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Reader Advisory: This story is part of a series intended for mature audiences only and which features intensely erotic situations, an enigmatic and dangerously sexy billionaire, the younger woman he draws under his spell, forced exhibition, public humiliation, discipline, dominance, and rough sex. All characters are 18 or older.



	


Depending on who you talk to, Troy Baldwin is anything from an uptown playboy to a business-obsessed shark, but everyone would agree he's sharp, handsome, and dangerous as they come. When Heather learns the sleepy little company she works for is getting bought out, there's one name everybody hopes not to hear.

Her goal is to keep her head down and survive the corporate shake-up, but when a chance encounter with the new owner and CEO reveals more of both of them than they ever intended, that little plan goes out the window. They'll have to keep each other's secret, but with a man like this, things are never so simple ...



	




	Preview

	 

	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 just entered through 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 it 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 couldn't believe how … much she was turned on …

	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.
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Learning to Surrender

	 

	"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 ... risqué."

	"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-skeptical 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 afterwards 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-jeweled 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.


This concludes Book One of Learning to Surrender. 
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	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 town car 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 wasn't until Sunday that she had decided on impulse to put it on. 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.

	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. And then she had taken it off and returned it to the hiding place designed so precisely to look like it wasn't a hiding place at all.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"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 suggested it. 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." She 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 really proud of you anyways. Trying new things isn't always easy."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	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 couldn't concentrate on what she had been doing any longer. She would retreat into the bedroom, extract the vibrator from the shoebox underneath the bed, and finally let her thoughts wander where they were always trying to go that week since the encounter at Club Dye. She could still remember the look 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. Even then, she knew there were things she wanted which she didn't dare think about, and what scared her more than anything was that if something more came of Troy's sudden appearance in her life, it would lead her precisely towards those things.

	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 tight band against her throat.  But the thought of trying to wear it in public was still far from her mind.

	That is, until the necessary motivation arrived.

	"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."

	"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.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	She was repeating the gesture the following morning as she stepped across the threshold of her apartment, this time with better reason. The small gold links felt so delicate between her fingers, it was strange to think they could be what was making 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. She couldn't shake the feeling that every eye that glanced at her in the street could guess exactly what she was wearing and what it signified. She had no idea what she was doing or why she was doing it, but 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.

	She was also very wet, and didn't foresee that changing any time soon. 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.

	At work it was worse, because people there knew her and noticed the change.  When Bill Latham, a handsome man in his early fifties with a desk across the row from hers, complimented her new necklace, she blushed a deep crimson and mumbled her thanks with a thick, clumsy tongue.
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