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"You thought you owned your
body," he had breathed into her ear. "And I so very much love
teaching you how wrong you are."



It was just a chance encounter in a part of town Heather didn't
belong, two different worlds touching by cold accident. It
shouldn't have meant anything. She knows so little about him, but
suddenly all she can think about is how to please him.



Troy can be cold and dark and aloof. No one gets close to him. By
now he owns half the city skyline Heather's always been such a
sucker for. He has the power to have anything, to take anything, so
what is it he wants from her?



He left her with a necklace that he says marks his property, and
with each passing day the urge to try it on has been growing
...









Preview






The rideshare driver who picked her up took a little
convincing that he was authorized to drive into the charter
terminal at the airport. He was smarter she had given him credit
for at first glance, and he could tell Heather wasn't providing the
whole truth when she said she was on some sort of 'approved
persons' list. But after being promised a generous tip, he agreed
to try.

Twenty minutes later, there they were pulling up to
the access gate of the charter terminal. Heather leaned out to wave
at the security guard, and thankfully he had been working the
previous Friday when she and Troy had flown out en route to Italy.
He motioned them through without stopping them.

She spotted the familiar white limousine waiting out
closer to the concourse, and directed the driver to drop her off
next to it.

She couldn't stop thinking about coming here for her
first time three weeks ago, when she was still so awed by the idea
that someone like Troy Baldwin wanted to see her again.

It was funny how she was always meeting him at the
airport, as if he came down from somewhere more important just to
see her.

But what an unhealthy attitude, she realized. It's
that kind of thinking that got me into this mess. He's just
someone. He's amazing and thrilling and I fall apart when he
touches me, but he's just human. He's just human and I'm just
human. No more and no less. If I can't accept that I deserve him, I
don't have any business being here. What's between us can be real.
I can make it real. If he doesn't think that's what he wants, I'll
show him it is. I will. It was a nice little mantra. Repeating it
felt good. It helped pass the minutes that seemed to stretch like
hours. The wind bit into her skin, whipped through her hair, made
her feel like she was waiting at the edge of the world, trying to
reach across it.

After a lifetime, a cold, dreadful lifetime, she saw
a jet approaching along the network of runways.

Heather's courage almost failed. Even with nowhere to
run and no way to leave, it was still so hard to stay still,
watching it come. Her heart was in her throat. Her palms hurt where
she'd been pressing her nails into them. If the plane had been
waiting for her to be ready, it never would have come.
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 Book One: Accidental Secrets






"What is it?"

Heather had looked up from the sofa to see Tim in the
doorway to the kitchen, eyeing her with a broad grin on his face.
He looked unusually good tonight. His light brown hair was a little
longer these days, pushed just off his face. His shirt was open a
couple buttons after their evening out, and fit him well enough to
complement the fullness of his shoulders and muscled chest. The
color brought out his eyes. She always forgot what a perfect hazel
they were.

He shrugged with a mischievous expression and made
his way into the room. "I was just noticing how elegant you look
when you hold a glass of wine like that."

"Oh yeah?"

He slid onto the cushion beside her and placed a
long, soft kiss on her throat. "Yeah."

She considered him playfully for a moment before
downing the contents of the glass in question and setting it aside.
"How about that?"

He laughed. "Less elegant. More fun. Still
gorgeous."

She leaned back and pulled him on top of her.
"What're you going to do about it?"

His lips met hers. "I'll have to think of
something."

He reached a hand down to her thigh and slid it under
her dress.

She shivered in anticipation. It could be hard work
to get to this point with him. It took a nice dinner and a fun
destination for the evening which she always had to come up with
herself, but it was usually worth it. For moments like these, it
was worth it ten times over.

She mimicked his motion and cupped a growing bulge in
the crotch of his pants. Something deep inside her trembled again.
The sensation of getting wet was something she'd never get tired
of. "I want you," she breathed. "Now. Here."

He pushed her dress the rest of the way up, brushing
his hands over her breasts with a soft, appreciative touch and
working the cloth over her head. He laid it aside and returned his
attention to her naked chest. His lips were soft as he kissed her
nipple, first with playful lightness and then with more serious
intentions.

A soft moan escaped from her mouth as she lay back,
savoring every piece of the pleasurable feeling. Her body felt
empty. She wanted him inside her, hot and hard.

She managed to get her arms around in front of her
and work open the buttons of his shirt. Her hands ran over his
chest, up to feel the heavy muscles of his shoulders and down over
his lithe stomach. She took his belt in her fingers and tugged at
it a little before starting to open it.

He leaned back to help her, and she squirmed a little
as she felt the hard, hot shape of his cock press against her
thigh. She shifted a little and got an appreciative hand on his ass
before he shifted again to slide her panties down her legs and toss
them lightly across the room.

She tried to keep her sounds quiet as he entered her,
but it was hard. It just felt so good. Her body stretched and
tightened around him, her soft muscles massaging at the contours of
his cock and ushering him deep into her. She wrapped her legs
around his back and felt his taught ass against her calves and
feet. "Fuck me," she whispered.

He drove into her harder, deeper, and faster. He
could penetrate her to her very center with just a thrust of his
hips. She held him against her with one hand and knotted the other
in the fabric of the sofa beneath her. Even when it started slow it
grew intense, impossibly intense, as she felt the animal need
overtake him. She could feel how he wanted her in every inch of his
body and she reciprocated the feeling back, her toes curled, her
eyes closed. God, it was good to feel like this.

She started to come just as he did. He drove in
harder and harder, on the cusp, and then exploded inside her. His
hot liquid pumped inside her as she heard his harsh groan of
climax. She closed in on herself, tightening around him and around
the feeling of ecstatic pleasure burning out from her center.

For a long minute she lay gasping and savoring. She
loved the weight of his body on top of her.

Sex was tremendous. Sometimes she wondered why
anybody ever did anything else. Why didn't she herself do this more
often? "That was incredible," she breathed.

Tim rolled over to her side and kissed her cheek.
"With you, it always is," he replied.

She smiled and nestled against him. His body was warm
and comforting, and she fit in perfectly, just under his arm, her
cheek on his chest. She listened to the sound of his heart and his
breathing as they savored the moment and the connection together.
It was bliss, this afterglow. It was perfect. She wanted it to last
forever. "You want to spend the night?" she asked, giving voice to
her thoughts.

He brushed hair from her cheek with a finger and made
a pained expression. "We've talked about this," he said.

Her good mood weakened a bit. "Yeah, I guess.
Okay."

The cushion sagged for a moment beneath her as he
lifted himself up. She watched him collect his clothes one by one
and start to get dressed. She looked at the clock and contemplated
another glass of wine and a book after he was gone.

 


 


 


 


"It wasn't even ten," Heather was protesting to
Nicole the following day.

The two sales reps were taking a morning break over
the office coffee pot, sipping at the steaming liquid and cheering
up quickly as they complained about their week.

"Dinner, a show, and sex," she went on, "And it's all
over early enough that I still have to come up with a way to occupy
myself for the rest of the evening."

"Why do you even keep this guy around?" Nicole asked
her for what felt like the tenth time.

Heather shrugged a little self-consciously. "I mean,
it's not that the good parts aren't good - you know? It's just I
wish they came around more often. Sure, he can be a bit flaky and
he's terrified of anything that even rhymes with commitment ... but
that's just how men are."

Nicole shook her head. "You know what your problem
is? You just get too hung up on what you know. You know Tim's not
the worst thing in the world and you think the universe will punish
you if you try to go out and get someone who will actually treat
you well."

"You're so melodramatic," Heather dismissed.

"Am I? What we need to do is get you out there and
broaden your horizons. It'll take you about ten minutes to see how
much better you could be doing than hanging around waiting for Tim
to decide he wants a real relationship."

The two women were having their favorite argument,
and so they barely noticed as the door to the break room opened and
Katie the intern came in.

"Any coffee left?" she asked.

"Just got one started," Nicole told her. "I thought
you were off this morning."

Katie shrugged. "John wanted all hands on deck for
the big visit this morning."

Heather gave her a quizzical look. "The big
visit?"

"You didn't hear? Troy Baldwin is visiting the branch
today. This morning. Sammy's waiting any minute to get the call
from downstairs that he's on his way up."

Both women tensed.

"The new CEO is coming here today?" Nicole asked.

It had only been three days earlier when they had
heard the news that Mitchell Medical Associates had been bought
out. The shock that they were under new ownership quickly faded
into the background as word spread of just what kind of new
ownership. The man's name was Troy Baldwin, via some sort of
holding company called the Baldwin Group, and he'd promptly named
himself the new acting CEO.

Over the twenty-four hours following the
announcement, increasingly shrill emails had circulated around the
office as more information was dug up. Articles were unearthed from
local papers. Photos were discovered. The picture they painted was
pretty clear.

Handsome, intense, growing richer and more powerful
every day by unwholesome amounts, merciless to his employees and
competitors alike: beyond that, Troy Baldwin wasn't the kind of
mystery anybody could get close enough to solve. But what little
information there was all pointed to the same thing: nothing should
put more fear into a sleepy little company than the prospect of
coming under his hand.

"Apparently he prefers to show up unannounced, but
John can't keep a secret to save his life." Katie reached between
them, poured a cup of coffee, and hurried back out onto the floor
with a nervous little skip to her step.

Nicole gave Heather a significant look. "You think
he's really as gorgeous in person as they say he is?" She
asked.

Heather shook her head. "How can you think about that
at a time like this? Don't you get why he's coming? To clean
house."

That seemed to sober Nicole up, and they returned to
their desks and started hurriedly spreading papers around in
patterns that made them look busy. The air in the office felt
electric. Apparently Heather and Nicole had been the last to find
out, because absolutely everyone was already on the edge of their
seat, shooting nervous glances towards the door whenever they
thought they could risk it.

Before anyone started to come down with serious neck
strain, there was a sound from the hallway. Two men and a woman in
expensive business suits came in through the door, followed by a
fourth. You didn't have to recognize his face from the newspaper to
know which one was the man in charge.

Troy Baldwin had dark hair, exquisitely cut and
pushed up off his face. He was every bit as handsome as she had
heard - she doubted a photo could have really captured it - but she
had never expected him to be so young. At most he was in his
mid-thirties. His suit was an impeccable grey three-piece and his
smile was easy and confident. If she hadn't known who he was, she
might have even described the smile as warm, even becoming, but she
knew better.

John Malcolm, manager of the department, hurried
forward to welcome him, and Troy shook his hand before dismissing
him to the side with a simple gesture.

"Good morning," he said broadly.

The office had never been so quiet. The three
individuals who had preceded him through the door had taken posts
along the wall behind him.

"I'm sorry I don't have more time to meet all of you,
but it's just as well I don't disrupt your work for long. What you
do here is much more important than anything I get up to. I just
wanted to welcome you all to the Baldwin Group and say a few quick
words about how we do things."

People inched forwards. They weren't even
breathing.

He sensed the tension in the room and smiled a little
in good-humored recognition. "I'm not deaf to the types of rumors
that go around. Most of the stories you hear are just stories. I
don't bite off people's heads. I don't pay anyone to do it for me."
He considered his words. "Of course, I'm also not going to tell you
all of your jobs are safe or that nothing's going to change around
here. Those aren't the kind of lies I have time for. But if you
work hard, work smart, and understand how to help the company move
in the right direction, the new way of doing business is going to
reward you very, very well."

By coincidence, his eyes happened to fall on Heather
just as he spoke his last words. She found herself returning his
cool, confident gaze, and managed to hold his eyes for an
unexpected, breathless moment.

"I make an effort to say that in every office that
works for me," he said, moving on. "I want you all to hear it from
my mouth. If you want to do well here, help the company. We don't
use people. We don't manipulate people. We reward them for the
value they provide. It doesn't need to be more complicated than
that." He looked around the room, and again his eyes came to rest
on Heather.

She felt heat in her cheeks. He gave a little smile
that in the subsequent hours she would convince herself had been
just for her, as though this stranger was in on some little secret
they shared. But again the look lasted for only a fraction of a
second, flickering away before she could even be sure it was
there.

He exchanged a few quiet words with John before
turning and leaving. With a motion, his assistants followed him
out, back and down to the waiting limo. The appearance had lasted
three minutes.

Heather sat back, adrenaline running through her
veins. It took a long time for her heart to remember it didn't have
to beat two hundred times a minute. Her face was flushed and she
felt strangely euphoric. It was as though with that single look he
had reminded her how much more there was in life and how much more
there was to want.

It was impossible to explain, but she had a feeling
that his idea of being rewarded "very, very well" was something she
wanted to know more about.

The strange mood lasted for the rest of the day, a
sort of fearlessness and sense of change. The company's new owner
just exuded this sense of matter-of-factness, like distractions
melted away around him. It was an exhilarating freshness. It made
any excuse seem pale and lifeless.

Later that day, Nicole brought out her most
outrageous suggestion yet for a girl's night out. It probably had
something to do with this new mood that Heather said yes. Sometimes
Heather's friend just said things for the shock value, but this
time it was Nicole whose mouth was hanging open.

"You're serious?" she asked again.

"Yeah, if you know a place. You were right. I need to
expand my horizons. Maybe those people know something I don't."

"I mean, you heard what I said? It's what I just said
- that's what you're agreeing to?"

"Yeah. An alternative club." Heather shrugged. "Let's
do it."

"I mean, I was thinking of Dye. It's ... risque."

"Why did you suggest it if you didn't want to do it
yourself?"

Nicole held up her hands. "No, no, I'm game. I've
always been curious. I just thought you'd shoot me down."

Heather made a little face and forced herself for the
hundredth time in the past hour to stop reliving that momentary
glimpse of something, looking into those dark eyes, seeing that
cool, easy confidence of a man who owned the world and wanted ...
She shook herself. "I think you were right, okay? I need to meet
new people. We need to meet new people. Sitting around in this
stuffy office waiting for things to change is starting to get
old."

Nicole turned with a still-sceptical shrug and pulled
up the webpage for the club. "An inclusive, alternative lifestyles
nightclub," she read. "Guests are welcome on the public floor."

"What does that mean?" Heather asked.

Nicole shrugged. "We'll find out, I guess. What are
you going to wear?"

The two women scanned the website for clues of
appropriate formality, but it was like a locked box. Everything
they clicked was hidden behind a member wall, save for the several
lines of introduction they had already read over three times.

 


 


 


 


That night, Heather had a dream. It was a fluid,
shifting sensation: images and sensations breathing in and out.
Everything felt good against her skin. She was somewhere she
vaguely recognized. It was at work ... yes, that was it. It was at
the office. She was sitting in the office, in her chair, but
everyone else had gone off somewhere. She was there alone, working
late.

She heard footsteps in the hallway and worked faster.
It felt like something was about to happen - something frightening
and intense and real. She looked up and realized who she had been
expecting. It was Troy Baldwin. It really was Baldwin, his shirt
open to show the rippling muscles of his chest, a rope dangling
from his hand. Those same dark eyes were unblinking, intense,
always on her. They could make her feel naked and fragile with just
a flickering glance.

"Tell me, Heather," he said.

"Tell you what, Mr. Baldwin," Heather heard herself
say.

"You call me sir. Tell me why I'm here. Tell me what
you've done."

Heather felt dread, somewhere deep in her stomach.
Her body was tense and ready. "I don't know what you mean,
sir."

"Tell me how you've been bad."

Heather didn't know what to say. She looked down at
herself and realized her clothes were falling off, like all the
seams had fallen apart at once. They crumbled to the floor.

"Why are you covering yourself?" Baldwin asked her,
stepping forward.

"I - "

The man reached out and pulled away the tatters of
clothing. He stood Heather up and pressed her down over the
desk.

Heather was naked, trembling and bent over and
vulnerable. Troy's hand was pressed to the back of her neck,
pushing her face into the cold metal of the desk.

He ran his hand up the inside of her thigh. "You've
been very, very bad. I don't want you to lie to me. Your body tells
me the truth, even if your mouth won't." His fingers were between
her legs, tracing the outline of her swollen lips. He circled her
hole, and she could feel the wetness seeping out of her and onto
his fingers. "Your body wouldn't ever lie to me. Do you know what I
mean?"

"Y - yes, sir," Heather managed to gasp. This all
felt strangely right. This felt like what she deserved.

She saw the rope Troy had been holding in his hand
land on the desk in front of her, inches from her face.

"You're even easier to control than I thought,"
Baldwin said. "I won't need that. Not yet, at least. I've got you
right where I need you already. We'll save that for later."

Heather heard a zip. Her eyes were closed. "Open your
eyes, Heather," Troy said.

She opened her eyes.

"This is the cock I'm going to fuck you with,
Heather. I'm going to put it right in that tight little pussy. And
if your pussy doesn't feel as good as I want it to, I'm going to
punish you for not being a good plaything. And if it does feel
good, I'm going to punish you anyways. That's what you deserve,
isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Now open your mouth, Heather. I can see you
salivating for it. Open your mouth and lick me good and hard before
I put it inside you."

Heather wanted to protest that she wasn't - but she
realized her mouth was wet, flooded, as she looked at the thick
cock only an inch from her face.

She woke with a start, taking a moment to realize she
was in her own bed, her mouth filled with saliva, her heart
pounding and her body aching. Her pussy was wetter than her mouth,
and she slipped her hand into her panties she could feel her clit,
full and swollen and intensely sensitive. With just a brush of her
fingers she orgasmed, gasping helplessly in the darkness.

She lay panting for a long minute, amazed at what had
just happened, at the way her body had felt taken over and
controlled. Finally she got up to turn on a light and splash some
cold water on her face. For a long while afterwords she lay in bed,
guilt and pleasure mingling somewhere deep and forbidden inside of
her.

 


 


 


 


That day at work, it was hard to convince herself
that she looked exactly like she had the day before. No one would
notice anything different about her. But somewhere, deep down, she
felt like she had crossed some uncrossable barrier.

"What do you mean you're not sure about tonight?"
Nicole demanded that afternoon.

"I just - I just said yes on a whim. I don't really
think it's my scene."

Heather's friend shook his head. "What, you're scared
they'll all gang up and pervert you?"

"No, obviously not."

"Well, you're scared of something. We were just going
to have a fun night, I thought."

Heather hemmed and hawed, but eventually she let
Nicole talk her back into it. They'd meet up at Nicole's place at
seven.

From the end of work until then, Heather agonized
over what was to come, what would happen, what the people would be
like and what they would expect. The first problem was what to
wear, and she decided to settle on something to try to duplicate
the inexplicable confidence that had gotten her into this mess in
the first place.

It was a sleek black dress, cut away at the shoulder
and back with a lot of skin showing. The front was soft and
clinging, and its light fabric reached to just below mid-thigh,
with a couple long slits that went much higher. It was loose and
flowing, but the fabric had such little weight that it still clung
to the curves of her body and never managed to leave much to the
imagination.

"Goddamn, girl," Nicole said admiringly as she opened
the door for Heather at her apartment downtown. "I guess you do
know what we're getting into. How long did that hair take?"

Heather shrugged with a bit of embarrassment. "I'm
just in a good mood, okay?"

Nicole nodded a little. "Okay. Well, whatever's
happening, I like it. Although I'm a little disappointed I don't
get to be the slutty one tonight."

"Hey!" Heather shoved her a little in mock
outrage.

Nicole grinned. "Alright, I take it back. Come in,
we'll have a quick drink and hit the town. I called Greg and
Denise, but they flaked. Not that I expected them to be game for
this, but ... she shrugged a little. "All sorts of strange things
seem to be happening recently."

 


 


 


 


Heather could still taste the lingering burn of the
very, very stiff Manhattan as she and Nicole slipped out of the cab
at the intersection of 10th and Cross St. It was a slightly quieter
part of downtown a few blocks removed from the bustle of the main
nightlife drag, and the two women shivered a bit as a gust of
chilly night air met them.

"Are you sure this is the right block?" Heather
asked.

"It's supposed to be non-descript," Nicole explained
with an air of growing confidence that was not entirely convincing.
"The numbers are right."

She poked down a narrow walkway between two of the
high-rises, and Heather followed at a tentative distance.

"Do you hear music?" Nicole asked, cocking her
head.

They followed the sound deeper into the walkway away
from the street. It wasn't a bad neighborhood, but who really feels
safe alone at night in the city with the anonymous shadows and
blank windows all around?

They rounded a corner and almost jumped out of their
skin as they came face to face with an expensively dressed door
man.

"Ah, hello," Heather stammered. "I guess we're in the
right place then?"

"Which place is that, ma'am?" he asked her.

"Ah, the Dye Club?" she stammered, looking at Nicole
for reassurance.

"This is 273 Cross Street, isn't it?" Nicole
inquired.

The man removed a little display from his pocket,
consulted it, and then turned and opened a tall, industrial looking
door in the building to their left. They hadn't even noticed it in
the wall.

Inside was a long hallway with several doors leading
off to the right and left. Immediately to the right was an old cast
iron staircase.

"You want straight ahead," the doorman advised them.
"Those other rooms aren't for you."

They obeyed a little nervously, sticking close
together. "Where did you find this place?" Heather hissed under her
breath. "I feel like we're not supposed to be here."

Nicole shrugged a little uncertainly. "I found the
owner's card on the floor of the town car when John sent me out to
ride with one of our clients a couple months ago. Don't tell me
you're not curious. We both saw the website. It's open to the
public."

 


The music was getting louder and a low hum of voices
was just discernible beyond it. They reached the end of the long
hallway and found two windowless swinging doors.

They looked at each other. Nicole's willingness to
take the lead seemed to have vanished. Heather gave her friend a
little shrug and led them through.

In the space of a step, the decor changed from
outdated warehouse to sleek, low-key nightclub. The room was large
and dimly lit. Tables were spaced out across the floor, and two or
three dozen people sat at them in small clusters, sipping drinks
and talking over the slow, rhythmic pulse of a live band in the
corner.

A long, darkly polished bar stood against the far
wall, and they wound their way over to it as best they could. It
wasn't until they had safely retreated to an out of the way table
and hidden behind their drinks that Heather began to feel
comfortable taking in her surroundings. One or two people glanced
over, but for the most part they seemed in their own worlds.

"Huh," Nicole was saying as she looked around. "I
always figured the kind of crowd you found at these places would be
ugly. Is that wrong of me to admit? I just figured ... I don't
know, if you didn't have something going on in one department,
you'd ... well, but these people are definitely not that."

Heather looked around and couldn't help but agree.
This was definitely a higher end, highly maintained, and better
looking group of people than was typical even in the nicer clubs in
this part of town. To be honest, she really had no idea what to
make of all of this. In some ways it felt like just setting foot in
here was secret and illegal. That was just the vibe it gave off.
But in other ways it felt almost disappointingly sedate. Where was
all the action? When was something going to happen to justify the
courage it had taken to venture here?

As though the universe had heard her silent
complaints and decided to teach her a lesson, the doors they had
entered through a moment ago opened again. A woman stepped inside,
followed closely by a man. The woman was beautiful, with dark hair
and a long coat. The man was tall and his demeanor was easy and
confident. He had a piece of leather in his hand.

Heather stared at the piece of leather in idle
curiosity, and then realized that it was attached to something
else. It wasn't just a little handle of leather, it was a leash. It
was a leash connected to the woman's neck.

Heather's mouth opened in shock. She hadn't noticed
it at first, because the lapels of the woman's coat were turned up,
but yes, beneath the coat a dark band of metal glistened around the
woman's throat. She shifted as the man led her over to a table, and
the coat opened slightly to reveal what was beneath. Heather's eyes
got a little bigger. In amazement, she elbowed Nicole in the
ribs.

Beneath the coat, the woman wore a leather harness.
It was dark to match the leash, and it wound around her rib cage
and down over her hips. Her breasts were completely bare, emerging
pale and soft between the stiff straps of leather. The man twitched
the leash in his hand and she jerked and followed his lead.

Heather could feel her face growing hot. She felt
paralyzed. She could ... she was getting wet. She was turned on.
Intensely.

She studied the man's face, cool and approving as he
watched the woman move in front of him across the floor with small,
constrained steps. The woman flushed frequently and kept glancing
back at the man. Honestly, she looked like she'd just been fucked -
like she'd just been fucked really, really well.

The pair joined a table with several couples already
seated in place. She kept waiting for some of them to react. If not
them, then maybe some of the people at the other tables. But no, as
far as she could tell by the patrons, there was nothing going on
that was at all out of the ordinary.

Nicole had been saying something to her. With
difficulty, she tore her eyes away and turned to her friend.

"What did you say?"

"I said it's rude to stare like that."

"Oh."

"Did you think you were going to come to a place like
this and not see any skin?"

Heather shook her head. Nicole was apparently back to
knowing everything. "I ... I didn't know what to expect."

Nicole nodded sagely. "Collars are really big in
places like this. If you're wearing one, the other men know you're
taken."

Heather took a long drink and coughed a little as it
went down the wrong pipe. "I always thought the idea of a wedding
ring was plenty romantic."

Nicole gave her a pitying look.

"I'm just ... " she started, her eyes tracing back to
the woman at the table. Now that she was looking for it, she
noticed several other women with conspicuous leather chokers around
their throats. They tended to be sitting a bit more upright and
better mannered than the rest of the crowd, as though there was
something waiting for the woman who let her good behavior slip.

Heather had always had a very secret fascination with
discipline. When she'd been younger she'd found an old teacher's
spanking manual on a forgotten corner of the elementary school
library and stolen it on an impulse. Now, sitting here, a lot of
things she'd never intended to confront in public were getting
prominently shoved in her face.

She shifted in her seat, uncomfortably aware of how
wet she had gotten watching the newest pair of club patrons.

"I'm not really sure I should be here," she
muttered.

"What?"

As she heard herself voice it aloud, she started to
realize it was true. She wasn't ready for this. She'd wanted a
slightly more spicy night on the town, not to run headlong into her
long-suppressed and most conflicted turn-on. "I just think maybe I
should go."

"We just got here. What am I going to do?"

But before Heather could answer, their attention was
diverted by a man approaching the table. He drew up across from
Nicole and leaned against the spare chair. "Excuse me," he said. "I
couldn't help notice you're not someone I've seen here before."

Nicole blushed a little and cast him a curious look.
The man was dark-haired with strong shoulders and a gorgeous smile.
Heather watched her friend get a little tongue-tied. "We're - we
haven't been, yeah," she said. "We - I mean I've just always been
curious."

"Well, you'll find it's hard not to make friends
quickly in a place like this," he said. He nodded over his shoulder
to a table of two other couples. "You should have a drink with us.
We love meeting the fresh faces."

"Umm, that would be really nice." Nicole glanced at
Heather.

"I was actually just leaving," Heather volunteered.
"I promised someone I'd ..."

He frowned slightly and for a moment she felt a pang
of disappointment in herself. "Well, some other time, then," he
said. His eyes turned back to Nicole.

"I'd love to," she said, casting Heather an
unapologetic look. "Heather knows how to get out of here."

He smiled at Heather and extended a hand. "Until next
time, Heather. I'm Randall."

"Enjoy yourselves," Heather said, taking his
hand.

She was starting to feel eyes on her as she made her
way to the door. Back outside in the long industrial corridor she
took a moment to breathe, away from the music and the voices.

After the lavish interior, there was something
desperately comforting about the impersonal cinder block walls
leading back out to the ally. Why had she reacted that way? She had
felt claustrophobic. It had felt like everyone around them could
see into her head and hear her thoughts.

Her heart was pounding, but as she stood and
breathed, it started to slow. Nothing was wrong. There was nothing
to be afraid of, it just didn't seem like her scene.

 


 


 


 


She made her way down the corridor, wondering what to
do with the rest of her night. It would be a shame to go home.
After all, she'd gotten her courage up for an exciting night, it
just ... this hadn't been it.

She rounded the corner to find a group of several
people milling around just inside the outer door. The doorman was
holding it open for another to join them. Heather slowed a bit,
reluctant to have her clean escape interrupted, and then stopped
altogether.

The man coming in through the door was Troy
Baldwin.

Heather was no longer stopped; she was frozen. Her
feet planted to the floor as she stared in chagrin. Her first
instinct was to slip back out of sight, but a couple of the women
in the group had already turned to look at her with mild curiosity
on their faces.

Before she knew what was happening, those sharp, dark
eyes flickered in her direction and locked to her. A brief smile of
recognition played across his lips and he cocked his head a little
as he looked at her. She returned his look helplessly, unsure
whether her career was over or her night was ruined or if maybe she
didn't have anything to be embarrassed about. After all, he was
here too. In fact, she had almost forgotten in the shock of the
moment what seeing him here meant. He was here ... at Club Dye
...

"I'll be upstairs in a moment," he told the others
waiting for him.

Obediently, they turned and made their way towards
the cast iron staircase to the left, and in a moment their bubbling
voices had faded to a distant echo.

"We haven't been introduced," he said, a smile
flickering on his lips.

"Heather," Heather stammered.

He studied her chagrined face. "I didn't mean to
block your escape."

"Oh, it's - " she flushed. "No, but I was just
leaving."

He nodded thoughtfully, his eyes never straying from
hers. "A bit early to end the evening, isn't it?"

His smile was inviting and she self-consciously
stepped out of the shadows of the corner and moved a little closer.
"I think I just made a mistake."

He nodded, amusement still flickering on his lips.
"Don't we all, sometimes. You know it was just the other day I
happened to be in a room with a very striking woman. I only saw her
briefly, but she was on my mind for hours afterwards. I wondered
why I didn't take the time to ask who she was."

Heather flushed. "You mean me?"

"Do you believe in coincidence, Heather?"

"Um - I don't know."

"What a coincidence; I don't know either." He
gestured up the stairs in the direction the others had disappeared.
"Would you like to join us?"

"Join?"

"Just a friendly drink; nothing to be afraid of.
People like me like the Dye. It understands the value of
discretion."

Numbly she nodded. "Alright."

He led her up the stairs to a much more subdued and
elegant version of the club downstairs. The decor was modern and
chic. There were only a few tables and they were spaced more
widely.

He offered her a seat at one of the smaller tables to
the side and waved over a bottle of wine from a waiter hovering
against a wall. Evidently they knew his preferred vintage without
being told. Heather spotted the group of people he had come in
with, off at another table, respectfully keeping their distance but
occasionally shooting her curious or even jealous glances.

"So," he said as he savored the smell of the glass
and took a soft drink from it, "this is always a slightly strange
place to run into someone, isn't it? I suppose we'll just have to
keep each other's secret."

"I don't really know," Heather admitted. "I've never
been here before."

He laughed, but then noticed she seemed serious, and
he reconsidered her. "No, I suppose now that you say it I don't
imagine you have."

She shrugged. "I'm not sure I belong at a place like
this."

"No?"

She stared down into wine glass in her fingers. The
drink from downstairs was starting to warm her head, and the night
was beginning to feel a bit surreal. "I guess I just needed
something to change," she said. "I don't know why I thought a place
like this would help."

He studied her in the soft light. She couldn't look
him directly in the face or she'd have lost her nerve. He was
immaculate tonight. Maybe he was always like this. She wanted to
paint him.

"I think I do," he said.

"You do?"

He nodded. "You're told not to want something. You're
told not to want something for so long that you just about convince
yourself. But every once in a while, you're reminded that it's a
lie, and on nights like that you just can't sit still."

Heather made the mistake of looking up into his eyes,
and then she was lost in them.

"Do you want me to show you why you came to a place
like this? Show you what draws people here?"

She was having trouble getting breath. Slowly, she
nodded.

He studied her upturned face for a moment longer, and
then waved one of the attendants over. "I need someone to go make
an order at Haverill's on ninth. Give him my name and ask him for
the most beautiful piece he has. He knows what I like. Bring it
here."

The man nodded and disappeared, and Heather was left
looking after him, burning with curiosity but too unsure of herself
to inquire.

"So tell me," he said. "Where did I so rudely prevent
you from running off to? Was it very important?"

She laughed before she could stop herself. "Of
course, I had a meeting with the President of Australia. Somebody
like that. That's what your type would tell you, right?"

"My type?"

"Well, I mean big, important people. I can read a
newspaper. You know a lot of people, for how few people know about
you."

He concealed a smile. "Australia has a Prime
Minister," he corrected mildly. "And I try to stay out of the
newspapers."

"Oh, of course," she agreed. "That's probably the
difference between us. I'm much better at staying out of the news
than you are." At this he laughed outright, and Heather started to
gain a little confidence. "I think they probably just like having
an excuse to run your picture," she added.

He shrugged. "With the pack of gargoyles we have in
the statehouse these days, I think they'd take anybody on that
score." He took a drink. "I didn't know I'd be fighting at such a
disadvantage. I usually like to know more about people than they
know about me."

Heather waved a hand mysteriously. "How long do you
think I can keep it up?"

Troy checked his watch. Was that hand-jewelled
platinum? "I give you another two minutes before you're spilling
your secrets. No woman can resist a wine this good."

In the days that followed, she'd try desperately to
remember everything they talked about in those dream-like minutes
in the private club above the stairs, but the memories slipped
through her fingers like water. She could remember how difficult it
was to keep from grinning ear to ear as he flirted shamelessly with
her and asked her questions. In the moment it felt like every word
he uttered was the most important ever spoken, but after they had
passed, all she could remember were the way his lips curved in a
smile when she tried to make a joke or the way he tilted his head
when she managed to say something he enjoyed.

She remembered he asked her about her home and where
she'd come from. He asked her a little about her job, but never
made her feel on the spot or that she had to be careful what she
said. The conversation was light but sharp, and always about her,
even when she tried to turn the questions back on him. Again there
was only the curve of his perfect lips, the appreciative laugh.
Always the questions were avoided so deftly that she barely
realized he hadn't answered.

And then the attendant returned. It might have been a
couple hours or it might have been the blink of an eye. He held a
small felt box in his hand and placed it on the table beside
Troy.

Troy opened it from an angle I couldn't see, examined
the contents, and nodded in appreciation.

"What is it?" Heather asked.

He lifted a piece of backing and withdrew a small,
delicate necklace with a single, muted stone set in its center.

"I suspect," he said, "that what you're looking for
is something I very much want to show you."

"You do?"

He smiled and gestured with the glinting object in
his palm. "A necklace of mine," he said. "I want you to wear it.
Not here. Not now. I want you to take it home with you."

"It's very beautiful," she said, a little
uncertainly.

"When you look at it, I don't want you to see it.
This little piece of metal is what everyone else sees, but it's a
private, intimate symbol. It's mine. I put it on things I want to
be mine utterly." He placed it on the table in front of her. "I
want you to take it home and put it on, and when you feel it around
your throat I want you to remember why I asked you to wear it, and
remember that when you put it on, you are acknowledging the part of
you that wants to give that to me."

"I -" she looked down at it and then took it in her
fingers.

"Just put it in your bag," he said. "I don't want you
to agree lightly."

Unsure whether to be flattered, she tucked it away
without a word. She wondered if she shouldn't thank him, but it was
quite obviously not a gift. It was a request - a request and a
warning.

She could appreciate the sentiment. You didn't need
to be the President of Australia to recognize trouble when it
caught you in a warehouse hallway and offered you a two hundred
dollar glass of wine. He wasn't being coy about it.

You can get away if you want to, he was telling her,
but if you don't, you need to be ready.









Book Two: Playing with Fire






For three days, the necklace lay on the dresser by
the mirror of her bedroom, hidden behind a coffee cup in a way that
might even have looked accidental to an untrained eye. But it was
never truly far from Heather's mind.

At times, Friday night still all felt like nothing
but a strange dream. She wasn't, Heather told herself, the kind of
woman to go googly-eyed over celebrity. Neither was she the type to
chase around the richest man she could find. She had expected to
live out her life without ever being tempted by the allure of a man
like Troy, and now by the strangest and most inexplicable
circumstances, the new possibility dominated her thoughts.

Not that he had left her any way to contact him. The
evening had ended in a rush: a limo depositing her back in front of
her apartment building after Troy had stopped her the hassle of
calling a cab. And just like that, he and his world had turned the
corner and vanished from sight.

She would come and hold the little chain in her
fingers, turning it slightly so that it would catch the light from
the windows. All the danger and all the excitement of the world she
wasn't supposed to want seemed caught up in that little piece of
precious metal. It always seemed cold to the touch. It always
seemed foreign.

It wasn't until Sunday that had decided to put it on:
strictly on impulse, just to see how it looked. Why waste such a
beautiful piece of jewelry after all ...

That first time she had put it on, she had only
lasted a moment. She looked at herself in the mirror, her eyes big
and her face blushing furiously. It clasped at the back of her neck
and fit tight to the base of her throat so that she could always
feel it on her skin. Like a collar. And then she had immediately
taken it off and returned it to the hiding place designed so
precisely to look like it wasn't a hiding place at all. An hour
later she could still feel a ghostly tingle on her neck.

 


 


 


 


"You know, the thing about it is, I was really
starting to have hopes for you," Nicole was telling Heather as they
ate lunch together that Monday. "When you told me you were down for
it, I thought, hey, my girl's finally starting to let her hair
down. And then bang, you jilt me ten minutes into the evening."

Heather had already apologized, but contrition was
obviously not Nicole's end-game.

"Anyways," Nicole went on. "Randall and the rest of
them are great. They're just open-minded, you know? Free. That's
exactly what I was hoping for when I insisted we check it out.
Randall owns these three coffee shops over north of Plateau. I
swear we must have been there talking until one in the
morning."

"He seemed very nice," Heather offered her upbeat
friend.

"And Anastasia and Kurt were amazing. They're in
theatre. He's Shakespearean. They said when they get him drunk they
can always set him off doing Hamlet. I mean, they're so
sophisticated. I think she's in more musical stuff, but I don't
know. With a name like Anastasia you'd think it would be other way
around. It's so dark and mysterious, and she doesn't shorten it or
anything. Not once did anyone call her Ana or anything like that.
But it's very pretty, I guess." Nicole took a big bite out of her
pita sandwich. "What about you? Did you just go home and take a
bath like you always do?"

Heather shrugged evasively. "Something like that. I
guess I just wasn't ready for what I thought I was ready for."

Nicole patted her on the back sympathetically. "Well,
I'm proud of you anyways. Trying new things isn't always easy.
Taking the first step is the hardest."

 


 


 


 


By mid-week Heather had taken to putting on the
necklace when she was around the house. Even something as simple as
sitting and reading a book took on an air of sensual anticipation.
The small chain tugged like a whisper at her throat when she moved,
reminding her silently that she was obeying.

It stirred something in her, and on such evenings she
got more and more turned on as the little reminders mounted until
she'd lost any hope of concentrating on what she was supposed to be
doing. She would retreat into the bedroom and finally let her
thoughts wander where they were always trying to go that week since
the encounter at Club Dye, letting the steady hum of her vibrator
lull and coax her deeper into fantasies she'd never allowed herself
to explore. She could still remember the expression on his perfect
face as he had looked her in the eye and said he wanted to possess
her.

But even when she indulged those brief memories, she
held back. She felt as though she was being drawn to a flame. There
had always been a part of her that wanted what she knew she
shouldn't want, to be owned and used, punished and controlled. But
it was wrong to want that. It had to be wrong.

Troy had appeared in her life to draw her precisely
towards those things. Hadn't he said as much himself? But still, it
was so easy to lie to herself. It was still so easy to say, 'No,
he's just an incredibly charming, handsome, successful man, and any
woman would want him. There's nothing unusual about my
feelings.'

By Thursday, Heather was putting on the necklace the
moment she got home from work and not taking it off until the
following morning. She loved having a secret. She loved the slight
tightness against her skin. She loved lying almost naked between
her cool, soft sheets, feeling the band against her throat.

She didn't get used to it. She always felt a shiver
run down her spine as she put it on. But as the days passed, a far
more intimidating prospect entered her mind. It was one thing to
wear it in the privacy of her bedroom. It would be another thing
entirely to wear it ... for him.

"Heather."

"Yes, Mr. Malcolm, I'm listening."

"You seem distant."

"Sorry, sir. I was just surprised."

"Well, I'm just telling you this so that you can have
those reports for me before Mr. Baldwin arrives tomorrow."

"That's the part I heard. Why did you say he was
coming, again?"

John Malcolm was thickly built, ambitious, and always
a manager whose first concern was making himself look good when his
bosses where in the building. His shirts were always blindingly
white, and right now he was standing next to Heather's desk with
the look of someone quickly losing his patience.

He rubbed his head in exasperation. "Honestly,
Heather, it's like you've been somewhere else this week. Mr.
Baldwin's coming to help us implement the changes to the management
structure he sent around last Tuesday. That's why it's very
important that I have the latest sales numbers, or I'm not going to
do a very good job of justifying our overhead."

"I can have that for you before 5 today, sir."

"Alright, I'll look forward to it."

And he stomped off, leaving Heather to catch her
herself in the middle of subconsciously reaching a hand up to her
bare throat.

 


 


 


 


The following morning as Heather stepped across the
threshold of her apartment, she was repeating the same gesture,
fingers tracing down the line of her throat. This time, they
encountered a thin, fragile chain linked tightly against her skin.
The small gold bands felt so delicate between her fingers, it was
strange to think they could make her so nervous.

The thing about a secret is the more you protect it
the more terrifying it is when you decide to bring it out into the
open. As she made her way to work, it was impossible to shake the
feeling that every eye that glanced at her could guess exactly what
she was wearing and what it signified. All she could imagine anyone
else seeing when they looked at her was that woman on the leash in
the club, her body trussed in elaborate leather, soft and
vulnerable as it lay exposed for her leash-holders' pleasure and
all to see.

Heather was extremely wet, and imagining herself in
that position wasn't helping. Every little movement tugged her mind
back to the tiny piece of jewelry. It was really quite amazing,
actually. She'd have thought her brain would eventually learn to
tune it out.

It was maybe a quarter to nine when she arrived at
work. The hour and fifteen minutes until Mr. Baldwin was due to
arrive at ten were possibly the longest Heather could ever remember
having to endure. She had almost lost her composure when Bill
Latham, a handsome man in his early fifties with a desk across the
row from hers, complimented her new necklace. She'd blushed a deep
crimson and manage to stammer out her thanks with a thick, clumsy
tongue.

As the clock approached ten, the office fell into a
familiar hush as one by one every person in the office stopped what
they were doing. They were all concentrating very hard on the door
and on how to look like they were concentrating on something more
productive. The sound of twenty people holding their breath could
be surprisingly deafening.

And as if in response to the silence as much as the
cause of it, there they were: the same retinue filing in the door
at exactly one minute past ten. Heather turned to her desk and
stared fixedly at the computer in front of her. She slipped open
the third button on her blouse to ensure her collar wouldn't hide
the delicate gold band. What if she died of anticipation before she
got the chance to pull her little stunt?

Really, she came a good bit closer to acting
indifferent than she would have given herself credit for an hour
earlier, or at least that's how she seemed to anyone not close
enough to hear her heart pounding in her chest.

Mr. Malcolm and the executives were on the floor for
maybe thirty seconds, and then they went into the conference room
and closed the door. Everyone in the office seemed to let out their
breath at once, and as color started to return to her face, Heather
managed to begin reviewing her plan.

The door to the conference room was directly across
from her. All she had to do was time a little excursion so she was
getting up out of her desk and passing by it as the meeting ended.
It would seem like a chance encounter, but he would see what he was
supposed to see: Heather, offering herself ...

"Hey."

"What?" Heather asked distantly.

"I said can't you hear your phone ringing?"

She looked down in surprise, then up at Katie who had
stopped on her way past Heather's desk. "Oh, right. I was just -"
She shook her head and picked up the phone.

"Heather Crowell with Mitchell Medical Suppliers,"
she said distractedly.

"Heather, hey, it's Craig Lockton."

Craig was an old client. One of the first she ever
brought in as a new hire. She always tried to do right by him, but
right now really wasn't the time. She looked around, as though
hoping to see an escape button appear on her desk. "Craig, hi. How
are things running?"

"Well, we've got a bit of a problem on our end. Can
you stop by the practice sometime this morning?"

"Oh. Well, Craig, I hate to say it's a hectic time,
but -"

She heard a muffled sound over the phone and he said
something to someone in the room with him that she couldn't quite
make out. "You know I'm pretty low-maintenance for all the money we
send your way," he told her after a moment. "I wouldn't be asking
just to make noise. Around the clock access, right? That was the
promise you made when we signed that deal. Look, I've got to go.
Anytime before noon and we can get a few minutes to talk." He hung
up.

"But I ..." she trailed off into the dead
receiver.

She glanced back at the closed meeting room and down
at the phone. She knew where her responsibilities lay, but ...

There was a bitter lump of disappointment in her
stomach as she rode the elevator down to the parking level half an
hour later. She had stalled as long as she could, but in the end
there was nothing else to do but drive out to Craig's practice.
Troy had still been in the meeting, almost certainly oblivious of
her off in the corner. Maybe he had already forgotten her
entirely.

She had had a chance ... a chance at something. Who
knew exactly what it was. Troy had offered her something new - this
incredible, talented, successful man had found her interesting
enough to spare her a second thought - and this had been her chance
to say yes. All the courage it had taken to put on that little gold
band this morning was forgotten in light of the gesture's
inadequacy. This had been her shot, and she'd missed it.

She spared a glance for the pristine white limo
waiting in the temporary parking lane in front of the building. It
was probably for the best. That wasn't her world, and sooner or
later everybody had to face reality. Better that it stop before she
had a chance to make a bigger fool of herself than she had
already.

 


 


 


 


"I'm serious, Heather. A six year working
relationship - always on time, always to the letter - should buy a
little leeway here. How many hundreds of thousands of dollars has
your company seen from my practice?"

Heather took a deep breath and tried to ground
herself in the intimate surroundings of Dr. Lockton's back office.
"I certainly sympathize with that, Craig," she said. "But you
probably know the terms of the payment contract you signed even
better than I do. We're not some payday lender. If you can move
some money around on your end, that's your business, but if the
check doesn't come in when it's supposed to, we terminate the
lease. It's really that simple."

"Are you telling me Mitchell Medical has never
renegotiated one of these contracts?"

"I'm really not the one who makes that call,
Craig."

"And you're not going to take the issue to someone
who could," he pointed out.

She looked around, uncomfortable under the scrutiny.
"I serve that the pleasure of my bosses," she said. "We have new
ownership." She noticed the secretary casting glances into the room
from her reception desk down the hall. "I want to do well for
him."

The doctor seemed a little uncertain why she had just
said that, and Heather flushed.

"I just mean - ah - you'll have to talk to our
financing department about missing the next payment. There's
nothing I can do."

She made her apologies and escaped. Her face was
flaming. She was certain that she had made a fool of herself, and
the impression only grew as she drove back to the offices.

Sure enough, the limo was gone and the ambient buzz
seemed to have returned to its normal bored lull. She had started
to sit down when she noticed the folded piece of paper tossed into
the corner of her desk. She opened it to find a scrawled
handwriting in dark ink.

'Augustin's, 7:30.'

She hid her reaction with a trembling hand. With a
glance around to see if anyone had noticed it, she slipped the note
into her bag.

 


 


 


 


The night was cool as Heather made her way down the
sidewalk towards Augustin's on Riverside Ave. An evening breeze
stirred over her skin and seemed to flow through her dress as
though it weren't even there. She wore the necklace - in fact had
not taken it off since that morning - and put her finger to it as
she walked. She had started to grow a little fond of it, or at
least begun to appreciate the change it had brought about in her
life. It was a small, inconspicuous little artefact that had drawn
her out of the dull, muted listlessness she had let herself slip
into somewhere in recent months. Lights shone out of the businesses
as the sky darkened. The storefronts were bright and warm and
filled with the designer clothes and high end accessories this four
block stretch of Riverside Ave was known for. Nestled in among them
was Augustin's, a quiet little restaurant no one ever seemed able
to get a table at - not that anybody she knew could have afforded
more than a drink there anyways.

Heather was in a tremendous mood. She should have
been nervous or apprehensive or any other of a thousand things that
a person should be in those circumstances, but she wasn't. She was
smiling. She had a feeling the night had good things in store.

"Good evening, ma'am," the hostess said as Heather
stepped in off the street. She was a tall, dark woman, well-suited
to stand guard over the realm of exclusivity behind her. Dishes
clattered distantly, and the artful lilt of music was ushering out
from beyond the corridor that led into the main dining area. "You
have a reservation?"

"Ah, I'm here to meet someone," Heather said. "Has
anyone taken a table for Baldwin yet? I might be a little
early."

The hostess's eyes snapped up, and she evaluated
Heather with renewed interest. "We have his table prepared," she
said more differentially. "I think Mr. Baldwin is still expected.
Would you like to be seated while you wait?"

"Ah, alright," Heather agreed. The sudden tone of
respect was unfamiliar and even a little disconcerting.

The woman led her down the corridor, through what
looked like the main dining hall, beyond into a second corridor,
and at last into a smaller room of maybe half a dozen tables. All
were occupied except for the setting by the window.

Heather caught her breath at the beauty of it. Its
white tablecloth and silver place settings shone pristinely in the
gentle glow of fading dusk and winking city lights. The view looked
out over the river, unobscured by the buildings that had blocked
the water from the street.

She sank into the chair the hostess had pulled out
for her, and barely noticed as the woman poured a glass of wine
from a bottle chilling in a bucket of ice in the center of the
table.

"Is there anything I can bring you?" the woman asked
politely.

Heather looked back up at the woman as though just
remembering she was there. "No, I'm alright, thanks. Ah, thank
you."

The woman smiled and backed away, and Heather was
left to contemplate the strange new world she now found herself
in.

She didn't know how she sensed he had entered the
room. Maybe there was a slight rustle that passed through the other
patrons, or maybe she caught a strange reflection in the window.
Maybe her body knew before her brain did, and she instinctively
looked around for why her chest had become tight and her mouth was
suddenly dry.

She scrambled up out of the chair as her eyes fell on
him. It was a silly thing to do maybe, a bit girlish. But there she
stood, swaying slightly, a blush in her cheeks as she watched his
eyes find her. He smiled.

"You look beautiful," he said by way of greeting as
he reached the table. His eyes glittered as he looked at her,
lingering for a moment on the base of her throat.

Heather's blush deepened. "I ... figured on the
off-chance it was you who left the note on my desk, I might as well
try to look presentable."

His answering smile sent a little thrill down through
her stomach, and it washed through her all over again that she was
really here.

"The hostess called this your table," she said to
cover herself.

Troy shrugged. "The man who owns the building's a
good friend of mine. I turned him onto this part of town, actually.
This block used to be an absolute dump, and I told him if he had
any sense he'd get his foot in here before the values blew up. I
mean that's how everything in this part of town was, but you could
just tell to look at the location ..." He snapped his fingers. "Now
you can't even recognize it. Let's just say he did well for
himself. Anyways, I knew this chef from Turin - amazing talent, but
you'll find out in a minute - and I said to my friend if you want
to thank me, give this guy a shot. Let him open a little place
where he'll get noticed." He gestured around. "Even when I'm right
I'm usually not this right. People wait months for a table here
these days."

"You waited that long for this?" Heather asked,
flattered.

He realized her assumption and couldn't contain a
smile at the idea that he had been referring to himself. "No, well,
I mean, most do." He waved off a waiter and poured himself a
generous glass of wine from the bottle between them. He drank it
deeply and with relish. "Do you like swordfish? No, don't answer
that. I can tell you do. I have an excellent eye for that sort of
thing."

It had never occurred to Heather in her life that she
had feelings one way or another about swordfish, but there was
something about the way he said things that made it easy to
believe. Now it was her turn to try unsuccessfully to hide her
smile. "That's very impressive. Can you tell anything else?"

He closed one eye and made a show of considering her,
first through the curved glass of his wine and then framed between
his thumb and forefinger. "They say when confronted with a
dangerous opponent, the last thing you can afford to do is let them
suspect how much you know."

Heather laughed. "Dangerous?"

Troy bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. "Not
half as dangerous as I am, of course, but I think you'll do."

"I'm learning out all kinds of things about myself,"
Heather murmured.

"That's generally when things get interesting, yes,"
he agreed, his eyes lingering once again on the delicate little
band that sat tight on her throat.

She blushed fiercely and looked out the window. "It
was too pretty not to try on," she said evasively.

He smiled a bit at that little bit of deflection, but
seemed content to allow the little lie to stand unchallenged for
the moment. It was as close as either of them came to discussing
where they had met or under what circumstances they were meeting
again. She took her cues from him, and he seemed interested only in
hearing about her. The conversation was easy and familiar. He could
be outrageous or sincere in the space of a breath, always sharp,
always charming, always attentive. It was everything Heather could
do to keep up. All in all she thought she managed to present
herself fairly well over the course of the meal. The wine helped
settle her nerves, and the genuine interest in learning about her
that he had shown at their first meeting hadn't waned at all.

She wondered briefly what it must be like to have
such an effect on people. Everywhere he went he was the center of
attention, the object of so many people's desires or aspirations.
Was it gratifying? Or tiring? Everyone who looked at him couldn't
help but want something.

She resolved she would not be one of those people.
Even sitting here with an impossibly handsome, charming, successful
man, she wouldn't lose herself in fantasies.

But only rarely did she get an opening to turn the
conversation back on him: to find something, anything, about this
enigmatic man. He had appeared in her life, so effortlessly and
commandingly, and she knew nothing about him. Every question she
asked had an easy, charming answer that, when she stopped to think
about it, told her nothing at all.

Was this a game he played? Was he simply private?
Lord knew if a woman he dated wanted to go to the tabloids, they'd
have a field day with anything she found out about him. Was that
it? Or was he ... hiding something?

But as the evening wore on, it was increasingly
difficult to care.

It was almost ten by the time he led her out onto the
riverfront path that passed below the restaurant. The night had
grown chillier since sunset and he put his coat over her shoulders
as they walked down by the slow moving water.

She nestled up against him, still a little cold in
spite of the overcoat draped around her shoulders. It smelled like
him, but nothing smelled like him as much as he did. She liked how
close they were walking together.

He put his hand to her cheek and absently pushed away
a strand of hair from her face, and she drew in a little
closer.

She had been worried he would be intense, even
overbearing. How does a man get to be someone like Troy Baldwin
without being overbearing? But this was completely different. He
was ... relaxed. At ease. He laughed at her jokes, liked seeing her
comfortable. Maybe most women weren't like that with him.

Or maybe it was another one of those signs, like the
necklace. I like a little backbone, his smile seemed to say. You're
going to need it.

The thought sobered her and she looked up into his
eyes, dwelling in their deep brilliance and seeing again that
restrained look of curiosity and lust, almost hunger, that made her
shiver in a way that had nothing to do with the night air around
them.

He returned her gaze, his face only a few inches from
his. They had stopped walking. "You're shivering," he said
softly.

"Am I?"

"I don't want you to be nervous." He seemed all too
familiar with the emotion showing plainly on Heather's face.

"I'm not," she lied.

"That's good," he said. "I can't tell you how tired
I've become of being surrounded by people who just say they want
what I want."

She understood it as the first truly open, honest
thing she'd heard him say. She believed him. Whatever it was he saw
in her, he desperately wanted it to be real. It wasn't a sentiment
she'd ever had directed at her, and now it came from the last place
she'd ever have expected. Somehow through everything that had
happened the past few days, she had never really entertained the
possibility that she was anything but a passing interest for him.
But now she believed he saw someone in front of him that mattered,
and she desperately wanted to know who he saw.

"Show me," she said.

He looked down into her face, reading her. His hand
was on her cheek, his thumb pressed gently below her chin. His lips
met hers with a slow deliberateness. She kissed him back eagerly,
maybe even fiercely, trying to push away the idea that she wasn't
everything he wanted her to be. But he held her back. His grip was
gentle but unyielding, and she contented herself with the feel of
his lips on hers, the scent of his body so close, and the hope that
she would know more of him soon.

 


 


 


 


Troy's penthouse wasn't just on the top floor
of the Williams Tower. It was the top floor. It was at least
the second-to-top floor, too, judging by the spiral staircase
leading down beyond the foyer. But Heather had little time to
admire the surroundings. Her eyes were for only one thing, the man
whose hand rested against her lower back, firm enough to remind her
who was in charge, straying down the curve of her ass as she
moved.

Her breath was shallow as she caught herself staring
at him so openly that even given the circumstances she managed to
feel a little embarrassed. The lights of the city were a backdrop
beyond the 8 foot windows, but the million dollar view could not
have been more wasted just then. All the lights of the city were so
easily outshone.

"A drink?" he offered.

She nodded. "It seems like every new wine I have with
you is the best I've ever tasted."

Her fingers felt a little shaky as she took the long,
delicate glass he poured for her. She embraced the heady rush as
she tried to drown her nerves. She couldn't remember ever being so
anxious with a man. She couldn't remember ever wanting something so
badly and fearing it so much.

He turned back from the counter after pouring himself
a glass of his own, and his gaze held hers. All it took was a light
touch on her hip to draw her body against his. The soft, timid
curves of her form pressed and conformed to him, being anything he
wanted and needed her to be. She wondered if he could tell how
violently her heart was beating.

This second kiss was longer and deeper. She felt the
breath leave her body in a quiet shudder of bliss and longing.
Everything that she wanted was in that kiss, somehow both real and
tantalizingly distant.

He must have felt her tenseness, because he drew
back. His hand stroked her cheek questioningly as he noticed the
way she was trembling. Heather didn't know what to say or how to
explain.

"It's alright," he said softly. "There's nothing to
be afraid of here."

"I -" she struggled for a moment to put her fear into
words. "I don't know what I'm ready for."

He kissed her lightly on the lips, just barely a
brushing contact. "You'll enjoy this," he said. "You have my
absolute promise. I don't want to go any faster than you're ready
to."

She nestled her face into his broad chest and let out
a long, shaky breath. "I didn't want to make ... I just thought I
could go with it. You don't think I'm ... not worth it?"

He laughed softly, not at her but at the idea, and it
was impossible not to feel better. "No," he said. "I have a
suspicion that you're going to be worth every bit of patience I can
muster."

A shy smile came unbidden to her lips. It seemed a
relief after the past week that her fears were in the open, and
that maybe they had been unfounded from the beginning. A small step
forward pressed her back against him and her nose brushed up
against his throat and jaw as she sought his lips. His hand pressed
against her waist and he took the glass of wine from her weak
fingers as he kissed her. She heard him set it down with a clink,
but her eyes were closed in the bliss of feeling his body.

Before she knew it, they were in the bedroom. Its
soft egg-shell walls seemed to go on forever in the dim light,
circling around to the broad bed against the far side. She stumbled
slightly as his hand disappeared from her waist. She looked around
to see him opening a set of drawers against the wall by the door.
When he turned back, there was a black, silken cloth entwined
within his fingers.

"A little taste of the other side," he said, offering
it to her.

She took it uncomprehendingly. It was impossibly soft
and cool to the touch, and she ran her fingers through it in
innocent appreciation. "A taste of what?" she asked after a
moment.

"Powerlessness."

And then she realized that what was in her hand was a
blindfold. She took in a sharp breath, looking down at it with
renewed trepidation. But the reassuring warmth of Troy's touch came
back to her. She remembered that incredible feeling when she had
thought she was, or at least could be, the woman he wanted her to
be.

The thought of objecting never entered her mind. All
she wanted was that feeling again. All she wanted was to be the
woman he saw when he looked at her.

Her fingers didn't even shake as she wound it once
over her eyes, shutting out the light and surrendering herself to
this man she only barely knew but had already come to trust so
inexplicably and maybe inadvisably. She tied it with a firm knot
against the back of her head.

She felt his hand against her neck and in her hair,
and then his lips were on hers again, ushering her into her
voluntary helplessness. She inhaled the rich scent of his body and
tasted his mouth.

She heard a rustle of clothing, and when he was back
against her his jacket and shirt were gone, leaving only a thin
undershirt that served no barrier at all beneath her fingers hungry
to feel the contours of his well-muscled chest and shoulders.

His fingers moved down to the hem of her dress,
caressing her smooth thigh as he lifted the garment ever so lightly
and began to draw it up. He brushed tantalizingly over her abdomen
and breasts. With a soft breath of intermixed pleasure and
nervousness, she lifted her arms above her head to let him slide
the light covering from her body.

She heard the soft rustle as he discarded it, and his
hands returned to his newly unwrapped toy. His touche moved over
her, caressing and appreciative and tantalizing. He seemed able to
convey appreciation and ownership in every flick and movement.

"Oh God," she breathed as she felt his lips press
softly to her nipple. His warm tongue circled it and it stiffened
obediently under his attention.

He moved up her breast and throat before pressing his
lips to hers again, this time more firmly and authoritatively. His
hand moved into hers and she followed him blindly, feeling the cool
floor against the bottoms of her feet and feeling her heart
pounding in her chest.

He lowered her down into a universe of comforters and
pillows. They seemed to suspend her softly, laid out for his access
and use, and in an intense, hungry moment she relished the image.
"Take me," she breathed. "Fuck me."

She felt him smile against her throat. "Giving
orders?" he murmured. He drew a slow line up her thigh and brushed
over the thin, damp cloth of her panties. Heather let out a softly
impotent moan and writhed weakly beneath him, desperate for a more
substantial touch.

His hands took her breasts more firmly this time,
cupping them and massaging at them. A gasp of pleasure escaped her
lips, and she arched her body up into his hands. She had never been
toyed with like this before. It was almost too much to take.

Again he brushed over the hot, full lips of her pussy
through the soaked fabric of her panties. He paused at the
waistband and slipped his fingers inside. He cupped her sex, the
palm of his hand pressing tantalizingly against her clit.

She was incapable of forming words. She felt an
orgasm rising in her. She was going to come. She was so fucking
ready.

But just before, an instant before, he drew back. His
hand pulled away from her. She cried out softly in frustration, but
already knew this was exactly what he wanted her to feel. She
pressed her thighs together in impotent desperation, but without
his touch the climax slipped away.

His lips pressed to hers as he relished the way his
touch controlled her. His fingers caressed softly: enough to keep
her urgently, painfully aroused but not enough to bring her
fulfillment. He was toying with her. He was playing with her. It
made her angry and powerless and helplessly turned on all at
once.

The anger was a hot reflex, and just as quickly as it
came, it was gone. She surrendered herself to the feeling. What he
wanted her to feel, she would feel. What he wanted to do with her
body, she would accept and experience.

Twice again he brought her to that desperate
precipice before gently holding her back from the edge.

She felt his weight leave the bed for a moment and
again the rustle of clothing. He mounted the bed and she felt his
weight settle beside her. His fingers hooked into the band of her
panties and drew them down her legs, leaving a cool trail of her
juices over the insides of her thighs.

She moaned softly as his hand retraced upwards. She
was so close. She was so impossibly close.

When he moved over and spread her legs, she could
feel he was naked. A thick, long shape throbbed hotly against her
thigh. She had never been so wet in her life.

He took her by the waist and moved between her legs,
bringing the hot length of his cock to rest against her eager
pussy. He moved down once, spreading her lips slightly with the
broad underside of his cock, and then he pushed it into her.

He filled her with a single, smooth thrust, and her
body responded immediately and overpoweringly. She climaxed. It had
felt like she had been holding back the orgasm her entire life. For
what felt like an eternity she was lost in the blissful, grateful
crimson of an ecstasy too long withheld. She could hear her voice
bouncing back off the walls, but she didn't care and couldn't have
held silent if she had wanted to.

He pushed into her again, this time - impossibly -
even deeper than before: stretching her and filling her more
completely than she would have ever thought possible. Her grateful
muscles squeezed at him and urged him deeper. She felt the heavy
weight of his sack against her skin.

She came three more times as he fucked her. Each time
it felt like it couldn't possibly go on, but his cock was
overpowering. It controlled her. It made her forget there was a
world around them. She was so completely and utterly out of her
depth that she didn't know if she wanted it to go on forever or if
she needed to be rescued.

After what felt like hours she felt a new urgency in
his movements and his cock seemed to swell inside her. He pushed in
impossibly deep and exploded come inside her, pumping her full of
his hot liquid. Her body responded, milking at him with eager,
grateful muscles, ushering more and more into her until it seemed
impossible there was any room left.

Her limbs were wrapped tight around him, holding him
deep inside her as she lived in that moment of his body in hers.
She gasped for air until she could breathe again, holding him
tighter still and burying her face in his neck.

It would take her a long time to wrap her head around
what had just happened.

She pressed soft, affectionate little kisses into his
neck, and he lifted off her enough to greet her lips with his own.
She felt his hand reach around her head, running once through her
hair, before it settled on the knot of her blindfold.

He unwound it, and the world came back into
focus.

"That was ..." she struggled for words, and finally
settled on kissing him again instead. Her body felt alive. Somehow
both exhausted and vibrantly alive. Every inch of her seemed to be
humming.

He smiled into her hair. "I knew you'd be a fun
one."

He slid sideways off of her onto the bed and held her
against him with a thick, relaxed arm. She nestled closer and laid
her cheek on his chest.

"I didn't know what I was getting myself into," she
said.

He ran one broad hand up the line of her body,
brushing her ass and wrapping around her waist with a casual sense
of possession. "Maybe you still don't."

She chewed that over thoughtfully as she listened to
his slowing heartbeat. She had no doubt he was right.
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It's funny how a single night can change a person's
perspective on life. The bliss of a new romance seems to hang in
the air, in every breath you take. Everyone around you absolutely
has to be feeling the same way. It's impossible to imagine that the
world hasn't fundamentally and irrevocably changed. And who says it
hasn't? Who says it's the same planet at all?

Heather wasn't sure she had managed to stop grinning
like an idiot for a moment since that incredible night. It felt
like it had been her whole weekend, not just a fleeting Friday
evening. But Troy had had business come up in Chicago, and he
wouldn't be back until Wednesday.

Now, on Monday morning, the prospect of going in to
work and trying to focus on her job - as though it mattered at all
- seemed like the most jarring notion in the world.

She shuffled forward as the morning line at 'Roast to
Perfection' shortened by one.

"Miss Crowley?"

Heather turned in surprise at her name. A small woman
with dark hair and glasses was slipping up beside her in the
cramped little coffee shop. She seemed anxious and jittery.

"I'm sorry, I feel like such a creep," the woman
started in a burst. "It's just, I always see you in here, you know.
I live just down the block, so I stop here in the mornings and
recognize you sometimes. And I thought if I could just talk to you
away from the clinic for a minute, you know, then maybe I could
explain. I - if Craig knew I was here he'd go absolutely
ballistic."

Heather motioned her to slow down, starting to place
the vaguely familiar face. "Okay, help me catch up. We've met
before, right? You're Craig Lockton's secretary at his
practice."

"That's right," the woman nodded. "My name's Megan.
And I'm really not the sort of person to try to make business
personal or anything, I just know that Craig wasn't going to really
explain the issue with the payment - I mean, I can't tell you how
stubborn he is or maybe you know - he's just proud is what he is
..."

Heather put a hand to her forehead. "I take it you've
been waiting for me for a while?"

The woman nodded jerkily, a little surprised.

"You probably didn't need to be gulping coffee the
whole time."

The line moved forward again and the barista on the
left was now free.

"Alright," Heather said. "There seems to be a
caffeination disconnect here. Let me get my order and we'll talk
for a minute, alright?"

The woman's whole body seemed to slump in relief.
"Thank you. I just know if you let me explain - I'm over there."
She pointed to a table in the corner.

 


 


 


 


"And you want to talk to me about the payment,"
Heather began for her as she took a seat across from her timid
ambusher five minutes later.

"That's right," Megan blurted gratefully. "I know you
said you couldn't do anything, but I thought maybe if you
understood why... Craig's always good with finances, even with the
other doctors always expecting him to buy every new piece of
equipment that some cute saleswoman gives them a brochure for -
sorry, not that I - I mean, I don't mean you, of course ... "

Heather took a long sip of her coffee. "No, of course
you didn't. What's the issue exactly?"

"It's one of our patients," Megan explained. "She's
on her husband's MHS through the Air Force, but the program's
funding just got cut again and the insurance is going to stop
covering her treatment. It's at the worst possible time, but
apparently the procedure she needs hasn't gone through trials for
her specific diagnosis, or something like that. I don't understand
all of it, I really don't. But the woman's got three kids, and
she's in really bad shape."

Heather let out a long, deflated breath. Suddenly her
coffee didn't taste quite so good. "So Craig treated her only to be
told after the fact that none of it was covered."

Megan shook her head. "It's scheduled for next month.
He told her he'd pay for it himself." Her voice was suddenly thick
with emotion. "I can't tell you how many times I've seen him do
this. He's a ... a really amazing man. Some months I think he loses
money. Only, it's been such a bad quarter. There was storm damage
on the ... but you don't care about any of this. God, I'm sorry. I
can't believe I came here and cornered you when you were just
trying to get your morning coffee. Forget I was here. I ... just
wish there was something I could do so, so badly, I'm just - I
didn't mean to put you in a difficult position."

"No, it's alright," Heather said. "I'm glad I know. I
wish he would have told me."

Megan sniffed. "He'd never do it in a million years.
He's like a mule." She stared gloomily down at the empty cup in
front of her. "I can't imagine what he'd say if he found out I told
you."

Heather reached out and put a hand on the woman's
arm. "He's lucky he has someone like you there thinking sense."

Megan smiled ruefully. "That's what I tell always
him, but I'm not sure even I believe it most days. All I've done is
interrupt your morning when you've already said there's nothing you
can do."

Heather chewed on her lip thoughtfully. "When I
talked to him the other day he seemed to think he'd have the
payment together by the fifteenth of next month. Is that a sure
thing?"

Megan nodded uncertainly. "I think so. Honestly most
of what I know is just what I learn eavesdropping."

"Well, maybe we can make something come of this,"
Heather said. "How about you give me your number and when I've
talked to my boss I'll call you right away and let you know what he
says. Who knows? Maybe we can find some middle ground."

Megan leapt to her feet and Heather had only an
instant to get her coffee out of the way before the small woman was
hugging her fiercely. "I could tell you were the right person," she
stammered gratefully. "Just knowing you'll try ..." The thought
seemed to chasten her mid-sentence. "What kind of chance do you
think, knowing your boss, I mean?"

"Let's take it one step at a time," Heather told her.
"Where there's a will, there's a way." She groaned inwardly at the
trite phrase, but you couldn't look at this woman, close to tears,
and not say anything. Maybe there was some truth to it.

 


 


 


 


She was feeling significantly less optimistic as she
tapped on the door to her boss John Malcolm's office later that
morning. Earlier, when she'd asked to have a moment with him, he
had given the impression that that request alone was a lot to ask.
Now she was going to walk in there armed with nothing but a
feel-good story and ask him to look the other way as
twenty-thousand dollars went quietly missing.

Well, whatever else you wanted to say about Heather
Mary-Anne Crowley, you had to call her brave.

"You realize who we were just acquired by, don't
you?" John asked her when she had presented her case.

"I - of course I do. But sacrificing ... customer
relations for the sake of a payment that'll likely be up-to-date by
the time you're giving your quarterly report anyways -"

He waved a hand to cut her off. "Customer relations?
Believe me, I know the corporate spin just fine. The point is it
sets a precedent."

"What precedent? Who's going to know?" she
pressed.

Heather had come in more or less resigned to a "no,"
but the more she thought about it, the more that answer bothered
her.

"Everyone who matters," John said unequivocally.
"This sort of thing gets handled by the finance guys for a reason,
and even if I wanted to I couldn't change that."

"I'm not asking you to change that. I'm just asking
you to make a phone call."

"They're a completely different division, and I'm not
going to go to my boss's boss the second week under new ownership
and tell him we're opening a charity to subsidize our clients' bad
business decisions."

"Bad business decision? That's a funny way of putting
it. He's trying to save a woman's life."

"That's up to him, and if he wants to do it then he's
going to have to do it standing on his own two feet. It doesn't
belong on our balance sheet."

Heather was right on the verge of asking John if he
remembered what it was like to be a human when she caught herself.
She closed her half-open mouth and took a deep breath. This wasn't
his fault. He wasn't saying anything she hadn't said to Craig the
first time around.

"So no chance I can do anything for him?"

"No."

She nodded, trying to remember how to be gracious.
"Alright, sir, thanks for giving me a minute to make the case," she
said.

"Bring me some fresh meat to sink my teeth into and
maybe next time you need a favor up the totem pole there'll be
something to go to bat with," he told her as he picked up his phone
and called in his secretary.

Heather nodded tersely, gathering herself and
standing.

"You heard we're under new ownership, right?" he
called after her as she pushed out the door.

She sat seething at her desk for a good twenty
minutes before Nicole came by to see what was going on.

"I - " Heather started, trying to put everything into
words.

The way everything in this office was couched in
numbers and percentages could really start to wear on a person. The
human reality behind the business always found a way to get lost,
and for some reason it was bothering Heather a lot more now than it
had just a couple weeks ago. Maybe it was because she had always
thought of the people actually running the company as impossibly
distant entities: holding companies within holding companies within
holding companies, fund management firms ... who knew, really. They
plodded along to the beat of the dollar, and all the little people
had a job just so long as they could serve the same master.

But since meeting Troy, that whole understanding of
the world had shifted. She had fallen into such a strange chasm
between the world of business and personal relationships. It was
jarring to hear her boss talk about Troy in such reverential,
distant tones, never suspecting the much more intimate sense in
which Heather could now say she knew him.

She was getting ahead of herself, is what she was
doing. One little dinner and suddenly she thought her opinion
mattered. Maybe at the end of the day, she was just trying to keep
too much inside. She had managed to stay quiet about a secret as
big as a house, and the growing dissonance had her close to
bursting. She had to spill it to someone or she might just
explode.

She had held out long enough. "Can you take an early
lunch?" she asked Nicole.

Nicole glanced over at her desk, where a stack of
papers half a foot high was visible. "Absolutely."

"Okay, let's go get something to eat downstairs."

 


 


 


 


"You WHAT!?" Nicole burst out in disbelief.

"I bumped into him. That night. As I was leaving, I
ran into him near the door."

"You told me you went home."

Heather looked down at her wrap and shrugged. "I
didn't know if it was anything. I was kind of embarrassed to be so
caught up in it, honestly. But maybe it's actually something."

Nicole looked like she'd been hit by a truck.
"Actually something?" she repeated.

"I saw him again on Friday. We had dinner, and ... a
nice time."

In some ways it was profoundly cathartic to see
Nicole's head swelling up like a melon. There had still been a tiny
part of Heather that was convinced this was all a dream. It was
Nicole's disbelief that brushed away the last shreds of nagging
doubt.

"I - but - " Nicole spluttered.

"He's in Chicago until Wednesday, but he said he'd
call me when he got back."

Nicole took a deep breath and put a hand to her
forehead. "I honestly don't know whether I'm more amazed at the
news or mad at you that you didn't tell me. I ... I mean that is
seriously girl 101."

"Sorry, I just had to figure it out for myself at the
start." There was still a lot Heather had no intention of sharing,
but the big news was out. Things like the necklace ... well, Nicole
really didn't need to know about that.

"What's he like?" Nicole asked at last, as though not
really believing she was entertaining the idea with such a normal
sounding question.

"He's surprisingly down to earth," Heather said. "...
but definitely not all the way on the ground," she was forced to
concede in the same breath. "He owns basically everything. You
should see his apartment."

"And you've seen it?"

Heather flushed. "Well, I guess so."

Nicole waved her hands. "Okay, start at the absolute
beginning and when you've spilled all of it I might start thinking
about forgiving you."

"It was right after I left you at the bar area,"
Heather explained. "I slipped out and was headed down the corridor
we came in by, and the door opened and a bunch of people spilled
in. They were all looking around like they were waiting for someone
else, and then he came in. Honestly, if I had had time to hide, I
would've, but I just got stuck right there in the corridor,
gawking. I remember thinking ... I remember thinking the women were
all really beautiful ..." she trailed off, a sudden pang of
self-doubt creeping into her voice at the memory. Who had those
women been? Were they friends of his?

"Hold on, hold on," Nicole said, realizing what
Heather was saying for the first time. "You don't mean you ran into
him out in the street. You mean 'in the club' as in 'in the club.'
You mean inside Club Dye."

"Yes."

"He was at a BDSM club."

"Yes."

Nicole began to say something and then looked down
and seemed to be scrutinizing her food, deep in thought. "You
know," she started after a minute. "Randall did tell me Club Dye
gets some high rollers. I assumed he meant like an occasional
C-list celebrity who wanted an edgy reputation or something. I just
didn't ..." Her eyes narrowed in grudging acceptance of this
unexpected truth. "Our new corporate overlord," she concluded at
last with newfound respect. "I suppose they say the richer you are
the more you can afford to have unusual tastes."

Heather shrugged, uncomfortably aware of what was to
be the next subject of the conversation.

"So what was it like?" Nicole asked. "What did he
want? Was it weird? I bet it was really crazy stuff. Does he have a
dungeon?"

"Nobody has a dungeon," Heather scoffed. "It wasn't
anything crazy. I - well, I was kind of nervous and he saw that and
was really nice about it."

"So you wouldn't do what he wanted?"

"I didn't say that."

"Tell me, tell me, tell me!"

"There's nothing to tell."

Nicole considered her for a moment, and then decided
Heather was either genuinely telling the truth or too stubborn to
be coaxed into doing so. "Well, there will be," she said. "Men like
him never show all their cards right at the start."

Heather laughed before she could stop herself. "Men
like him? What does that mean? You don't know him at all. I don't
either, for that matter."

Nicole sniffed. "I've been with guys who are into
that sort of thing, believe me."

"Yeah? You mean Randall? You met him the same night I
met Troy."

Nicole rolled her eyes at Heather's familiar use of
the name 'Troy' but didn't comment. "No, I don't just mean Randall,
but things are going really great with him, anyways."

"Oh yeah?"

Nicole managed to last about ten seconds pretending
she was going to hold out on Heather as punishment for having been
denied such a juicy secret for the past two weeks. But almost
immediately her determination gave out in a rush of tumbling,
breathless exuberance. "He's just really amazing. Have you ever
been with someone who just makes you feel alive? Do you know what I
mean? Maybe I don't even know. He's got everything I thought I
wanted and it doesn't even come close to describing it. But, I
mean, he absolutely does have the stuff I did know I was ... I
mean, I could fall asleep for the rest of my life with the image of
him with his shirt off on the inside of my eyelids." She shivered a
little and pressed her legs together. "I've seen him just about
every night this week and it still doesn't feel like enough. I keep
telling myself I can't get too caught up in it." She shook her head
and laughed. "When did I turn into such a teenager?"

Heather smiled to herself. "I know what you
mean."

"He's just incredibly accomplished. I can't imagine
doing everything he's done, going everywhere he's been. And all his
friends, too. Two of them will be talking about some place like
it's just down the street and I'll pretend to be following along
and then the next day I'll look up the city they were talking about
and it's some provincial capital in Brazil. I just - honestly,
Heather, I don't know."

"Don't know what?"

Nicole's face had lost its wide smile, and she looked
out the window of the business park cafe with a worried expression.
"If I fit in. That's what I don't know. If it's something ... that
can keep going on. 'Like always winds up with like,' right?"

"Oh don't talk that way, if it's that good I'm sure
those little things will smooth out. You're great. I bet they love
you."

Nicole made a face. "They turn to me and ask me these
questions like what do I think of this painter or how often do I
get to some theater in south downtown. The worst is when they ask
something like 'what do all your friends think' about some new art
installation. And I just give these evasive answers like ...
something, and I don't know anybody that thinks about that stuff. I
feel like the weird outsider and at some point they're going to
start seeing me that way."

"No they won't. You're not weird and you're not an
outsider. You're just meeting new people. It's a good thing."

Nicole brightened. "Maybe you could come out with us
some night. I mean, it might be as uncomfortable for you as it is
for me, but it won't be half as bad as being there alone. Please?
I'll bribe you."

Heather laughed. "Bribe how?"

Nicole got a wicked gleam in her eye. "I'll write you
a good peer review to impress your new boyfriend."

"He's not my boyfriend."

"Well, maybe if you let me work my magic."

"If he's read so much as a single employee review in
the past five years, I'll give you a million bucks."

Nicole smiled sweetly. "I bet he's read yours."

"Very funny," Heather said sarcastically, but her
expression changed as she had to acknowledge her friend was
probably right. She shook her head. "And you think you're out of
your league."

"Oh, but that's fine. Good old Troy's out of
everybody's league, so he's totally used to it," she said, nodding
sagely. "Troy Baldwin from Club Dye," she repeated after a minute
as her brain circled back around to the undigestible information.
"If you want to mess around with that, you'd better strap in,
honey."

 


 


 


 


Wednesday could not come soon enough, and when it
did, it set about proving Nicole right by the fastest route
possible.

"At the airstrip?" Heather had asked when she first
heard his request over the phone. "I don't even know how to get
there."

"Call my driver and tell him where to pick you up,
then," Troy insisted. "He just shows credentials at the private
aviation entrance. You think I won't make it worth your while?"

His tone had mischief running all the way through it,
and Heather had to duck down behind her computer to hide the stupid
grin on her face.

"Okay, okay. You know I'll be there. You said seven
o'clock?"

Four hours later she was sliding into the back of
that same long white limo. She had managed to dash home after work
and slip into a little green dress she'd been saving for even she
hadn't known what. The fabric only reached mid-thigh, and she could
feel the rich, soft leather of the seat against her skin as the
chauffeur closed the door behind her. The interior's expensive
scent was heady - even intoxicating - as the limo pulled out into
traffic and set off across town.

At the exit for the airport, the limo pulled around
beyond the public terminals and up to a security gate. Beyond the
gate lay an ocean of tarmac, wind-swept and empty. Two cars were
parked in-line about a hundred yards out along the taxi-way, and
she could see a couple of men leaning against their hoods, chatting
casually, one face illuminated in the dusk by the orange glow of a
cigarette.

She hunted around until she found a button that would
roll down the partition and scooted towards the front of the limo.
"So this is where he'll come in?" she asked.

"Always does," the driver said. "Should only be a
couple minutes."

"Is it a big plane?" She was looking out at the sky
and feeling very small.

The man shrugged. "Big enough. Carries maybe thirty
if you pack them in there, but that's only when they put in the
extra seats. If he needs to fly any bigger he just charters. I
think it's not many, this time, though, so he'll have it spread out
nice. You think this box on wheel's set up, you should see what
they can do with that bird." He whistled softly and shook his head.
"I was almost a pilot, you know," he said.

"Oh yeah?"

He shrugged and gestured at his face. "Colorblind.
What can you do? Oop, time to go." He revved the engine back to
life as a medium-sized jet turned a corner out on the airfield and
started to approach. With a smooth little maneuver he brought the
limo around to block off the two men lounging on the trunks of
their cars and parked the limo with a low, satisfied click of
gears.

Wind whipped into the passenger area as he opened his
door, carrying with it the jeers of the men he had cut off. In a
moment he had hurried around to open the door for Heather, and then
she was outside, the wind and noise of the jet pouring over her. In
such an empty space the earth seemed to fall away on all sides,
leaving only a huge, darkening sky above her and the lights of the
airplane as it settled to a stop only a few yards away.

Flashes from behind her made her turn, and she
realized the men who had been waiting were photographers. It was
such a surreal moment that she almost didn't turn in time to see
... him. He was stepping out of the plane. For a moment he was
framed in the light of the doorway, his silhouette beckoning,
perfect. God, had she really managed to wait five days for
this?

Troy came lightly down the steps and closed the
distance between them, holding his hand up in exasperation against
the flash of the cameras. Several people emerged behind him, but
Heather didn't recognize them from his previous retinues at the
office.

His smile as he approached could have lit up the sky.
He paused in front of her and looked her up and down. "The only
thing I've been wanting to see," he said. "And here you are."

"You call me and I come," Heather answered. She
fingered shyly at the necklace at her throat.

He was about to say something when a bulb flash from
particularly close by made him look up in annoyance. "Come on," he
said, taking her by the wrist and leading her into the waiting
limo.

She started to slide over him into one of the forward
seats, but as the door closed he took her by the waist and pulled
her back against him. He buried his face in her neck, kissing her
sensitive skin, and she fell backwards into his grasp with a little
laugh. She wriggled against him and felt a thick, growing shape
nestle against her ass.

"You don't know how much I've been looking forward to
see you again," he breathed in her ear, his hands gathering her
into him and brushing tantalizingly over her sides and breasts.

She managed to twist slightly in his lap and press
her lips to his. God, he felt good against her. Was it normal to
feel this way about someone she barely knew. Was it okay? "You
think I don't?" she responded, unable to keep the naked lust out of
her voice even if she had wanted to.

She felt the limo start to move and slipped sideways
into the seat next to him, never letting herself lose contact with
his body. "Who were those people taking pictures?" she asked.

Troy made a dismissive gesture. "They're from the
Post. They're doing a story claiming I turned down the Unbordered
Humanity Award because the Rockland Charity Board and I had a
falling out."

She didn't know what any of it meant, but it sounded
important. "Did you?"

"Is that what you've been waiting to know about me
for the past 5 days?"

Heather laughed and kissed him. "No, I guess
not."

She didn't notice the world as it flew by outside. To
be in his arms after such a long, long wait felt like all the bliss
she needed. Well, it was enough for the moment. More would come
soon: she could feel that guarantee in every brushing contact.

They were back at his apartment in the blink of an
eye, riding the glass-lined elevator up to the roof of the city. He
couldn't keep her hands off her, and it felt so impossibly good to
think that the past few days might have been as hard for him as
they had been for her.

He kicked open the heavy door to his apartment and
pulled her inside, already peeling back the delicate little garment
she had worn for him.

There was nothing elaborate or refined about the way
he took her. His strong grip pinned her arms above her head as he
mounted the bed over her. The raw aggression of his lust for her
was unexpected and thrilling, making each instant more intense than
the last. From beneath him she managed to pull his shirt over his
head and pull his body down against her, feeling his skin and
muscled weight press against her. He freed her from her bra and
grasped one of her breasts as he pressed his lips to her throat.
She closed her eyes, letting out a moan of breathless pleasure and
anticipation. He had moved between her legs, and when his groin
pressed down against her the long, hard shape of his cock made her
moan again. She was so impossibly wet for him.

He pulled himself from his underwear and pushed into
her. It sent a shudder all through her body: a pure, instinctual
ecstasy. He filled her so perfectly and fully.

"You have no idea how badly I've wanted to be inside
you," he breathed, pinning her more tightly back against the bed
with one hand and holding her hips up against him with the
other.

She could feel the throbbing pulse in his cock as he
grew even bigger inside her. Her body squeezed at him, gratefully
wrapping around the hard, hot shape of his shaft.

He plunged into her and back out with the urgency of
a man who had been waiting days to get his hands on her again. Each
thrust sent a wave of pleasure through her almost too intense to
contain. She was going to come.

She orgasmed helplessly, giving into the feeling as
he drove pleasure into her very center. Her fingers clutched at the
bedspread and her body clenched around the feeling and around him.
"Oh God," she finally managed to gasp.

He drew out of her and stepped down from the bed,
pulling her up with him. In a blissful haze, she submitted to his
physical prompting and let herself be bent over the edge of the
bed, her tits slipping pleasurably over the silken bedsheets, her
ass thrust out.

With a groan of desire, he pushed back inside her
from behind. With a hand on her hip and the other pressed against
the curve of her ass, he pulled her against him and drove into her
in simple, welcome lust. With each thrust, the tip of his cock
pushed in against that one perfect spot deep inside her, and she
knew she was going to come again. With each thrust, too, she felt
his sack swing forward and hit her swollen lips and clit, driving
her absolutely crazy.

She put her hands to her breasts, clasping them tight
and closing her eyes again as her body flushed in ecstatic heat,
rising and rising in intensity until it broke again, all the way
through her, body and mind and everything.

It was like being in another world, feeling herself
be taken like this. Her body constricted with the acute delight,
tightening again around his heavy cock, and she felt him change
inside her as he reached his edge. He pulled her back, driving his
cock fully into her. His hot, thick seed pumped into her and filled
her, and her body squeezed at him in gratitude, milking out every
last drop of liquid.

At last it had run its course, and Troy pulled her
against him with strong, possessive arms as he lowered himself and
rolled her, staying inside her with her buttocks to his thighs as
he held her. Heather luxuriated back against the feel of his body
and savored the feeling of his breath on her neck and shoulder.

"Wow," she breathed. "I had almost convinced myself I
dreamed the last time."

She felt his answering smile against her cheek as he
kissed her. "Next time I'll be sure to get in a few good pinches to
clear that up."

 


 


 


 


He took her twice more that evening, aggressive and
with the urgency of a man who had wanted her for days and who could
have been held away only by a thousand intervening miles. But it
was obvious it didn't take days to work up an appetite, for either
of them. For the rest of the week, every day was split between the
excruciating hours of work and the blissful hours of the evening.
Work slid by all too slowly, but by the end of the day, it still
felt as if she had spent all of it with him, in his arms.

 

She soon learned that their reunion had been unusual
for him, at least in one way. Those hours after the reunion on the
tarmac had been breathless and intense and urgent, but Troy wasn't
often a man to forget himself in the moment. He wasn't often one to
lose control. Control was what he always possessed, of himself and
those around him. Feeling him exercise that control over her was a
game he would slowly teach her to want, love, and eventually
crave.

It started slowly, but unmistakeably. Her experience
in the blindfold had been spontaneous and chaotic, but the new
world he progressively introduced her to was slow, exquisite, and
endlessly tantalizing.

It really was a game, learning what he liked and
wanted from her. It was an endlessly rewarding game, and even her
missteps came with their own form of excitement and reward.

They did nothing like the bondage she had witnessed
that night at Club Dye, at least not yet. There was no physical
restraint whatsoever. It was a psychological power. It was how he
made her feel. It was the way she hung on his every word, her
breath held, waiting to hear if she had been good or bad, and
whether the next step in their dance was punishment or pleasure.
The difference between them could be so subtle as to go completely
unsaid.

It was on Saturday morning when the training had
begun in earnest. She had woken from her sleep, wrapped in the
luxurious bed, eyes scrunched hard against the thought of getting
up, until that delightful moment that now came once each morning
when she remembered who she was getting up to. The warm thrill of
reality lit her up inside, and she reached out to feel his body
next to hers.

Her eyes flew open and she sat up, looking around. He
was nowhere in sight. A new game? She wriggled out from the sheets
and was about to pad into the kitchen in search of him when she
noticed a slip of paper on the floor where it had just fallen. It
must have been left beside her as she slept.

"Out, but back soon. Find the outfit in the top
drawer by the door and put it on."

Heather quickly confirmed that he was indeed out of
the apartment and then circled back curiously to the sleek dresser
by the door of the bedroom. It was empty except for a small dress,
so thin as to be almost see-through. She drew it out and held it
up.

She immediately found herself blushing. It was short,
with a light, wispy hem. A grey line ran across the rib cage and
accentuated soft cups that promised to leave a great deal of bust
exposed. The thought of wearing it was seriously turning her on ...
but that didn't mean it wasn't intimidating.

But if Troy wanted it, Heather would do it. That
pattern had been established.

It felt light as air as Heather shimmied into it. She
pulled it down until the fabric was taut and then felt up the back
of her thigh, running her hand halfway over the round of her ass
before she encountered fabric. She stepped to the mirror to
evaluate the effect.

Her blush deepened at the sight of herself. Her
breasts nestled soft and half-bare in the morning light falling
across her from the curtained window. She marvelled that she could
feel so much more exposed with clothes on than she had naked
beneath Troy's body in the heat of passion.

Maybe it was because it was so clear what all of this
was for. It was deliberate. It was for display, not any of the fast
urges of the moment, but slow, lingering nakedness, emphasizing her
vulnerability.

She had barely had a chance to digest the feeling it
evoked in her when she heard Troy return, closing the door behind
him and moving something around in the entrance hall. She hung
back, suddenly shy as she looked at herself in the mirror. Maybe
she was a prude, but it felt so unnatural to go prancing around
like this in such an open, palatial apartment.

After a minute of hearing him move around, she heard
something clink with a distinctly metallic sound. The combination
of curiosity and eagerness to see him overwhelmed her hesitation,
and on instinct she slipped her lace bra into place and went out to
greet him.

He looked up to see her in the hall that came from
the bedroom, pink-faced and arms folded across her front. He cocked
his head as he admired the effect, his eyes roving slowly down her
form.

"I saw your note," she said shyly.

"I see that," he agreed, admiring her openly and
simply. "You look every bit as lovely as I thought you would."

She took a step into the room, looking around to see
what had made the clinking noise, but nothing seemed new or out of
place.

"Don't worry about that now," he said, noticing her
curiosity. "Come here."

She approached him with small, tentative steps, and
he watched her come with that same expression. When she stopped in
front of him, he put out a hand and caressed her cheek with a
thoughtful look on his face. He pushed a strand of hair behind her
ear and let his fingers trail slightly to down to her throat and
come to rest beneath the small inset stone of the necklace she now
always wore for him.

"I'm really astonished that I chose so well in the
moment," he mused after a minute. "I didn't even know you then, so
maybe I can't take credit for coming up with a piece that suits you
so perfectly." He considered it. "I suppose it would have been hard
to find something that wouldn't look beautiful on such a
breath-taking woman."

"Thank you, Troy," she said softly.

He shook his head. "When I gave you this, I said it
meant something, and that when you wore it, I wanted you to wear it
because you wanted what it symbolized. Do you remember that?"

Heather nodded. "You said it meant I ... belonged to
you."

"That's right," he agreed. "That's what it means. And
when you're wearing this necklace, I want you to call me
'sir.'"

Her eyes snapped up to meet his. "Sir?" she
confirmed.

"That's right."

What they had been dancing around since the beginning
was suddenly out in the open with that one little word. It wasn't
just innuendo any more. This was the last chance to pretend she was
here for something other than ... what she was here for. Had it
always been so difficult to breathe?

"Yes, sir."

He took in a long breath at the sound of the word,
his eyes briefly closing. "Good. Now go back into the bedroom. In
the drawer where you found this outfit, there was also a small book
and a pen. Bring them here." His tone was soft but firm.

It felt good to do as she was told. It felt good to
obey.

She found the book in the drawer tucked into a back
corner where she hadn't noticed it only a few minutes ago. She
brought it back to Troy in the foyer and offered it to him, but
instead he gestured her to put it on a small table.

"Open to the first page," Troy instructed. "Draw a
line down to split it in two."

Heather did as told.

"On the left, write 'Wardrobe Disobedience', and
across from that, the number ten."

She began to follow his instruction and then paused,
looking down at what she was writing. "I - " she started.

"Yes?"

"Ah, nothing."

"Nothing, sir."

"Nothing, sir," she repeated.

She felt her face growing hot as she scribbled '10'
in the right-hand column. She straightened and turned back to him.
She didn't know whether she was nervous or excited to see where
this was all going. She couldn't deny there was something thrilling
about it. He seemed to know exactly how to string her along, slowly
introducing her to the idea that she was about to be ... punished.
She was getting more than a little wet.

"When I ask you to present yourself in an outfit for
me, this is where I want you to be," he said, pointing to where she
stood by the table. "You'll bring the book and open it to the
correct page, right where it is now."

"Yes, sir."

"Now take the bra off and give it to me."

She did as told, feeling her nipples already stiff as
her breasts slipped from the cups and settled into the softly tied
support of the dress. She disentangled the shoulder straps and
offered it to Troy, who took it and set it behind him.

"And the panties, too."

She found herself blushing anew as she bent down
slightly and pulled them down her thighs. The cool air of the room
flowed over her hot, damp sex, making her appreciate all over again
just how wet she was getting. She stepped out of them and handed
them over in turn.

"When I give you an outfit to wear for me, that is
the only thing I want you to be wearing," he said. "Do you
understand?"

"Yes, sir," she agreed.

"Good. Now we're going to make sure you remember your
first lesson."

She nodded, her heartbeat rising.

He took a seat on an armchair beside the table, his
legs slightly apart. "Here," he said, gesturing at his knee.

She didn't know whether she was more taken aback that
this was happening, or how it was affecting her. His authority felt
so absolute that the thought of commenting or objecting never came
to her mind.

She lowered herself across his lap as he had
indicated. He was right; she had been bad. She had known that she
wasn't doing what he had asked her to do, but she had disobeyed
anyways, because she had thought she was in control. But he was in
control. He was the one who decided. And punishment felt right. She
... wanted to be punished.

Troy's hands took her first by the hips, adjusting
her a little in place. He cupped her breasts and moved them so they
wouldn't get squeezed against his thigh. A soft breath escaped her
lips at the firm touch, and she wriggled slightly against him,
revelling at the humiliating position.

"This is where you wind up when you're bad," he
explained. "Each time. Every time."

"Yes, sir."

She felt his hand on her thigh, running up and over
her ass, pushing the bottom of the dress up until it rested on the
small of her back, leaving her naked below the waist and the firm
roundness of her ass exposed and ready for him.

She gasped as she felt his hand move between her
legs, running over her lips and parting them slightly. His thumb
brushed against her hole and traced her juices up and circled her
clit.

"Good," he said. "I can tell you're paying attention.
Now count for me."









 Book Four: The Edge






Over the centuries, the people of San Carducci had
built the facades surrounding their Palatio of the slightly
yellow-tinted granite quarried in the hills north of the town. When
the sun rose in the mornings and began to cast glancing rays into
the windows of the small villa on Via Roma, it was the color of
gold.

Heather lay staring up at the 17th century vaulted
ceiling, wondering how things could change so fast.

Troy had suggested she take a few vacation days, and
she had not needed convincing. She hadn't even known where they
were going when he led her up the stairs to that same jet she had
first seen two weeks ago. Now here she was, bathing in one of the
most spectacular sunrises she had ever witnessed, five thousand
miles farther from home than she had ever thought she'd be, and
instead all she could think about was the incredible man she could
hear washing his face in the other room.

She rubbed herself under the covers, feeling a little
shiver of excitement she now got when each new day with him began,
and then sat up. She breathed in, savoring the slight taste of the
Mediterranean the air took on in the mornings here.

In the past week and a half, Heather's eyes had been
opened to a new world inside of her. It was all still surreal in so
many ways, but little by little she was adjusting to think in terms
of her new reality. The world seemed fresh and new and so much of
it seemed within reach, at least on this particular morning. In
less time than she ever thought possible, Troy had taken control of
her life. She lived by his praise, quivered for his rewards, and
died a little by his rebukes. It was structure. It was meaning. And
she loved it.

She was a more than willing captive.

She looked over at a sound in the doorway, and
flushed a little to see Troy's eyes on her. Her stomach always felt
at least a little bit weightless when he was looking at her.

He came and sat on the bed, and Heather twisted
around to nestle against his chest. "I think you needed a good
sleep," he said, running a hand through her hair.

"Yes, sir," she agreed.

"I wasn't too rough with you last night?"

She felt a little thrill run through her as the vivid
memory came back to her. "No, sir," she said emphatically.
"Absolutely not, sir. You gave me what I deserved for being so
bad."

He nodded with satisfaction and gave her a little
spank that made her jump. "Exactly right," he said. "And for your
sake I hope you won't forget what happens when you come like that
before I tell you you're allowed."

Heather shifted a little, already turned on at the
memory. How she'd tried to hold it back ... but Troy could control
her body in ways she had never experienced before. How was she
supposed to fight it? It was like he could short-circuit her with a
twitch of his finger. But a good submissive didn't make excuses.
That's the mantra she had been told to repeat. If she felt a
certain way, it's because he wanted her to feel that way. If it was
hard, it was because he wanted it to be hard. "Yes, sir," she
agreed. "I'm definitely going to remember."

The sternness in his gaze had just that hint of
playfulness in it that could always drive her crazy. Troy could
make the silliest thing seem deadly serious or the most serious
thing seem fun.

"I've got a little plan for today," he said.

She perked up. "Are we going out on the boat?" she
asked.

"No, it's not the boat. You'll just have to
wait."

She made a little pout. "You're not going to tell
me?"

He rebuked her with a finger to her lips, and then
kissed her. "Didn't I say I tell you what I want you to know?"

"Oh, please tell me."

He tutted. "It's almost as if you're asking to be
punished."

Heather caught her breath, looking up in
trepidation.

"Present for your master," Troy ordered, his demeanor
casual, almost careless, as he considered what to do with her.

Obedience overcoming reluctance, she scooted down off
the bed and turned around to place her hands on the comforter,
pushing her ass out firm and vulnerable.

Troy got up as well, standing over her and
considering her ripe, slender body. He ran his hand along her side,
cupping her breast through the soft shirt she had worn as she
slept. He took the cloth between two fingers and pulled it over her
head, pausing for only an instant to let her raise her arms to
accommodate. Her hands returned to the bed as she heard the garment
fall softly onto the floor behind her, leaving her naked but for
her silk black panties.

He ran his hand over her front again, cupping her
softly hanging breasts, playing lightly over her stiffening
nipples. She let out a slight moan in spite of herself and closed
her eyes.

He had drawn up behind her, and she could feel the
thick, hard shape of his cock through his robe where it pressed
against her ass. She pushed back against it ever so slightly. She
was supposed to stay still when he ordered her to bend over for
him, but sometimes her hips felt his cock stirring and took on a
mind of their own. What was it about being in this position that
made it impossible to be good? It was as if only a week of being
toyed with, teased and punished, had rewired her already poor
self-control.

Maybe that was what he liked about her so much: that
she was so easy to play with.

Heather let out another moan, try as she could to
bite it back. Troy's fingers had dipped into the front of her
panties, feeling and rubbing curiously at her swollen clit. Any
moment now his fingers would dip lower and he'd feel how wet she
was for him. He always made sure she knew that he knew. He loved to
dwell on that sting of embarrassment: that whatever he did to
punish her, it only turned her on more intensely.

She heard his breath growing harsh with desire as his
fingers made the inevitable discovery. He circled her hole, and her
hips bucked slightly in response. "Right on cue," he whispered in
her ear. "You know how much I like your wet little pussy, don't
you?"

"Yes, sir," she said.

"It seems such a shame to tease a pussy that gets wet
so obediently like yours does." She could feel his cock rock hard
against her.

"Yes, sir," she breathed, her body tensing a little
against his in anticipation.

He lowered his hand, guiding the panties down her
legs. The scrap of fabric left a slight residue of dampness against
the insides of her thighs and she took in a long, shaky breath,
trying to steady herself.

But just as quickly, the air rushed out of her in a
gasp. Troy had pushed up behind her and gathered her hair in one
strong hand, pulling her backwards against him and bringing her
head up in an uncomfortable arch.

"The rest of you isn't always so good, though," he
grunted. "We have to keep that in mind, don't we?"

"Yes, sir," she managed to gasp.

She felt a brush against her ass and then the cock
she had been rubbing against was free, hard and hot, throbbing
against her skin. He moved back slightly and pushed into her with a
steady, rough thrust. She gasped again. God! No matter how many
times he fucked her, she always forgot just how big he was.

And he wasn't being coy or playful this time. She
could feel it. He was going to fuck her rough and he was going to
fuck her hard. Heather's fingers dug into the satin sheets of the
bed as he drove deep into her again and again and again.

"Tell me you like getting taught to be good," he
grunted.

"I like it, sir," she gasped, her voice shaking
rhythmically with the rest of her body. "I - I like being taught to
be good."

"Tell me you want to come for me, to show me you want
to be better."

"I do, sir," she repeated. "I want to come for
you."

Barely had the words come out of her mouth than her
body obeyed, coiling around his pounding shaft as a wave of intense
pleasure engulfed the lower half of her body and rose upwards. Troy
reached his hand around and roughly grabbed her bouncing tit. The
grasp sent her over the edge, amplifying a moderate orgasm into an
overpowering one. It was all she could do not to collapse, to stay
upright, head bent back, taking the pounding as her body squeezed
and shuddered with intense gratitude. "Oh fuck!" she gasped. "Thank
you for letting me come, sir!"

It had barely stopped before she felt the second one
coming on. She gulped in air, but there was no preparing for it.
She pulled against his grip, feeling the strange mixture of
pleasure and pain. It was incredible to be manhandled by her hair,
something she had never known she wanted. She came again, more
intense than the first. Her whole body was clenched, tight, and
then releasing into a euphoria that made her sway weakly, barely
upright. She probably would have collapsed this time, but there was
no falling out of his strong grip.

"You want me to come in you, don't you?" Troy
grunted. "You want to take my come and show me you can be a good
submissive?"

"Yes, sir," Heather gasped. "Come in me, sir."

He pumped his cock into her, his heavy sack swinging
forward against her swollen clit. She felt the spasm between her
tight little muscles as he exploded. Hot, thick liquid filled her
pussy, and her body clenched eagerly for more and more, until it
was all inside her.

"Thank you, sir," she gasped.

He gave her ass a squeeze, as though reminding her it
could have gone a different way if he had wanted, and lowered her
roughly onto the bed in front of her. She lay, hot and throbbing,
as she caught her breath. She put a hand up and ran tentative
fingers through her hair, looking back up at him.

Troy had gone to the window and pulled away the wispy
inner curtains to let in all the light of the glorious
Mediterranean morning.

She shrank back, pulling up the covers to hide her
nakedness from the open window.

Troy looked over. "Embarrassed someone in the street
will see you?" he asked.

She shrugged a little self-consciously, unsure why he
was suddenly smiling.

"I guess you need my next lesson more than I
thought," he said. "You're going to like what I have in mind for
the morning."

Troy's tone gave her a bit of trepidation. "I will?"
she asked.

"Get dressed then," he said. "We'll have breakfast at
the trattoria, and then if you've been good, I'll tell you."

 


 


 


 


Ten minutes later, a small, red Ferrari had appeared
in the street below. It wasn't until Troy was already sliding
behind the wheel and hitting the button to retract the roof that
Heather realized she had never seen him drive.

"Get in," he said, looking back to see her still
standing in the arched entryway. "We've got business in
Florence."

"I thought you said we were getting something to
eat."

He waved her inside with that cocky little smile she
could never entirely resist. "I know a good place there," he
assured her. "It's not a long drive."

Her ass had barely touched leather before the silken
purr of the engine jumped to a roar and suddenly it felt like every
organ in her body was being sucked back into the seat-back behind
her. In two horrifying minutes they were out of the town of San
Carducci and blazing out along a little two-lane highway. The
countryside of central Italy opened up, the Mediterranean to their
right and the rolling green hills of the Apennines to their
left.

The initial terror began to fade, and it wasn't long
before she realized she was ... having fun. The car handled like a
dream, and any fear that Troy didn't know what he was doing behind
a wheel had gone out the window in an instant. The crisp ocean air
poured over them, mussing up her hair, but she couldn't bring
herself to care in the slightest. The world seemed at their
feet.

Troy turned inland, and now the road was climbing up
into the mountains, following the curves of the land as it rose and
fell. At one particularly graceful little turn along a ridge, she
actually whooped in spite of herself. By the time they were winding
back down into a plain with a city and suburbs on the horizon, she
was grinning like an idiot.

"That was amazing," she managed to gasp when wind had
quieted enough to speak.

"Always go domestic when you're in Europe," Troy
advised her. "They build their cars for their own roads."

Heather nodded and tried to look like she might be
able to use that advice sometime this reality.

 


 


 


 


Florence was unlike anything Heather had ever seen
before. As she and Troy sat on a veranda by the river on the
outskirts of the old city, she knew she was being a very poor
conversationalist. She just couldn't stop staring around her at the
beauty of the surroundings: two thousand years of history overlaid
on top of itself in brilliant stone architecture and vibrant modern
life.

It finally took her catching sight of the young
Florentine waitress admiring Troy from the kitchen doorway to
remind her what she was neglecting.

"I'm sorry I just keep repeating how beautiful this
all is," she apologized.

"It's alright," he smiled. "I remember my first time
here."

Heather took a sip of the cappuccino in front of her
and glanced over at him. "Well, I'm just wondering how to find out
what's in store for us today - without asking, I mean."

Troy's eyebrow rose and his smile took a little
twist. "And why wouldn't you ask?"

Heather's face grew a little hot. "Because I remember
what I get when I ask."

"You're trying to push. It sounds like you learned
your lesson by the letter, and not in spirit."

"No, I learned it," she promised quickly, feeling her
face grow redder.

He had made it clear that he didn't require special
address when they were outside the house, but that seemed just a
formality now. The way she had learned to defer and follow his lead
made her feel every bit his submissive, whether she was calling him
'sir' or not. Being in public didn't blunt the feeling, it made it
the more intense.

It felt wrong, a sacrifice, a degradation. She felt
her body clench slightly.

He seemed to sense her reaction, and he cocked his
head at her in that way he did when he had mischief on his mind.
"Come sit next to me and tell me again how well you learned it," he
said.

The veranda was made up of tables placed against
stone benches, so there was plenty of room for her to slide
obediently into the seat beside him. His idle hand moved to her
thigh as he held her softly against him.

"What was it again?" His question was low, inaudible
beyond the table. The closest patrons were tables away.

"You taught me that I know what you want me to know,"
Heather breathed.

"And you feel what I want you to feel," he
continued.

"And - and I feel what you want me to feel."

"Because you do what I want you to do."

"Because I do what you - you ... want me to do," she
repeated obediently, breathlessly, her face scarlet and a definite
tightness growing in her groin.

Troy's hand on her thigh stroked her skin slowly,
almost as if he didn't know he was doing it, and yet every fiber of
Heather's being was fixated on the contact. The hand was wandering
upwards, up her thigh. Her chest felt tight. Her body was still
sensitive with the lingering sexual bliss of the morning. It was
almost unfair.

"They're easy enough things to remember, aren't
they?"

Heather nodded, sitting stiff in her seat and looking
straight ahead as she felt herself getting wetter as he touched
her. His hand was at the hem of her skirt, dipping ever so slightly
beneath it with each casual little stroke of his finger.

She felt powerless to stop him. They were in public.
And yet every thought in her brain seemed to be routing between her
legs ...

"Yes, I think so, too," he agreed. "It's more a
question of doing than a question of understanding. It's curbing
those disobedient little instincts of yours. Maybe not completely,
of course. We wouldn't want to take the fun out of it, would
we?"

"N - no, sir," she breathed. Oh, she hadn't meant to
say 'sir'. That one had just slipped out. God damn it, why could he
get her so turned on so easily? She knew exactly where that hand
was going. She knew she would never stop it. She knew he was doing
it just to see if she made a sound, and she knew that she wasn't -
was NOT - going to make one. Please, don't let her make a
sound.

"But if we can't get the simple things right, how are
we ever going to move on to the real fun?" Troy was asking.

"I ... yes. I need ... to do better."

His fingers had reached the edge of her panties and
stroked slightly up the outline of her lips. Her clit was full and
sensitive, and when he drew a soft little circle around it she had
to clench her jaw shut to hold back a moan.

"Well, you do try, at least. But I think in the long
run you struggle because you don't understand how easy the things I
ask you to do really are. You don't have any sense of perspective."
He pressed his finger against her clit thoughtfully. "So I think
today might be a good day to take the next step, don't you think?
Something real."

Each little twitch of his finger sent a hot pulse up
through her abdomen. "Something real, sir?" Oops, there it was
again, another 'sir'. It felt so natural. She felt drunk on all the
little things he did to drive her crazy - all the little things to
toy with her ...

"So I have a simple little game for us. We're going
to go to clothes shopping and take a walk. How does that
sound?"

She nodded, her eyes slipping closed for a moment.
She was listening to most of what he was saying. It just barely
seemed important, compared to what he was doing to her ...

"Say yes, Heather."

"Yes, sir."

His finger was brushing against her clit just
perfectly. She was sitting at an awkward angle now, pushing her
hips out into his hand. Her fists were clenched against the
stone.

"And if you're good, you'll get a nice reward. How
does that sound?"

"I - thank you, sir. Thank y -" But she stopped
short, her breathless words falling off in sudden protest. He had
taken his hand away, smoothing her skirt back into position and
pinching her slightly on the ass.

She squeezed her thighs together in impotent
frustration, and put her own hand down between her legs.

"Did I say you could touch yourself?"

She let out a breath of disbelief. "I - no, sir, you
didn't."

"I didn't think I had. Finish your pastry. I know
just the place for us to try first."

Hunger was now the last thing on Heather's mind, but
after a moment to catch her breath, she did as she was told. Her
breasts felt full, sensitive, and tingling. As she leaned forward
to eat, they just barely brushed against the edge of the table, and
the sensation was both exquisite and torturous. In such an aroused
state, every little movement felt amplified, and calming herself
down seemed like the least likely thing in the world.

 


 


 


 


She was still flushed and aching as Troy ushered her
into a small boutique on the north side of the city. The walk
hadn't been far, maybe five or six blocks, and under other
circumstances she knew she would have enjoyed it. But in her
current state it felt more like a delirious march, primed to a
perfect edge as her body throbbed with unfinished business.

The boutique was much larger inside than it had
appeared from the street. Rows of the latest high-end fashion from
Milan and Paris ran side by side with more fringe, risque offerings
in straight lines towards the back. Looking around, Heather began
to guess a little at what Troy had in mind.

At the sound of their entry, a woman appeared from
the rear of the store. In Heather's wound up state, it was hard not
to stare. The woman was simply beautiful, with soft olive skin,
full breasts, and dark hair tied up in layers at the back. Her eyes
were a gorgeous hazel, and when they fell on Troy, they grew wide
and appreciative.

"Welcome," she said in English, with only a slight
accent.

"Are we so obviously American?" Troy asked,
smiling.

She laughed. "Just American? I'm not so uneducated. I
know who you are."

"You do?" Troy sighed. "Isn't there anywhere far
enough away for me to escape it these days?"

"You are almost far enough here, I think. But not
with me. I have to know about important men, and so I know about
you." Her eyes left Troy for the first time and flickered over to
Heather. "You are here for your friend?" she asked, still speaking
to Troy as she looked Heather over with a penetrating gaze that -
maybe it was just the lingering ache in Heather's pussy - seemed
deeply sensual.

"I am. We're looking for something a little bit more
fun than what she happened to pack with her."

"Of course," the woman agreed. "Let me show you what
I have."

Heather found herself blushing as item after item was
pulled off the racks, each one more revealing than the last. As
intimidated as Heather still was with Troy, she had grown
comfortable in her body with him. He had a way of making her feel
beautiful and desired that drove her crazy, and she liked the way
he dressed her to his tastes, even if it sometimes shocked her
lingering prudish instincts.

But being here with this woman, going through clothes
meant for her body at its most intimate ... that was something
different. She didn't know whether she liked this.

But it was also impossible to deny that it was
turning her on.

Even the most conservative items on these racks
towards the back were enough to have Heather blushing a deep
scarlet, but they didn't seem enough for Troy. "I want something
that really shows her off," he was explaining to the woman.

The woman turned her deep, almond eyes on Heather,
and again Heather got the sensation that woman's gaze could see
right through her. "You might have an easier time if you tried a
woman ... with more to show off," she suggested, standing not by
accident in a way to emphasize her own generous breasts and hips.
But she faltered as she caught sight of Troy's darkened expression
and hurried on. "But we'll see what we can do. She's very
lovely."

"Yes," Troy agreed, in a tone of unmistakeable
rebuke, "she is." His right hand, which hadn't left the small of
Heather's back since they had entered the store, brought her closer
in with a possessive touch, and Heather's body hummed to be against
him. "The rest of it is in this row, is it?" he asked the woman. "I
think I can look through it myself."

She backed away, apologizing again and promising to
send out her nephew to handle the billing if they wanted to buy
anything. Heather watched her go with a sense of satisfaction that
was marred with an unfamiliar, lingering interest, as though the
woman had stirred something in her she didn't want to let go.

But she had quite enough other things stirring inside
her on this particular morning.

She jumped as she realized Troy had said something.
"Sorry, sir, what?" she asked. There it was again, that sneaky
'sir.' At least they were alone now.

"I said, why don't you go wait for me in the changing
room?"

Heather retreated obediently to a small stall in the
corner of the store. The door swung shut behind her and she sank
onto the little bench, pressing her forehead against the cool glass
of the mirror.

Her hand moved involuntarily back between her legs
and for a moment she wondered whether she dared try for release
before Troy could notice.

She had been such a normal, in control woman only a
few weeks ago. How had she wound up like this? The urge to plunge
her fingers inside herself seemed to pulse through her with every
movement and thought. He had told her not to. He had told her not
to. He had told her ...

"Heather."

She opened her eyes and saw his distinctive leather
shoes below the gap in the door. "Yes."

"Pass me your clothes out, please."

It took Heather a moment to understand what he was
asking, and then two realizations clicked into place at once.

One: they weren't buying clothes for Heather to put
on for some hypothetical evening, safely in the future and safely
in a bedroom, where Troy could enjoy the sight of her trussed up
and displayed in the safe, structured rituals of private
submissiveness. This was to wear here, now. In public. Troy wanted
her to put on a new outfit, specifically designed to 'show her off'
and walk out of here in it onto the sidewalks of a busy city.

And two: he wasn't going to let her see what he had
picked out before she surrendered her current clothes. She would be
completely helpless, standing naked in a foreign changing room,
completely dependent on whatever he - the man she had known for all
of three weeks - decided to offer her to cover herself.

"I -"

"Now, Heather." His voice left no room for
argument.

Heather could feel her face burning with conflicting
emotions of dismay and ... excitement? But when he told her to do
something, she did it. In a moment, her dress was crumpled in her
shaking hand, and she was offering it out through the gap beneath
the stall door.

"Bra and panties, too."

An objection caught in Heather's throat and she
glimpsed herself in the changing room mirror, blushing and
helpless. There was such a strong, visceral terror of what he was
asking her to do, and yet ... it was so much simpler to be his. Why
fight it? Why not do what he wanted, everything he wanted, and just
be his? Be his toy ... be his plaything, and what happened
happened, she would still be his. It felt so good, being his, that
it sometimes took a minute to remember why anything else
mattered.

"Yes, sir." She didn't try to hide the shaking in her
voice. She would obey, but she wanted him to know how hard she
worked to please him. She offered out her panties and bra under the
door, and stood, shivering slightly in her nakedness.

In a moment, she was rewarded with a small bundle.
She stood waiting for the rest until it occurred to her that that
was all that was coming. What had initially appeared to be just one
garment was actually two. The top was low-cut and made of a thin,
soft fabric. When she held it up she could clearly make out her
fingers on the other side. The skirt wasn't quite so see-through,
but the hem barely reached halfway down her wrist. No panties. No
bra. It didn't seem like a very fair trade. Well, it was a bit late
to protest at this point.

Instead, she began to dress. The fabric was soft and
teased over her skin in an extremely pleasant way. It was just
tight enough to pull her tits together, joining them in a line of
deep cleavage, but thin and yielding enough to cling to every line
and soft contour.

She pulled the skirt on, feeling her swollen clit
brush intensely against the rough cloth. She'd basically have to
keep a hand on the back of it just to avoid flashing anyone who
happened to be behind her.

She knew she couldn't keep Troy waiting much longer.
She steadied herself with a hand to the stall frame, trying to take
deep breaths. She was really supposed to go outside now? This was
easily the most intense thing he'd put her through, or at least it
felt that way from this side of it. The scariest part was the way
it affected her, thrilled her even as it mortified her. Her whole
life had taught her it was wrong to let herself be seen like this,
and now ...

Now just like that, she was on display. She took one
last breath and unlocked the little stall.

Troy was perusing a rack of clothes towards the front
of the store, and he looked around when he heard the door open. He
cocked his head as he looked at her, drinking in the sight with
obvious relish. "Even better than I'd hoped," he said as she walked
over to him. "Turn for me."

She spun slowly on the spot, feeling the slight chill
of the breeze from the street stirring the clothing and stiffening
her nipples beneath the thin fabric.

He drew her against him with an easy hand to her
waist and kissed her. "God, it's going to be hard to keep my hands
off you," he groaned.

Troy rang the bell at the front desk, and a young
Italian man, maybe 22, hurried out from the back of the store. He
did look like the other woman's nephew, with the same bronzed skin,
but a broader, masculine face and muscular chest and shoulders. His
body had a young, raw sexuality to it, and when his eyes fell on
Heather, they widened for a moment and quickly looked away.

Heather's insides tightened with a delicious sort of
embarrassment as he approached the desk.

"What to buy?" he asked politely in broken
English.

"These," Troy said, gesturing at Heather's body.

The man was trying very hard not to look at her, and
didn't seem to understand. "Yes but what to buy?" he asked
again.

"What she's wearing. She's wearing it out," Troy
explained patiently. He reached down and fished around the skirt
until he found the tag at the hem and waved it at the man,
inadvertently lifting the rest of the skirt with it. Heather's
hands leapt to press it back down with a weak little sound of
protest.

"Oh yes," the man agreed.

He was kind of cute, Heather had to acknowledge
miserably. The way he was so polite and embarrassed by the
half-naked woman in front of him. She could see him getting a
little red.

He pressed in a key at the desk and held out a little
wand to scan the tags. Troy prodded Heather forward, and she was
forced to step up to the desk to have her new clothes scanned into
the register.

The first tag was clipped to her front, near the
bottom of the tank top. The only way to present it to the man was
to lean forward over the desk, doing her best not to let her tits
spill out completely. He reached out to take the tag in his hand,
holding it up for the scanner, and his wrist brushed against her
breast. A little breath caught in her mouth at the touch, and she
felt her nipple stiffening tightly, pushing out prominently through
the fabric. Daring a glance up, she saw him noticing the effect he
was having on her ... and trying very hard not to look like he was
noticing. After the longest second of Heather's life, the wand
beeped success and she pulled back, blushing from head to toe.

He managed to busy himself at the register, allowing
Heather a moment to catch her breath before what she knew was
coming.

The tag for the skirt was clipped directly to the
cloth. To offer it for scanning, she had to pull up the skirt,
trying to hold the front down with one hand while she lifted it at
the side and held out the tag.

But again, the wand's cord didn't stretch beyond the
checkout desk. She was standing on tiptoe, her skirt more or less
pulled up, naked beneath it, holding it out for the young man.

Still it wouldn't reach.

With a final clench of humiliation, she released the
hand holding the skirt down in front. The fabric lifted, her pussy
was plainly in view, and the wand beeped.

She quickly retreated from the desk, and the flushed
young man read out the total for Troy to pay him. Troy dropped a
couple bills in the tip jar, and ushered Heather out towards the
door.

The street outside was, for the moment, blissfully
empty. Heather turned to look at Troy, her eyes wide with shock and
embarrassment.

"You're very uncomfortable with all this," he
observed.

"Yes."

"Good," he said. "You're quite the shy one. You
pretend you aren't, I know. But I can't have a shy submissive. How
can you be my good little toy if you're constantly getting
embarrassed by everything I ask you to do?"

He drew her against him and kissed her, his body
strong and powerful against hers. "Don't worry, we're going to
train it out of you easily enough. It just takes a little ...
persistence. Who knows, we might already be closer than I
thought."

She gasped into his mouth as she felt his hand push
beneath her skirt. He traced across her swollen lips and found her
hole, soaking wet. He paused for a moment.

"Well, I almost didn't believe it," he breathed. "But
who am I to deny the evidence. You love being displayed like
this."

"I do not!" she protested, her body stiffening
against him.

"Oh?" he asked sceptically.

"I don't," she insisted.

"No," he agreed softly, "of course you don't." He
drew a line of her wetness up, stroked her stiffened clit
playfully, and then let the skirt fall back into place. "Come
along," he said.

It took her a second to regain control of her legs
after his touch. Her body ached for him, for everything.

"And don't let me catch you covering up," he advised
as he saw her hands drifting to cross in front of her chest. "You
probably don't want to be spanked in public, do you?"

With that thought burning in her, she had to hurry to
take her place in front of him, wet and blushing, hands at her
sides. Never had she felt more his plaything. It was impossible to
deny how intensely the feeling aroused her.

 


 


 


 


The trip lasted two more days, opening up a side of
Heather she had never anticipated or experienced. What a strange
thing it was, to be so utterly powerless, so utterly helpless
before a man's desires, and to love every minute of it. By
Thursday, it was over. The jet whisked them home over the Atlantic,
the whitecaps passing miles beneath them as she got ready to
pretend she was regular old Heather again.

She didn't feel like regular old Heather, or anything
like who she'd been only a couple weeks ago. Whoever she was now
fell asleep every night with a head filled with vivid sexual
fantasies. Whoever she was now loved it when Troy called her his
toy, when he spanked her, told her he owned her, said that every
part of her from tits to pussy belonged to him. She never went an
hour without thinking of the man who had so quickly come to
dominate her life.

But for the moment, she had to be regular old
Heather.

Regular Heather, stepping off the private jet and
into the waiting limousine. It still didn't make any sense.

Well, tonight actually she wasn't supposed to be
regular old Heather. Tonight she was going out with Nicole and her
friends to some gallery opening or something. For tonight at least,
she had to be the fictitious 'sophisticated, cultured Heather' to
help Nicole feel at home with Nicole's new friends.

What an unappealing prospect. She had even foregone a
final night in Italy to be back here for this. Heather shook her
head as she crossed Newhurst Blvd. Was she a good friend or what?
But a promise was a promise.

She'd had only a few minutes at her apartment to
change before she had to hurry back downtown, and she'd almost lost
the address of this place. Only at the last second had she found
the email : 1441 Newhurst. This all used to be the old Polish
neighborhood, before it all went upscale. What was it again? An
opening. A champagne gallery something. And the friends were ...
well, once she could put faces to names, she'd be able to keep it
all straight.

The venue was in a remodeled corner section of an old
warehouse. Its facade was glass, shining brilliantly out into the
street and revealing its trendy, modern art-house style galleries,
filled with milling socialites.

"Hey!" Nicole said exuberantly as she spotted Heather
peeking in through the glass door. She hurried over to her. "You
found it! How was the trip?"

Heather could just shake her head. "I wouldn't know
where to start. But I made it back." She stepped inside and looked
around. "This is all super impressive. So you know the woman who
runs this place?"

Nicole made a face. "I guess. Sort of. Everyone says
they know everybody in places like this, I'm discovering. But she's
good friends with a friend of Anastasia. That's her over in the
corner. Let me introduce you."

Heather cast a wistful glance over at the wine bar,
but Nicole already had her tightly by an elbow and was guiding her
in the opposite direction.

"Everybody, I'd like you all to meet a good friend of
mine. This is the Heather I told you about."

Heather smiled warmly and did her best to remember
each name as it was offered to her.

Randall she remembered, of course. Nicole slipped to
his side and seemed to sort of melt against him, even as she
introduced the rest of the group. Seeing him again brought back the
strange thought that Heather was only here meeting this chic crowd
because of an encounter at some dark, underground BDSM club. All of
these people seemed so perfectly maintained, like someone had
redirected a fashion runway into this old warehouse through the
back fire exit. It was such a strange thought.

The other man and woman Heather had seen at the table
at Club Dye were here, too. Kurt had short blond hair and a short
beard. Anastasia was tall and strikingly beautiful, with dark hair
and high cheekbones, and her stilettos looked sharp enough to drill
a hole in the floor if she turned around too fast.

"I wasn't sure if Heather would make it tonight,"
Nicole was saying. "She's just back from Italy this afternoon.
Venice, wasn't it?"

"It was Florence - around Florence," Heather
corrected, realizing guiltily how little of the past three days she
would actually be comfortable talking about.

"Florence?" one of the women repeated. "Did you fall
in love? I don't think I've ever met someone who went and didn't
fall in love."

"Oh, it was really beautiful," Heather agreed.

"You know Lyne Balcho, the architect?" a dark-haired
man to Randall's left said. "He once told me he creates every
building he's ever designed as a response to the Duomo. Of course,
that was back when he seemed to care about what he produced. Since
he became a household name and started contracting for corporate
abominations like the things you see over in the financial
district, I don't know if he could still claim that with a straight
face."

This sparked an animated conversation on the Duomo,
as Heather wracked her brain to remember anything - anything at all
- from the tortuous guided tour Troy had arranged for them. Heather
had spend most of the time more distracted by the wandering eyes of
the passers-by and the way the wind ran over her skin and up under
that impossibly short skirt. Physics had not been particularly
helpful that day.

"My God, the way it just dominates the skyline," the
first woman was saying. "But of course it's the galleries there
that you go for. My first trip there was only three days. I didn't
make it out of the Uffizi. Can you believe that? Did you do much
better?"

It took Heather half a second to realize the
conversation had swung back on her. She could already understand
exactly why Nicole found spending time with these people so
anxiety-inducing. "Ah, well, I didn't actually get to spend much
time in the city itself," she said. "It was mostly on the coast, we
had a villa in one of the little fishing towns there. We only got
into Florence for a day."

"And that's the amazing part," Nicole jumped in. "She
hasn't even told you who she was there with. Tell them whose villa
it was, Heather."

Heather felt all the eyes turn collectively on her,
and she was surprised at her own hesitation. It felt like there was
something wrong with answering the question. Until now, she felt
she'd been able to live two lives: one in which she could make
pretend that she was important and belonged with important,
fabulously wealthy people, and the safe, old life she could retreat
to, the life where she was still herself.

"Ah, his name is Troy. He's a - he owns - well,
Baldwin. Troy Baldwin, if you've heard of him. His name winds up in
the news a lot more than he wishes it did." Heather was bright red,
and couldn't help shooting Nicole an uncomfortable look.

There was a slight buzz at the revelation. It was
exceedingly obvious that they all had indeed heard of him, but much
less clear what they thought of this new bit of information. It had
already been implied that, as far as this crowd was concerned,
there was something wrong with 'becoming a household name,' as the
handsome, dark-haired man across from Heather had put it.

But if they had anything to say against him, they
were polite enough to keep it to themselves for the moment. The
conversation shifted topics a bit artificially, and then Lucille,
the owner of the gallery appeared to thank them all for coming and
wouldn't they like the tour. In the ensuing dispersal, Heather had
a moment to go acquire that much-needed first glass of wine.

"So where is Troy, anyways?" Nicole asked as Heather
joined her in front of a nearby oil-on-canvas. "I'm really curious
to meet him."

"Ah," Heather stammered. "I didn't think it would
have been his kind of thing."

"You mean you didn't even ask him?" Nicole asked with
disappointment.

Heather shrugged. "I ... I don't know. He's got so
much stuff going on. He's always busy, I assume. I really don't ask
about it, even if I'm dying to know. I figure he likes to keep
things separate. I'm new to all of this, and I'm just trying not to
do anything wrong."

"So, what, he just calls you up when he wants to see
you?"

"Well ... I guess so." Even coming out of her mouth
it felt a little funny admitting it.

Anastasia had wandered into earshot and she glanced
over with a knowing look on her face. "Oh, one of those," the woman
said with deep familiarity. "It's alright. Don't be embarrassed.
We've all played that game once or twice."

The comment took Heather by surprise, and she had to
close her mouth to prevent a knee-jerk retort from flying out. What
did that even mean? One of those. It wasn't ... whatever one of
'those' were. What did she even have to be embarrassed about? And
who was Anastasia, honestly?

"I really love this one," Nicole jumped in,
recognizing the awkward situation. "Isn't it just so evocative? The
use of such dark colors ..."

"What do you mean by one of those?" Heather finally
blurted, ignoring Nicole's attempt to change the subject.

"Oh, I don't mean anything," Anastasia assured her.
"We all know what it's like. I had a short something with Ricardo
Desilva a few years back. That was back just after he'd won two
Palmes d'Or in three years, do you remember? It seemed like he ran
the world. He got anything he wanted, and for that wonderful little
moment, he wanted me. Well, in his way, I suppose. It's hell, too,
isn't it? ... On, off, knowing he forgot my name the moment he left
town ... knowing he'd never give a shit about me the way I cared
about him." She sighed. "It was a hell of a ride, but sometimes I
wonder if I wouldn't have been better off getting out of there
before I became attached. I was much more innocent then." She
shrugged. "But we all grow up, don't we? At least I had some good
stories to tell before it was over."

Heather shook her head. "It's not like that. I - it's
not. I just misrepresented, I guess. It's not like he calls out of
the blue. I see him almost every night he's in town, at least three
or four nights a week. It's - " But she cut herself off, angry at
herself for rising to the bait. She didn't have to explain
anything.

"Oh, of course. They get their little favorites for a
minute, obviously. But then it's on to a new thing, and if you're
lucky he thinks your phone number's worth keeping around until the
next time he's bored, and then you're just one of the women the new
favorite chews her fingernails about. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to
upset you."

"I -"

But before Heather could object, Lucille had appeared
next to them. "This might be my very favorite piece," the woman
said dreamily. "Mandal was trying to capture the terror of the
night he fled to India during the Sri Lankan civil war. Thirty
people on a raft, drifting all night in torrential rain and waves.
You can tell how vivid the memory still is to him."

Anastasia turned seamlessly to mention Nicole's
praise from a moment ago, giving Heather a much-needed moment to
compose herself.

She just ... why would ... And in what world was it
okay to talk like that to someone? Heather was trying hard not to
glare. Why had Nicole needed to bring Troy up in the first place?
What was the point of that? What was the point of her being here at
all, with all these people and their opinions about things that
weren't any of their business?

She didn't know whether she was angrier at Anastasia
for talking to her like some naive girl, or angrier at herself for
getting so upset. What did that bitch know, anyways? The woman
didn't have any idea what she was talking about. She just thought
she sounded cynical and wise, liked the sound of her own voice
...

And when Heather had settled on that thought, she
began to calm down. Anastasia didn't know Heather, and she didn't
know Troy. She was just talking, and Heather wasn't going to let it
spoil her evening.

 


 


 


 


That night, Heather lay awake in bed. It was so easy
to get lost reliving the world Troy had opened up for her, waiting
and imagining what next lay in store.

The day in Florence was still so vivid in her mind:
the way he had paraded her through the foreign city, in such an
embarrassing and powerlessly arousing way. Every time it had become
too much and she'd found herself crossing her arms or holding down
her skirt, he made a note of it, until she was both dreading and
quivering with anticipation of how he would make her answer for all
her little transgressions. Mercifully, he had waited until they
were home to hold her to account, but the threat of a public
disciplining didn't feel like it was going away.

The guided tour had been the most difficult: forced
to maintain a politely interested expression and go along with the
personal guide's slow pace. At one point Troy had pulled her into a
bathroom, pulled off her shirt, and teased her with a hot, wet
mouth on her breasts, just to make sure that her nipples would be
prominently hard through the thin fabric when they emerged back out
into public.

"You thought you owned your body," he had breathed
into her ear. "And I so very much love teaching you how wrong you
are."

Until now, life had always taught her to keep her
guard up, because you never knew what was going to happen. If you
didn't look out for yourself, no one would. It was in her past
relationships that she felt it most poignantly. She could never be
completely unguarded, everything was about struggling to keep the
dynamics of the relationship tilted the right way: spending all her
energies trying to maintain the man's respect and desire and
affection, until she had no time left to just be happy.

But it wasn't like that with Troy. It was something
new. She could just put herself in his hands. She felt pushed to
her limits and safe at the same time. He could make anything
happen, and all he wanted was her - all of her, not part, but all.
He would make it alright, as long as she could give that to
him.

But just as she was settling into the warmth and
comfort of this thought, Anastasia's unwelcome, derisive face swam
into her thoughts. Heather had been so convinced that the woman's
cynical words were wrong: spoken from a place of resentment or
worse. But the seed of doubt had been planted. She couldn't deny it
now. Were there other women?

She wanted desperately not to wonder about the
answer, but she did. And if she didn't know, she couldn't stop
thinking about it until she did. How could any of this be real if
she didn't know the answer to that one, simple question?

And what if this wasn't real? What if it was - like
Anastasia had said - a short ride that'd leave her nothing but a
few interesting stories to assure herself it had all been
worthwhile? Heather couldn't handle that. She couldn't handle
feeling the way she felt and not knowing if it meant anything. She
wanted to, maybe, but she couldn't. It would be so much simpler for
Heather to tell herself what she wanted to hear and pretend the
answer couldn't possibly matter.

Maybe that's what she had been doing all this time.
Maybe that was precisely what she had been doing. But now here she
was, and the precarious tower of unasked questions was tipping over
and seemed sure to come crashing down.

 


 


 


 


The following evening, Heather joined Troy at a
fund-raiser one of his organizations was throwing. It filled a
ballroom of the Colchester Hotel, a historic building in the heart
of the old part of downtown with lavish neo-Baroque interior. She'd
been amazed at the amount of security a single charity event needed
until she discovered both the governor and the mayor were on the
guest list.

At another point in her life, she would have been
beside herself just to get a glimpse into an event like this. The
women were trussed up in the kind of evening gowns you only saw in
the movies, and a man in a simple black tuxedo would have been
thrown out for under-dressing. The crystal chandeliers seemed
mirrored in the glimmers of jewelry and bright, beautiful faces of
the attendees beneath.

Troy had sent her a tailor to take measurements the
week before, playing coy about what it was for. But after six days,
the most beautiful red dress she had ever laid her eyes on had
arrived, delivered by the excited young fashion-designer herself.
It was short at the front left leg, showing just a hint of soft
thigh, willowing down the back of her calves with several parallel
softly cut hems. It rose into a tight, perfectly fitted bust and
artfully plunging neckline. She had fallen in love at first sight,
and couldn't believe that something like this was only supposed to
be worn once.

Even if she hadn't already loved the dress, Troy's
face when he saw it was enough to make it priceless. "Stunning," he
had said simply. "And I thought this was going to be my event."

She was still grinning from that little remark
halfway through the evening. It was hard to remember she still
lived on the same planet as she had two months ago, when an
exciting night was calling up Tim and bribing him to make an effort
by getting them tickets to some kind of concert or movie.

It was almost enough to make her forget that only the
night before she had started to doubt what this all meant.
Almost.

But as the dazzle of the lights and the excitement of
the famous faces and names started to swim together and lose their
meaning, she found herself studying the reactions of the people who
introduced themselves to her. Was that a look of dismissal and pity
from across the room? Did that woman just roll her eyes? It's
amazing how many different little meaningless gestures or turns of
phrase can be interpreted to mean "oh yes, this week's arm-candy,"
if you try hard enough. Any laugh from half a conversation away can
suddenly feel like the joke is on you.

By the time the night had wound down and Troy's limo
had pulled up to the crystal glass front doors of the foyer,
Heather just wanted to be alone. She didn't want to make a scene.
She just needed time to think. But back at the apartment on the top
of the Williams Tower, Troy had finally noticed that she wasn't
sharing in his good mood.

"What's bothering you?" he asked. It was clear the
wine from the lavish meal was still a bit thick in his blood.
"You've been quiet all night."

"Nothing," she lied. "I don't know."

"Sure you do. Tell me."

"It's not anything."

He drummed his finger against the side-paneling of
the doorway, looking at her. "Are we going to play games all
night?"

"It's just something I've been thinking about - just
something someone said. I shouldn't have let it bother me."

"Well now it's bothering me," he said. "What is
it?"

She hadn't meant to bring it up. She hadn't worked up
the courage to do it, or even decided if she wanted to at all. But
he saw through her. He knew if she lied.

"I was out with friends yesterday, the thing I had to
come back for, remember? And the fact that I've been seeing you
came up, and one of the women I met there seemed to assume you
weren't serious about me ... I mean, that came out wrong. I don't
know. She just said you'd have your fun and then get bored and move
on and I'd end up back in my old life with just a couple good
stories to tell. That you probably have other women you see when
you're not with me. That you've never thought of me as someone
you'll keep around."

He laughed. "Is that your big concern?"

Stunned by his reaction, she shook her head. "Isn't
that enough?"

"Some woman tells you that and now you're upset about
it. That's just what I need, someone else I've never met with an
opinion about my personal life."

"It just bothered me. I didn't say I thought she was
right."

"But you're telling me about it, aren't you?" He
opened the collar of his shirt and pulled the tie loose from his
throat. "And then what? We have some fun together and now I'm
supposed to promise it'll be like this forever? You get a taste of
something and you think it's my responsibility to serve it up for
the rest of your life?"

Stung, Heather shook her head. "That's not what I'm
saying."

Troy was angry now. He had gone from festive to
annoyed to angry before she'd even noticed. She hadn't expected
this - almost didn't know how it had happened. The change was
sudden and disconcerting, and she took a step back from him.

"You know why men like me don't go diving into
commitment?" he demanded. "It's because women like you will take an
inch and demand a mile. Everyone has something they want. Everyone
thinks a friend in a high place is as good as money in the bank.
Well that's not what I'm looking for."

"I'm not talking about any of that." She could see
that he was already too pissed off to hear her, but she didn't
care. She was going to tell him how she felt. She'd kept quiet too
long. "I'm talking about you and me. I give you everything you ask
for, and I just want to know that it's building something, and I'm
not just some throwaway game for you. But maybe that's all I am.
Maybe you've just been leading me along for the fun of it."

"Leading you along? I gave you a way out. I gave you
every chance to get away before any of this started. But you said
you wanted this. You said you were ready." He shoved a chair aside
and it banged loudly against the table. "And now you spring this on
me, like you were paying your dues and now you want what was coming
to you?"

"That's what you tell yourself, huh?" she asked
hotly. "It's my fault I care? You let me take the first step so
everything after that is my fault."

"I didn't lock the door behind you, either."

Heather could barely bring herself to look at him.
Every word he spoke felt like a knife biting into her. She needed
to go. Everything that had meant so much to her was going to be
torn down if she stayed. Maybe it already had been. She'd never
seen him like this. She'd never heard him ..

She had to make it stop. "Fine," she shouted. Beyond
that she couldn't speak. She couldn't think. She turned and shoved
through the door to the private elevator landing. He didn't
follow.

As she pushed out into the wind-whipped night, her
dress flapped around her like some kind of absurd, humiliating
costume. She was blinking tears from her eyes. Don't be weak, she
berated herself as she wiped them away.

It was like a dream. Sometimes you had those dreams,
and they felt so powerful and so real that you almost couldn't
believe it when you opened your eyes and saw the same drab wall of
your bedroom, but it happened. You woke up. It had to happen
sometime.

 


Hadn't she known this was coming? Hadn't she known
this was coming from the moment she saw that note on her desk?
Hadn't she known she had made a mistake, trying to be something and
have something she could see from a mile away wasn't meant for
someone like her?

At least now she knew. At least now she didn't have
to gnaw her liver out at night, trying to convince herself she was
being silly.

Before she knew it, and not remembering how she'd
done it, she was home, falling onto the couch, trying to banish the
world with the slam of a door.

At least she wouldn't be the fool anymore.









 Book Five: Powerless






Heather was done feeling powerless.

She was done entrusting her happiness to things she
could not control. She was done with the uncertainty and the doubt
and the heartache. Well, no, the heartache wasn't going anywhere.
Not for a while, at least.

She hadn't seen or heard from Troy in a week. By
Monday she had trained herself out of the habit of checking her
phone every ten minutes for a new text from him. Nothing was
coming. She'd shut off lines of communication, and he'd gotten the
message - not that he'd tried hard enough for her to feel bad about
it.

She needed the space to remember who she was and what
really mattered. She didn't need Troy. She didn't need the doubt
and uncertainty. Four weeks hadn't been long enough to forget how
to be her own woman.

But what did she used to do for excitement? Had she
really forgotten what to do with herself in just a month? That was
sad. It was sad and she was determined to prove it wasn't true.

"Hey, Denise, it's Heather. It's been too long. We
should do something. Call me back." Her voice sounded high-pitched
and weak, even on this side of the phone line.

Next she tried Amanda, of course. She, Denise, and
Amanda only ever hung out as a group, even back in college.
Voicemail again. It didn't mean anything, obviously. Everyone was
busy in the middle of a Thursday evening, but it still made her a
little anxious.

Who else did she know that would be down for a night
out? All her old friends were getting married to dependable guys
and moving out of the city. Once she'd tried taking Tim out to
dinner with two other couples, just to be able to spend time with
people she never got to see anymore, but the contrast between the
married couple's relationships and the casual whatever that Heather
and Tim were doing was so depressing that she never tried it
again.

But before she could get too stressed about how few
real friends she had left, her phone rang. It was Amanda, and she
was game. Denise was, too: Friday at 8 pm at a little cocktail bar
off Newsome street. Heather was actually excited. This was the kind
of thing she should have been doing, not diving headlong into
flings with selfish billionaires.

"Hey hey!" she called out when she found her two old
friends at the far corner of the bar in 'The Olive and
Toothpick.'

"Hey, Heth," Denise said, jumping up and hugging her.
Denise was the blonde, benevolent little queen bee, with the same
pretty, slightly round face and big smile she'd had since she was a
teenager.

Amanda was the quieter one, with dark hair, soft
eyes, and a biting sense of humor that often took people aback when
they initially assumed she was just the shy type.

Had it really been two years since they'd gotten
together like this?

"You guys look fantastic," Heather said, sliding onto
a stool beside them.

"Thanks, ah, so do you," Denise said, maybe a bit
unconvincingly.

Was it that obvious? Heather was actually feeling
pretty good tonight. Better than she had all week.

"What are we drinking?" she asked.

"Get the Winnowweave," Amanda advised. "Nobody has
any idea what it means or what's in it, but it's fantastic."

The drink was a cloudy reddish color, a bit fruity,
and went down dangerously easily.

The years since they had last seen each other fell
away quickly, and it didn't take long to feel like just a drink
with old friends. They caught up on each others' news. They talked
about the good times: the trouble they used to get into back in
their early twenties was enough to make their thirty-year old
current selves feel a little guilty, or anxious. Had they ever
really been so young and foolish?

Amanda was still working as a paralegal at a firm
across the river. The work never stopped. She'd started to find a
balance between work and personal life that had eluded her for her
first few years in the job, she said brightly. But Heather couldn't
help but notice she wasn't really talking about going to law school
the way she used to.

Denise was doing something with advertising these
days. Or public relations. Or maybe it was something about the
'Communications Development' that she kept referencing. It wasn't
really clear which. She was making decent money now, which was
definitely a change, and it was probably worth it even if it came
with a mouthful of a job description, days full of endless and
useless meetings, and a company structure so convoluted she really
had no idea whether there was a real career in it for her or just a
position for as long as business was good.

"Don't get me started," Denise was saying as their
third round arrived. "You know me when I get started."

"What are friends for?" Amanda encouraged her.

"My boss is just a bitch," Denise said simply. "You'd
think she'd have gotten over herself after getting demoted the
first time, but at this point there's no helping her." She glared
into the polished wood counter. "I didn't come out here to be
pissed off about this. Sorry. Let's talk about something else." She
looked around. "Let's talk about which one of us that hot redhead
in the corner has been glancing at for the past twenty
minutes."

"Which one?" Amanda asked.

"Five o'clock, group of four."

Heather snuck a glance herself, and had to agree with
Denise's assessment. The guy in question was broad-shouldered with
a good face and a short beard. He held a drink loosely in one hand,
and his eyes were clearly wandering in their general vicinity.

"Heather, definitely," Amanda concluded.

"Why me?"

"I don't know, why don't you invite him over and ask
him?"

"I think he's got Denise-itis," Heather
disagreed.

"How selfless of you," Denise said. "Not true,
though. I wish, but it's obviously you. Aren't you in the market?
You said you were between guys, didn't you?"

"Ah, yeah," Heather admitted, biting back her first
instinct to avoid the topic completely. She had thought a fun night
out, a few drinks, maybe even a bit of harmless flirting was
exactly what she needed. It had sounded good, in theory. "Well,
very recently between things," she confessed.

"Oh, really? Was it serious?" Denise changed
directions on a dime.

"It was only three weeks, well, almost four," Heather
played it off.

"Well, four weeks is long enough time to mope. Let's
get you back in the action."

"No, I mean the relationship was only four weeks. It
ended last Friday."

Denise looked confused. "Four weeks, Heth? That's not
a relationship. That's a fun night and a long breakfast."

"I didn't say it was a relationship. I just mean
maybe I'm not in the mood for captain ginger over there."

Denise cast Amanda a meaningful look.

"Jake all over again," Amanda said.

"This is not Jake all over again," Heather objected.
"I wouldn't fall for that a second time around. I'm not a kid
anymore."

"Yeah, but you'll always be a hopeless romantic,"
Denise said, waving her off. "You can't get so worked up over a
little fling like this. You've heard we're in the twenty-first
century, right?"

"Oh, so that's why all the carriages are running
around horseless."

"Look honey," Denise said, "there are two kinds of
guys out there. There are the kind that are good for a fuck or two,
and there are the kind who will pay the bills and take the trash
out. I've seen women waste their lives waiting for some kind of
religious experience. You have your fun and when you get the chance
to get out of the game with a good one, you'll take it. Honestly,
that's all there is. It's not personal."

Heather nearly choked on her drink. "There's pretty
much nothing not personal about it."

"Well, you know what I mean. You have to get back out
there. It's a numbers thing."

Heather put up her hands, giving in. Wasn't this what
she had picked these two friends for? They were the ones who knew
her well enough to call her on her bullshit. "Okay, okay. I didn't
come along to be a wet blanket. If he comes over to say hi, I'll be
nice. Maybe he's got a cute Irish accent or something."

His name, it turned out, was Kevin. He didn't have a
cute Irish accent; he was from Maryland. But he did have a nice
smile and something of a sense of humor. It wasn't a chore to talk
to him, at least. He was in small business finance with a degree
from a good school. He volunteered at a soup kitchen and had a
dog.

But if he was trying to hit on her, he was pretty
indirect about it. Heather had been getting used to a steady diet
of earth-shattering sex - there was no way of rewriting history to
deny the way Troy could make her feel when he wanted to. Going
suddenly from that to ... nothing ... was NOT proving easy easy.
Heather wasn't going to lie to herself and pretend she didn't have
one very specific motive for making a new friend.

And Kevin didn't seem to be getting the message.
'What does it matter what I do?' she wanted to yell. 'Tell me you
want to possess me. Show me how good it'll feel to let myself go in
your arms, be overpowered and dominated and fucked until I can't
stand up.' But of course all she said was, "I'm in sales at a
medical equipment company," and he of course nodded politely and
asked how she liked it.

Heather needed another drink.

It was unfair to make judgements after twenty
minutes, but all she kept thinking was that if he was this passive
now, this was going to be Tim all over again. An evening of
planning and coaxing and hints just to get the simplest type of
attention and intimacy. Was that what she was going back to? How
quickly she'd forgotten what it was like to fend for herself.

"I knew a guy in high school everyone called Big
Red," she told him after another drink, her words starting to slur
ever so slightly. "Anyone ever called you that?"

He laughed. "No, not really."

"We never really knew where he got the nickname. I
heard rumors, though. But those rumors would be going around
whether there was any truth to them or not. I mean, girls will be
girls, right?"

Kevin didn't seemed to be picking up what she was
saying, and Heather was starting to get bored. Her friends had been
advocating a change of venue - there was a good club down the
street - and she decided it was time to collect them.

It was called The Bright, and the line outside
stretched half a block. Heather had suffered a couple minor
heartbreaks at the hands of Denise's more than competitive charm,
but she forgave her friend instantly when Denise led the three of
them to the front of the line, chatted with the bouncer for all of
sixty seconds, and then beckoned Heather and Amanda to follow her
inside.

A wall of sound and heat met them on the threshold.
By this late in the evening, the place was humid chaos, but Heather
wasn't really sober enough to mind. The three women wound out onto
the dance floor and were quickly enfolded into the thick crowd.
Everything was pounding music. Everything was moving bodies.

Heather found a couple guys to dance with. The
movement was bluntly erotic. Her head was swimming, but this made
sense. Not these two, though. And not the third one, either. Was
there anything less sexy than a man who thought he could just press
himself against her without so much as trying to make eye
contact?

The rest of the night was lost in a blur, euphoric
and useless and loud. By the time Amanda came around to collect
her, it must have been two in the morning. The three women split a
cab west and mumbled their goodbyes, promising to be in touch.

 


 


 


 


The following morning, very few things that had made
sense the night before still did. One truth dominated all others:
if she managed to survive this headache, she was never drinking
again.

By eleven, she had managed to swallow a glass of
water and crawl into the kitchen. She sat and contemplated whether
she was capable of eating any of the food in her fridge without
getting sick. No, she concluded, but the cool tile floor felt a bit
soothing against her forehead.

Was this what it felt like to relive her youth? Was
this really the answer?

By the time she had conceded that she would, in fact,
survive, she had moved on to the next most pressing concern on the
list. She was depressed. She was horribly, tremendously depressed.
She had gone out telling herself she could dance away her problems,
possibly find a nice, handsome band-aid for her loneliness, and
remind herself that she didn't need Troy to be happy.

Being with Troy had made her feel powerless. She had
opened herself up to him, and all she could do was hope that he
would reward her in kind. She had felt naked and afraid, so afraid
that she'd do almost anything to find some kind of equilibrium. But
if it was powerlessness she was running from, nothing compared with
the powerlessness of this old familiar feeling: emptiness. No one
to give herself to, no one to share her life with. The horizon
stretched on and on, and she was no closer to understanding who she
was or what she wanted than she'd been years ago.

It had been nice to see Amanda and Denise again. They
had been good friends for a long time. But they had grown apart;
they were different people now. If spending time together meant
pretending to be back in college again, then Heather didn't think
her liver could afford too many such reunions.

Heather missed Nicole.

They had been seeing each other less and less since
the night at Club Dye. In fact, the evening at the art gallery had
really been their only time together outside of work in weeks, and
after getting blindsided by Anastasia's little comments, Heather
had been about as talkative as a doorstop.

When Heather called her up, she was amazed to hear
her friend's spirits seemed much like her own. Nicole was going to
end it with Randall.

"I think he sort of expects it," Nicole said
resignedly. "I don't want to be the woman who hangs around longer
than she's wanted. He just doesn't want to be the bad guy, or I bet
it would be over already."

"But why? I thought things were going so great with
you two."

"I just don't belong with those people. Capulets and
Montagues and all that. I'm not going to keep fighting it."

"Nicole, that's a play about two families who were
murdering each other. I don't think it compares with you feeling
slightly awkward that you don't speak six languages or have a
degree from some fancy private college."

"Do you have to be like that? You act like you don't
get what I'm saying at all."

Heather sighed. "Sorry. I get it more than I wished I
did, honestly. It just sucks that the world is like that
sometimes." She glared out the window at the late afternoon sun,
chewing on a lip. "What does Randall think? Does he get that you're
feeling like this?"

"I don't know - he can't not see it. He's more like
them than he's like me."

"You know, it's pretty obvious when someone's
embarrassed by their date. Don't you think it means something that
he keeps taking you out to all of these things? He could be making
excuses to keep you away from them, but he's not."

"I suppose."

"I mean, I don't know him like you do, but you've
said such great things about him. I've honestly never seen you so
happy. And now you're not going to give him any benefit of the
doubt that he might understand and want to help. Maybe he doesn't
give a shit that you're different from his usual crowd. Maybe he
actually likes you for it."

Heather was starting to get exasperated with her
usually headstrong friend. Every person has to walk their own path,
but talk about manufacturing problems! How Heather envied her that
issue biggest issue in her relationship didn't actually have
anything to do with the two people in the relationship.

"I've spent all weekend getting my courage up to deal
with this," Nicole said. "I just need to rip the band-aid off.
Don't try to talk me out of it."

"You're not dealing with anything. You're just giving
up!"

There was silence on the phone, both ends of the line
seemed taken aback by the sudden vehemence. Heather was looking at
the floor, realizing just how angry she'd gotten, realizing why. It
had taken her saying the words to someone else, hearing them aloud,
to realize who she was actually talking about.

"Nicole?"

"Yeah?"

"Am I being stupid about Troy?"

Her friend didn't answer right away. "Maybe. I don't
know. You said he was a complete asshole to you last week. A rich
douche is still a douche."

Heather sank into a chair in the kitchen, blinking
back a tear. "I don't know. God, Nicole, I just wish I knew one way
or the other. Maybe I was just angry when I said that. Maybe it was
my fault."

"Your fault?"

"I don't know. I just ambushed him. I let these
thoughts build up inside and then I just ambushed him. It must have
sounded so ungrateful after the way he's been for me. I just ... I
just ... I never stopped thinking it was too good to be true."

There it was. The truth. She knew it the moment she
said it.

"I never gave it a chance," she went on after a
second. "I just kept waiting to get hurt. I was so, so sure it was
coming. I made it come."

Nicole was quiet.

But Heather had come to a realization. "I'm sorry. I
have to go. I just ... Let's talk at lunch tomorrow. Don't do
anything as stupid as I have. I mean, I don't know - it's your
choice. But let's do something tomorrow. It sucks how little we've
been hanging out."

"Yeah," Nicole agreed. "It has."

 


 


 


 


"What do you mean you can't put me through?" Heather
was trying not to get angry at Troy's secretary. The woman was just
doing her job.

"He's in the air. It's against the charter line
regulations to patch a call through without explicit prior
approval."

"He's flying?" That explained why he hadn't picked up
his cell phone. She felt better after that. The thought of Troy
glancing at her name on the caller ID and ignoring it had put a
cold, hard knot in her stomach.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Where's he going?"

"He's been at a conference in Tokyo. The appearance
was posted in his public bulletin. Otherwise, I wouldn't even be
authorized to tell you that much. I'm sorry, but you'll have to try
again later in the day."

"Okay, well thank you."

She hung up the phone and was calling a rideshare
before she even registered what she was doing. The airport. Was
that too much? Was it desperate? No, she had to see him. It had to
be in person. What would she even have said on the phone? What
would he even have said?

And if he didn't want to see her ... well, she didn't
want to think about that right now.

The rideshare driver who picked her up took a little
convincing that he was authorized to drive into the charter
terminal at the airport. He was smarter she had given him credit
for at first glance, and he could tell Heather wasn't providing the
whole truth when she said she was on some sort of 'approved
persons' list. But after being promised a generous tip, he agreed
to try.

Twenty minutes later, there they were pulling up to
the access gate of the charter terminal. Heather leaned out to wave
at the security guard, and thankfully he had been working the
previous Friday when she and Troy had flown out en route to Italy.
He motioned them through without stopping them.

She spotted the familiar white limousine waiting out
closer to the concourse, and directed the driver to drop her off
next to it.

She couldn't stop thinking about coming here for her
first time three weeks ago, when she was still so awed by the idea
that someone like Troy Baldwin wanted to see her again.

It was funny how she was always meeting him at the
airport, as if he came down from somewhere more important just to
see her.

But what an unhealthy attitude, she realized. It's
that kind of thinking that got me into this mess. He's just
someone. He's amazing and thrilling and I fall apart when he
touches me, but he's just human. He's just human and I'm just
human. No more and no less. If I can't accept that I deserve him, I
don't have any business being here. What's between us can be real.
I can make it real. If he doesn't think that's what he wants, I'll
show him it is. I will. It was a nice little mantra. Repeating it
felt good. It helped pass the minutes that seemed to stretch like
hours. The wind bit into her skin, whipped through her hair, made
her feel like she was waiting at the edge of the world, trying to
reach across it.

After a lifetime, a cold, dreadful lifetime, she saw
a jet approaching along the network of runways.

Heather's courage almost failed. Even with nowhere to
run and no way to leave, it was still so hard to stay still,
watching it come. Her heart was in her throat. Her palms hurt where
she'd been pressing her nails into them. If the plane had been
waiting for her to be ready, it never would have come.

But it came anyway. The door opened. Two men stepped
down the stairs. Neither of them was Troy.

Heather was suddenly embarrassed. She shouldn't have
come. She was making a scene, and Troy had associates, important
people, maybe friends, ... here with him. She said a quiet little
prayer of thanks that they were men. She didn't know what she'd
have done if one of them had been a woman.

They looked over and noticed her, and one of them
said something over his shoulder into the door of the jet. And then
Troy emerged, and his eyes flicked to Heather and stopped. He
stopped. He stood in the doorway, looking down and across the long
paces of empty tarmac.

Heather had a moment to wonder if she looked alright.
She had been checking herself in the window of the car the entire
ride over, but now the wind had blown everything out of position,
and there he was, looking at her, the distance too great for her to
read his expression. If she didn't manage to breathe soon, she
would probably pass out right there on the spot.

She saw Troy say something in answer to the two men,
and they stepped back to let him pass. He approached her slowly,
not hurrying.

"Heather," was all he said when he reached her. His
face was somber. Was he happy to see her? She couldn't tell.

"Oh, Troy," she said, with a lightness in her voice
that fooled no one. "What a surprise I run into you here. I was
just passing through."

His face cracked into a bit of a smile. That made her
feel a little better. A little bolder.

"I just wanted to let you know I realized I'm an
idiot," she went on before she could overthink her words. "I
thought you'd get a kick out of that."

He considered her for a moment in that way that he
sometimes did: his head slightly cocked, his eyes on her, steady
and discerning. It was a look that never failed to root her to the
spot, looking back, wondering what he saw. Wondering so hard it was
painful.

"Why would I get a kick out of that?" he asked.

"Well, everybody likes being right, right? So I just
came by to say you were right." It felt trite, saying it, but it
was good to be saying anything at all. "I mean ... I meant those
things. I meant it when ... when I said I wanted something real. I
just don't know how to tell you how much ... I'm into you, and how
much I want this to be something." She let out a little
self-deprecating laugh. "I thought I could just play it cool, you
know? But it all just bottled up and backfired. I'm just sorry, is
all. I acted like a child. You didn't deserve that. I went off
instead of just being honest about what I wanted, and it was
totally unfair. If you hate me for it, it'd break my heart ... but
I'd get it. I -"

But he quieted her with a hand to her cheek. "Don't
be like that. It wasn't your fault. It was mine. I was a complete
asshole. I still can't believe I acted the way I did, and I just
told myself ... I don't know, the usual lies. The usual things that
make it so easy to wall myself off from the things I've done wrong.
I was wrong, and when you left I was too proud to chase you,
because chasing you would have meant admitting I was wrong."

He took a long breath, and she could see for the
first time how emotional he was. It took her by surprise, much the
way his anger had surprised her a week ago. It made her realize how
little she really knew him, and at first she hated that idea. But
the more she looked at him, the more it felt like a blessing. There
was so much more to know. So much the people around him never saw.
She wanted to learn more. Would he let her?

"It's just," he went on, "I get so used to being
surrounded by people who think I'm some kind of superhuman, that I
can do anything. People bend over backwards to be with me and
please me. I ... it's so easy to take it for granted - to think
that's how it is and how it's supposed to be. And then someone
comes along who I start to care about, and I'm too stupid to
realize I need to treat her differently. I'm too stupid to treat
her with respect. And I'm sorry. I'm sorry for everything I
said."

"I'm sorry," she repeated, tears in her eyes. It felt
so good to say. Isn't that funny? She could have stood on that
tarmac for hours just feeling him hold her and saying "I'm sorry"
over and over.

His thumb wiped the wetness away from her cheek and
he pressed his lips to hers. She kissed him back, feeling love and
relief and gratitude so intensely that she didn't know if she could
stand it. God, had kissing anyone ever felt so good?

After a moment, he pulled back. She opened her eyes
and looked up at him. He glanced over his shoulder at the waiting
limousine and the two men who had exited the plane with him. He
looked back at her.

"You doing anything right now?"

She laughed, tears still in her eyes. "If I was I
could cancel it."

His arm felt so good around her. It was like her body
had been made to be held like this.

"Good," he said. "Let me shake the two suits."

 


 


 


 


It had been the longest car ride of her life, sitting
quietly, watching Troy talk business as the limo diverted to make a
stop at the Amex Global Headquarters. The two men, whom Heather
surmised to be the CEOs of Amex and Elt-Systems, had shot her
occasional, curious glances, but otherwise ignored her. It had left
her free to watch Troy, his little movements, his casually
authoritative tone, the line of his jaw, the way his steady gaze
held to whoever was speaking to him. Even these two enormously
powerful men acted differential to him.

She'd watched him fondly and triumphantly. She felt a
new emotion of attachment to him that she'd never dared feel
before. She'd revealed herself, her insecurity, her need to be
loved, her intense and secret hopes. She'd done it wrong, bungled
it all up, made a complete mess of things, but at the end of the
day he knew who she was, really was, and wanted her. That little
bit of knowledge made the misery of the past week feel like a
million years ago.

And then they were alone and back at the suite, and
the door was closed and the rest of the world vanished and was
forgotten in a second. She only had eyes for him, and he only
looked back at her.

They didn't talk very much. They had said what they
absolutely had to say out on the tarmac. More needed to be said;
they both knew it. They knew they had to talk more about what had
happened, but right now seemed like such a silly time to do it. It
was over. They both needed that fight to be over so desperately
that any words at all seemed both silly and dangerous. Why say
anything?

He took her to the bed and kissed her. She let
herself sink back into the soft covers, releasing every muscle and
every anxiety and every fear. He pressed against her, kissing her,
his body so perfect and strong and comforting against her. What a
simple world it could be, when it was just him and just her,
pressed against each other, holding each other, lips brushing, eyes
closed. What a perfect world. What a welcome, perfect world.

His hands made her feel possessed and cherished,
wanting and wanted. He ran over the curves of her body, the soft
shapes of her breasts and the yielding line of her thighs. His
breath and lips were warm on her throat. His nose brushed her cheek
and his face pressed into her hair.

She ran her hands through his hair in response. She
felt the rich thickness of it, the way it could be both coarse and
soft. She traced her hands down his back, feeling the muscles bunch
and relax, feeling the thickness of his shoulders and the litheness
of his body. It was a religious experience being here, touching
like this, being touched like this.

Heather had been in relationships in which the couple
hurried to have make-up sex after a fight, because having sex meant
that everything was alright. This wasn't that. This wasn't some
rushed reassurance. This was a communion. This was the act of two
animals out in a storm, overwhelmed just to find with each other
the dry place and the warm body they had each been desperate for.
Their touches were a language, and the act of love was a quiet,
intimate gratitude for each other. It was a healing.

The passion was slow and soft at first. It rose
gradually, almost as if they weren't noticing that their hunger for
each other had been physical as well. But when he took her, when he
brushed her last piece of clothing aside and pushed himself into
her, it was perfect and all-encompassing.

She didn't want to come. She just wanted to feel him
inside her, the throb of his cock inside her body. She just wanted
to feel him pull her against him, powerful and steady. It was
perfect. It should have lasted forever.

But then he did what he always did to her. He made
her want to come, eager to come, ready to come, and then come.
Three times, in slow crescendo, until he pushed himself deep inside
and emptied himself into her, pumping her full of his seed as her
grateful body curled and tightened around him, milking every last
drop from him and into her. A final absolution.

 


 


 


 


Heather got the impression that Troy changed
apartments like clothing, always moving on to something new: a
luxury unit in his most recent high-rise development, a few months
at a quiet little place on the coast, a flat in London or a
brownstone in New York. But she knew that as long as she lived, she
would never forget that suite at the top of the Williams Tower,
where she had first known bliss. It was here that she had first
felt him hold her, where she had thought she would lose him
forever, and where she now lay watching him sit at the end of the
bed, talking idly on the phone as he toyed with the sheet. His
shirt was casually open, and his sleeves were rolled up those
thick, perfect arms.

He was a magnificent creature. He wasn't going
anywhere, even with the world at his feet. He was hers.

She liked the sound of him conducting business. He
never let it distract him for long enough to bore her, and she
loved the casual command of his voice: the way he could speak with
no inkling in his head that the person on the other end of the line
wouldn't do exactly as he said. It was a power she knew all too
well. It could thrill her and overtake her and leave her gasping
and wet and ready to be dominated. She assumed - or at least she
hoped - other people didn't get quite the same pleasure out of
it.

 


He hung up the phone and looked over at her. "What
are you doing over there?" he asked contentedly.

"I'm not doing anything," she replied with arch
innocence. "Can't I enjoy a view?"

He grinned. "Nothing's free." He climbed the bed and
laid down beside her, gathering her in to him with an arm, nestling
her shoulder against his side and her cheek against his chest. "Now
to decide the price."

She wriggled in closer against him, relishing the
heat of his body against hers, and pressed her ear to his chest.
She could hear the slow, safe sound of his heartbeat.

He let out a long sigh. "I missed you this week," he
said simply.

"I missed you, too. Way too much, probably."

She felt him kiss the top of her head. "Let's not do
that again."

"Agreed."

Her eyes felt a little heavy, lying there so
comfortable and warm. He was stroking her hair, twirling it loosely
between his fingers.

"How were things otherwise?" He asked. "Is work being
good to you these days?"

The question took her aback a little, at least enough
to wake her up. Had he ever asked that before? At times it had
seemed like he went out of his way to pretend that neither of them
existed when they weren't around each other.

"Well, I guess not," she confessed.

"Tell me."

And before she knew it, she was telling the whole
story of Dr. Lockton's practice and the missed payments and the
uninsured woman.

She told Troy about how she hated that she couldn't
help. She told him that she'd thought going to work at a medical
equipment company would feel like being part of a system that cured
people and healed them - as best as she could do without ever
having had the chance to go to medical school or anything. But now
this, and suddenly she was working against the people she wanted to
help. She told him how the entire thing just made her feel
powerless and part of the problem: predatory and money-obsessed and
useless.

As she talked, she forgot it was his company, or that
she was trying to cost him money, and just said it all, letting it
tumble out like only the truth could. It felt good. For the first
time, what she had with Troy felt a little bit real: something that
was more than just fun, more than just sex and adventure. It was
two people in a bed together, two people living life together. It
was just a glimpse - just a glimpse of what might be - but in its
own way it felt more important than anything that had come before
it.

"I'll make a phone call," he said thoughtfully. "It
shouldn't take much trouble to clear this up. You should have
mentioned it to me sooner."

"I - well, I just didn't think I should," she
admitted.

He looked at her and he understood. "Trying to do the
right thing," he said. "It's why you're different. Go write down
the information for the practice. Next time I speak to Bob Parker
I'll have him set it all straight." He kissed her. "In the
meantime, I think tonight is a night to go out for a good dinner. I
feel a thousand times lighter than I have all week. We'll open a
bottle of good champagne."

"Dinner sounds nice," Heather agreed happily.

"Good, go write down the information, then," Troy
told her. "I'll call the car around." He grabbed her ass playfully
as she scooted off the bed. She managed to escape with a
undignified shriek of laughter, and went off in search of paper and
a pen. She knew exactly what he meant when he said he felt so much
lighter. It was a good day for celebrating.

She found a pad of paper on the table beyond the main
dining room, but a pen was proving harder to come up with. Walking
back down the hall that led to the bedroom, she noticed a door ajar
to a small office. The space was so big that it still didn't
surprise her in the slightest when she noticed a room she'd never
seen before.

Without really thinking about it, she reached for the
first set of drawers and opened them in hopes of finding something
to write with. They held a stack of what looked like management
contracts under a letterhead she didn't recognize.

She briefly wondered whether she was somewhere she
shouldn't be, but all she needed was a pen, and there was bound to
be one in a desk like this somewhere. She wouldn't read
anything.

The next set of drawers seemed more promising: the
usual desk jumble of staplers, paper clips, a calculator or two,
but still no pen. She opened the one immediately below that, but
once again, nothing that looked like something to write with. She
had already started pushing it closed when her brain registered
what she was looking at, and her hand slowed, and then pulled it
back open.

It was a medal tray and it seemed to be holding some
kind of decoration, like a brooch pin or something. No, it was
indeed a medal, she realized sheepishly. A military service medal.
But the little gold object was almost unrecognizable. Several deep
grooves marred its surface, its points had been bent inwards or
flattened, and the red and white ribbon had been almost entirely
separated from delicately crafted golden ring. It was upsetting
just to see such beautiful craftsmanship destroyed so
haphazardly.

Heather's phone was in her hand in an instant, and an
internet search presented her with several possibilities for what
the little object had looked like in its original, pristine state.
Reading down the list froze her in her tracks: the National
Intelligence Cross leaped out as the most likely candidate. So not
military. Intelligence. Civilian, probably.

Looking back down, her eyes fell on the piece of
paper beneath it. It was a hand-written note, scrawled at an angle
across lined notebook paper. She was reading before she could stop
herself :

"I thought it was a joke, too, but the Security
Council's obviously decided the best thing to do is to paper over
the bullshit and double down with some phony medals. That makes
this a goodbye. I hope you won't think too badly of me when you
look back on the shit I got you mixed up in. For better or worse,
you're not that kid anymore; you've actually got a couple coins to
rub together now. I hope you do well for yourself, even if I'll
never understand how or why you did the things you did. - MA"

She reached the end of the letter and realized she'd
stopped breathing. Everything had stopped. She went back and reread
it. What was this? She wasn't supposed to be seeing this. What was
she doing in here?

A sound announced Troy had come searching for her.
Heather looked up in panic, and managed to dart out into the
hallway just as he rounded the corner. Upon seeing her, he
stiffened.

"Were you - what were you doing in there?" he asked,
a tightness in his words she'd never heard before.

"Nothing. I - nothing," Heather blurted. "I was just
poking my head in to see if there was a pen on your desk." Her
heart felt like it was going to hammer out of her chest. The
expression on his face was enough to tell her something was
different. It wasn't a look she'd seen before. "It - I mean, it's
so weird that you don't keep a pen in the bedroom. I'm always
thinking up things to jot down at night, you know? It feels like
lying in bed trying to fall asleep is the only time I actually
think at all. I never remember anything that occurs to me unless I
write it down the second it pops into my head. Sometimes I wonder
if I've got some kind of deficiency or if everybody's secretly like
that and they just pretend to have perfect memories. I think my
mother actually did have one - a perfect memory I mean - but then
she wasn't normal in any sense of the word, you know?"

Heather was babbling, but it seemed to be enough. The
relief in Troy's posture was almost amazing. "Oh," he said, "I
guess I'm just used to having people around to write things down
for me."

"That makes sense," Heather agreed. "You probably
have a lot more to keep track of than most people anyways. I'm sure
if you tried to write down little notes to yourself about
everything you had to remember it'd just be one big mess and it
wouldn't actually accomplish anything anyways. When something's
really important I put it on my kitchen table, and if it can wait a
while I'll stick it in a pile on my little desk or coffee table or
something. Even I lose track of them, and I barely have anything
important to do anyways. Sometimes I'll find a little post-it note
when I'm vacuuming and I'll realize there was someone I was
supposed to call back like four weeks ago. Isn't that awful? But
that's why important people have secretaries, of course. And you
have about four of them, I think, don't you?"

"Well, only one of them works for me full-time," Troy
said distractedly, shutting the door to the office behind her. "The
others are just general executive assistants for the companies I
work through."

His arm brushed Heather's side as the door clicked
shut, and she jumped a bit skittishly before she could stop
herself. There was a hardness in his face that hadn't gone away as
quickly as the tenseness in his shoulders.

"The limo's coming around out front," he told her.
"It'll be ready for us by the time we make our way down. You'll
have to remember to give me the information about that doctor later
on."

"Of course, thank you," Heather said. "Really, I ...
I can't tell you how much it means to me that you want to help
them."

"I'm happy to."

She kissed him and turned down the hallway in front
of him to find her shoes and coat. Oh, and her underwear would be
good, too. She tried to ignore the funny sensation that it felt
different to have his eyes on her, all of a sudden.

Over the course of the meal - and it was spectacular
enough to make just about anything better - she could see Troy
becoming himself again. By the time the waiter had arrived with the
most beautiful creme broulee Heather had ever seen, she had almost
forgotten the way Troy's face had looked in the hallway. What did
it matter? Just one little, probably meaningless reminder that they
had so much more to explore and learn about each other.

Troy's smile still made her stomach light. His
attention still made her feel like the most important woman on
earth. His casual touch still got her wet - every single time - and
his caress still made her ache for him.

The truth was that it was easy to forget. It was
natural to be happy.

Troy was a light in a dark room, and he shone so
brightly that she didn't want to do anything but look at him. There
was time enough in this life to find worries and arguments and
fears and problems. When Troy was happy, he was handsome, generous,
funny, perfectly in control, endlessly interesting, darkly
intriguing. He warranted his own star in the sky. Nothing could be
so bad that it justified missing out on this.

It was enough to be around him, be with him, touch
him and feel his touch. Love him.

What a funny word that was, love, creeping in at a
time like this. Who really knew anything about love, anyways? Maybe
it was dangerous to love a man like Troy. She'd told herself that
it was - told herself over and over and over again. And what had
all that gotten her?

No, she'd learned her lesson with that. No sense
spending all her time watching the horizon for oncoming storms.
Today was here. Today was bright.

"Tell me," he said to her as they walked back out
into the light-filled city night. "You've been hiding from me for a
week. Have I lost all my progress getting you well-trained?

She felt his arm, casual and firm around her waist,
and breathed in the smell of his body and savored the feeling of
his closeness and the easy power he held over her. "Maybe," she
said with a luxurious little shiver. "I just completely lose track
of myself when I don't have a firm sense of discipline. You really
can't look away for a second."
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Troy sat looking out through his reflection in the
floor-to-ceiling window behind his desk. The view was of the
southern skyline of downtown: glass-and-steel towers rising out of
the sprawling muddle of five to ten story brick and stone
undergrowth. The day was overcast. There was just a hint of rain in
the air but no drops to show for it, at least not so far that
afternoon.

Sometimes his eyes would lose focus and come back to
rest on his own faint image in the glass: his face slack in
thought, his collar open, his dark hair pushed back. It wasn't like
him to be so distracted, losing track of what he was doing, his
mind a thousand miles away. He could deny the reason, but it would
be an empty lie, one of several he had been telling himself
recently. Given a minute or two of freedom, his mind kept wandering
restlessly back to her, even though her name hadn't passed his lips
in two days.

He turned back into the room at the sound of a beep
on the phone system. His finger clicked the button. "Tell me," he
said.

"You have a phone call from Randy Atkins. He says
-"

"Tell him I'll be in touch tomorrow," Troy cut off
the voice.

"I will, sir, but you know he's tried three times
this week, and all because you asked him to get back to you about
-"

"Not now, Jenna."

"Yes, sir." The receiver clicked off, and Troy eyed
the black device thoughtfully. It wasn't his usual intercom. In
fact, this wasn't his usual office. He was a squatter - making use
of the office of one of his vice presidents at the Group while his
own office a floor above was being renovated. That certainly had to
do with why everything seemed a little bit off. The VP was an older
woman, and her tastes couldn't have been more different from
Troy's.

With its several broad sofas and rich oriental rug,
it just didn't feel anything like home. Troy liked sleek and
minimal. He liked modern. He liked big open spaces where new ideas
could get up and dash around, whirling and banging into each other.
He liked the harsh silence of an empty room full of hard surfaces,
not this soft, muted quiet of upholstery, where every sound was
muffled. Where every thought felt muffled.

It was as if the woman who had decorated this wanted
people to be ... comfortable. Comfortable people didn't take risks.
Comfortable didn't care if they made mistakes.

But there was only so much he could blame on the
temporary change of scenery. Truth be told, he had been avoiding
his real problem. Avoiding her name, even. Heather. The business
trip that had taken him out of town for three days had been
unnecessary. It really hadn't mattered if he was personally present
for the ground-breaking on the new development out in Los Angeles.
He hadn't needed to swing through Sacramento on his way back - his
business there could have just been done with a few phone calls. He
certainly could have been back last night, instead of this morning.
But he had needed more time before he saw her again.

He had endured a terrible two weeks, thinking his
pride might have let her slip away forever, that she might never
come back. When he had seen her standing on the tarmac, waiting for
him, it had been ... like the world had started turning again. Like
everything had been hanging frozen, and now he could breathe
without shattering it.

He had never expected to feel that way about another
person. He was afraid to feel that way.

And as if the universe were fulfilling his fears the
moment they popped into his head, that very night when everything
seemed healed, everything had changed again instead. He had caught
her in the doorway of his private office, and for a terrible moment
he'd lost everything, forgotten everything. It was as though ten
years had never passed.

He had lost control. For one terrible moment he had
lost control, and he had seen the look in her eyes. He knew the
emotion he'd seen there too well to pretend he didn't know what it
was. He had seen it in the eyes of so many people over the years as
they looked at him: fear. He had worked to make people fear him,
savored it, loved it, reveled in it.

But ... not anymore. Not with her. That was not what
he wanted. Why was it there, of all places? And why did it still
effect him the same way? Why had it stirred all those old
instincts? Why could that look still pump adrenaline into his veins
and make him feel so powerful.

He shouldn't want that. He didn't want
that.

But seeing the fear there had stirred something he
wasn't comfortable with. Something he had never been comfortable
with, and recently had begun to dare think he had finally
escaped.

It was a trick of the light, a trick of the light
that brought up old memories - that was all. And he'd needed time
to recover from a shock when he had least been expecting one, when
he had allowed himself to get too comfortable. Too vulnerable.

It was a simple thing, really. Something to be
forgotten, and three days was enough. He was over it. It wouldn't
be a problem. He could forget he ever saw it. She had hidden it
quickly enough, after all, and the rest of the evening had quickly
reminded him why he had missed her so much.

He looked at the clock. Five-thirty. Late enough.
With a deep breath, he became a different person.

He clicked the intercom. "Jenna, could you dial
Heather and put it through?"

There was a click, and then the sound of a ringing
telephone answered his request.

There was another muffled click and the sound of air
in a microphone. "Hey," Heather's breathless voice answered. "I was
hoping I'd hear from you. You got back today, right?"

"Heather," Troy said, his eyes closed as he savored
the sound. "Do you know how crazy it's been driving me to be away
for three days?"

Heather laughed a little, the way she did when she
was blushing. "I have some kind of idea," she said. "Are you
working very late tonight?"

"No, I don't need to get much more done, actually.
Not tonight. Tonight I need something else."

He could hear her breath tighten a little on the
other end. "What kind of 'else' did you have in mind?"

He felt himself smiling into the receiver in spite of
himself. Sometimes it wasn't really as hard as he let himself make
it out to be. "Well, all the time I was away I was having these
fantasies of what I might find waiting for me at home. If a
beautiful woman had happened to wander in off the street, lost
track of all those clothes she normally wears, and just needed
someone to be good to her. I'd be good to her, of course."

"Of course."

"But only if I really knew she was mine. There's a
specific woman I know who I put a collar on a few weeks back. I've
been out of town long enough she might have forgotten, but if she
happened to turn up, I would certainly reward something like
that."

He could hear her breathing was tight. "I think I
know the one."

"Good. I'd hate to think I was coming home to someone
else's toy."

"She certainly isn't that, sir."

"Well," he mused. "I'll have to make sure she proves
it."

 


 


 


 


An hour later - almost to the second - Troy stood
poised before the heavy doorway to his suite in the Williams Tower.
His hand felt the cool grains of wood, and he breathed in a long,
deep breath that filled his lungs with slow, frigid ecstasy. He
always felt this way before he saw her, so powerfully alive and
ready and turned on. It was like slipping into another self, an
extreme, perfect mindset: animal and aggressive but controlled,
controlling.

He flicked the door open easily, letting it bang
deafeningly into the wall of the hallway beyond. He could tell she
was already here, waiting for him. He had given her a little extra
time, just to be sure. She needed a few minutes to prepare for him.
He didn't want her distracted or restless or out of breath. He
wanted her calm, meditative, fixated on what was about to happen.
It made it so much better when he could tell how she had been
dwelling for hours on what he would do to her - how he would take
her, how he would use her.

He set down his coat by the door and walked into the
side hall where he had once trained her to wait for him. She had
heard him come in, of course. She was already there, kneeling: her
face flushed, her body naked, her thin silver collar fastened
around the base of that perfect, delicate throat.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, savoring the
sight and savoring her intense anticipation. He felt his cock
harden in his pants. God but she was beautiful when she was like
this. The light was dim, accentuating every shape and contour of
her body. Her soft, bare breasts swayed a bit as she looked up at
him. Her face was flushed, and her shoulders trembled slightly.

"Sir, it's good to have you back."

"It's good to be back, Heather. It's very, very
good." He stepped into the side hall and approached her. He brushed
aside a lock of auburn hair that had fallen across her face. "Did
you miss me very much?"

"More than you could possibly know, sir."

"And were you a very bad girl when you were thinking
about me?"

"No, sir. You know I save myself for you."

"Really? Three whole days and not a single bad deed?
You'll be so much fun to play with, all pent up like that. It'll
almost make up for not having anything to punish you for." He ran a
finger up the side of her neck and felt her shiver a little in
anticipation.

"All pent up, sir," she agreed, the shiver even
audible in her voice.

He took her right nipple between his fingers and
rolled it slightly, experimentally, and was rewarded with a slight
gasp. With a slight pull upwards, he prompted her to stand, and she
scrambled to her feet as best she could with her breast in his
grip.

His other hand found its way around her head. He ran
his fingers through her hair, his face close to hers. Her breath
was tight and shallow, and he could see the wetness of her mouth as
she ran her tongue over her lips.

He kissed her just to feel that wetness against his
own mouth, the hot, shallow breaths, the soft trembling
anticipation. Her body fulfilled every possible fantasy, the way it
responded so exquisitely. She softened in his embrace, conforming
to his body and pressing against him anywhere she could be touched.
He loved the way she tasted, the way she smelled, the way she felt.
The way she felt, especially.

His hand left her breast and wandered downward,
tracing over her abdomen, taking a detour to squeeze her
deliciously tight ass, and then down over the sensitive mound of
her groin. He felt her stiffen as his hand cupped her pussy, and
even before his fingers were at her hole, he could feel how wet she
was for him.

"So wet already, Heather?" he breathed. "Is that all
because of me?"

"All, sir. I'm - I'm always wet when I'm with
you."

He had ample evidence that that was true, but it
didn't make it any less exquisite to feel her sex soaking with
juices, ready for his cock whenever he wanted to take her. It never
got old. Seeing the effect he had on her never, ever got old. He
felt another throb in his shaft, by now standing at complete
attention against the tight cloth on his crotch, but he wasn't
about to rush through this and miss out. The best part was always
watching her squirm.

With a satisfying click, he opened the buckle of his
belt. Heather's hands flew to his zipper at the sound, over-eager
and hopeful it meant he was about to take her. But he pushed her
hands away, and instead raised the belt to her head, threading it
back through itself in a loop. He heard her breath stop as she saw
what he was doing. He brought it up and she bent her head slightly
to let him slip it over and down to her throat, where he tightened
it with an easy little flick.

It wasn't tight enough to choke her, at least for the
moment, but she wouldn't forget it was there, that was for
sure.

He reached into his pocket and found his silk
handkerchief, still crisp and pressed since the morning, and put it
up to her eyes. She stilled, her body taut and at attention, as he
tied the little cloth off with a firm knot.

"Good," he said, so very softly. "Look at how far
we've come. It wasn't that long ago I'd have you going all to
pieces on me just for a little tie-up. But you've learned I can be
good to you, haven't you?"

"Yes, sir," she breathed.

"And you've learned I don't have to be, too."

The answering shiver, nervous and aroused and eager,
jerked through the leather strap of the belt tied at her throat.
"Yes, sir." Her voice was barely audible.
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