clara. This is about the worst thing you could have done.


— CHAPTER 35 —

CLARA

I stare up at the large screen announcing the flights. Ten minutes until boarding begins. The hour spent sitting on a plastic seat, fighting off pressing tears, has been one of the longest of my life, and I’m sure the next two won’t get any better.

At least, I was incredibly lucky to not have to wait longer—though the luck didn’t extend to my meager savings account, which has been cut in half. The next flight home might as well have been tomorrow, and I don’t think my resolve would last that long. I’d cave in and go back like I’ve badly wanted to ever since I left the apartment. Ever since I left Grigory.

My heart aches at the thought of him.

I take out my phone to check for messages. Still nothing. I stare at the empty screen. It’s probably for the best. At this point, a single text is all it would take to have me running back to him.

My hand flies up in a quick motion to catch a tear that’s about to spill. I can’t break down. Not in the middle of an airport. There’ll be no shutting it down once it’s started, so I have to hold myself together.

Pushing to my feet, I grab the handle on my suitcase and start walking on autopilot. Even my luggage tells me how off this situation is. It’s only half its usual weight since I only took the things within my reach. All my laundry, toiletries, and my laptop remain.

Someone comes running behind me, and I turn my head, my heart beating with the hope that it’s him. But it’s not. That sort of thing only happens in movies. Plus, I could hear the steps were too light even before I looked. The woman in a hurry bumps into my shoulder and throws me an apology on her way. But it doesn’t matter that she’s friendly and harmless. The slight shock rattles my already shaky system, and I start trembling, my hands coming up to rub the nervous skin on my arms. I squeeze my eyes shut to force out the chaos around me, but the wall of noise is still there.

What would Grigory say? He was so good at calming me when we left Berlin together half a year ago and I was rattled from the new situation, fraught from the lack of sleep.

A broken whimper escapes me, and I heave a staggered breath through the constriction in my throat. I can’t bear to think about him.

What would Markus do? I try instead. But I can’t remember. Grigory keeps popping up, blocking the memories of the man I’ve loved and submitted to for one and a half years. God, it’s all become so fucked-up. Ending it really is the right thing to do. I won’t allow this impossible thing with Grigory to ruin my relationship with Markus.

Forcing myself out of the pounding anxiety, I start walking again, shutting off every thought and emotion.

When finally seated on the plane, my belt buckled and the plane ready for takeoff, I check my phone one last time before putting it on airplane mode. Still nothing. Not a single word from Grigory since I left him standing in the bedroom door, looking lost and hurt.

A spear of pain pierces my chest, and I clench my muscles to hold back the shaky sobs threatening to break free. The person next to me casts me a sideways glance, but I don’t care. I just need to get through this. So I stare into the back of the seat in front of me, clenching my hands in my lap.

I stay like this until I’m back on solid ground. Then I keep up the same rigid tension during the long cab ride, which makes another dent into my savings account. But I don’t care about money right now. I just need to make it home without breaking, and not having to endure a long bus ride, surrounded by people, will help.

When the cab finally turns down the winding road between the yellow two-story brick buildings, my throat is painfully tight, and I constantly have to wipe away stray tears.

I grab my bag when the driver retrieves it from the trunk and all but run to my apartment. With trembling hands, I manage to unlock the door, slam it shut, and turn the lock. Then I slide down the door as the weight of it all finally pulls me under.

***

Three days disappear in a thick fog of crying, staring into thin air, and pacing my small apartment.

One moment, I feel so numb I can barely move. The next, the riptide of emotion bursting through me feels like it’s tearing me apart. Everything seems to hurt. Either it’s the emptiness gnawing a gaping hole inside my chest, or it’s my stinging eyes and the rawness in my throat—my muscles that are locked in a constant state of achy tension.

I try to get out of bed, get something to eat, and even read a book, but it doesn’t take long before a new wave of tears has me curling up on the floor. I keep hoping they will bring some sort of catharsis, but they never do. It’s always the same hollow numbness that meets me on the other side.

I consider calling Markus. He’d surely know how to knock me out of this misery. But the gaping hole between us remains. We’ve only texted since he left a couple of weeks ago, and I feel the distance in every word we exchange, so it seems wrong to seek comfort with him—wrong to ask my boyfriend to comfort me for leaving the man who’s come between us.

But even more so, I can’t stand the idea of taking out my phone and turning off airplane mode to find nothing from Grigory. Deep down, I’m still hoping he’ll come running, call to get me back or get on a plane to come see me. But as I mentally go over our last half hour together, I know this is it. The hurt in his eyes when I left was too deep.

So I steel myself when I finally go to get my phone. Even so, it’s like a fist to the gut to find nothing but radio silence from Grigory.

Markus, on the other hand, has called and texted countless times, and guilt rises within me like a tidal wave, shoving back the self-pity for a while. I should have texted him the moment I left the apartment, but I was too caught up in my grief. Once again, I hurt him because of my fixation with Grigory.

I open the texts from Markus to find a plethora of worried messages.

Are you okay?

Grigory said you left but won’t say more.

Call me immediately.

Clara, I’m starting to get really fucking worried.

Tapping my fingers quickly, I type out a short text and hit send. I’m okay. Back in Denmark. Then I crawl back under the covers and shut myself off from the world.

***

I startle awake, staring into a dark room. Vivid nightmares of intruders and monsters linger at the edges of my mind as I scan the place, my heart beating in my throat.

There’s no one here. I’m alone.

The realization pains me as much as it reassures me.

A sharp sound sends a surge of panic through my body. I bolt up to sit upright, clutching the sheets. The sound returns, right outside the door beside my bed. No, on the glass. Someone’s knocking. And then a voice. Someone calling.

When the person calls out again, I’m about to leap out of bed, either to grab a knife or flee out the front door.

“Clara, open the door,” it says, the stern tone ringing familiar in my ears.

Carefully leaning forward, I peek behind the curtain and see a tall, lean shape with slightly curly hair on the other side of the glass.

A hand knocks again, and this time the knock reverberates through the glass with a heavy, dull sound—a fist rather than the sharp rap of knuckles.

“Clara, let me in.”

I leap out of bed and shove away the curtain to open the door for Markus. But even though my rational brain knows it’s him, my panic-stricken body refuses to acknowledge it. Instinct has me scrambling back onto the bed as I watch the large figure move in the darkness.

It’s not until light floods the room, revealing Markus’s familiar features, that the adrenaline stops pumping through my veins.

But I still can’t breathe. The relief is as intense as the shock, and I’m gasping for air as my breath works in a frantic rhythm, never reaching my lungs.

My vision blurs, and Markus is a vague figure moving in front of me as he jumps on the bed and gathers me in his arms.

“God, Clara. It’s just me. Breathe, sweetie.”

His familiar scent drifts into my nose, the feeling of safety banding around me as he hugs me tight. Finally, my panic-stricken body catches up. I clutch the lapels of his jacket, clinging to him with all my might as I heave long, staggered breaths.

“That’s it,” he says. “Easy now. I’m here.”

His words are meant to soothe, but I feel the strain behind them—the strain that’s lingered between us for weeks. So his words don’t have the usual effect, and it takes a while before I’m able to fill my lungs without feeling like they’re about to burst.

“Have you eaten anything?” he asks as I finally start to relax against him.

I shake my head, shoving my tangled hair behind my ears. I must look like a mess, barely having combed my hair for days and only having slept in fitful intervals.

He lifts me onto the bed beside him and places a pizza box in my lap. Then he retrieves a soda can from a white plastic bag, pops the lid, and shoves it into my hand. “Drink.”

I take a large gulp, then throw back the entire soda as I realize how badly I need the energy.

Markus opens another soda can and sets it on the nightstand before lifting the pizza lid to reveal a mouthwatering Hawaiian pizza. My favorite.

“Eat,” he orders.

I gobble up the entire pizza like a starved cat. I have barely eaten since I left Berlin, and it’s only now that I feel the consequence.

Markus doesn’t say anything, but I feel his unwavering gaze on me. It’s unnerving. Each time I glance at him, I’m met with a tight expression. But I don’t care. At least not until the pizza is gone and I’m somewhat revitalized.

It’s only when he puts the pizza box away and moves to stand in front of me that I realize just how stern he looks. His mouth is set in a straight line, his jaw clenched behind his short stubble as he fixates on me with a hard stare.

“Take off your clothes and get on your stomach,” he says with a tone that is like a slap to the face.

Like a wave pulling off the shore, his sharp command knocks back the painful emotions that have been harrowing me since I came home. But as quickly as they disappear, they sweep back in, shoving a whimper from my throat and pressing tears into my eyes.

He takes a step closer, his entire countenance darkening. “Do as you’re told.”

“What are you doing, Markus?” I say, desperation straining my voice.

“Punishing you.”

I shake my head, unable to cope with his answer. “Please don’t,” I beg.

“You can’t just leave out of the blue, then ignore my calls for three days, Clara.”

“I’m sor—” I can’t finish the words. There’s no good excuse for what I’ve done. I’ve hurt him, and I should take the consequence. But the idea of his anger combined with pain has me clutching my chest as I lose the ability to breathe anew. So I blurt out a poor excuse anyway. “It was just three days. We barely ever talked anyway. I didn’t think…”

I swear I see flames flaring in his eyes. I shrink back, shaking my head furiously as he takes another step closer.

“Take. Off. Your. Clothes. And get on your goddamn stomach,” he grits.

I’m scared now. I don’t dare to do anything but obey. So I scramble into action, tugging at my clothes and tossing them aside, then flop onto my stomach, biting down on my molars as I prepare to feel the brunt of his anger.

Markus doesn’t grant me the comfort of his steadying touch like he usually does. Without preamble, he delivers the first smack with a force that echoes through the room.

“I’m so, so s-sorry,” I croak as pain crackles through my nerves, setting my nether region on fire.

The next blow lands with equal force, drawing tears to my eyes before the third strike sends me into a fitful bout of sobs.

I squeeze my eyes shut and clutch the sheets, trying to steel myself for another burst of pain, but it never comes. Nothing happens. It’s just me, my shame, and a riptide of emotion racking my body for several minutes.

Then I hear Markus moving, feel the mattress dipping as he jumps up beside me.

I’m wailing now, chanting “no, no, no.”

Then I’m in his arms. Gentle arms.

“I’m sorry, Clara. I’m just so damn mad at you.” He presses kisses all over my head, clutching me tight as if trying to erase the hurt he just caused. “And I miss you so fucking much.”

God, I want to tell him I miss him too, but I can’t get anything but desperate sounds and tears out. So I just sit there in his arms, letting it all roll through me.

When the tears finally recede, I’m drained. But this time, I feel something beyond emptiness as I burrow my head into his shoulder and let sleep claim me.

***

Markus is sitting on the edge of the bed, watching me like a hawk as I scoop up a forkful of the scrambled eggs he has prepared for me. He’s fully dressed, his hair extra curly like when it’s newly washed. He must have been up quite a while since he’s both taken a shower, been grocery shopping, and cooked breakfast. And I have slept through it all.

“You don’t have to watch me like that.” I put down the fork to tug the comforter closer around my chest.

His features remain hard as stone as he nods to the plate in my lap. “Eat.” His mood clearly hasn’t improved during the night.

Lowering my head, I spear a tiny sausage with the fork and keep my eyes trained on the plate as I chew.

The silence is blaring as I eat, sending my stomach into twisty knots, and it takes forever to finish the whole portion. I don’t have the appetite, but with the way he’s watching me, I don’t dare stop before I’ve eaten every single crumb.

I try to start a conversation to ease the mood, but I only get the same clipped, “Eat,” and quickly swallow my words.

Only when he takes my empty plate and sets it on the nightstand does he break the uncomfortable silence.

“What happened?” he asks, staring at me so hard I can’t look him in the eye.

Training my gaze on my fingers clutching the sheets, I gulp back the lump lodged in my throat. “I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Couldn’t take what?” he demands.

I chance a tentative glance up at him. “Grigory coming between us.” Then I lower my eyes back down. “Being stuck in this strange limbo with him.” I swipe my hand under my eyes as moisture starts to well in them. “Everything was falling apart, and I couldn’t see any other way.”

When Markus remains quiet, I look back up to find the same hard expression he’s been wearing ever since he came last night.

He pushes to his feet and gives me a single nod. “I’ve restocked your kitchen. Make sure to eat. At least three healthy meals a day. I’ll be checking in to make sure you comply.”

I stare at him, stunned. “I thought we were supposed to talk.”

“Not yet. I have a few things I need to clear up first, and I have to leave in half an hour. But I’ll be back on Saturday. We’ll talk then. In the meantime, I want you to take care of yourself. Get some exercise and some mental stimulation. I don’t care how. I just don’t want you to get stuck in your own mind. Are we clear?”

“Okay,” I say, though feeling more confused than anything else.

Markus makes quick work of cleaning after breakfast. Then he climbs into bed and holds me for the last twenty minutes before he leaves me with a clipped promise to talk when he gets back.

After he’s left, I step out the front door for the first time in four days to check my mailbox. The chilly February breeze stings my cheeks and raises goose bumps along my arms despite my thick blouse. So I quickly grab the few letters waiting for me and hurry back inside.

There’s my annual electricity statement, a letter from the library threatening to revoke my borrowing privileges if I don’t pay my fines, and a bank statement. And finally, a letter with a logo saying ‘Hochschule Für Musik Berlin.’

My breath lodges in my throat as I stare at the white envelope and the conservatory’s logo.

Indecision has me fidgeting with the flap at the back. I badly want to see the result, but dread is churning in my stomach, making me stall.

What if I got rejected? Will I be able to cope with the disappointment on top of everything else, or will it throw me straight back into the miserable hole Markus just got me out of?

And what if I got accepted?

My heart pounds even harder as my hands start to shake.

If I got in, I would need to move to Berlin. Where Grigory lives. Even if I were to live with Markus at the other end of the city from Grigory, I’d be close to him every day. The conservatory is barely half a mile from the opera.

But what’s even worse is the idea of playing the piano every day—being reminded of everything Grigory helped me gain and the pain of what I lost in the process. Feeling close to him through the music that brought us together.

I don’t know if I can do that. Right now, I don’t know if I’ll be able to play again at all.

Putting it to the test, I gingerly go open the lid on my piano for the first time since I came back.

The sight of the black and white keys nearly has me doubling over as a stab of fresh pain flares in my chest.

No, I can’t do this.

I slam the lid shut and shove the envelope under a pile of sheet music. It’s better to forget all about it.


— CHAPTER 36 —

CLARA

After five long days, Markus returns. We both know it’s time to have a serious talk, but we seem to agree to postpone it as long as possible since neither of us mentions it. But I can feel the weight of it looming over us until Markus finally broaches the subject after dinner.

“We need to talk.” He drags a chair around the table, patting the seat as he takes the one in front of it.

I sink onto it, facing Markus but avoiding his eyes. Nervousness creeps along my arms, speeding up my heart and making my fingers twitch.

Markus remains silent, and his intent eyes are like a chilly gust of wind on my skin. When I can’t take the waiting anymore, l look up at him, which prompts him to begin.

“I’ve been offered a job at the Metropolitan in the spring.”

My eyes go wide. I’d expected him to dive straight into the hard part, not start with this amazing news.

“Really?” I say, trying to muster the appropriate excitement, but the heavy atmosphere is impossible to expel no matter how great the news.

“Yeah,” he says, dragging a hand through his hair, not seeming the least excited. “I’ve known for a few weeks, but there were so many things I had to figure out before telling you. And I didn’t want to burden you with it all until the auditions were over.”

“Burden me? What do you mean?” I’m genuinely confused. This is great news. It’s his lifelong dream come true.

“Clara,” he says, leveling me with a serious look. “I’ll be gone for over two months, and I can’t just fly you to New York for a weekend. Plus, this job cuts severely into my practice time for other roles. I’ll be swamped with work for the next half year. At least.”

My hands nip at each other as the weight of this new information sinks in. “So, what are you saying?”

I hold my breath when he stares off into the distance, and my stomach twists when he breathes a heavy sigh and focuses on me.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t be what you need.”

I blink, dumbfounded, before I manage the words, “Of course you can.” I flick out my tongue to wet my lips and blurt out more words to override his. “We’ve been apart for long stretches of time before. We can do it again.”

“No, we can’t,” he says with a certainty that slams my hopes to the ground.

“Why not?” Two minutes, and this talk is already taking a fatal course. I thought we were going to talk about why I left Grigory and shut off my phone for three days, not how our relationship has no future.

“Sweetie”—Markus leans forward and takes my shaky hands in his steady ones—“the need to submit is so deeply rooted in you that you need a Dom who can be part of your daily life.”

“But you can do that. We’ll just have to stick to texts and calls when we’re apart. Like we did before.” I know I’m grasping at straws, but I can’t help it.

“Don’t get me wrong”—he lifts a hand to stroke my cheek—“I love receiving your submission more than anything, but it wouldn’t be fair of me to hold onto you when I can’t offer you the space to submit. I’m sorry, I truly am, but I need to take this opportunity, and you need to live and breathe the dynamic every day.”

“I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”

“Clara, I’ve tried really hard this past month to think of ways this could work. I thought it would be enough to have Grigory in the picture—let him be the one to fulfill those needs. But it doesn’t work for either of you.”

He looks away for a moment like he considers how to explain the next thing. “I’m not sure Grigory realizes this himself, but he won’t be able to fully give himself into this—being your Dom—until he truly owns you. And he can’t do that as long as I’m your primary Dom. I’ll always be that simply because I was the first one in the picture. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah, but—”

He doesn’t allow me to protest. “It doesn’t matter what you say, Clara. The two of you belong together. I’ve tried to deny it for quite a while. So have you, and so has he. But it’s right there in front of us—ridiculously obvious. And I have to be the one to acknowledge it first. It’s not fair to expect it from either of you. And so, I also have to be the one to let go.”

“No, you can’t do that.” I shake my head, patting at my eyes as tears start seeping from them. “You can’t just give up on us.”

“This is not giving up. It’s doing what is right.”

I keep shaking my head, refusing to accept his words.

“Clara, look at me,” Markus demands, and when I meet his eyes, he says in a steady voice, like this is a thoroughly thought through plan, “I want to give you to Grigory.”

“I don’t want him,” I say, desperate to hold onto Markus.

“We both know that isn’t true, sweetie.”

“So, is it over? Just like that?”

Markus’s mouth pulls into a straight line as he watches me for a minute. “I don’t know. I hope not.” He looks down at our intertwined hands, his eyes filling with heavy emotion. “If we do go through with this, it will be up to Grigory. You will belong to him, and he will get to decide whether he wants me involved or not.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Markus heaves a heavy sigh and closes his eyes as he says with resignation, “Then it’s over.”

My tears come quicker, and I fall forward into him as a sob breaks from my throat. He wraps his arms around me and holds me with fierce strength like he never wants to let go. But that’s exactly what he’s doing. He doesn’t want to leave me, but he does it anyway.

My heart breaks in a million little pieces as I sit here, sobbing into his chest, trying to wish he had never involved Grigory. But the thought of never experiencing the deep connection I have with Grigory hurts as much as the thought of losing Markus.

It’s impossible. There’s no good outcome. Deep down, I’ve known for a long time but refused to see it. We’ve all tried to deny the intense, almost instinctive pull between Grigory and me. Grigory and I have denied it out of loyalty to Markus, and Markus has denied it because it simply hurt too much to see.

It takes a long while before my tears recede and I can sit up on my own and face Markus again.

“Can we go lie down? Together?” I ask, just needing to feel him.

“We’re not done yet,” he says in a regretful voice.

“There’s more?” The mere idea is almost enough to break me back into a sobbing fit. “I don’t think I can take any more,” I say, wiping a hand under my eyes.

“We need to finish this. I have to leave tomorrow, and you have a choice to make.”

I give a slight shake of my head, confused as to where this is going.

“I’m not going to force you to be with Grigory. So even though I’m the one to suggest this, it’s ultimately your choice.” Markus presses his index finger to my chest. “You have to decide if you want to be his.” Markus lifts his brows in warning when I part my lips to protest. “But you get a few days, and I want you to consider carefully. If he is to agree to this, it will be on his terms. No negotiations or compromises. You’ll be his through and through. No backing out. With the way you took off out of the blue, it’s been difficult to convince Grigory to take you back. So this is how it is.”

“Why?” A sharp pang spears my chest at the thought of him not wanting me back.

“Do you remember when I told you about Magdalena?”

“Yeah, Grigory’s ex.”

“Magdalena was a ticking time bomb. One moment, she’d be sweet and submissive, adoring Grigory and catering to his every need. Then, bam!” Markus claps his hands so hard I jump. “She’d flip in the blink of an eye, making these crazy demands and trying to manipulate Grigory.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Markus leans back in the chair, his mouth twisting with displeasure.

“You know Grigory,” he continues, “he doesn’t fold. When she didn’t get her way, she’d start these crazy fights. Then, when he didn’t relent, she’d take off in the middle of it all, and Grigory wouldn’t hear from her for days. I saw it once at a premiere party. I’d been to dinner with them, and I remember thinking she was perfect for Grigory—calm and submissive. But backstage after the show, it was like seeing an entirely different person.”

“She kept trying to seduce Grigory, running her hands up his thigh even though he was in the middle of a conversion. He’d take her hand and discreetly tell her he wasn’t in the mood. But she didn’t listen. She just started whispering in his ear instead. It was a vulgar display, really. Grigory inevitably grew frustrated. When he finally leveled her with a hard glare and told her to stop, she bolted up from the couch and left.”

“What happened?” I ask with a mix of curiosity and horror.

“Grigory naturally thought she had gone back to their hotel, so he gave her an hour to cool down before going back there himself. But she wasn’t there. I remember him calling me to ask if I’d seen her, and I’ve never heard such worry in his voice before.”

Markus’s jaw stiffens, his entire posture tense, and I find myself reflecting his disposition, my heart aching for Grigory, my hands clenching with the need to murder this woman.

Markus continues with a deep sigh. “We spent all night looking for her—bars, hotels, the opera. Grigory was sick with worry when we got back to the hotel at dawn. He was just about to call the police when she finally showed up, apologizing profusely and begging for forgiveness. I think he was too relieved to be angry.”

Markus levels me with a hard glare I can’t quite comprehend and adds, “That was just the first time she ran off.”

I quickly avert my gaze, not understanding why I suddenly deserve such a reproachful stare.

“So when you bolted in the middle of an argument, it hit too close to home.”

My heart is suddenly pounding as I realize what I did. My eyes dart over the room as I try to process the guilt wrenching through my chest.

“Do you understand why taking off like that was a bad idea?” Markus curls his hand around my jaw, forcing me to face him even as I’m sniffling.

I try to nod in his grip, and he releases me with a clipped, “Good.”

I feel his eyes on me as I bend my head, trying to gain control over my emotions as I feel them hovering dangerously close to the surface, threatening to spill in a new fit of tears. Markus is not just angry with me for ignoring him for days; he’s angry with me for hurting someone he cares about. And I hate myself for it too. So I start apologizing. “I’m sorry,” I choke as I force back a sob. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

With a heavy breath, Markus seems to let go of his anger. Leaning forward, he captures both of my hands in his. “No, you couldn’t have. But you shouldn’t have done it, nonetheless.”

“Does he hate me now?” I gulp down another sob, but I can’t stop the tears from pebbling down my cheeks, dripping into my lap.

“I don’t think Grigory could ever hate you, sweetie. But he’s going to want something from you if he’s to take you back—something to prove that you are in it for good.”

“Anything,” I say, lifting my teary gaze.

Markus’s lips tip up in a slow smile, but there’s also something wistful in his gaze that makes my heart clench. “This is what I mean. Your eagerness to please him. It’s so unbridled and instinctive. So pure.” He lifts his hand to swipe his knuckles across each of my wet cheeks. “But I still want you to consider it for a few days. Grigory won’t go easy on you. He needs to see the depth of your submission.”

“How do I show him?”

“You submit.”

“How?”

“He wants you to come to his house in Russia and accept him as your Dom—that is, if you are ready.”

I nod. That doesn’t sound so bad.

Markus shakes his head. “He’s not just going to spank or reprimand you. Whatever he has in mind will be hard and painful, more so than anything he’s done up until now.”

“What—” I’m about to ask what he plans to do, but Markus cuts me off.

“I’m not sure exactly what he plans, and I don’t need to know. If you decide to go through with this, it’s not for me to meddle. Once I hand you over, it’s his choice, and you’ll have to trust him not to push you too far. But he will push you. That much I’m sure of.”

I gulp past the knot in my throat. “Will he hurt me?”

“Of course he will. Grigory is a sadist. But he won’t harm you. Do you understand the difference?”

“I’m not sure,” I say tentatively.

“He’ll inflict pain and let you feel the brunt of your guilt, but he won’t do anything he can’t mend with good aftercare.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and push air out through rounded lips as I remember all those times Grigory didn’t provide aftercare. But then I remember all those times he did—how he holds me like I’m the most precious thing in the world, brings me to his office when I’m stressed out and scared, and even takes me to the zoo.

Opening my eyes again, I say, “Will you be there?” Even though Markus won’t interfere, simply having him there will be a tremendous relief.

Markus shakes his head. “If you agree to this, I won’t be there to take care of you anymore. You’ll have to trust Grigory to do that. You can’t come running back to me if things don’t turn out the way you’d hoped.”

Fuck. I’d never fully considered what belonging to Grigory would entail.

Markus has always been my safety net. Without him, I’ll be fully at Grigory’s mercy. Grigory may never have failed to be caring and protective since he went home with me in the early fall, but I sense something dark within him—something that goes beyond the sadism he’s subjected me to this far. The way he says if you were mine makes me think I’ve only seen half of what he has to offer as a Dom, and to be honest, the idea of seeing the full depth scares me shitless. It’s easy enough to dream about being his, but could I truly handle it?

“Can I talk to him… before I decide?” I say.

“This is not a negotiation. Either you’re in or out.”

I press the heel of my hand to my forehead and fill my cheeks with air before releasing it.

The choice is impossible. Either I give myself over to Grigory and the menacing darkness lurking inside him, or remain safe and lose the man I crave with my whole being.

And if I do decide to go through with it, I’ll lose the man I love.

***

After Markus has left, I talk to him every day. Part of me wants to try to convince him to keep me. But Markus has made his decision. He wants to give me to Grigory. And deep down, I know my choice doesn’t have anything to do with choosing one or the other man. What I need to decide is whether or not I’m ready to belong to Grigory—fully, irrevocably, and on his terms.

I ask tons of questions about Grigory and what seems to be a sort of ritual I need to go through to become his. But no matter how I phrase my inquiries, it always boils down to the same thing.

Submit or walk away.

Markus neither tries to reassure nor guide me in a certain direction. He simply tells me things the way he sees them, giving me the information I need to decide if I’m ready.

Trying to find some sort of comfort for my rattled nerves, I ask about Grigory’s sadism.

“What’s the worst thing he’s done?” I say, thinking it can’t possibly be that bad.

“The worst thing?” Markus repeats over the phone. “Well, I don’t know half of what he’s done, but the most extreme thing I’ve seen was at a club in Paris—before Magdalena. He was whipping this woman he used to hook up with. Halfway through, blood started pebbling forth on her back. The woman was screaming and crying like she was in agony, but Grigory kept going.”

“That’s crazy,” I say, my jaw going slack.

Markus chuckles. “I thought so at the time, but the other club members assured me that Grigory knew what he was doing and that the woman was a hardcore masochist.”

“I don’t think I could ever take something like that,” I say in a strained voice, on the brink of backing out.

“Are you sure about that?” Markus deadpans, then adds, “You can do a lot more than you think when driven by your submission.”

“Yeah, but not being whipped until I bleed. Do you think he’ll do something like that to me?”

“Clara, remember that Grigory isn’t just all about pain and control. When the woman went into severe subdrop a few days later, he flew to Paris to spend the night with her, then back to Vienna to work in the morning.”

It sounds like two completely different men, yet I can clearly see Grigory in both roles. I remember the darkness in his eyes when he lets the sadist loose and the overwhelming care when he takes me in his arms afterward. Even if he were to do something so extreme to me, he’d make sure I was okay in the end.

Unable to process more shocking information, I change the subject. “What will happen if I decide to go through with this?”

“You’ll fly to Berlin and meet me there, and then we’ll fly to Moscow together, and I’ll take you to his place.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. I thought I would be going alone, but knowing Markus will be there is a big relief. “Will you stay then?” I know he said he wouldn’t, but a small hope has sparked inside me.

“No. I’ll just bring you there. I’ll leave after I’ve handed you over to Grigory.”

“I’m scared,” I confess—scared about what Grigory will do, scared about losing Markus, scared about what my future holds. I have no idea where I’ll live, if I’ll stay in Denmark and continue studying musicology, or if Grigory will make me move to Berlin. And I’m scared of what will happen to Markus and me if we stay together. Will I even be able to get over Grigory, and will we be able to get over the fact that he wanted to give me away and I nearly chose to be with another man?

“What will happen if we stay together?” I ask. “Do you think we’ll be able to work things out after all that’s happened?”

“I can’t lie to you, sweetie. It would be hard. I won’t be around for a while and I’m not sure what that would do to us at this point. But I would do whatever was in my power to make it work.”

I swallow a hard lump. If I choose Markus, I’m not even guaranteed that we’ll stay together. And if we do make it, I’ll be second—second to his career. Knowing how much his job means to him, I can’t blame him, but damn, it hurts.

The decision seems impossible. But when I shut off my head and boil it down to what it really is—a choice about belonging to Grigory—it all seems crystal clear. Markus is right. I belong with Grigory. No matter how much I love Markus and how much he means to me, Grigory is the one who awakens the instinctive, almost vital need to submit.

Still, I keep wavering. The moment my brain kicks back in, a wealth of emotions awakens. Hurt, fear, yearning, hope, desire. It all mixes into a turbulent mess, and when I linger too much on either, I feel like I’m going crazy.

It feels like a storm I have to work through to make the decision, but as the days go by, the whirring turbulence remains strong as ever.

I try to distract myself. Playing the piano is impossible. Focusing on a book is the same. So I get practical instead, cleaning my apartment, clearing out old stuff in my closets, and finally packing—just in case I decide to go. But the latter only stirs up more uncertainties. What should I pack for? How long will I be gone? Where will I go after? And what then?

So I shove the suitcase back on top of the closet.

I wish Grigory were here. He’d band his strong arms around me, and everything would float away, leaving me blissfully at peace in the safety of his control.

This is how it works with Grigory. He may break and shatter me, tear apart my very foundation and push me beyond my limits, but as long as he’s there to pick me up in the end, I’ll gladly let him do it all.

In the light of day, it’s easy to remember all these good things, but when night descends and I’m tossing and turning alone in bed, I remember the warning signs. Not only am I considering putting myself at the mercy of a man I’m not sure I truly know, but it’s also a man who has an insane need for control and likes to whip women until they bleed.

So I keep floundering, unable to decide whether I can give another person such complete power over me like I know Grigory will have.

Needing an answer to at least one question about my future, I take out the letter I shoved away under the stack of sheet music on my piano. I still don’t feel ready to open it, but I need to know.

Nausea stirs in my stomach as I shove my finger under the flap and rip the top open. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pull out the paper. I don’t want to see what it says, yet I badly do. So I take a steadying breath, rip the bandage as I open my eyes, and scan the paper until I read the word Zugelassen.

I clutch the letter to my chest and bite my lips together as my world turns upside down and a huge smile takes over my face.

I can’t believe it. I just can’t.

My lifelong dream has come true. I’ve been accepted to the conservatory.

My first instinct is to take out my phone, wanting to tell Grigory. But then I see the blaring radio silence in the message thread and remember I haven’t talked to him in two weeks and probably shouldn’t start now. I’ll have to wait until I see him.

Because I am going to see him. Soon. Despite all the worries clouding my mind and messing with my nerves, I am sure of one thing. I am going to be his.

There’s no doubt about it. There never was. I just needed to see it, and this letter has finally cleared things up for me.

I sink onto the bed, for the first time in days feeling a resemblance of calm. This is right. Righter than anything has been in a long time.

I bring the letter back out and read the whole thing with excitement and overwhelming happiness floating through my system.

But the elation is brief. When I get to the part with the enrollment deadline, my heart sinks.

The deadline was two days ago.

I fumble to take out my phone and double-check today’s date. Maybe I’m wrong. I have so many things mixed up these days, so maybe, just maybe…

But no.

The deadline has passed, and I’ve missed the opportunity of a lifetime, all because of my ridiculous emotions getting the better of me.

Regret threatens to drag me down, but I’m not going to let it take me. I might not get this dream fulfilled, but it’s no longer the most important one.

So I throw the letter in the garbage bin and retrieve my suitcase.

It doesn’t matter anyway. Nothing matters if I’m not with Grigory.


— CHAPTER 37 —

CLARA

It’s four thirty in the morning when I stagger across the parking lot in front of my apartment and get into a cab. I have a long day ahead of me. Two layovers. One in Berlin because I’m meeting Markus there and one in Copenhagen because there were no direct flights to Berlin.

I’m barely cognizant on the first part of the trip, swamped by trepidation, senses dulled by sleep deprivation. It’s a relief, really. The numbness gives me a reprieve from all the whirring thoughts and emotions. When I do start regaining my senses as I make my way through the Copenhagen airport, it all comes rushing back tenfold. Outright fear creeps along my spine as all the uncertainties blare in my mind, throwing me onto the ledge of a breakdown.

I hold myself together by the seams, and when I land in Berlin and see Markus, my control shatters. Crashing into his arms, I break into tears, and from there on, I’m one big mess.

Markus tries to brighten my mood by telling me about his upcoming shows and talking about the next Minions movie. But everything reminds me that the end is closing in. I won’t be there for his debut at the Metropolitan, and he won’t be there to see the new Minions movie with me.

He finally gives up, and we spend most of the remaining trip in silence.

I’m exhausted when we finally land in Moscow a little after six in the evening, and I’m more than grateful that Markus has had the foresight to book us a room at an airport hotel. Facing Grigory after this day would be impossible—especially knowing he won’t greet me with open arms. Whatever he has in store for me will require all my energy.

“A room for two, two nights,” the receptionist says, handing Markus the keycard.

My heart sinks at the thought of him spending two nights here—one with his girlfriend, one alone with a broken heart.

His features tighten like he’s thinking the same thing as he accepts the keycard. He barely looks at me on the way up to the room, and I feel gutted when I plop onto the bed and watch him order room service with a somber expression.

We eat on the bed, then sit closely entwined, watching TV, until my head is drooping.

“Get ready for bed,” Markus says, and I make a quick trip to the bathroom and strip down to my T-shirt before returning to the room.

When I come back out, Markus is holding a glass of water and a small white pill for me. “Take this.”

I eye the little pill warily. “You know I don’t like taking sleeping pills. I’m already tired, so—”

“I don’t care,” he cuts me off with a sharp tone.

I flicker my eyes from the pill to his face. His jaw is tight, eyes set on me with deadly seriousness. So I take the pill and gulp it down with a sip of water.

Usually, I’d get a good girl, no matter the mood he’s in. But not today. Markus sets the glass aside, takes his laptop and a book under his arm, and walks toward the door. “I’ll be down in the lobby,” he says without turning. “Text me if you need anything.”

I want to ask him to stay, but I also know I need to let him go. I can tell from his brief eye contact that it’s hard for him to be around me. So I nod and let him leave.

***

When I wake up at nine in the morning, I’m more than grateful for Markus forcing me to take the little pill. For the first time in two weeks, I’ve had a good night’s sleep. No restless dreams or waking up before the sun and being unable to fall asleep again. I almost feel well-rested.

I even manage to eat a good meal when Markus brings me down to the breakfast buffet.

The calm is short-lived, though. As the day progresses, my anxiety builds, and when I’m in the lobby early afternoon, waiting for Markus to get the rental car, I’m shaking. Nothing will alleviate the trepidation rattling in my bones. Not the warm lobby, nor the thick parka Markus bought me at the airport in Berlin.

I told him I’d make do with my woolen coat, but he insisted on getting me a warmer one, and the moment we stepped out of the Moskva airport last night, I was more than grateful. The Russian winter is even harsher than I could imagine. Just the thought of going back into the frosty air has a shiver running across my already nervous skin, causing a surge of nausea.

A large SUV pulls up outside the hotel, and I’m surprised to find Markus in the driver’s seat.

“Why such a big car?” I ask when I jump in and slam the door to the biting cold.

“I don’t want to get stuck on a desolate road in the middle of a Russian forest.”

I stare out at the piles of snow and shudder. In a few hours, I’ll be stuck in the middle of a Russian forest with a man who wants to hurt me, and Markus will be on his way out of there.

I gulp against the lump in my throat and stare at Markus.

His attention is on the screen, programming the GPS, and it takes everything not to tell him to stop and bring me back home with him.

His brows are knitted when he lifts his eyes to me, and the frown deepens into an expression of worry when he reaches up to run his thumb along my moist eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I say. I want to say more, but I can’t figure out how to express the wealth of emotions bursting through my system.

“Don’t apologize.” He leans over the console to bring me in for a long hug. “This is how it’s supposed to be,” he whispers close to my ear. “You belong with Grigory.”

Pressing myself close to him, I inhale the scent that has always meant calm and safety to me. Soon, it will be gone, so I inhale deeply again, trying to brand it into my senses.

“I’m really going to miss you,” I say, hating the words the moment they leave my mouth. They don’t convey half of what I feel. But I can’t find anything better. Because what do you say when you’re about to end something you don’t want to end? What do you say when the man you love is about to hand you over to someone else?

There are no words. So we stay closely entwined until a car behind us honks.

Markus pulls back and takes my head between his hands, all the sincerity of his words written deep in his eyes. “I’m really gonna miss you too.”

The idiot behind us honks again, and Markus releases me to set the car into drive and take off.

Most of the drive passes in silence. Whenever I glance at Markus, I have to suppress tears pressing behind my eyes, so I keep staring out the side window. But it’s not much use. The finality of it all has me in a chokehold, and when Markus grabs a paper bag with takeout from the back seat and tells me to eat, I feel downright sick from all the heavy emotions coiling in my stomach.

“I’m not hungry,” I tell him.

He casts me a worried look. “You need to gather your strength for whatever Grigory has in store for you.”

“That doesn’t help,” I say, gulping down the rising nausea in my throat. I can’t even think about what he might do to me.

Markus pulls over at the side of the road and spends fifteen minutes calming me down, until I manage to eat half the salad he’s bought for me.

“Do you feel better now?” he asks, studying me with concern edged into his forehead.

I nod as I press the plastic lid back onto the bowl. The food did help and so did Markus’s reassuring words and the warm hand that is still caressing my shoulder.

“Good. Try to get some sleep. We still have at least forty minutes to go.”

Markus starts the car and pulls back onto the road. I lean my head back and focus on breathing deeply, and it calms me enough to rest for a while. But when the car starts bumping and the light dims ten minutes later, I open my eyes and stare into a dark tunnel of trees, and my anxiety returns with a vengeance.

The forest swallows us in cold, dead darkness. The tree tops are so dense they create a thick roof above the narrow road, shutting out any trace of the fading daylight. Only the headlights break the pitch-black darkness, reflecting upon the white layer of fresh snow covering the bumpy dirt road. It looks like something taken straight out of a horror movie.

It doesn’t get any better when we arrive at a lonely house in a dark clearing, surrounded by thick walls of trees on all sides. It’s a simple two-story log house with a small porch. It looks well-kept but unremarkable—not at all what I imagined. I’d never have guessed that a rich man like Grigory owned this place, and my mind starts wandering, carrying me through horror scenarios of being stuck here in the woods with some crazy person.

The car parked beside us offers a bit of reassurance, though. The black SUV is every bit as big and expensive as the one Markus has rented. Definitely not a cheap model. It has the right size to contain Grigory’s larger-than-life persona.

“Close your jacket and get out,” Markus says.

A frosty gush of air bites my cheeks as he leaves the car, so I quickly tug my hood up and close the zipper before jumping out too.

The snow crunches under my feet, and my new reality hits me hard as I see Markus retrieve my suitcase from the trunk.

God, I’m staying here at this desolate house, and I have no idea for how long.

With a hand on my back, he leads me up the porch and into a small hall without knocking. My nerves ramp up further as I expect Grigory to appear any moment. The two inner doors are shut, though, and they remain so as Markus takes off his coat and helps me do the same.

Meanwhile, my eyes dart around the small space. Unlike the frosty forest and the eerie atmosphere outside, the small hall is warm and homey with bare wooden surfaces and gentle light. A deep red rug covers most of the floor, lending a welcoming feeling to the space, and a wooden chest of drawers with intricate carvings provides a bit of ornamentation.

But what has my eyes lingering the longest is the black woolen coat I’ve seen Grigory wear all winter.

He’s here. Grigory is really here.

A jolt of nervous excitement clashes with the anxiety twisting in my belly, and nausea rises in my throat as I feel the coming confrontation draw close.

“Go use the bathroom.” Markus pushes one of the doors open to reveal a bathroom. “Take a couple of minutes to calm your nerves. There’s no hurry. Wait in the hall when you’re ready, and I’ll come get you.”

I give him an acquiescent nod and slip into the bathroom, breathing a sigh of relief as Markus shuts the door behind him.

I take in the space as I push down my pants and sink onto the toilet. Judging from the outside of the house and its location, I’d guess the bathroom would be cold and cramped, maybe even chemical. But this bathroom is as luxurious as in a five-star hotel. Heat seeps into my feet through the beige tile floor, and the space is large enough to fit both a shower stall, a large tub, and a long counter with an equally long mirror lit with bright spotlights.

I flush the toilet and step up to the long row of mirrors. The image that meets me as I start washing my hands is not a pretty one. I look pale and weary. A nervous wreck with nothing to hide behind. No makeup, pretty clothes, or smart hairdo. Markus told me to put on warm clothes—jeans and a sweater—and leave my face bare, hair down. I tried to protest, but he wouldn’t hear any of it, and now I curse him inwardly.

Turning my back to the disheartening reflection, I let my eyes glide over the space anew.

The fluffy bath mat looks terribly inviting down there on the warm floor.

Markus told me to take some time, so maybe I should lie down for a minute to settle my nerves.

On unsteady legs, I sink onto the mat and curl up. Everything inside me quivers, and the warm floor is a welcome relief. I stay there, trying to calm my breathing, for several minutes, and when I return to the small hall, I do feel a bit more settled.


— CHAPTER 38 —

MARKUS

I’ve been in Grigory’s house once before, and I also remember him talking about the plans for the remodeling when he bought it, so I know what to expect as I step into the living room. But even so, the effect of the place is no less stunning than the first time.

The house looks modest from the outside. And it is. Besides this huge room, it holds a small hall, a bathroom, an adjacent kitchen, and a cozy bedroom upstairs. This room alone takes up almost three-fourths of the house, though, and looks like something that belongs in a grand ten-bedroom house. Before he bought the place, this space held three rooms—two downstairs and one upstairs. But Grigory had walls and floor removed to make one grand room with a vaulted ceiling. And grand it is.

Tall bookcases line the wall in front of me, broken up in two places to make room for a fireplace and a TV. To my left, a grand piano with an open lid dominates the space, and to my right, a long L-shaped leather couch stretches along the wall beneath the windows. I have no idea why Grigory would want such a huge couch. He never has guests out here and I don’t think he ever uses it himself. He prefers the leather chair, which he’s sitting in right now.

“Why the huge couch?” I ask, needing a small reprieve from all my dreary thoughts before launching into the subject of why we’re here.

Grigory doesn’t bat an eye at my strange question. He simply shrugs. “I needed something to fill out the space. A couch made the most sense.”

“You could have just kept the rooms as they were and you wouldn’t have had the space to fill out.”

“Then I wouldn’t have this open room—or the space to use this.” He lifts something from his lap. Coiled leather. His single tail.

I’m not surprised. Really, it’s what I expected. Yet, my stomach twists at the sight. “Are you gonna use it on her?” I ask with a grave expression.

“I am,” he confirms and lifts a tumbler from a side table to take a sip of what is surely expensive scotch.

“I don’t think she’ll be able to handle much pain right now. She’s pale as a sheet—could barely hold down the food I made her eat.”

“She’ll take it,” Grigory says like there’s no doubt about it. When I watch the whip with skepticism, he adds in a reassuring tone, “I’ll make sure of it.”

I want to tell him that he’s being arrogant and irresponsible. But I’m not sure he is. Grigory has an uncanny ability to draw out Clara’s submission. I don’t think there are any bounds to what he can make her do as long as he wields his dominance the right way. And I know he will. He might not have been able to temper his dominance six months ago, but during the time he’s spent in charge of Clara, he’s grown back into the competent dominant I once knew him as.

“Do you want a glass?” he asks, lifting the tumbler into the air before setting it down. “It’s a thirty-year-old Macallan.”

“I’m afraid it would go to waste on me.” I do enjoy a good glass of scotch once in a while, but I can’t taste the difference between a regular good scotch and Grigory’s thousand-dollar scotch.

“I have some fine red wine in the kitchen, if you’d prefer that instead?”

I shake my head. “It will only make me drowsy, and I’m leaving in a short while anyway.”

“You’re welcome to stay the night,” Grigory offers. “You know the couch is a good place to sleep, and I’m sure Clara would appreciate having you here.”

I consider for a moment but end up at the same conclusions as all the other times I’ve thought about this. “Both of you need to feel the transfer of ownership. Me being here will only interfere with that.” Plus, I’m not sure I’m prepared to witness the full consequences of my choice yet. It will hurt too much.

God knows I badly want to stay and protect her—make sure Grigory doesn’t cross the line and that he holds her when she breaks down, which she surely will. But I can’t be there for her anymore. Not like that. It has to be Grigory’s job, and deep down I do trust him to fulfill that role.

Grigory must be able to see the pain reflected on my face as he says, “Are you sure you want this?”

I heave a deep sigh and lean my head back, looking up into the heavy beams and the wooden insides of the ceiling. “I don’t feel sure about anything these days.” Looking back at him, I add, “But it’s the only thing that seems right at the moment.”

“This doesn’t have to be the end.”

“For now, it does.” I level him with a direct gaze. “You know as well as I do that you won’t be able to fully take control of her until I’m out of the picture.”

Grigory stares into the fireplace, his tight jaw the only thing giving away the guilt that must be stirring inside him. He’s not big on talking about emotional stuff. But he doesn’t have to say what he’s thinking. I know him well enough to see that he feels like he’s taking her from me.

“This is my decision,” I say. “I want you to have her. You can give her what she needs. I can’t.” The sound of the bathroom door drifts through the walls, and I get up.

Lifting his eyes to me, Grigory says with rare genuineness, “I’ll take care of her.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” I say, then cross the room to get Clara. As I grab the door handle, I pause to give him one last request. “Will you go easy on her tonight?”

“As easy as I need to,” he says with a grave expression, knowing it’s not what I want to hear—at least, on some level. Because I do want the truth. “But I’ll make sure to pick her up afterward,” he assures, and those words are enough.

Tonight will be hard on Clara. Grigory is going to push her to the bounds of her limits, maybe even past them. But he’ll be there for her in the end—take care of her and mend whatever hurt he causes.

He’ll mend whatever hurt I have caused.


— CHAPTER 39 —

CLARA

Wood, leather, and scotch. Those are the scents that greet me when Markus opens the door to a huge, open room. I catch a glimpse of brown colors, leather, wood, and a crackling fireplace before lowering my gaze. It looks warm and inviting, and I want to let my eyes roam over the place to take everything in, but I don’t dare to, afraid I’ll meet Grigory’s gaze and the anger that must be simmering in it.

Pressing a hand to the small of my back, Markus guides me to stand on a large bearskin in the middle of the room. And that’s when I see him. It’s only in my peripheral vision, but the effect is profound, nonetheless.

I lift my eyes a smidgen, and the air catches in my throat when the lower part of him comes into my focus. Shiny leather shoes, one planted on the floor and one hanging over a knee, and a tumbler with amber liquor resting in a big hand on an armrest.

I don’t need to see more. It’s him all right. I feel it in the brutality crackling in the air—the authority hanging thick in the room, stirring my submissive instincts to the point where it’s hard to stand upright.

Grigory doesn’t say a word, but I feel his eyes on me like an icy wind biting into my skin, chilling me to the bone. I want to beg for forgiveness, but the words remain stuck somewhere in my restricted throat.

The large leather sofa to my left creaks as Markus settles on it, and then eerie silence descends, only broken by the crackling of the fireplace behind me.

I feel naked and exposed, all my anxiety, regret, and longing hanging on the outside for Grigory’s scrutinizing eyes to see. My hands are working furiously in front of me, fingers nipping at my skin, palms clutching each other. It’s all I can do not to crash to my knees before him. I know my fear feeds the sadist in him, but I’m helpless to hide it.

I can’t control a thing; he controls everything.

There’s the sound of Grigory taking a sip of what I assume is his favorite liquor, followed by a clank as he sets the glass on a table. Legs clad in black dress pants come into view as he rises, and his mighty figure looms over me even though he’s several feet away.

“Strip.” His command rumbles through the air, shaking through my quivery bones, tearing away my will in the gust of a single word.

My hands start working, slowly but surely, tugging at the hem of my blouse. I have it halfway over my head when I hear two clicks of Grigory’s heels, bringing the oppressive sensation of his presence closer.

I barely have the blouse off before he yanks it from my hand and throws it aside.

My heart does a double beat. He’s going to be rough tonight. I sense it in the brutality crackling in his every motion and the distance between us—marked by the bearskin that he doesn’t step on.

It scares me. But it also has my blood coursing a bit faster with the anticipation of his overpowering dominance. I need it like I need the very air in my lungs. It doesn’t matter that he’s mad or that it will hurt. All that matters is that I’m going to be his.

I proceed to take off my pants and bra, and Grigory rips each item from my hands with the same force.

Finally, only my panties remain—the last sliver of protection. I hesitate, overcome by a wave of vulnerability. No matter how much I want to belong to him, his temper scares me. Once I remove my panties, I’ll have nothing left. I’ll be fully at his mercy, ready for him to punish and use.

“Everything,” he says, but this time there’s a note of softness in his voice. It gives me the courage to proceed, and I slip my fingers under the lace and slide my panties down my legs and step out of them.

This time, Grigory doesn’t rip them from me but lets me hand them to him, and a humming sensation awakens in my skin when his huge hand brushes my small one.

I want to lift my eyes to see if the softness is also reflected in his face, but I don’t dare to.

“Gather your hands behind your back,” he orders, and I obey, exposing myself further as I square my shoulders, making my breasts jut out. My only cover is my hair, which hangs loosely over my face, hiding the wealth of emotion flickering across my face.

But not even this do I get to keep.

Grigory reaches out to cup my chin and lifts my face. The feeling of his warm hand is like hot water on ice-cold hands—painful even as it’s soothing. I thought I’d never get to feel that hand again. I thought I’d never get to experience the overpowering mix of his steady authority and comforting calmness.

The sensation has a wealth of different emotions blubbering to the surface. Sadness, longing, guilt, regret. Desire. Burning, scorching hot desire.

Moisture gathers in my eyes as I try to process it all, and my gaze automatically flickers down.

“Look at me,” he says, still softly.

But there’s nothing soft about his expression when I lift my eyes and stare into his. There’s no sign of mercy. Only unrelenting desire to punish.

Still, the sight is like a jolt of lightning setting fire to my submission. It takes everything I have to not fall to my knees and press my forehead to his shoes.

“I’m sorry,” I say, but the words can’t possibly describe the regret wrenching at my chest. I can’t believe I hurt this man so badly—the man my entire heart craves to please. I can’t believe I disobeyed him so directly when he ordered me to stay.

“Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty of opportunity to repent tonight,” he says like it’s supposed to reassure me and not scare the shit out of me.

To my surprise, it works both ways. I want to repent. I want to show him that I’m in this one hundred percent. That I’ll give everything to belong to him.

But as Grigory keeps watching me with unforgiving intent, the fear wins. It twists and turns in my stomach, giving rise to a queasy sensation.

I glance at Markus, seeking his protection. But there’s none to find. He simply watches with an impassive expression. It’s scary to see him like this. His eyes are void of emotion, his arms crossed in a rejective stance.

Or maybe there is something. I see it in the tic of his jaw. Hurt, fear, or sadness. Maybe this is his way of covering it up?

I want to go to him and wrap my arms around him. Tell him too that I’m sorry.

But Grigory captures my attention when he reaches for a leather cuff on a side table and grabs my wrist. He makes quick work of strapping leather around my wrists and ankles.

Next, he proceeds to fasten long ropes to each cuff, which he ties to hooks in the wooden beam above me and rings embedded in the floor on each side of the bearskin. His movements are quick and efficient, the brief softness from before gone as he yanks my arms up and tightens the ropes with hard tugs.

When he’s done, I’m spread out in an X, my hands so far apart I’m effectively trapped even though the cuffs aren’t locked. Panic makes a slow crawl up my spine as I blink back and forth between my wrists. I’m at the mercy of a man who seems to have lost all compassion and is hell-bent on making me pay for leaving him. I’m trapped in the woods, trapped in the ropes, trapped by his will. I’m not even sure he’ll heed my safeword.

I’m his now. And those words might mean so much more than they ever did with Markus.

Relief lets me take a deep breath when Markus gets up and approaches me. But with three small words, he sends ice-cold water running through my veins.

“I’m leaving now.” He steps onto the bearskin and cups my face between his hands.

“No, no, no. You can’t,” I beg, shaking my head as tears pebble from my eyes.

“I have to,” he says with grave earnestness.

I start hyperventilating as the room shrinks.

“Please don’t.” I blink my watery eyes to focus on the man who has meant the world to me during the last year and a half. The man I love. The man I’m now about to lose. The consequence of my decision creeps around my lungs, and I blurt between shallow breaths—words I was sure I wouldn’t say. “Please take me with you.”

My vision clears as hope blooms within me. Markus is studying my face closely, his eyes roaming over my features with question and concern as he seems to doubt his own decision to give me away.

“Do you really mean that?”

I’m about to nod when a large hand presses to my shoulder blade. Warm and gentle. Heat spreads into my frazzled nerves, rippling through my skin. My eyes fall shut, and the weight of it all fades.

That hand means everything.

When I open my eyes again, Markus’s expression is firm with resolve, his posture a bit taller, his eyes more focused. “You belong here,” he says. “Grigory will take care of you.”

I open my mouth to protest, but no words come out.

He leans in to press a soft kiss to my lips, and panic rises anew as the hand on my back disappears and our goodbye snuffs out the air in the room.

“Please,” I manage when Markus breaks the kiss.

But there’s no help to be found.

A blindfold descends over my eyes, and Markus’s hands disappear. My world becomes shrouded in blackness as Grigory ties the fabric at the back of my neck, and Markus’s footsteps resound with the finality of the situation.

A door opens and closes. One more, this time farther away. Then a car engine starts, and the humming disappears as the car drives away, leaving the place in dead silence.

Grigory has stepped away, and I can’t sense him. All I have is black loneliness.

I want to cry, beg, maybe scream, but all I can do is stand there, frozen in time.


— CHAPTER 40 —

CLARA

I don’t know how long I stand there, shrouded in darkness, spread out and naked. Grigory has disappeared from my awareness. I have no idea where he is. I can’t feel him. The only sound is the crackling fireplace and my staggered breaths.

At some point, I start to think he’s left, and loneliness creeps up on me. I move in the restraints, too uneasy to stand still. But the feeling of being stuck only makes it worse, and I whimper as fear twists my already unsettled gut.

Desperation rises within me, tightening my muscles, and I’m about to call out for him when I finally hear a deep breath behind me. I startle at the sound, my system so wrought that anything will scare me at this point.

I clench my fists around the ropes and heave in air as disbelief has me teetering on the verge of an outburst. He’s just been standing there all this time, watching as I’ve grown more and more scared. I open my mouth, wanting to scream or curse, but Grigory speaks before I crash into crazy.

“Are you ready to prove that you want to be mine?” His voice is a rumbling force through the stillness.

I don’t know what to say. I don’t feel ready for anything. I just want this night to end. But even through the anger and fear, I feel the tug of Grigory’s power working its way through my defenses and stirring my submissive desires. So I say the only thing that makes sense. “Yes.”

A low growl fills the air behind me with feral danger. Grigory’s shoes click against the wooden floor as he steps back. And then the air hisses as something slashes through it.

Crack!

I let out a strangled scream, cowering in the ropes. He hasn’t even struck me yet, and I’m already quivering, shaking my head rapidly. I can’t do this. I just can’t.

A deep sigh breaks through the stillness behind me as Grigory steps close to me. I can almost feel the heat from his body at my back. Almost.

“Clara, are you sure you want this?”

When I don’t respond with anything but whimpers, he continues.

“It’s going to hurt. This is what it will take to be mine—your pain. I need it to see that you are truly in this.”

Uncertainty is wracking my system. All I can see is the prospect of unbearable pain. So I shake my head and lift my shoulders. Because I don’t know anything at this moment—at least not until Grigory says the next words.

“I can call Markus. It’s not too late to get him to turn around. He’ll take you back.”

My head shaking becomes frantic again. But certain this time. “Please don’t. I want to be yours. It’s all I truly want.” Tears seep from my eyes, soaking the blindfold, and I heave shallow breaths between the words, trying to get air past the weight bearing down on my chest.

“I want it so bad it hurts,” I continue. “It hurts so fucking much.” The weight intensifies until it’s like I’m breathing through a straw. I start tugging at the ropes, needing to get down, needing to breathe. “It always has. Ever since you punished me in Markus’s music room. You hit something so deep inside me that night—something so fundamental that I became yours.” The words just tumble out of me, straightforward and cathartic. Words I haven’t even dared to form in the dark recesses of my mind.

Silence stretches, so I keep going, needing to get it all out.

“I’ve been trying to go against my instincts ever since that night, trying to deny the most basic truth. That I’m yours. Have you any idea how hard that is?”

“I do, Clara. I do.”

The sincerity in his voice takes me aback, halting my tears.

“You’re not the only one who’s been fighting yourself.” Grigory presses his hand to my back, bathing my nervous skin in heat. For a moment, it sharpens the pain—the longing.

“I know,” I say, my head falling forward in defeat as I remember all the times he didn’t kiss me, his wistful words—if you were mine—and the hurt in his eyes when I left him.

“I’ll take away the pain,” he says. “I’ll give you another one that will tether you to me. For good. You’ll be mine, Clara. Through and through, with no way out.”

His words should terrify me. Instead, they seep into my soul, filling me with hope and mending my shattered resolve.

“Okay,” I say, lifting my head and straightening my spine.

Grigory steps back, and I flinch at the sound of the whip swishing through the air. But when it strikes my back, it’s only a soft caress. It keeps going like this, back and forth in a steady rhythm, grazing my skin with a prickling sensation.

“I’ll let you know when we get to the hard part,” Grigory assures. “First, I need to warm you up, or you won’t last long.”

I close my eyes and breathe through the fear. The thought of the whip biting into my skin terrifies me, but I know I need the pain to cement this new dynamic—to feel his possession branded into me as a deep-seated truth. So I give in to the gentle flow.

When the whip finally comes to a rest, I’m deep in a trance, calm and drowsy throughout my body and mind.

“Are you ready to be mine?” Grigory asks. “To take the pain I give you.”

Clutching the ropes, I nod. “I’m ready.”

Grigory inhales deeply as if relishing in the surge of power he must feel at my readiness to submit. I can almost see his dilating pupils and the command shining in his eyes.

His shoes click against the wooden floor as he takes a step back.

I sense him lift the whip behind me, and just before it strikes, I let out a, “Thank you.”

My words morph into a scream as the leather strikes with searing force. I buck in the ropes, squeezing my eyes shut as I try to process the horrible burn on my back. But even as the pain is about to split my mind in two, the gratitude lingers deep inside me, making me repeat the words with deep-felt emotion. “Thank you.”

“Goddammit, Clara. You’re perfect,” Grigory rasps, stepping closer to brush his fingertips across my burning skin. “I knew it the first time I saw you—the moment you cast your eyes down. It wasn’t just shyness. It was submission of the purest, most beautiful kind. And now it’s all mine.”

“It’s all yours,” I say, breathing hard as emotions fill my chest. “Only yours.”

“Show me,” he growls. “Show me who you belong to.”

“You,” I say hoarsely. “I belong to you.” I drag in a hard, long breath, flooding my lungs with too much oxygen as the truth of the words becomes my entire world. My sole reason for existing. “Please,” I beg, not knowing what I’m asking for. A release from all the emotions?

Grigory gives me just that as he strikes my back again.

I scream. But I don’t fight. I let the pain burst through my body, taking everything on its way. The worries, the weight, the godawful want that’s been pounding within me since the first time Grigory planted himself at the root of my submissive center. Another strike, another scream, and everything swooshes out of me, leaving me empty—a vessel for Grigory to fill.

“That’s it,” he says. “Take what I give you. Show me how much you’re mine.”

Crack. The sound is more harrowing than any of the previous times. It leaves me numb for a split second as the whip strikes. I open my mouth in a silent gasp, and then everything cracks. Pain flares on my back with a force that knocks the air from my lungs, and my legs give out from under me.

I collapse in the ropes, hanging by the cuffs as I squeeze my eyes shut in quiet agony. Then comes the scream, shrill and harrowing, tearing through my throat with new pain.

Another strike and tears burst free, leaking into the blindfold as my breath stutters.

“Aah,” I half scream, half yelp when something large connects with my back. But it’s only Grigory’s warm hand. The soothing feeling of skin against skin. The feeling of the man who encompasses my entire world—who has worked his way into my mind, obliterated everything to make room for the magnitude of his possession.

“Why does it hurt?” he asks.

I pant and swallow, trying to gather the words.

“Why does it hurt?” he demands with the full force of his dominant authority.

“Because I’m yours,” I croak, spurring another stream of tears even as the words give me the strength to straighten my legs and support my weight. It hurts because he wants it. It hurts because I need to prove my full and utter submission—because I need to give it as much as he needs to take it.

“Good. You’ll take ten more.”

“No, no, no. I ca—” My plea becomes a keening scream as the whip strikes, searing into my skin with mind-numbing pain.

I take ten lashes like this, each more harrowing than the previous—each sending a shrill wail up my throat. I cry and beg in between strikes, but I never beg him to stop. I beg because I need him—his words, his touch, his comfort.

But all he gives me is pain.

I’m utterly broken, through and through, when the whip finally hits the floor with a thud. I’m not even crying anymore. I simply don’t have the energy. My head is hanging, my limbs shaking in the ropes.

The pain is everywhere—in my back, my arms, my throat. And a new wave erupts in my back when Grigory hauls me back into his hard chest, his shirt scratching against my sore skin.

I’m about to shut in on myself, expel the world from my consciousness. But then strong arms wrap around me, engulfing me in heat and safety.

It’s everything I’ve ever wanted and all I’ve been yearning for while the whip tore me to pieces.

“I’ve got you, devochka,” Grigory whispers, pressing his lips to my temple. “I’ve got you now, and I’m never letting go. I promise you that.”

I start crying again. I don’t know how, but I do. My chest shakes along with the rest of my body as soft whimpers fall past my lips. This time, though, it’s not harrowing grief that tears at my body and mind. This time, the tears are cathartic, full of gratitude.

“Good girl,” he praises, stroking his knuckles over my wet cheek. “My girl.”

“Yours,” I say, and that’s about the last thing I remember before my mind becomes mush, engulfed in silent darkness.

***

I blink my heavy eyes against a flickering light. Warm and welcome. Flames dancing behind a glass plate. I let my eyes drift over the space around the fireplace, finding tall bookshelves filled to the brim, wooden surfaces, beams beneath a vaulted ceiling. Flickering my fingers before me, I feel the softness of thick fur, and I look down to find that I’m curled up under a blanket on a large bearskin.

As I slide my fingers into the thick softness, the rest of my body slowly wakes up too. I sense the warmth radiating from the fireplace, the smooth blanket against my naked skin, and a hand gently stroking my arm.

Craning my head, I look up at the man touching me. Dark eyes, hard features, and a promise of protection.

“Welcome back,” he says softly, eyes crinkling at the corners. “How are you feeling?”

“Hmm,” I hum, too drowsy to speak—too peaceful to make an effort.

“You’ve been out quite a while.”

Turning my head toward the room, I try to remember where I am and what happened. “What—” I’m about to ask when I see the cuffs dangling from hooks in the wooden beams and a long leather whip on the floor. As if on cue, my back wakes up too.

I groan at the burning sensation. I remember that the whip caused the pain, but everything surrounding it seems strange and confusing, and I can’t seem to wrap my mind around anything.

Pushing up on my elbows, I try to sit, but the room blurs around me, and my body is weak, barely able to hold me.

“Easy now.” Grigory gently presses me back down. “You’re not quite ready for that yet.” He leans back to grab something, then holds a straw in front of my mouth. “Drink.”

I gingerly suck on the straw and taste sweet orange juice. One sip awakens my thirst, and I gulp down the rest of the glass in one go.

“Do you remember what happened?” Grigory asks, setting the glass aside before continuing the languid strokes along my arm.

“Mmm,” I reply tentatively, glancing around the room. The space is big. Huge really. But cozy.

My eyes drift back to Grigory when he wraps his hand around my chin. “You’re mine now, Clara.”

His words take me aback. I remember coming here, Markus leaving, and the whipping, but my mind hasn’t comprehended the full meaning yet. I stare at Grigory for a full minute as I try to gauge if it’s all just a dream.

“You belong to me,” he clarifies when I don’t respond.

“How—” I shake my head, overcome by a wave of uncertainty. “I can’t be.”

Grigory’s expression remains grave as ever as he leans down. He hovers before my face, sliding his fingers over my cheek and into my hair. I stare into his eyes, and the emotion I see there takes me aback. They’re soft and warm, yet full of purpose. I gulp, blinking rapidly as I try to process the intense contact.

And then my world turns upside down as he closes the distance and presses soft lips to mine.

I’m so stunned I can’t move. The pain in my back fades along with the confusing memories. All I feel is the press of his lips.

He leans back a smidgen, watching me with a flaring intensity that has my heart skipping a beat. “All mine,” he says. Tightening his hand in my hair, he lifts my head to connect our lips anew, moving his lips against mine in the most intimate kiss of my life.

A soft moan escapes me as I melt into the kiss, moving my lips in careful motions against his, soaking up every nuance of the connection: The woodsy, sort of smoky taste—like when he pours a glass of his favorite drink. The slight scratch of his jaw—like I’ve often felt against my shoulder at the end of a long day. The tender caresses of his hands—that usually follow a hard spanking.

It’s all familiar, yet somehow new.

Gradually, he intensifies the kiss with tiny nibbles and licks, and soon our tongues meet in an intimate dance that robs me of thought and air. I disappear into his sweet possession as he claims my mouth, finally consummating the potent force that has been pulling between us since the first time we met.

It’s heartbreaking and freeing at the same time—to finally have what I’ve ached for so long.

When he at long last breaks the kiss, I’m unable to do anything but stare at him with wide, vulnerable eyes.

“I have one last thing that will cement my ownership,” he says, swiping his knuckles across my cheek.

I give a single nod as my tongue darts over my lips, savoring the remnants of our first kiss.

Grigory straightens beside me and takes my right hand, moving his thumb in circles on top of my wrist. “I’m gonna cut my mark into you.”

It takes me a moment to realize what he’s saying, and still, I don’t quite comprehend. “Your mark?” I shake my head like the motion could clear away the last of the fog.

“My initials,” he clarifies. “In Cyrillic.”

“Cut?” I parrot. “As in my skin?”

Grigory curves his large hand around my cheek, still circling his other thumb on my wrist. “Devochka, this is not a game or pretend. This is permanent. I’m not ever letting you go. I want to make that very clear.”

“I know,” I say, feeling the truth of his words deep in my soul. “You don’t have to cut my skin to make me see it.”

“This is not to make you see. It’s to make you remember. The mark will be permanent, just like my ownership.”

My chest stutters with hard breaths as I shift my gaze back and forth between his eyes.

He can’t be for real. Can he?

I knew I’d only seen a fraction of the darkness lurking in Grigory. I knew it had so much more potential than I was capable of imagining. And I knew I’d come to see the full brunt of it.

But not this soon. Not like this.

Trying to buy myself some time, I say, “Can we at least talk about it? I don’t like this.”

Grigory shakes his head. “You’re mine now. So you’ll get my mark whether you want it or not.”

My heart speeds up, my breath working in hard drags across my lips. But it’s not because I’m scared. Not only. No, what has my whole system pounding is the knowledge that he can do whatever he wants. The freedom of knowing I have no choice.

It’s terrifying and dangerous, but most of all, peaceful.

I don’t need my own strength when I have his. I don’t need to be brave when I have his steady resolve to lean on.

“I’m yours,” I say. “I’m truly yours.” I thought I knew it moments ago, but I only knew it on the surface. Now I’m starting to see why I need this. This will make me feel it all the way to my core—so deep that I’ll never forget.

“Yes, you are,” he confirms.

With a stroke across my cheek, he releases me to lean back and retrieve a few items from a side table.

I watch with wide eyes as he unfolds a piece of green medical paper, which he spreads out under my right arm, then unpacks disinfection wipes, gloves, and finally a scalpel.

My pulse beats harder with each item, and my hands are quivering when he puts on the latex gloves and disinfects the top of my wrist.

“Will it hurt?” I ask, unable to hide the quivering fear in my voice.

Grigory pauses and looks at me. “It will. But just like with the whip, you’ll take this because I want you to.”

He says it with such certainty that I can’t object. And God, I don’t want to. I want to submit to this man in every way, even if it means letting him cut my skin.

Grigory picks up the package with the scalpel, and the moment he rips the paper, revealing the shiny metal, all resolve evaporates.

“Grigory, I can’t do this,” I say, shaking my head. “I just can’t.”

I’m about to jerk away my arm, but Grigory catches it with a gloved hand, pressing it back into the green paper.

“Breathe, devochka. Just look at me and breathe.” His bushy brows lift as he drags in a loud breath, spurring me to follow.

I take in a staggered breath and push the air back out on his cue.

“One more,” he says. And thus, I’m back in the familiar rhythm that has kept me off the ledge of panic so many times.

I get lost in the trance, just watching him and breathing. In and out, in and out, deep into my stomach.

“Now, close your eyes,” he says.

I exhale a shuddery breath and let my eyes fall shut.

“Who do you belong to?”

“I belong to you,” I say, and just as I say the powerful words, letting their meaning fill me to the brim, the knife breaks my skin.

My muscles tense beneath the sharp sensation, and I push air in and out through my lips at a frantic speed.

“Breathe,” Grigory demands, his voice resonating through the air with a palpable force.

I draw in air through my nose, my chest stuttering to accommodate the too big inhale, then push it back through my mouth. Then I tell him the words I’ve been aching to tell him. “I’m yours.” I say them over and over again until they become a mantra.

The knife cuts again. And again and again. I don’t look. I only watch Grigory—the man whose will has become my world—the force creating the storm and the force keeping me steady through the hard gushes of wind.

I accept his power and let him guide me through the pain with soothing words and reassuring squeezes as he holds my arm in place.

“I’m done,” he finally says. “Do you want to see before I bandage it?”

Holding my breath, I tentatively move my gaze to my wrist, finding two letters engraved into my skin. Blood pebbles up from the red letters that are barely half an inch tall. Grigory dabs the crimson beads away, making the symbols stand out from my milky skin, clearly defined.

ГB it says. The Cyrillic initials for Grigory Volkov.

I bite down on my lip as the meaning of those two letters wells inside me.

With two gloved fingers under my chin, Grigory demands my attention.

“You are mine now,” he says, like it’s the most fundamental truth ever spoken. “Now you’ll always know for sure.”

“Thank you,” I whisper with all the sincerity of my heart. “I’m all yours now.”


Dear reader

Thank you so much for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book! If you did, please leave a review (a couple of lines is all it takes). It would be a great help!

If you loved this book, don’t miss out—sign up for my newsletter to receive direct updates, special giveaways, and exclusive sneak peeks into my upcoming projects.

Ella

Review on Amazon or Goodreads

Sign up for Ella’s newsletter
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